The Politics of Reading in the English Parish, 1536-1642.

Summary of Proposed Research

Although early modern English social and cultural historians have long probed the significance of the acquisition of literacy in the period between the emergence of English Protestantism and the outbreak of the English Civil War, an important body of material has largely escaped their attention.  By 1640, many parish communities owned small collections of books, kept in the parish church for the use of parishioners.  Through a systematic examination of the surviving books, parish inventories, glebe terriers and churchwardens’ accounts found in county archives, it will be possible not only to catalogue the books owned and purchased by the parish churches of England and Wales, but also to construct an entirely new set of data that permits important questions to be asked about the dissemination of print, the development of popular forms of Protestantism and the political consciousness of parishioners prior to the English Civil War.  

Objectives

I am writing a monograph entitled The Politics of Reading in the English Parish, 1536-1642.   This seeks to bring together two current interests among early modern English historians that have reshaped our understanding of the period:  the role of the parish in the English reformation and the overlapping worlds of oral and literate culture.  Although excellent work has been done on both cheap print and the role of printed books among the educated elite, there has been little attention paid to the way in which the parish itself became both a repository and guardian of required texts and a community of book purchasers in the decades prior to the outbreak of the Civil War.  Understanding how parishes responded to a variety of orders from royal and ecclesiastical authority requiring the purchase of certain books, and their own initiatives in purchasing other texts, helps to explain more about the ways in which the middling sort engaged with the religious and political challenges of the Reformation and the decades leading up to the Civil War.

As a complementary work to the monograph, I intend to produce a scholarly catalogue entitled Books in the Parish Churches of England and Wales, 1538-1642 both in printed form and on a searchable CD-ROM in which all of the data collected from more than 70 different archives in England and Wales will be gathered in a single volume for the benefit of early modern historians, literary scholars and bibliographers.  This work has never yet been produced primarily because the data lies scattered in so many different repositories in England and Wales. 

Context
It is well known that with the development of the royal supremacy in the church in the 1530s and the growth of Protestantism in England, all parishes in England and Wales were ordered by the Crown to purchase certain books.  The most famous of these injunctions was the Henrician order of 1536 for every parish to purchase a copy of the English Bible.  By this time, and especially in London, parish ownership of books that were retained in the parish church was not uncommon, but the order of 1536 marked the beginning of the Crown’s policy of ordering the purchase of certain texts that were to be made available to the body of parishioners within the parish church. Over the course of the sixteenth century other books, most notably the English translation of Erasmus’s Paraphrases on the Gospels (1547), Bishop John Jewel’s Apology (1562), Certain Sermons or Homilies  (1547)  and various versions of the Book of Common Prayer,  were ordered to be purchased by all parishes in the realm.  By the early seventeenth century, many parish churches had gathered up various texts, some required, others bought on their own initiative, which were sometimes dutifully recorded in the parish inventory.  In 1627, for example, we learn that the parish church of St Nicholas, Great Yarmouth possessed ‘2 bookes for order of fasting for the time of plague, more two bookes of prayer to be used in time of warr and pestilence, more two bookes of thanksgiving to God for staying the sicknesse, more one booke for the Fift of November’ as well as the more usual texts of Bible, service books, ‘fower bookes of Mr Perkins’, Jewel’s works and homilies.  (C. H. Evelyn White ed., East Anglian Notes and Queries  new series vol. III (1889-1890), 336).

The evidence from Great Yarmouth highlights an important body of material largely neglected by early modern historians interested in the dissemination of print, the development of Protestantism and the link between popular beliefs and the parish community.  Ian Green’s recently published and useful study of Print and Protestantism in Early Modern England (Oxford, 2000) remarkably says nothing about parish collections of books.  Nor does Adam Fox in his impressive analyis of Oral and Literate Culture in England 1500-1700 (Oxford, 2000).   The neglect is not so surprising.  In part it stems from the fact that books purchased by parish communities were not cheap enough to qualify as cheap print, the focus of studies by Adam Fox and Tessa Watt.  And even where historians have been aware of the existence of these books purchased by parish communities, the parish has appeared to be stony ground when compared with the rich insights gained from the world of educated elites such as the reading notes of a gentleman such as William Drake (Sharpe, 2000) or in tracking the histories read and owned, borrowed and lent primarily by gentlemen (Woolf, 2000).  The central reason for the neglect however has everything to do with the hidden nature of the evidence.  The data is found in the pages of parish catalogues.  Books that were purchased occasionally survive. Some parishes drew up inventories of their goods, commonly included in detailed sets of churchwardens’ accounts, some of which are published but the vast majority (almost 1000 sets from the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries) are generally found in county record offices.  If we are to know more about the politics of reading at the level of the parish, this material needs to be unearthed.

