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    Between the cloister’s promise of spiritual seclusion and the relentless demands of property, patronage, and public obligation, Eileen Power’s Medieval English Nunneries, c. 1275 to 1535 tracks how communities of women negotiated ideals and necessities across two and a half turbulent centuries, balancing prayer with management, discipline with mercy, enclosure with service, and continuity with change as the medieval world approached the upheavals of the sixteenth century, in towns and countryside, amid harvests and lawsuits, local custom and universal canon law, ecclesiastical oversight, internal vocation and external scrutiny, modest endowments and mounting costs, all while sustaining communal identity and female authority within a culture that seldom granted either without conditions.

Medieval English Nunneries, c. 1275 to 1535 is a work of historical scholarship that examines women’s religious houses across England from the later thirteenth century to the eve of the English Reformation. First published in the early twentieth century, it reflects Eileen Power’s standing as a leading medieval historian and demonstrates the ambitions of that era’s archival, social, and economic history. The book surveys institutions large and small, rural and urban, tracing their development within English society while attending to the limits and possibilities imposed by law, custom, and finance. Its temporal frame anchors the study between institutional consolidation and impending disruption.

Readers encounter a study that proceeds with measured clarity, presenting a careful synthesis enlivened by well-chosen examples without sacrificing analytical rigor. Power’s voice is precise and humane, alert to the distinct character of individual communities yet intent on mapping wider patterns. The style is lucid and unadorned, moving steadily from context to practice and from ideals to outcomes, while the tone remains judicious rather than polemical. The result is an engrossing, steady-paced reading experience: a layered portrait of convent life, governance, and environment that invites reflection while guiding the non-specialist and rewarding the student of medieval social and economic structures.

Central themes include the interplay of work and worship, the exercise of female authority within ecclesiastical frameworks, and the constant negotiation between vowed poverty and the practicalities of institutional survival. The book examines how communities sustained discipline and charity while managing estates and revenues, how leadership operated within rules and oversight, and how relationships with lay patrons, neighbors, and officials shaped opportunities and risks. It emphasizes variation as much as sameness, showing that houses differed in wealth, size, location, and purpose. Across these differences, the governing question remains how ideals were maintained, adapted, or compromised amid changing political, legal, and economic climates.

Power’s approach is empirical without being reductive, assembling her account from documentary traces that illuminate administration, devotion, and everyday routine. She attends to financial pressures and legal constraints alongside patterns of recruitment, education, and care, situating the convent within wider networks of parish, manor, and market. The analysis links policy to practice, showing how rules were interpreted on the ground and how local circumstances conditioned outcomes. Throughout, the study resists caricature, neither romanticizing cloistered life nor reducing it to account books, instead weighing evidence to reconstruct institutions that were at once spiritual households, economic actors, and nodes of community responsibility.

For contemporary readers, the book offers a sustained inquiry into how values endure under constraint and how women exercise leadership in settings bounded by hierarchy and tradition. Its portrait of institutional resilience and fragility speaks to modern debates about governance, accountability, and the stewardship of common resources. By tracing the social economies of care, education, and hospitality, it recovers work often rendered invisible in public narratives. The study also models historical method: moving from particulars to patterns, it shows how careful attention to context can unsettle assumptions about gender, power, and community, and how ideals are preserved by adaptation as much as by continuity.

Approached today, Medieval English Nunneries, c. 1275 to 1535 stands as a foundational study that broadened the scope of medieval history and helped anchor women’s religious life at the center of social and economic inquiry. Its arguments continue to inform classrooms and research, yet its enduring appeal lies in the clarity with which it renders complex institutions intelligible without flattening difference. To read it is to witness a patient historian at work, attentive to people as well as structures. The book rewards thoughtful, unhurried reading, offering insights that reach beyond a single period to questions of governance, vocation, community, and change.
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    Eileen Power’s Medieval English Nunneries c. 1275 to 1535 is a pioneering scholarly survey of women’s religious houses in England over the later Middle Ages. Drawing on episcopal visitations, account rolls, charters, and legal records, Power reconstructs how nunneries were founded, governed, financed, and integrated into their local worlds. She sets the study within broader monastic history, but keeps the focus on institutions for women, treating them on their own terms rather than as appendages to male orders. The book proceeds thematically and chronologically, tracing developments from the high medieval consolidation of female houses to the administrative pressures and fiscal scrutiny that shaped the early sixteenth century.

