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The sixteenth-century personages of Sir Thomas More and Bishop John Fisher
have d as signif figures in historical works. Theirs was a

didactic role, with sixteenth-century authors using them as examples of Christian

conduct, either virtuous or immoral. tury histori; to

address the wisdom of More's and Fisher's decisions to oppose the will of the state.
In both cases, the religious affiliations of the authors influenced the way in which
they perceived More's and Fisher’s moral roles.

This thesis provides an historiographical analysis of the ways in which the
two groups of writers diverged and corresponded in their assessments of More's and
Fisher's respective functions as historical figures. It also takes into account two
major historical trends; the changes in the art of biography felt in the sixteenth
century and the whig i ion of history domil in the ni The

of the bi ical literary form led to the creation of

Roman Catholic hagiographies of More and Fisher which were distinctive in their
combination of mundane factual material with religiously-inspired interpretations.
Protestant writers were also affected in that they were obliged to acknowledge
More's and Fisher's learning and intellectual gifts, and were no longer able to dismiss
then as superstitious papists. The images of More and Fisher, as created by these

biographies, were used by nil tury historians to i convey



ii
moral lessons. the images ined constant, the ions were altered

to include the teaching of honourable conduct as well as dramatic illustrations of the
tyrannical power of the monarch.

Although differing from one another in certain aspects, these writers all
converged in their didactic treatment of More and Fisher. Regardless of political or
religious ion, they all the two as in an attempt to
provoke meritorious conduct in their readers. In their approaches to and uses of

Thomas More and John Fisher, historians of the sixteenth and nineteenth centuries,
despite their di agenda, i close in their basic attitudes

towards the two men.
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Introduction

Among the colourful figures of Tudor history, few loom larger than Sir
Thomas More and Bishop John Fisher. These two, executed for treason in 1535,
were influential during their lives and their legacies remained long after their
deaths. Thomas More was, in his time, a successful lawyer, humanist scholar,
politician, Lord Chancellor, and friend to King Henry VIII, while John Fisher, a

‘humanist scholar as well, was also Ch 1lor of C: i Uni ity for most

of his adult life, chaplain to Lady and Bishop of Roch

Their productive lives were cut short by their convictions for treason upon their
refusal to take the Oath of Supremacy and acknowledge Henry VIII as the
rightful head of the English Church.

Through the centuries since their deaths, More and Fisher have been the
subjects of much controversy. Many historians simply did not know what to
make of two extraordinarily learned men who suffered beheading rather than
swear an oath which the rest of the country had largely accepted. In general,
the reactions to More’s and Fisher’s intransigence were divided along religious
lines, with Catholic writers upholding them as martyrs, while Protestant authors
deplored the bad decisions made by otherwise intelligent men. In the sixteenth
century, while More and Fisher became direct examples of conduct and

behaviour, either good or bad, ing on one's d ination, many writers,

rising above religion, admired these intelligent men who preferred death to a



compromising of their beliefs. As such, their stories had moral value and were

thus worth dis Some three dred years later, nis tury
English historians took a very similar view of the issue, judging the two on the
political aspects of their decision to stand against a process that played a large
role in the establishment of their own nation-state. Overall, an exploration of
the attitudes of writers towards More and Fisher in both the sixteenth and

reveals the of their ions despite the

changes wrought in the study and use of history.

The choice of these two periods demands explanation. The sixteenth
century saw the genesis of the legends of More and Fisher, for the books written
about them in this period established the base upon which all subsequent
research was done. Furthermore, the images of More and Fisher created in these
first works affected to a very great degree the work of later centuries.

The nineteenth century was an equally formative period in English
historiography. In this case, the nineteenth century shall be extended up to the
eve of the First World War, for many books written in those fourteen years owed

much to the old century. With the k dl i of the whig

the influence of Ranke, and the ongoing tension between Protestant and
Catholic, history in the 1800s was a dynamic, significant study, in which More

and Fisher played no small part.



The discipline of history, from the sixteenth to the ni 1

carried as one of its primary qualities a powerful didacticism. The study of the
past taught people how to live better, more virtuous lives. In the sixteenth

century, this was i through the icling of the lives of

successful, powerful people who reached their high stations without

compromising their Christian ethics.! Nil th- century
the same desire for subtly different ends; instead of teaching religious ethics
alone, they hoped to strengthen the administration skills as well as the moral
backbone of students who would later enter the government and bureaucracy.?

The sixteenth century saw a large amount of material written on More
and Fisher, from both the Catholic and Protestant viewpoints. By the century’s
end, four Catholic writers had completed biographies of More and one

had been i about Fisher. In addition, three major

F T iclers had ioned the two in their works.

The two genres of works listed above, biographies and chronicles,
changed greatly in the sixteenth century under the influence of the Renaissance.
each i d all T peculiar to its type, both were deeply

affected by that doctrine of humanistic scholarship which taught that history

was an important subject of study, for it provided examples of practical virtuous

1 FJ. Levy, Tudor Historical Thought (San Martino: The Huntingdon Press, 1967) pp. 35, ix.

2 joseph Hamburger, Macaulay and the Whig Tradition (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1976) pp. 104-105.



living in the secular world. History taught that it was indeed possible for a
person to lead a Christian, relatively sinless life outside the walls of an
ecclesiastical institution.®
The sixteenth century was a time of great religious upheaval and
asP i to establish itself, while Catholicism

reacted defensively against this greatest challenge to its monopoly of the souls of
Europe. As such illustrious men as Thomas More and John Fisher were among
the first to accept death rather than compromise their beliefs, they quickly
became symbols for both Catholics and Protestants. To Catholics, they were
shining recipients of the grace of the Almighty and to Protestants, curious
enigmas, to be admired for their learning and erudition but despised because of
their religion. In either case, More and Fisher brought out the passion and
fervour people felt about their religion.