This project builds upon a long-standing interest of mine in churchwardens’ accounts and a more recent inquiry into whether or not English parishes purchased copies of Erasmus’s Paraphrases, a key text of the Edwardian reformation. As the recipient of the Munby Fellowship in Bibliography at Cambridge University Library for the academic year 2002-2003, I was able to gather a substantial amount of data from a number of archives.  Four convictions became clearer as I worked with the sources.  The first is that no one has yet determined a complete list of what texts were ordered by the Crown to be purchased by every parish in the realm.  The evidence from royal proclamations and ecclesiastical injunctions tells only one side of the story as the evidence from the parish attests.  It is only when the evidence from the centre and from the localities can be brought together that we will gain a fuller and more accurate picture of the range of material ordered to be purchased.  A case in point is a text with a Newfoundland connection.  It was only when copies of Richard Whitbourne’s treatise A Discourse and Discovery of Newfoundland (1620) were discovered to have been purchased by parishes in Cornwall, Devon and Cambridgeshire in the early 1620s that it became clear that there had been a concerted effort made in 1621-22 to induce parishes throughout England to purchase this text.  No declaration survives for such an effort but the second edition of Whitbourne’s work and the parish evidence attest to this effort.  Second, historians have tended to speak too easily about the influence of certain ‘great’ texts, perhaps most notably John Foxe’s massive Acts and Monuments, without ever looking closely at the parish evidence to determine how many parishes actually purchased or owned this text.   The data gathered to date suggests that most English parishes did not purchase or own a copy of Foxe’s work although a pattern of later donation (especially in the 1630s) can be observed.  Third, it is striking that many parishes were willing purchasers of a stream of smaller and cheaper works such as catechisms, psalters and books of occasional prayers. The latter constituted a regular flow of smaller printed works into the parishes, some of which were ordered to be purchased, some were not.   Finally, there is important evidence that these texts bought by parish communities were actually used by readers from the payments for rebinding and repairing the books to the way in which these texts were chained and located in the body of the church itself.   All this cries out for further inquiry.  How did the Crown and church endeavour to ensure a ready supply and sale of prescribed texts?  How and where did parish communities purchase these books?  How were they used, if at all and what might have been their wider influence?  And how do we explain the purchase of books that had no royal or ecclesiastical sanction?  These are the questions that lie at the heart of The Politics of Reading in the English Parish, 1536-1642.  

Methodology and progress to date
In order to answer these important questions, we first need to ascertain what books English parishes purchased and possessed. The obvious sources for this information are the surviving sets of churchwardens’ accounts that recorded parochial income and expenditure.  This evidence is skewed towards the southern counties and London, yet remains indispensable for our understanding of local communities in the early modern period.   Over the course of my tenure as Munby Fellow in Bibliography at Cambridge University Library (2002-03), I completed the data collection from the following archives: the county record offices in Cambridgeshire, Huntingdonshire, Bedfordshire, Suffolk (offices in Bury St Edmunds, Ipswich and Felixstowe), Warwickshire, the Borthwick Institute in York and the Guildhall Library in London.   This constitutes 194 sets of parish accounts, or almost one-third of the 619 sets of churchwardens’ accounts that survive between 1536 and 1642. The remaining 425 sets of parish accounts are scattered among some 42 county record offices.  Furthermore, the data is not only to be found in sets of parish accounts.  Researchers will need to comb through the parish catalogues kept in these record offices, locate parish inventories and churchwardens’ accounts, examine glebe terriers (some found in the diocese of Exeter from the early 17th century listed books), and keep scrupulous notes of all books owned, purchased, repaired, chained, rebound, sold, lent or borrowed by the parish. 

Thanks to research trips in 2004 and 2005 and the invaluable assistance of research students Adam Hill and Diana Jeske, data has now been gathered from the following record offices:  

Bedford

Berkshire (Reading), 

Bristol, 

Cambridge

Cornwall (Truro)

Cumberland (Carlisle)

Devon (Exeter, Barnstaple and parish church of Tiverton)

Dorset

Hampshire (Winchester)

Hereford, 

Hertford

Huntingdon

Kent (Canterbury, Maidstone and Medway archives in Strood) 

Lincoln

London (Guildhall Library)

Shropshire (Shrewsbury), 

Somerset (Taunton), 

Suffolk (Bury St Edmunds, Ipswich, Felixstowe)

Surrey (Woking)

Warwick

Westmorland (Kendal)

Wiltshire (Trowbridge), 

Worcester, 

Yorkshire (only the Borthwick Institute)