Power begins with the circumstances of foundation and endowment, emphasizing how most English nunneries were small, locally rooted communities dependent on lay patronage. She charts their geographical distribution and the varied religious rules they observed, while noting the predominance of modest houses with limited resources. Admission patterns reveal the social range of entrants, with gentry and prosperous townspeople often providing daughters who brought dowries that stabilized budgets. She distinguishes professed members from other women associated with the house, showing how kin networks, property arrangements, and legal guardianship affected recruitment. This framework establishes the demographic and institutional limits within which convents operated and to which their subsequent choices responded.

Governance and discipline occupy a central place in Power’s analysis. She describes the election and authority of prioresses and abbesses, the roles of obedientiaries responsible for finance, food, and fabric, and the interface with confessors and chaplains. Episcopal visitation records supply a steady narrative of oversight: injunctions addressed breaches of enclosure, irregular hours, or mismanagement, but also recorded conscientious observance and corrective action. Power emphasizes procedure over scandal, showing how canonical processes, visitation articles, and appeals structured internal life. Through these dossiers she reconstructs the rhythms of prayer, work, and administration, and the mechanisms by which order was restored when conflicts or neglect threatened communal stability.

Turning to economic life, Power mines account books to depict houses as landlords, employers, and consumers. She traces the composition of endowments, the balance between demesne farming and rent collection, and the gradual move toward leasing in response to market shifts. Financial strain emerges from obligations to hospitality, almsgiving, annuities, and corrodies, compounded by repairs and legal costs. Power notes how convents sought solvency through tighter household management, litigation to defend rights, and the sale or exchange of scattered holdings. Economic chapters stress variation: while some communities maintained adequate surpluses, many struggled with chronic deficits and debt, leaving governance perpetually entangled with the arithmetic of survival.

Power then considers the outward-facing functions of nunneries. She reconstructs patterns of education and boarding, in which girls from lay families resided for periods of training and piety under the nuns’ supervision. Charity appears in routine distributions and care extended to neighbors, framed by the resources and rules of each house. Lay patronage, seigneurial influence, and civic expectations shaped daily choices, sometimes pressing against enclosure through visits, benefactions, or demands. The evidence depicts negotiation rather than isolation: convents mediated between spiritual ideals and local obligations, adapting their space and schedule to accommodate benefactors, boarders, servants, and clergy while trying to preserve a recognizably contemplative identity.

In treating change over time, Power situates nunneries within wider late medieval currents. Demographic shocks and price movements altered estate strategies and community size, while periodic moral critique prompted renewed emphasis on observance. Bishops’ campaigns for reform generated cycles of injunction and compliance, with mixed results that varied by house and region. Legal disputes over property, pensions, and jurisdiction punctuate the narrative, as do attempts to strengthen enclosure and regulate contact with kin. Rather than a simple tale of decline, Power presents uneven adaptation: some communities revived discipline and finance; others drifted, constrained by scarce incomes, small numbers, and the legacies of earlier decisions.

Approaching the 1530s, Power traces the intensifying oversight of religious wealth, culminating in systematic surveys that cataloged income and obligations. Early suppressions and royal policies form the horizon of her study, which closes at the moment when fiscal inquiry and political change poised to transform every house’s fate. She refrains from narrative finale, instead distilling what the preceding chapters establish: that English nunneries were diverse institutions whose daily realities were shaped as much by accounts and courts as by cloister and choir. The book’s enduring value lies in its archival method and measured synthesis, which continue to frame research on medieval religious women and their communities.
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    Medieval English Nunneries c. 1275 to 1535 situates women’s monastic life in late medieval England, from Edward I’s reign to the eve of the Dissolution. The institutions include Benedictine, Cistercian, and Augustinian houses, joined later by the Bridgettine foundation at Syon. Eileen Power, an economic and social historian, published the study in 1922, drawing extensively on episcopal registers, visitation records, account rolls, and royal and papal documents. Her timeframe captures established convents operating under canon law and diocesan oversight as England’s political and economic structures evolved. The book reconstructs governance, work, and resources, setting nunneries within the larger ecclesiastical and secular administration.