The nature of learning and scholarship also changed during the century
and in this area as well, a study of More and Fisher provides enlightenment.
History had established a niche for itself as a set of examples of good and bad
conduct, and the stories of More and Fisher seemed tailor-made for such a
purpose. They could either be men worthy of emulation or serve as examples of
otherwise decent men led astray by a false faith. It depended on the writers’,

and readers’, religious persuasion.

3 Levy, Tudor Thought, p. 35.



Bridging the chasm of three hundred years would prove a difficult

undertaking were it not for the common attitudes of historians towards More

and Fisher. Alth h the reasons for historians' interest in the two changed with
the passage of time, the i blished in the si: th century held
true all through the ni th. Catholics still ded More and Fisher as
worthy of sainthood, while most P thought that their zeal had been
misplaced.

One of the most pervasive i on ni tury history

writing was the whig interpretation of the past. This type of historical analysis
was characterized chiefly by the notion of progress, the belief that the
inexorable passage of time brought humanity closer to achieving the ideal

society, the ni i tury nati tate. Whig historians tended to be an

ic and lot, for they were firmly convinced
that the whole story of the English past was a smooth ascent from the primordial

ooze to their great Empire. The British were p

century after century, as their government and society evolved towards the
climax of Victoria's reign.*
One of the most important events in this process was the English

A ing to whig histori; Henry VIII's removal of England

from the Roman Catholic communion was a great stride forward in the evolution

* H. Butterfield, The Whig Interpretation of History (London: G. Bell, 1959) pp. 14, 12.



of humanity. It not only brought England out from under the shadow of the
papacy and into a more enlightened time in which the country controlled its

own religious destiny, but also ished one of the of nis

century culture. For this reason alone, the whig historians revered the
Reformation.s
the whig i ion of history retained its dominance

throughout the 1800s, there existed an undercurrent of thought which adopted
quite the opposite tack on the Reformation. The Tory view held that the
medieval period was a golden age, with benevolent feudal kings ruling the land
and the shepherds of the Catholic Church gently keeping its flocks in line. To
these writers, the sixteenth century was a time of tragedy, as a rapacious Henry
VI ripped England from the bosom of the Pope and destroyed the monasteries,
the havens of those most devoted to God. Needless to say, the Roman Catholic

Church of the nineteenth century was extremely sympathetic to this line of

hinking and iastical writers d for much of the work following
this philosophy.®
In the mid-ni century, the histori iscipline underwent a

remarkable change. Before 1850, history was not a professional academic

discipline; the men who i; i the past came from other walks of life and

s Rosemary O'Day, The Debate on the English Reformation (London: Methuen, 1986) pp. 56.

& . Burrow, A Liberal Descent: Victorian Historians and the English Past (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1981) pp. 240-41.



thus wrote as amateurs. To early Victorians, the purpose of a study of the past
was to gain in moral fibre from the lessons to be found therein. This being the
case, a good early-Victorian historian was a learned man of unimpeachable
character, who could, through vivid and lively prose, outline for his reader the
past's examples of upright, virtuous living.” Even the professional historians of
the later 1800s took great care to ensure that their research did not undermine
the teaching value of their subject.®

In this century, More and Fisher served a purpose similar to their roles in
the sixteenth, for their lives became once again the focus of considerable

attention from historians. More’s and Fisher's decisions to oppose the

were analyzed in a political light, their strengths and weaknesses laid out for the
edification of future policy-makers.
The similarities between the attitudes towards More and Fisher in the two

isani In both the sixteenth and nineteenth

centuries, More and Fisher fulfilled the same roles as examples for moral and

practical education. Only the motives from the si h-century

desires to portray lives worthy of emulation or to illustrate the tragedy of learned

men gone wrong, to the ni i tury need to illumi the
consequences of ill- or well- considered decisions.

7 T.W. Heyck, The Transformation of Intellectual Life in Victorian England (New York: St.
Martin's Press, 1982) pp. 126-131.

s Heyck, Transformation, pp. 143-45.



Chapter One

The Lives of More and Fisher

1.1 Sir Thomas More

In order to investigate the effects of the deaths of More and Fisher, it is
necessary to first briefly examine their lives. Thomas More lived in the reign of
Henry VIl and was immortalized in the reigns of that monarch's children. More
was born on 7 February, most likely in 14789 at London, the son of Justice John
More and his wife Agnes.!®

Young More was sent by his father to St. Anthony's School for a solid
grounding in the liberal arts which formed the core of education in the fifteenth
century. Here he learned the frivium, the first three of the seven liberal subjects:
Latin grammar, logic, and rhetoric. This early education developed some of
More's greatest talents; his facility with language, both Latin and English, and his
outstanding skill at oratory and debate. 11

About 1490, John More secured for his son, now around twelve years old,
a place in the household of John Morton, Archbishop of Canterbury, Lord

Chancellor, and later Cardinal. It was the time in the Archbishop's house that

9 More's father was unclear as to the exact date of the birth of his son.
1 Anthony Kenny, Thomas More (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1983) p. 6.

