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~ 8 .  

Reformation and culture 1540-1700 

V A N E  S S A  H A R D I N G  

T H E P E R I o D I 540-1 700 saw a transformation of the religious and edu- 
cational institutions of English, Welsh and Scottish towns, and of the 
society and culture of their inhabitants. In Britain as in Europe, towns 

and urban society played an important part in the reformation of the Church 
and of its role in secular society, both in terms of institutional change and in 
popular and elite responses to it. Between I 540 and 1580, many of the basic insti- 
tutional structures of medeval urban society were abolished or fundamentally 
altered. Important foci of community and civic life, such as fraternities, chan- 
tries and ceremonial, disappeared, and town populations and governments had 
to find a new collective spirit and new ways of organising their sociability. Many 
town governments came to be influenced by a Protestant or Puritan political 
ideology, which shaped their view of society and their response to its problems. 
The reformed Scottish Church achieved a very close relationship with secular 
urban governments, and set the agenda for action in many spheres, beyond those 
of religion and education. In the century and a half after the Reformation, relig- 
ion continued to play an important part in the lives of townspeople in England 
and Wales, but the Church as a universal institution had been weakened, and the 
former unity of belief and observance was never recovered. Towns came to 
accommodate a multiplicity of belie& and congregations. In the longer term the 
fragmentation of religious gatherings was paralleled by a decline in observance 
overall, a growing secularisation of society to which the increase in educational 
endowment and provision may have contributed. 

(i) T H E  R E F O R M A T I O N  Y E A R S ,  I 340-1 5 8 0  

By I 540, the first stage of the Reformation in England and Wales - the dissolu- 
tion of all monastic foundations, with the exception of some hospitals - had 
taken place. This had a major impact on most towns, eliminating a formerly 



inlportant element ~ I I  their physical, social and political environment. English 
medieval nlonasteries were by no means all based in towns, but they had had a 
strong influence on the developnle~~t of the urban network in the middle ages, 
and their disappearance entailed iillportant local changes. Ten of the twenty 
largest provincial English towns in I 524-5 were cathedral cities, and several of 
the remainder, such as Bury St Edmunds, St Albans and Reading, had been dom- 
inated by a single large monastic house. Some conventual churches became 
secular cathedrals or town churches, as at Bath, Bury St Edmunds, and St Albans, 
but many others were taken down or converted to secular use.' The surrender of 
York's monasteries must have had a 'shattering impact on the city', but in every 
town, the dissolution and the other institutional changes of the Reformation set 
a new pattern of social and political, as well as religious, relationshi~s.~ 

The suppression in 1547 of religious guilds and fraternities and of chantry 
foundations marked an important change for the character and future develop- 
ment of urban communities. It must have been especially significant where the 
town's rulers had been incorporated as a guild, or where members of one or a 
few fraternities had dominated civic office, as at Worcester or York.3 The attack 
on saints' days, images and religious processions eliminated most of the irnpor- 
tant occasions of the urban ceremonial year. Social and political life in Coventry 
had been structured by membership of and passage through the guilds of Corpus 
Christi and Holy Trinity. Several lesser crafi guilds sustained the city's rich cer- 
emonial tradition, though the city's economic difficulties had already led to an 
amalgamation of the two great guilds, and a reduction in observance, by the 
mid-153os.~ Corpus Christi processions and plays had served in many towns as 
an expression of civic unity and cohesiveness, and although there was not an 
immediate cessation of civic ceremony most of the urban play cycles had with- 
ered by I 580.~ Smaller urban crafi associations, mercantile guilds and livery com- 

S. Durston and R. M. Doran, Princes, Pastors and People (London, 1991) p. 167; J. J. Scarisbrick, 
The Reformation and the English People (Oxford, 1984), p. 107; C. Phydxan-Adams, Desolation ofa 
City (Cambridge, 1979), pp. 219, 275; J. Schofield, The Building o f h n d o n j o m  the Conquest to the 
Great Fire (London, 1984), p. 147. 
A. Dyer, Decline and Growth in English Zumc 1400-1640, 2nd edn (Cambridge, 1995), pp. 64-5; D. 
Knowles and R. M Hadcock, Medieval Religious Houses, England and Wales (London, 1953)~ pp. 
354;  D. M. Palliser, Tudor York (Oxford, 1979)~ pp. 220-1, 23s. 
P. Clark and l? Slack, English Towns in Transition 150~-1700 (London, 1976), p. 129; A. Dyer, The 
City of Worcester in the Sixteenth Century (Leicester, 1973)~ pp. 189-90; Palhser, TudorYork, p. 49. Cf. 
Scarisbrick, Reformation and the English People, p. 22: 'these larger fraternities were often so domi- 
nated by the local town oligarchies that they might well be described as the local corporations at 
prayer - or providing for their own obsequies'. 
C. Phythian-Adams, 'Ceremony and the citizen', in R. Holt and G. Rosser, eds., The Medieval 
Town: A Reader in English Urban History,  zoo-1540 (London, rggo), pp. 23864. 
Phythan-Adams, Desolation ofa City, pp. 26971; M .  James, ' Ritual, drama, and the social body 
in the late medieval English town', PGP, 98 (1983), 3-29; P. Collinson, 'Puritanism as popular reli- 