Most English nunneries had been founded in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, and by 1275 many were small, locally endowed communities. Their patrons ranged from nobles to gentry and townspeople, providing lands, rents, and occasionally the appropriation of parish churches. Entry customarily involved a dowry; conversely, houses granted corrodies to benefactors or servants in return for maintenance. Diocesan bishops conducted regular visitations, examining discipline, finance, and enclosure. Papal legislation, notably Boniface VIII’s 1298 decretal Periculoso, required strict claustration for nuns, a rule unevenly enforced in practice. Power traces how legal norms and patronage networks structured governance, recruitment, and obligations.

Economically, houses relied on dispersed estates, customary dues, and small urban properties, managing demesne farms through bailiffs and obedientiaries. Obligations of hospitality, almsgiving, and liturgical commemoration shaped expenditures. Many nunneries were comparatively poor: their endowments were modest, debts recurrent, and resources constrained by lawsuits over title or tenants’ arrears. Early fourteenth-century shocks accentuated vulnerability. The Great Famine of 1315–17 strained grain supplies and revenues, while fluctuating prices destabilized budgets. Power’s use of account rolls illuminates income from rents and tithes, purchases of food and cloth, and the seasonal rhythms of provisioning that underpinned enclosure and conventual observance.

The Black Death of 1348–49 transformed convent economies and communities. Mortality reduced numbers of professed women and servants, disrupted leasing and services, and precipitated vacancies in leadership. Labor scarcity drove wages upward, prompting statutes such as the 1351 Statute of Labourers and encouraging religious houses to lease demesnes rather than farm directly. Power records consequent shifts toward rent-based income, litigation over defaults, and delayed repairs to buildings. Visitations in the later fourteenth century often addressed financial disorder and relaxed observance linked to chronic shortage of personnel. Yet many houses endured by prudent leasing, debt restructuring, and tighter household management.

The religious and intellectual climate also shifted. The long aftermath of the Fourth Lateran Council emphasized sacramental discipline, while Arundel’s Constitutions (1407–09) regulated preaching and unlicensed vernacular texts. Critics such as Wycliffite writers questioned monastic wealth and intercessory claims, leading to episcopal vigilance against heresy. Periculoso’s enclosure ideal coexisted with practical accommodations for property oversight or litigation. Syon Abbey, founded in 1415 under the Bridgettine Rule, offered a learned, reformist model combining enclosed sisters and a small community of brothers. Many houses educated girl boarders in reading, song, and needlework, integrating convents with surrounding lay society.

Relations between Crown and Church framed convent fortunes. The Statutes of Provisors (1351) and Praemunire (1353) limited papal interventions in English appointments and courts, while royal taxation of clergy during the Hundred Years’ War extracted resources from ecclesiastical estates. Property disputes and tenants’ resistance drew nunneries into royal and manorial courts. Political upheavals, including the Wars of the Roses, unsettled lay patronage and protection. In the early sixteenth century, Cardinal Wolsey, with papal authorization, suppressed certain small religious houses (1524–29) to endow colleges, foreshadowing later policies. Power charts how such measures altered revenues, local ties, and institutional security.

Reform and disendowment under Henry VIII form the chronological horizon. The 1534 Act of Supremacy asserted royal headship of the Church of England. In 1535 Thomas Cromwell directed the nationwide Valor Ecclesiasticus, auditing ecclesiastical incomes, followed by royal visitations assessing observance and finance. Parliament’s 1536 Act for the Dissolution of the Lesser Monasteries targeted houses below a specified income, initiating closures that extended to larger houses by 1539–40. Many nuns received pensions after surrender. Power ends on the threshold of this transformation, using the Valor and visitation material to portray the condition and vulnerabilities of female houses.