1t Richard Marius, Thomas More: A Biography (New York: Knopf, 1984) pp. 15-16.



awakened in More the intense religious feeling which played such a large role
i hout his life. ipping in the great C: y Cathedral,

surrounded by the feast for the senses that was the Mass, More embraced the
Catholic Church with his all heart and soul, becoming one of its most devout
sons.12

From Morton's house, More went on to the university of Oxford, where he
studied the quadrivium, the last four of the seven liberal arts, arithmetic, music,
geometry, and astronomy. Although he had a flair for his studies, he was taken

by his father out of Oxford entirely after only two years, as John More preferred

that his son enter the legal ion. Continuing at university would most
likely have led to his taking holy orders. Thomas More thus began his training
in the law about 1494, and was admitted to the bar in 1503.!3

From about 1501 More led an ascetic life, worshipping with the
disciplined Carthusian monks of London’s Charterhouse monastery. While it is
not clear if he actually lived in the monastery, or merely boarded nearby, it is
certain that he followed the monastic ritual with devotion. During this sojourn,
he suffered through an intense spiritual conflict between the soul and the flesh.
He yearned to enter the priesthood and devote his life to the service of God. The

depth of this passion is nowhere better illustrated than in the order of monks to

12 Marius, Thomas More, pp. 20, 23-24.

13 Gordon Rupp, Thomas More: The King's Good Servant (London: Collins, 1978) p. 11.
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whom he attached himself, for the Carthusians were the most austere, the most
rigorous of all the monastic groups, spending much time in total silence and
isolation, praying for hours on end. Aside from More and Fisher, some of the
Charterhouse Carthusians were the only others executed for de-fying the
Supremacy, and they died in unspeakable agony. All through His life, More
wore a hair shirt and flagellated himself, striving to retain some aspect of the
severe piety practised by the monks. More may well have desired to join the

C ians, but he was afraid that he would be urn_able to control

his burgeoning sexual desire, thus putting in dire peril his imneortal soul.!4

In the end, the call of the world proved the victor, and he married Jane
Colt in 1504 or 1505. She bore him four children and died in 1511 at the age
of twenty-three. Only one month later, More married Dame Alice Middleton,

with whom he remained for the rest of his days.!s

Shortly after his into the legal ion, Thom as More made
his first foray into the sphere of public life and politics, in 1504:, becoming a
Member of Parliament. During this time, he also represented irm various

a number of dif

as well as serving as a
delegate from the city of London to the royal government. In 1510, he was

appointed under-sheriff for the City.!6

4 Marius, Thomas More, pp. 34-35, 14-15.
1 Anne Murphy, Thomas More (London: Fount, 1996) pp. 3-4.

16 Rupp, Good Servant, pp. 11-12.
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In 1517, More entered the king's service as a royal councillor, becoming a
personal secretary to Henry VIII'7, exchanging letters with Cardinal Wolsey and
others in which he set forth the king's orders. More became a close confidante

of Henry's, often accompanying him on journeys. The two would often walk

together late at night, di: i thing from policy to . Here his
facility with words served him well, for Henry intensely disliked writing. More
also assisted the king in the creation of Henry's 1521 attack on Luther, The

of the Seven As this effort earned the king the title of

"Defender of the Faith," Henry must have come to value not only More's
eloquence, but his theological learning as well.!®
During his life, More earned a reputation as a humanist scholar, which

was ent d by his friendship with Desiderius Erasmus of one of

the most influential writers of the period. Concentrating on Greek and Latin
classic works, the humanists, studying grammar and rhetoric, sought to bring
these ancient texts to again light the world with their wisdom. They also
investigated the Bible and other early Christian writers, hoping to better
understand their religion. More’s most important humanist work, Utopia, which

attained European-wide fame from its first publication in 1516.12

17 Henry VIII was born in 1491 and reigned from 1509 until his death in 1547.
18 Rupp, Good Servant, pp. 27-28.

19 Kenny, Thomas More, p. 8.
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One of the more controversial elements of Ufopia was its attitude towards

when idered in light of More's later hard

stance on heresy. The Utopians believed in a single deity, but permitted a
variety of forms of worship, for "it was arrogant folly for anyone to enforce
conformity with his own beliefs by threats or violence.” One who did not
believe in God, however, was seen as a threat, and exiled from the island, but
not physically disciplined.20

Upon Wolsey's fall from grace in 1529, the office of Lord Chancellor lay
open. Thomas More was offered the position for a number of reasons, the most
important of which was simply that he had been long in government service
without incurring the enmity of any influential individuals or groups. Henry
also trusted More implicitly. As for More's reasons for accepting the office, aside
from personal ambition, it is possible that More may have seen it as an
opportunity for the power to better protect the Catholic Church from its many
enemies in England. He certainly must have been aware that the divorce
proceedings were uppermost in the minds of the king and his closest advisors.
While what More told the king of his thoughts on the divorce is unknown, it
appears that it was noncommittal enough, for Henry, secure in his
righteousness, probably believed that More would inevitably cast his lot on the

kingly side of the controversy. Regardless of his motives, in October 1529,

2 Murphy, Thomas More, pp. 36-38.
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Thomas More officially accepted the office of Lord Chancellor, together with the
king's Great Seal 2!

In this capacity, More served his king to the best of his ability, but over
time found the problems and duties of the office both insurmountable and
distasteful. Although the loss of many of his personal papers from this time
precludes a detailed account of his activities, it is clear that he did not have
nearly the influence in government which Wolsey had wielded. Foreign
ambassadors dealt more with Thomas Cromwell, who by now had made himself
indispensable to the king, and More was increasingly isolated from the policy-
making arm of the government.??

To make matters worse, it was at this time that Henry increased the
intensity of his campaign to obtain his divorce from Catherine of Aragon. Asone
of the preliminary steps towards this end, in February 1531, Henry forced
Convocation, the ruling body of clerics in England, to acknowledge him as the
Supreme Head of the Church in England. Chapuys, the Imperial ambassador,
wrote to his emperor in that same month that the Lord Chancellor was so deeply
troubled by this latest development that he wanted to resign at the earliest

possible opportunity.2?

21 Marius, Thomas More, pp. 360-365.
22 Marius, Thomas More, pp. 376-378.

2 Marius, Thomas More, p. 379.
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One duty of his position over which More did exert some control, and to

which he applied himself with a good deal of enthusiasm, was the i
and prosecution of heretics. More questioned dozens of people suspected of
renouncing the Catholic faith for Protestantism and he sent many of these to
Smithfield there to burn for their dangerous beliefs. He was a savage defender
of the faith, frequently imprisoning in his own house those suspected of heresy
until they confessed or recanted. Those who refused to abjure their false

he i t d to death, while those who begged for

forgiveness he granted one last chance, as was the custom. A second

of heresy, I meant that, even if the accused recanted

again, he would still be burnt at the stake. While many modern scholars have
valiantly defended More, Richard Marius contends that More hated all heretics,
seeing them as tools of Satan, and felt no impulses of mercy as he questioned and
condemned them. He felt no compunction about sending them to prison or the
stake, for he was determined to eradicate them from England.2*

Despite the fact that both Chancellor and King stood on a united front
against heresy, More continued to be drawn further away from Henry's good
graces as the king’s divorce, known as the Great Matter, progressed. Henry was

determined to win his separation from Catherine at any cost and in the early

2¢ Marius, Thomas More, pp. 404-407.
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1530s he began a i ign to remove iasti hority from

the pope into his own hands.

Thomas More was outraged by the entire debacle: he disapproved of
Henry's annulment of his marriage to Catherine of Aragon, intensely disliked
Anne Boleyn, and was aghast at the concept of a Church without the Pope. The

the Act of the

final blow came in 1532, when Co
of the Clergy, which placed the entire clerical organization under Henry's direct
control. The next day, 16 May, More deposited the Great Seal of the realm into
the king's hand and resigned his office of Lord Chancellor.25

About this time, More encountered Elizabeth Barton, also known as the
Holy Maid or the Nun of Kent. Through the late 1520s, this young woman had
been experiencing divine visions which frequently prophesied the future, and
she had become so popular that a small group of priests and others had, in
effect, become her followers and disciples. By 1528, she had begun to have
visions concerning the king's marriage. She foresaw, among other dire
consequences, that if Henry married Anne Boleyn, he "should not be king of
England seven months after."” When the Nun's revelations began to appear in
printed books, Henry had her and her associates attainted of treason and

executed in April 1534.26

25 Rupp, Good Servant, pp. 43-44.

2 Sharon L. Jansen, Dangerous Talk and Strange Behavior: Women and Fopular Resistance fo
the Reforms of Henry VIl (New York: St. Martin's, 1996) pp. 46-47, 53-56.



Before the Nun's arrest, she met with the king on several occasions,
always threatening his downfall if he put Catherine aside. She also met with

‘Thomas More, during which conversation the ex-Chancellor warned her of the

danger of such political hecies. More was i i by Elizabeth
Barton, listening to many different people tell of her visions. He, refused,
however, to hear any talk of those which attacked the king, for he was well
aware of the perilous path followed by the Nun and her friends. His caution
served him well, for his name was put on the bill attainting Barton and her
circle of treason. It was removed only when Henry's councillors begged the king
not to include More on the bill, for fear that it would not otherwise pass in the
House of Lords, the members of which knew very well that Cromwell did not
have a solid case against the ex-Chancellor.?”

In March 1534, Parliament passed the Act of Succession, which required
all Englishmen to take an oath that they acknowledged the legality of the king's
marriage to Anne Boleyn as well as Henry's title of Supreme Head of the Church.
While More was willing to accept the marriage as legal, he could not agree to
the second tenet of the Act. When asked to swear the oath, he refused point-
blank, believing that an earthly prince had no power to withdraw his country
from papal dominion. When pressed to divulge his reasons for his

unwillingness to take the oath, More asked for a guarantee that he would not be

27 Jansen, Dangerous Talk, pp. 49-50; Marius, Thomas More, pp. 451-455.



17
prosecuted if he explained himself. Upon learning that no such promise could
be made, More observed that it was no crime to avoid putting himself in

dy. After inued ext ions by the royal commissioners, none of

which succeeded in swaying his mind, More was imprisoned in the Tower of
London on 17 April. 28

Initially, More's confinement was not harsh, for he was permitted a
servant, John a Wood, and was allowed to retain his books and writing
materials. Over the course of his imprisonment, More's mind turned to death
and the state of his soul. He had had much of the world and was looking
forward to the day when he would be released from it. Indeed, he almost treated
his sojourn in the Tower as a chance to live the ascetic life he had longed for in
his youth. Uppermost in his thoughts were matters spiritual rather than
temporal. His conscience did not bother him about his refusal to swear the oath;
rather, he was worried that he was committing the sin of suicide by locking
himself into a course of action which could only lead to his death. More never
claimed for himself the distinction of conscious martyrdom, never asserted that
his actions were motivated by divine commands from God. He instead ended his
life through a rational decision based on his own beliefs and principles, and thus
had no celestial assurance that his choices were sanctioned by God and met with

the Almighty's approval. 22

28 Murphy, Thomas More, pp. 73-75.
2 Kenny, Thomas More, pp. 75-71.
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In May 1534, the g« i the on More ina
further attempt to break his will. He was denied visits from his family and was
no longer permitted to take the air in the garden of the Tower. The Act of
Treasons passed in November made guilty of treason anyone who spoke
"maliciously™ against the Crown, with the definition of malice left suitably
vague so as to cover a broad spectrum. Even this Act, however, was rot enough
to convict More of treason, for he actually had not said anything against the king
or his statutes. Ever since he was first called upon to take the oath, he had
simply maintained a stubborn silence on the subject. The government could
keep More in prison for misprision of treason in his refusal to take the oath, but
as long as kept silent as to his motives, they could not execute him.3°