Power’s study reflects early twentieth-century social-economic history, privileging administrative sources over polemic. By quantifying revenues, expenditures, and demographic trends, she challenges blanket charges of idleness or corruption, attributing difficulties to chronic under-endowment, legal constraints, and external shocks. Her emphasis on governance—election of prioresses, obedientiaries, visitation correction—reveals institutional resilience amid scarcity. Attentive to enclosure’s ideals and compromises, she situates convents within local economies of service, education, and prayer. In closing at 1535, the book underscores how Tudor fiscal inquiry and centralized oversight reframed monastic life, offering a critique of narratives that treat dissolution as a simple moral reckoning.
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At dawn, the novice must open her book and mirror, steer proud thoughts toward heaven, trade busk and trinkets for holy joy, repent past follies with prayer, fasting, bell-ringing, midnight matins, psalter, Latin chant; when desire stirs, she must scourge herself. She reads mass, creeps to the cross, sprinkles ash on her hair-cloth bed, fingers her beads, repeats Aves[1] and Creeds: all this if she would live a nun. In England between 1270 and 1536 stood about 138 such houses, over half Benedictine, a quarter Cistercian, the rest Augustinian, Franciscan, Cluniac, Premonstratensian, Dominican, with a later Brigittine double house, Syon.
Twenty-one were abbeys, the remainder priories, spread thinly in the west yet thick across York, Lincoln and Norwich, while Surrey, Lancashire, Westmorland and Cornwall held none. South of the Thames lay the richest: Syon, Shaftesbury, Barking, Wilton, Amesbury, Romsey, Dartford, with Godstow and Elstow notable exceptions northward. Of 106 returns in 1535 only seven cleared more than £450: Syon £1,943, Shaftesbury £1,324, down to Dartford £488; seventy-three struggled under £100, thirty-nine beneath £50. Numbers of sisters matched the purse: out of 111 lists only Syon held fifty-one, three others exceeded thirty, while sixty-three convents sheltered fewer than ten.
Most veiled women hailed from gentle families. Rolls from Romsey, Easebourne, Rusper, Minchin Barrow and many poorer convents gleam with names Bassett, Sackville, Lewknor, St John and other county lines; prioresses bear similar surnames even while begging alms. Their temper showed: for twenty-one years Isabel Stanley of King’s Mead withheld a rent, shouting, “Wenest thou these churls can overlead me or sue the law against me? They shall smart upon their bodies, be nailed with arrows, for I am a gentlewoman of the greatest of Lancashire and Cheshire!” Bishops insisted on noble birth, and, barred from trade, surplus daughters without rich dowries turned to the cloister.
Convents, refuge of the gently born, drew nobles and country gentry, whose wills treat the veil as marriage’s twin. Sir John Daubriggecourt left Margery “40 marks if she be wedded to a worldly husband, and if she be caused to receive the sacred veil… ten pounds and twenty shillings rent,” while Sir John le Blund paid an annuity “till she marry or enter a religious house.” Lords crammed houses; Carrow’s prioress protested, a 1273 bull fixed numbers, archbishops and bishops echoed the threat. Still, dynasties gripped their priories, and Bishop Bokyngham excused Dame Margaret Darcy a cell “on account of the nobility of her race.
Chaucer paints the archetypal lady in his Prioress, her every gesture steeped in feudal finesse: “At mete wel ytaught was she with-alle… Wel coude she carie a morsel… In curteisye was set ful muche hir lest.” After wiping “hir coppe” spotless she reaches for food “ful semely,” her aim ever “to countrefete chere of court, and been estatlich of manere.” Robert de Blois preaches the same creed: “Gardez vous, Dames… qu’au mengier soiez bien apertes,” warning that grasping the plumpest bite “n’est pas cortoisie.” Such polish, pets fed on wastel bread, and smooth foreheads marked the convent’s daughters.
Trade enriched a new breed of “gentlemen”; merchants bankrolled Crécy and Poitiers, farmed customs, flaunted luxury, built churches, and married into squires’ houses. Edmund Paston expected “proffers large” from “merchants or new gentlemen.” Their daughters followed the old pattern: Langland urges the penitent to “marie maydens or maken hem nonnes.” Ludlow Palmers offered dowry “towards enabling her to do whichever of the two she wishes,” and Berwick burgesses vowed the same. London fishmonger John Syward left Dionisia forty pounds “to marry therewith or become a religious,” William Wyght and William Marowe echoed him, while Walter Constantyn funded a “trade befitting her position.