Despite Cromwell's best efforts to trick him into confessing, More
continued to say nothing on the subject whatsoever. By June, Cromwell was
desperate enough to employ harsher tactics.3! On the twelfth of that month, Sir
Richard Riche, the Solicitor General, visited More to take away his books and
writing materials, in a move calculated to wear down More's morale and
fortitude. He succeeded, for Riche's version of the conversation they exchanged
was sufficient to send More to the block.?? When asked if he thought Parliament

could legally declare the king to be the Supreme Head of the Church, More at

3 Kenny, Thomas More, pp. 80-81
31 Marius, Thomas More, pp. 492-493, 498-499.

32 The veracity of Riche’s account is uncertain.
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last asserted that ™to the case of primacy, the subject cannot be obligated to give
his consent to such a thing in Parliament." It was enough for the government.
On 1 July, More was brought to trial.3

A trial for treason in the sixteenth century was hardly an impartial sifting
of evidence. It was instead a process in which the accused heard the charges

against him for the first time, and was indeed offered a chance to refute them,

but all that was ired for a iction was the testis of one person. The
judges, often picked for their loyalty to the prosecution, frequently bullied the
Jjuries into issuing the verdict desired by the Crown. Given these conditions, it
was not surprising that, despite a spirited defence, More was convicted on

Riche's evid and todie. On the ing of 6 July 1535, Thomas

More was executed with one stroke of the headsman's axe.3

1.2 Bishop John Fisher
Bishop John Fisher led an equally eminent and influential life. He was
born in 1469 in the town of Beverly, Yorkshire, to Robert Fisher, a mercer, and

his wife Agnes. John was the eldest of four children; little is known about the

53 Rupp, Thomas More, pp. 55-59.

34 E.E. Reynolds, The Trial of 5t. Thomas More (London: Burns and Oates, 1964) pp. 7071,
118, 152.
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rest of his family. Even though Robert Fisher died in 1477 when John was about
eight, the family was wealthy enough to send him to the local grammar school,
where he stayed for about five years, learning Latin and becoming acquainted
with both the Scriptures and the classical authors. His talent and love for
learning must have manifested itself even at this early age, for it was decided
that he should pursue further studies at the university of Cambridge, with an
eye to joining the clergy. In or about 1482-83, he set off for the university
town.35

At the college of Michaelhouse, Fisher studied under William de Melton,
a noted scholar and theologian. Fisher, like More, received the standard
medieval education of the fr7vium and the quadrivium. By 1491, he had earned
his Master of Arts, which signified proficiency in both the fr7vium and the
quadrivium. To achieve this degree was a fairly rare feat, as most students could
earn a decent living by completing the frivium, which earned them a Bachelor of
Arts.36

In this same year, 1491, Fisher applied for, and received, a special

dispensation from Rome which permitted him to enter holy orders even though

he was undk for the priesthood. At tv y-two, he was ordained in York,
and returned straightaway to Cambridge to begin the ten-year doctorate of

35 Michael Macklem, God Have Mercy: The Life of John Fisher of Rochester (Ottawa: Oberon
Press, 1967) pp. 3-5.

36 E.E. Reynolds, Sainf John Fisher (London: Burns & Oates, 1955) pp. 3-6.
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divinity programme. During this course of study, he became more involved in
the university's ini: i He was il to be one of the two Proctors

in 1494, and, in 1497, he succeeded William de Melton as the Master of
Michaelhouse college. He received his doctorate in 1501, the same year he was
elevated to the position of Vice-Chancellor.3” Clearly, Fisher was a man of
unusual talent and tenacity, committed not only to learning itself, but to its
institutions as well.

During the 1490s, Fisher cultivated the friendship of the Lady

Beaufort, mother of King Henry VII. As they shared the same loves of God and
learning, it was not long before Fisher became her chaplain, and in 1497, she

him her 1 38 Under Fisher’s guidance and advice,

Lady Margaret ceased to support the already-wealthy Westminster Abbey and
instead turned her attention to the state of the secular clergy. She established

readerships in both Oxford and C: idge as well asa ip at

Cambridge. For a stipend, the readers were required to read aloud to any

listeners for one hour in each of the divinity schools. The preacher was obliged

to travel throughout England, hing six each year of his three-year

appointment. It was Fisher's great ambition to create a new brand of priest, a

57 Macklem, God Have Mercy; p. 7.

38 Reynolds, Sainf, p. 12.
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literate preacher who could competently explain the word of God to the laity at
large.3®

In 1504, Henry VII granted to Fisher the bishopric of Rochester, for the
king, noticing Fisher's exceptional virtue and piety, wished to reward him, and,
in addition, hoped that Fisher would serve as a good example to the kingdom as
a whole. The new bishop was delighted with his see in a way not common to
many of his predecessors. Rochester was tiny, with an annual income of only
£300, whereas some sees earned their holders £1500 or more. Still, it suited
Fisher perfectly, for he was not interested in monetary gain, but the cure of souls
and the advancement of knowledge. Indeed, when he was offered richer
bishoprics, such as Lincoln or Ely, he turned them down, content to remain in
his own little see. He took a personal interest in his diocese, and while he took

part in the ings of i and C ion, his first love was the

spiritual care of his people. He tried to take care of his diocese himself as much
as possible, regularly visiting each section of it. He personally judged as many
cases of heresy and other ecclesiastical transgressions as he could, for he greatly
desired to show his flock their errors and help correct them, rather than simply
to punish them. In his personal life, Fisher was equally rigorous, eating simply

and sleeping on a hard pallet.0

2 Macklem, God Have Mercy, p. 10.
40 Macklem, God Have Mercy, pp. 11-15, 44.
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In his enthusiasm for Rochester, Fisher did not forget Cambridge. Indeed,
Cambridge would not forget him, for despite the fact that he resigned his

upon his ion to bishop, the university administration
elected him Chancellor, a post he filled for the rest of his life. Armed with the
power of his office and the wealth of the Lady Margaret, Fisher set out to create

a new breed of secular priests, who were not only devout and sincere, but

trained 11 d in the Scri and able to refute the
arguments put forth by enemies of the ancient Church. The first school for such
priests was Christ's College. Established in 1506 on the premises of the decrepit
Godshouse, its new charter provided means to support a Master, a large teaching
staff, and forty-seven students.#!