Convents near towns mingled ranks: at Carrow noble daughters prayed beside Isabel Barbour, a barber’s child, and Catherine Segryme, alderman’s girl who rose to prioress. The Minories outside Aldgate housed royalty’s protégées—Isabella, rumoured to die there, Duke Gloucester’s Isabel who became abbess, Katherine de Ingham, Eleanor Lady Scrope—yet also Alice Hale, Elizabeth Padington, Marion Chartesey and Frideswida Reynewell, proud offspring of fishmongers, bakers and an alderman. Husting wills record fifty-two urban testators mentioning nun-kin; Clerkenwell appears nine times, Barking eight, St Helen’s seven, the Minories five, others trailing through Middlesex, Kent, Essex, Hertford and Bedford.
Entrance demanded money and schooling, so nobles, gentry and wealthy burgesses veiled daughters while poorer folk remained outside or served as lay sisters. Wills show the tactic: in 1290 Simon the Chamberlain sent two of six girls to Nuneaton; in 1344 William de Percehay placed two of three in a convent; London traders did likewise, settling spare daughters at Barking, St Helen’s or Clerkenwell. Lady Clinton’s 1457 bequest let Margaret, Isabel and Cecily retain dowries if they paid four pounds yearly to nun Joan and nun Elizabeth. Frequent sister cliques provoked York’s 1318 order limiting Nunappleton to three siblings.
Yet money, not rank, truly decided entry. Rule and canon forbade dowries—“Christ asks no price with his bride”—but convents ignored it. The thirteenth-century preacher mocked worldly marriages: “What thinkest thou of the poor, ill-provided gentlewoman who must hawk herself to a lowly groom? Well-away, Jesu, what unworthy chaffer!” Another poem promised, “He asketh neither land nor gold… if thou wilt be his own darling.” Archbishop Greenfield echoed them, admitting novices only “from promptings of love.” Records belie the ideal: Godstow’s register lists steady payments, and a 1259 deed sold land and “made Katherine … mynchon in the monasteri of Godstowe,” price fifty-three marks plus costs.
Wills overflow with payments that mirror marriage portions. Testators leave lifelong stipends for individual nuns and outright sums to buy a girl’s veil. In 1439 the Countess of Warwick orders, “Let Jane Newmarch have two hundred marks in gold, and I’ll bear all charges for bringing her into St Katherine’s, or wherever else she chooses.” Clergy copy the habit: William Peke sends Isabella to Catley with ten marks; Robert de Playce promises “100 s. toward making my niece a nun at Wickham, Yedingham, or Muncton—if her kin add enough, otherwise she gets nothing.” Similar gifts accompany Elizabeth Chaucy to Barking and Anne Loveday to Elstow.
Elizabeth Sewardby’s executors reveal the price of the veil. Before vows they pay boarding; at profession they deliver “£3 entrance fee; £3 13s 6½d for habit, clothes, bed; £3 11s 4d for feasting prioress, convent, friends; 2 s. for Brother John Hamilton’s sermon; 12 d. for Thomas Clerk’s counsel,” totalling £10 7s 10½d. Money is only part of the dowry. Inventories at Minster in Sheppey note Dame Agnes Davye’s painted sparver, bedding, coffer, andirons, firepan, and Dame Agnes Browne’s featherbed, carved chests, silver cup, brass pot, pewter dishes—proof that many novices arrived equipped like brides with both luxury and necessity items.
Councils in 1175, 1200, and 1222 forbid dowries, yet convents keep demanding money. At Swine in 1268 Archbishop Giffard finds Alicia Brun and Alicia de Adeburn “simoniacally veiled.” Bishop Norbury rebukes Chester; Ralph of Shrewsbury says Cannington charged £20 a head; in 1387 William of Wykeham warns Romsey that entrance payments “under colour of custom are corruption.” Buckingham censures Heynings in 1392; Flemyng orders Elstow in 1422 to admit women “purely, simply, and for nothing.” In 1440 Bishop Alnwick hears Heynings ask twelve marks, Langley ten, Nuncoton a fixed £20, and declares, “When they are professed, let gifts be alms, not price.
Reformers kept banning entrance money—Alnwick first, Longland again in 1531—yet Nun Coton and others charged. Free-will gifts, lawful under St Benedict, blurred into fixed dowries, always forbidden; Heynings, Gokewell and Langley all yielded to the lure. Oxford allowed poor houses only “a sum sufficient for the vesture”, but even that was abused, so Flemyng warned Elstow to take “nothing at all… beyond their garments”. Rising prices and slackening ideals normalised the illegal dowry. Bishops vetted recruits: “Mulierem honestam… bonae indolis… literate.” Bokyngham ordered they “receive no one… unless she be useful, teachable, capable,” and Gray demanded the convent’s consent. Nevertheless eccentrics crept in.