A second, larger college was founded by Fisher in 1516, from money left
for that purpose by Lady Margaret. Fisher's patron and friend had died in 1509,
but she remembered him and his university in her will. St. John's College
supported thirty-one fellows, who lived under the strictest discipline. The
students, who were all priests in training, studied the traditional arts of the
trivium and quadriviurm, though excluding music, and in addition, philosophy,
theology, Greek, and Hebrew. The two languages had only recently been
introduced to Cambridge, for Fisher had brought over Erasmus himself to begin

the teaching of Greek.42

1 Macklem, God Have Mercy; pp. 16-17.
42 Reynolds, Saint, pp. 49-53.
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When Lutheranism began to spread through England, John Fisher was hit
by a blow that cut to the very core of his being. All his life, Fisher was

that ed ion, and i the ledge i by the New
Learning, was a direct path to the salvation of a man's soul. That the New
Learning could actually lead a man away from the Holy Catholic Church was
almost beyond comprehension. Fisher's reaction to Protestantism was over the
rest of his life to become more conservative. He came to look longingly back at
the doctrines of the medieval Church, with its mystical reverence for a God who
spoke through the priests and the saints. His reforms and advances in
knowledge had always been directed primarily to this end, a better

understanding of the existing and immutable relationship between God and

man. He never sought to change, but to il i and with ism on

the prowl, Fisher set his teeth and made his stand for the old order.#3

As Henry VIIT's Great Matter gained the Bishop of Rock
cast his lot firmly with Queen Catherine of Aragon, becoming one of her
principal advisors, and certainly one of the most outspoken. In the legatine
court at Blackfriars in 1529, Henry told the court that once his mind had been
stirred by the possibility that his marriage to Catherine was illegal, he put the
question to his bishops of whether he could put the Queen aside. He then

showed the papal legates the signed and sealed document in which the bishops

5 Macklem, God Have Mercy, pp. 48-49, 22-23.
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agreed with the king. Archbishop Warham commented that he had no doubt
that all of his present Henry. John Fisher,
whose signature and seal were on the document, rose and stated that he did not
affirm the king’s position, and, furthermore, that his identifying marks had been

placed on the document by Warham, without Fisher's consent.# It is a measure
of Fisher's convictions and integrity that he dared to beard both the King of
England and the Archbishop of Canterbury in a court set up solely for their
benefit.

By 1533, England had been severed from the Catholic communion,
Catherine had been put aside, and Anne Boleyn had been crowned Queen.
Fisher was not in the best of spirits, but he had not given up hope that the
situation might be corrected, though the means he was now proposing were
much more drastic. The Imperial ambassador, Chapuys, wrote to his sovereign,
Charles V, urging his master to invade England to forcibly return the country to
the bosom of the Pope. Many Englishmen, he wrote would be in favour of such
a move, not the least the Bishop of Rochester, who had beseeched Chapuys time
and time again to write such a letter. To Fisher, the divorce was an unimportant
concern compared to the horror of a schism within the Holy Catholic Church.

He was even willing to commit treason to maintain the connection.s5

+4 Reynolds, Sainf, pp. 150-51.
45 Reynolds, Saint, pp. 191-194.
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Fisher was sorely hurt in the affair of the Nun of Kent, for, during her
interrogation by Cromwell, she revealed that Fisher had believed and supported
her when she told him of her visions. The bishop was summarily attainted of
treason in that same bill which condemned Barton and that More so narrowly
escaped, the reason for his inclusion being that he had wilfully kept knowledge

of this treasonous speech from the king. Fisher, aware of the extreme danger in

which he lay, defended himself mightily, claiming in letters to
Cromwell that he had kept silent only because he believed Henry to be already
aware of the content of the Nun's prophecies. He strove in vain, for he was
convicted in March 1534, with all his lands and revenues forfeit to the Crown.
Henry commuted his sentence, though, merely fining him £300, a year’s income
of his bishopric.4€

Having striven and failed with every means at his command to keep
England within the Roman Catholic communion, Fisher received with a heavy
heart, in April 1534, the summons to Lambeth to take the Oath of Supremacy.
As he stood with his friend Sir Thomas More in Lambeth Palace, Fisher wryly
commented that "the way they had chosen was certainly strait and narrow
enough to be the way to heaven."™ Fisher, like More, refused to swear the Oath,

and was sent to the Tower.+7

46 Reynolds, Sainf, pp. 197-198.
7 Macklem, God Have Mercy, pp. 177-180.
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Now in his sixties, Fisher felt acutely the cold of a winter in the Tower of
London. In December of 1534 he wrote to Cromwell, begging for relief. He
described how his clothes were thin and torn, his body cold all the time, and his
diet inadequate. In addition, he was suffering from various illnesses and
infirmities. Whether Cromwell succoured him we have no knowledge.
Deprived of everything of this world, from the bishopric of Rochester to the
clothes on his back, John Fisher had nothing left of his own but his fierce,
abiding faith in God and the Church, which now waxed stronger than before.®

In May 1535, Fisher was examined by Cromwell and the same council
which had tried and failed to break Sir Thomas More. They had no more luck
with the bishop. The frail old man of God stood silent, simply refusing to
comment on his reasons for not swearing the Oath. After the council had given
up and Fisher was removed to his cell, he was visited by Sir Richard Riche, who
told him that the King, desirous of spiritual guidance, wanted to know Fisher's
thoughts on the Supremacy. Fisher, thinking that the king had sent Riche to him
and that the sanctity of the confessional would protect him, fell into the trap and
told Riche that the king could never be the Supreme head of the English Church.
Still, Cromwell tried one last time to persuade Fisher to take the oath, for it

would be a great victory for the government if they could state that such a

48 Macklem, God Have Mercy; pp. 187-189.
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learned and respected man had come round to their view. The effort failed, and
Fisher was ignored for days on end.+®

It was only when Pope Paul III created Fisher a cardinal, that Henry
stepped up the proceedings to put him on the block. He took no notice of
Fisher’s claim that he would have refused the honour in any case. At his trial,
Fisher was accused of maliciously denying the king to be the Supreme Head of
the English Church. He declared himself not guilty and was thoroughly shocked
when Richard Riche was called. Despite an outraged defence, in which he
asserted that he had spoken under the sacrament of confession and so he should
come to no harm, he was convicted and sentenced to the terrible punishment of
being hanged, drawn, and quartered. Fisher waited five days. On 22 June,
1535, he was informed that the fateful day had dawned, and also that the king
had commuted his sentence to a more merciful beheading. John Fisher, late
Bishop of Rochester, went to his death with a contented smile and a prayer upon

his lips.>®

49 Reynolds, Sainf, pp. 258-261.
0 Macklem, God Have Mercy, pp. 195-207.
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Chapter Two

More and Fisher in the Sixteenth Century

Sir Thomas More and Bishop John Fisher certainly led distinguished lives.

More was a lawyer, orator, politician, and one of the scholars of his

day, while Fisher, an accomplished writer himself, was also a patron of learning

with a towering reputation for wisdom and sincere faith. Despite these many

Henry VIII d them for refusing to acknowledge the

king as Supreme Head of the Church of England. Their fates fired the

i inations and pens of historians after their deaths. These writers added two
new aspects to the memories of More and Fisher; they became saintly heroes to
the Catholics and grim object lessons for the Protestants. Full comprehension of
the reasons behind these portrayals necessitates a brief overview of the nature
and purpose of biography and history in the sixteenth century.

In the early years of the i the purpose of history

underwent a shift in emphasis. Medieval history was largely moralistic in tone;
many chroniclers illustrated past events and lives in order to provide examples
of the type of behaviour which earned salvation after death. The chronicles
were, in part, a guide to a life of virtue which would guarantee one ascension to

heaven in the next life. The emphasis, therefore, was placed on adhering to a
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high moral standard, and removing oneself as much as possible from the
corruption of the world.5!

During the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, the purpose of history
changed subtly. Its study still imparted lessons for virtuous living, but with
more significance being placed on leading an honourable life in the world. The
upper classes realized that a good education made them better rulers. Trends in
learning swung slightly away from the theological to the secular. History taught
people to lead an active, virtuous life in society by exemplifying the lives of

1 secular ities, such as and other i

personages.®? Complementing this shift in the nature of history, the art of
biography also entered a new realm.

In the later Middle Ages, the recording of a saint's life served two main
purposes. It united the oral tradition surrounding the saint, lending an air of
authority to the stories. More importantly, as it became more widely known
among the faithful, m; book gradually increased the growth of the saint's cult.53
Eventually, this process led to hagiography which was mostly composed of lists
of the saint’s virtues and miracles performed by him or her, both before and after

death. These lists gradually blurred the personality of each saint, until many of

st Levy, Tudor Thought, pp. 11-12.
52 Levy, Tudor Thought, pp. 35, ix.

5 Thomas J. Heffernan, Sacred Biography: Saints and Their Biographers in the Middle Ages
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988) pp. 35-36.
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them had their individuali k in the Imi of their
sainthood.>
The advent of the Renaissance heralded a shift in emphasis in the way

biographies were conceived of and written. Secular lives were deemed worthy

of ing. This ion broke the of the genre by the
ecclesiastical world. Freed from the obligation of proving the holiness of their
subjects, biographers concentrated now on specifics of personality and the
whole of a person's life. The particular character traits which made a subject
unique were explored in detail, as opposed to those which made him or her a

better candidate for canonization. Possibly the most significant trend of the

Renaissance was the concept of bi as a means of i for
the dead. Writing the life of a person became an excellent method for paying
him honour, for it demonstrated the author’s high opinion of his subject. All this
had the overall effect of producing biographies which greatly enhanced the
subject's reputation in all facets of his life.55

Immediately after their deaths, More and Fisher were popular subjects for
both biographers and chroniclers. Over time, the reputations and the legends of
More and Fisher developed, becoming extremely complex by the end of the

5 Richard Kieckhefer, "Major Currents In Medieval Devotion”, Christian Spirituality: High
Middle Ages and Reformation, Jill Raitt, ed. (New York: Crossroads, 1989) p. 96.

5 Donald A. Stauffer, English Biography Before 1700, (New York: Russell and Russell, 1964)
pp. 121,34, 61.
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h century. More i 7 these initial writers established
the facts and traditions used by future historians. Nineteenth-century authors
approached and analyzed More and Fisher from much the same foundation as
their Tudor forebears. In essence, the sixteenth-century assessments saw formed
the basis of much of the subsequent work on the two men.