A nunnery could be career, calling, prison or refuge. Profession age was sixteen, yet girls were pledged younger, often without choice; quitting looked like apostasy. Katherine de Beauchamp was “a nun at Shouldham” at seven, and a Gloucester infant eventually ruled Aldgate. Alnwick noted three Ankerwyke sisters, eldest thirteen; at Studley a thirteen-year-old said a maid slapped a novice; at Littlemore Agnes Marcham entered at thirteen, lingered thirteen years, then refused vows. Romsey housed nuns of fourteen and fifteen. Bishops even licensed eight-year-old Elena, “of good conversation,” while Peckham defended veiling little Isabel because “minority makes her more apt to learn.
Yet many children felt true vocation. Caesarius of Heisterbach tells of a betrothed girl who cried, “I will wed Christ only,” and when dressed in splendour vowed, “Turn me to gold, you cannot change my mind,” until her parents let her enter and instruct novices; her widowed sister and another maiden disguised in men’s clothes followed. Helswindis begged, “Mother, make me a nun.” Twice she slid through the kitchen window, donned the habit and declared, “I am a nun; I will not go with you… You shall not deceive me again.” Her father seized her but, after excommunication, restored her; before nine she became abbess.
After examples of infant fervour, youth can’t be blamed for lack of vocation, yet later entrants were likelier to be sincere. Families made the convent a destiny for daughters, turning it into a respectable career that produced few saints in England. Men hid unwanted women: Princess Gwenllian and Hugh Despenser’s girls were veiled at Sempringham, Sir Thomas Tuddenham’s adulterous wife sent to Crabhouse, Lora Astley, “his old concubine,” to Pinley. Bastards followed; Langland sneers, “Dame Johanne was a bastard…,” and clerics lodged their own, from Hugh de Tunstede’s Joan to Wolsey’s child, later buying dispensations for Joan Ward, Cecily Conyers, Alice Etton, Agnes Tudowe.
Many families also consigned the unlovely or crippled to the cloister: “Now earth to earth in convent walls… I was not good enough for man, And so am given to God.” Gargantua mocks the custom: “Une femme qui n’est ni belle ni bonne, à quoi vaut-elle?”—“À mettre en religion,” he retorts. Stratford nuns refused baby Isabel Bret because she was misshapen, yet prioresses of Ankerwyke and Thetford tried to admit idiots and the deaf Dorothy Sturges; Blackborough welcomed her. The visitors met fools at Langley, deaf and dumb sisters in one house, and saw Alicia Benyntone chained at Stainfield, raging mad.
Crowds condemned the trick of vowing off little heiresses so kin could grab their lands, yet it flourished, a vow making a girl legally dead. Convents blocked rescues, though songs of the unwilling nun told the truth. In 1197 a sister of Ankerwyke, professed fifteen years, escaped to claim her share; her kin appealed to Rome and saw her excommunicated. A 1304 mandate probed Agnes, sealed in Haverholme by father and stepmother; canons muttered devotion but would not swear. Later John Norfolk seized forty-pound estates, thrust nine-year-old Katherine into Wallingwells “against her will,” and perhaps killed her sister; the mother begged for inquiry.
Margaret de Prestewych, forced about eight to don the Augustinian habit at Seton, called the place a prison. For years she cried that she would never profess. Learning a vow would bar her from her inheritance, she pretended sickness, yet rivals dragged her, protesting, to the church and a monk blessed her. At the first chance she slipped out without leave, re-entered the world she had never quit, married Robert de Holand openly after banns, and bore children. Bishop Robert de Stretton, after papal reference, confirmed every detail and in 1383 released her from all conventual obligations.
Not long after, tiny Clarice Stil stood at the centre of a royal-court battle. David Carmayngton sued Walter Reynold for the wardship of her late brother Robert’s lands. Walter replied that no suit lay: Clarice had already been professed in the house of St John at Buckland. David countered that Walter, hoping to enrich his wife Margaret, Robert’s half-sister, had snatched eight-year-old Clarice, locked her in Buckland, and, with two obliging nuns, tried to force vows upon her. Counsel declared, “Sir, he told the child that if she passed the door the devil would carry her away.