It was in the ligi i of the si century that

the legends of More and Fisher began to grow. By 1600, four Catholic writers
had produced biographies of More, while another Catholic author had written a

life of Fisher. In addition, three major i had

them in their works. William Roper, More's son-in-law, wrote The Lyfe of Sir
Thomas Moore, knighte in 1553, to assist his friend Nicholas Harpsfield, who

was working on his own biography of More, The life and death of Sr Thomas

Moore, knight, ZLord high Cl of England, din 1557.
In 1588, Thomas Stapleton wrote a Latin volume, 7res Thomae, which contained
biographies of the Apostle Thomas, Thomas Becket and Thomas More, the last
being entitled The Life and lMlustrious Martyrdom of Sir Thomas More. The last
Catholic biography of the sixteenth century, The Life of Syr Thomas More,
Somtymes Lord Chancellour of England, was written in 1599 by an anonymous
author known only as Ro. Ba. As for John Fisher, a Life of Fisher was compiled
from three sources in the late sixteenth century. The Protestant chroniclers

included Edward Hall's 1550 Chronicle of England, John Foxe's 1563 The Acts
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and Monuments of John Foxe, and Raphael Holinshed's 1577 Chronicles of
England, Scotland, and Ireland. In addition, a final biography, The Life and
Death of Sir Thomas Moore, was published by Cresacre More in the 1620s.56

These different writers held an amazingly wide range of opinions about
Thomas More and John Fisher. Even in the relatively short span of time from
their deaths to the end of the century, they proved to be figures of controversy.
While the Catholic biographers presented the images of men who were saints in
all but name, the Protestant chroniclers saw learned, respected men who had
foolishly flung their lives away for a false belief. These authors are particularly
significant because their works are the only sources available for a study of
More’s and Fisher's personal lives and motivations. In addition, these writers'
interpretations, stories, and images formed the basis of all later scholarship on
the men.

Since their deaths, More and Fisher have become inextricably linked in

history. Aside from the earlier More biographies, in which Fisher appeared as a

56 William Roper, The Lyfe of Sir Thomas Moore, knighte, Elsie Vaughn Hitchcock, ed.
(London: Oxford University Press for the ©the Early English Text Society, 1958); Nicholas

Harpsfield, The life and death of Sr. Thomas Moore, knight, Lord high Chancellor of
d, Elsie Vaughn Hitchcock, ed. (London: Oxford University Press for the Early English
Text Society, 1963); Thomas Stapleton, The Life and lllustrious Mz of Thomas More,

0
Philip E. Hallet, trans., EE. Reyrolds, &d. (London: Bums and Oates, 1966); Ro. Ba The Lis of
Syr Thomas More, Somtymes Lord Chancellour of England, Elsie Vaughn Hitchcock and P.E.
Hallett, eds. (London: Oxford University Press for the Early English Text Society, 1957);
"Richard Hall', The Life of Fisher, Ronaid Bayne, ed. (London: Oxford University Press for the
Early English Text Society, 1921); Edward Hall, Chronicle of £ngland (English Books Before
1640, Reel 46, no. 1289, 1550); John Foxe, The Acts and Monuments of John Foxe, Vols. IV, V,
VIIL, (New York: AMS Press, 1965); Raphael Holinshed, Chronicles of England, Scotland,
Ireland, Vol. 3 (New York: AMS Press, 1965); Cresacre More, The Life and Death of Sir Thomas
Moore, D.M. Rogers, ed. (Menston: The Scolar Press, 1971).
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very minor character, they were very often mentioned together as victims of
Henry VIII's supremacy. In all these works, however, More was usually
accorded a little more emphasis, with a little more detail as to his life and
personality. The resulting picture often paints Fisher as a follower of More,
respected in his own right, but overshadowed by the ex-Lord Chancellor. The

most ¥ ive view of Fisher the century is thus achieved by

the examination of his role in the biographies of Thomas More.

The reasons for More’s inating Fisher in the i appear to be

twofold. Firstly, even by the late sixteenth century, there was far more
biographical material available on More than Fisher. With more known about
his life, it is logical that later writers should have granted more space to More in
their works, leaving Fisher to be interpreted as More's clerical counterpart.

dly, More led to a wider audi than Fisher through the ex-

Cr llor's status as an ished member of the laity. Fisher's resistance to

the supremacy, although heroic, could be seen as part of his obligations as a
steadfast member of the priesthood. Having lived nearly the ideal clerical life, it
was perfectly in character for Fisher to die for his faith. More, on the other
hand, had led a full life in the world, distinguishing himself in many ways. It
was therefore not incumbent upon him to martyr himself, and, as a result, his

sacrifice was that much greater. From a Protestant point of view, More was
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more foolish than Fisher, for he threw away that much more in choosing death
over life.

‘The Catholic biographies of More and Fisher contained a curious mixture

of some el of the i saint's life modified by the

influences on the genre. As the century progressed, the biographies became
increasingly hagiographic, until Ro. Ba., with all the confidence of his medieval
counterparts, boldly placed More among the other saints in heaven, while The
Life of Fisher proclaimed that England should soon return to Catholicism

through the "intercession of this holy Martyr."s” The hagiography was tempered,

by the i inclination to record a life in its entirety, so that Sir
Thomas, writer and politician, and Bishop Fisher, priest and educator, were
never obscured by Saint Thomas and Saint John, holy martyrs of the Roman
Catholic Church.
The first of the sixteenth-century biographies, The Lyfe of Sir Thomas
Moore, knyghte, was written by William Roper (1496-1578), More's son-in-
law. Roper took up residence in More's house in 1518 and, in 1521, married

Margaret, the family's eldest child. At the time of the wedding, Roper was an

P who refused to recant even when charged
with heresy by Cardinal Wolsey. Released because of Wolsey's friendship with

his father-in-law, Roper converted to Catholicism only after much argument,

57 Ba,, Life, p. 12, Life of Fisher, p. 146.
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