Because she was under twelve, David urged, the law could not count her vows. The judges turned the question over to the Bishop of Bath and Wells. His report stated that on 1 August 1383 Clarice, “of her own free will,” had been brought by Rector Stephen Joseph, stayed two years to test the life, donned the habit on 18 October 1385, and was now over fourteen and content, no guards ever set by Walter or the prioress. Accepting this return, the court dismissed David’s claim and fined him for false suit, though hearts still bled for the frightened girl.
Beyond such tragedies, many widows entered cloisters by choice. Their dowries eased admission and sometimes elevated them. When Margaret, Countess of Ulster, veiled at Campsey in 1347, she kept her English revenues for a year, then received 200 marks annually. Katherine de Ingham and Eleanor Lady Scrope followed similar paths, rising to abbacy. Yet a worldly widow could stir turmoil. At Wroxall in 1323 Bishop Cobham found “grave discord” between Prioress Agnes of Aylesbury and Isabel Lady Clinton, once magnate, now sister; factions split the dorter and frater. He ordered peace, but after Agnes died the indomitable Isabel became prioress.
Cases of wives quitting husbands for the veil were rarer and quieter. Because her choice enforced his celibacy, a woman first sought her husband’s leave; he often sweetened the parting with gifts. About 1165 William de Seckworth gave tithes, a meadow, and prayed “for the health of his soul and his children” when his wife stayed with the minchons of Godstow. A generation later Geoffrey Durant and Molde endowed the same house with a mark of rent from lands “of her marriage.” In 1292 Walter Hauteyn left Cornhill house and rents to Alice, nun of St Sepulchre’s; such devoted or weary spouses disturbed no one.
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It was usual for a nunnery to be steered by a woman whose birth could open purses as well as doors. Barking Abbey boasted queens and princesses, and Katherine de la Pole, only twenty-two, sat as abbess, her Suffolk blood speaking loud. The value of such lineage glows in the chronicle of Crabhouse, where Prioress Joan Wiggenhall ‘worked and built be the grace of oure Lord’ aided by her wealthy cousin Edmund Perys. When Edmund died, ‘oure Lord... sent hem anothir goode frende,’ Master Jon Wygenale, who during a famine furnished one hundred combe[2] of malt, a hundred of barley, and marks, lending to raise Corner Booth.
Choosing such a leader demanded ritual, paperwork and coin. Seventeen writs accompanied Alice de la Flagge’s election at Whiston; bishops often quashed flawed ballots only to seat the same woman. Every step cost: licences from patrons, confirmations, clerks, installations. Margaret Ratclyff paid ‘i li.’ for a bishop’s fee and ‘v s.’ for a transcript, while St Michael’s Stamford listed horse hire, letters, bread, ale, meat and a ten-shilling installation, totalling 18s.8½d. Requirements were simple—over twenty-one, legitimate, of good repute—yet ceremonies were grand. When Whiston’s nuns, ‘as if inspired by the Holy Spirit,’ lifted weeping Alice to the altar, she finally whispered, ‘I will not resist God’s will.
After Abbess Agnes Gascoigne died in 1529, nineteen Elstow sisters gathered, novices dismissed, to elect anew. Director John Rayn explained the rules; three scrutineers withdrew and named candidates: Matilda Sheldon and Anne Preston backed Cecilia Starkey, Alice Boifeld favored her kinswoman Elizabeth. The ballot toppled tradition: Prioress Anne Wake chose Cecilia, Cecilia and Elizabeth picked Helen Snawe, the rest crowned Elizabeth. ‘Well, some of these young nuns are to blame,’ fumed the prioress. ‘They would not show me so much.’ Told novices always voted, she yielded. Te Deum thundered, Elizabeth protested, gave no answer at two, consented in garden at four, and the bishop confirmed.
A year later uproar shook the convent. The bishop dismissed Prioress Dame Anne Wake and set Dame Helen Snawe in her stall. Although Abbess Elizabeth Boifeld owed her crown to Snawe’s faction, the sisters rallied against the newcomer. Led by Barbara Gray and Alice Bowlis, they sneered at the abbess, hid their letters, and, when Snawe’s election was proclaimed, rose in a body and marched from the chapter-house. The vicar-general arrived. Subprioress Matilda Sheldon admitted leaving yet feigned ignorance; Margaret Nicolson declared, “I walked out because I will not consent that my lady Snawe be prioress.” She gave eight names.
Barbara Gray, questioned about letters, retorted, “I asked leave; the abbess said, ‘Show me what you write’; I answered, ‘I have done my duty. If you must pry, I will write none.’” Asked about the walk-out, she vowed she would do it again and would rather quit the house than obey Helen Snawe, “for my heart cannot serve her.” Others echoed her scorn: Margery Preston pleaded age for Dame Wake; Cecilia Starkey and Alice Foster swore never to accept Snawe; Elizabeth Sinclere would “take the old prioress as long as she lives.” Later abbess suffered Bowlis’s cry, “You made her prioress that made you abbess
The vicar-general punished rebellion: Gray and Bowlis kept silence, ate in the frater, shunned the misericorde[3], wrote no letters, and walked last in procession; everyone was ordered to bow to abbess and prioress. Ten years later dissolution scattered them with pensions—Elizabeth Boyvill £50, Helen Snawe £4, Anne Wake sixty-six shillings eightpence. Northward, Keldholme boiled. In 1308 the archbishop named Emma of York; six sisters mutinied, she quit; he installed Joan de Pykering, warned meddling laity, and exiled four obstinate nuns to other houses. Still defiant, the convent refused assent until commissioners accepted Joan’s resignation and they triumphantly chose Emma of Stapelton.
In 1315 Archbishop Greenfield ordered Richard del Clay, custos of Keldholme, to summon Emma of York and Mary de Holm, ‘daughters of perdition, rebellious against the prioress.’ After the letter was read aloud in English he warned them three times: ‘Humbly obey every lawful command, touch no business within or without, leave not the enclosure, speak no word against your superior, or be driven out and laid under the greater excommunication.’ Greenfield died that winter; Emma of Stapelton resigned, and Emma of York was elected. In 1318 the next archbishop sentenced Mary to penance for sleeping with a chaplain, recalling unrest at Swine in 1290.
In 1528 the Abbess of Wilton died. John Carey sought the post for his sister Eleanor; Anne Boleyn urged the King, and Wolsey, wishing to oblige, promised her election. After questioning, Eleanor admitted ‘two children by two priests’ and recent keeping by Lord Broke’s servant. Henry told Anne, ‘I would not, for all the gold in the world, clog your conscience nor mine to make her ruler of a house so ungodly… some other good and well-disposed woman shall have it, and the house be reformed.’ Wolsey appointed Isabel Jordan instead; Henry reminded him of the broken promise, and Anne sulked at Hever.
Simony persisted. In 1529 Margaret Vernon begged Cromwell for St Helen’s, Bishopsgate: she heard rivals already promised the post; she asked the King’s will and hinted at ‘such a sum of money as we were at a point for.’ Later she wrote that the King’s saddler offered 200 marks for his sister, she would ‘come by the right door,’ though she once offered £100. Harper ‘would admit me without a groat.’ She lost St Helen’s but obtained Little Marlow and later Malling. Heads ruled for life unless age forced retirement; Willoughby requested rooms for a resigned abbess, and in 1432 Katherine Pilly won lifelong support.
"She shall have proper rooms for herself and her maid," the grant ran, "each week two white loaves, eight of hool bread, eight gallons of convent beer, a daily dish equal to two nuns’, two-hundred faggots, one-hundred logs and eight pounds of candles a year." Cecilia Crayke must read service to her daily and share her meals, receiving the refectory portion of one nun. Many retirees ended quietly, yet at Nunkeeling Avice de la More, who had “long laudably guided the house,” surrendered in 1316. The archbishop promised her a private chamber, a nun-companion and rations for two, assuming the matter closed.
Two years later he wrote “with a bitter heart,” threatening to cancel those favors unless she ceased “conspiracies, rebellions and disobedience.” He set penance: on Fridays seven penitential psalms with the litany, public discipline, and a fasting diet. Unmoved, Avice whipped up revolt, broadcast her wrongs “to seculars and adversaries outside,” and embroiled families against the St Quintin prioress; an inquiry followed, then silence. The tale warns of a superior’s three snares: private luxury, autocratic rule, and favoritism. Separate suites, servants and guests fed the temptation; the Abbess of St Mary’s, Winchester, kept cook, under-cook, maid, laundress and a gentlewoman like any grand lady.
At Barking she too had a gentlewoman and private kitchen, dining with the nuns only five feasts a year; the chart reminded the cellarer, “at Easter, Whitsuntide, Assumption, Saint Ethelburga and Christmas give every lady two eggs.” Archbishop Peckham locked her doors after sunset and made her eat “especially on solemn days.” He told Wherwell’s abbess to share shortages, banish private banquets and dismiss guests at compline, and he forbade Romsey’s to hoard dogs, monkeys or maids. Rules allowed a prioress to invite sisters singly, yet visitations scolded those who favoured novices, shirked dormitory and choir, or
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