paiiies were also affected by the Edwardian 1egislation.The Coventry journey- 
men's associations seen1 to have disappeared, though the more s~~bstantial nler- 
cantile crafts survived;' Londo~l's religious fraternities were abolished, but 
probably all the city's approved crafts and livery conlpanies continued, though 
forfeiting the lands they had held for 'superstitious purposes', valued at some 
A939 per annum8 The guilds and companies of the larger towns still played an 
important role in social as well as economic organisation, contributing to stabil- 
ity and integration, but shorn of their religious function their character and pre- 
occupations changed. They continued to care for members, to manage 
charitable bequests and to observe collective festivities, but arguably an impor- 
tant aspect of sociability and mutual care had been lost. 

The initial processes of dissolution and suppression required the cooperatioil 
of local authorities, and several town corporations were more than compliant, 
though respect for the authority of national government and the principle of 
order may have been a strong motive. When corporations were faced with the 
loss of some of their own property, however, with the suppression of the guilds, 
or of resources they valued, such as lands, almshouses, hospitals and schools, 
there was a strong incentive to collective action. Many municipalities thus 
became direct owners and managers of lands and resources; although in general 
they paid heavily for this, they probably exercised fuller authority in their juris- 
dictions than before, no longer in competition with powerful and autonomous 
ecclesiastical institutions. The corporation of Coventry borrowed a large sum to 
buy up lands fiom the former Benedictine cathedral priory's large estate in and 
near the city, to pre-empt purchase by an outsider who would thereby have 
obtained a great deal of power and influence in the city9 The need to act quickly 
and collectively may also have contributed to the development of a municipal 
ethlc translated into action in other areas of government. Some members of 
town elites had also profited as individuals from the dispersal of church lands, 
acquiring substantial urban residences and houses for rent, enhancing their local 
standing and control. 

One effect of the Reformation felt in many towns was the closure of hos- 
pitals and schools along with the monastic houses or guilds to which they were 
attached. Although some of the larger hospitals were exempt fiom hssolution, 
a number of smaller hospices went in the first round of suppressions. The losses 
overall were considerable, but some scrupulosity on the part of cornrnission- 
ers, and determined efforts by urban corporations and citizens to save a valued 

gious culture', in C. Durston and J. Eales, eds., The Culture of English Puritanism, 1560-1700 

(London, 1996), p. 43. Scarisbrick, Reformation and the English People, p. 36. 
' Phythian-Adarns, Desolation $a City, p. 270. 

Scarisbrick, Reformation and the English People, p. 123; G. Unwin, The Gilds and Companies oJLondon 
(London, 1go8), pp. 208-14. Phythian-Adams, Desolation $a City, p. 219. 



resource, conlbined to prevent a coillplete disnlembernlent. At least forty- 
three English towns petitioned Edward VI's government for the grant or pur- 
chase of guild and chantry property. These included those asking for the free 
restoration of schools or allnshouses (Abingdon, Chelmsford, Grantham, 
Guildford); those buying back properties to provide continued support for such 
uses, among others (Coventry, Ludlow, Wisbech); and those such as Bristol and 
Maidstone that bought local lands now on the market with the aim of estab- 
lishing charitable  foundation^.'^ London made a special effort to ensure con- 
tinued provision for the sick and poor, and secured the refoundation of its 
inajor hospitals and the creation of two new ones." Other towns managed to 
save their hospitals, or to restore them after an interim; they may have been 
especially energetic when the hospital had been run by a civic guild. York's 
corporation purchased the former lands of the guild of St Christopher and St 
George, with which it had been closely identified, and leased those of the lesser 
guild of Corpus Christi, while Leicester, after nearly forty years, eventually 
secured property formerly belonging to town chantries, colleges and the 
Corpus Christi guild. l2 

Many of these developments were paralleled in Scotland, but withn a differ- 
ent chronological and political framework. The Scottish Reformation was later 
than the English, and entailed more radcal theological change within a short 
period. Although there were stirrings of reform in I 543, and evidence for some 
spread of Protestant teaching in the 1540s and ISSOS, there was no major insti- 
tutional or liturgical change until 1559-60. The political crisis of those years 
enabled a minority of committed reformers to frame a new ecclesiastical polity 
and to redefine the content and purpose of liturgy and observation in a way that 
had taken decades in England. Scottish townsmen and town governors played an 
important part in the process of religious Reformation.13 

The Church had held an equally dominant position in Scottish urban society 
before the Reformation, and indeed the proportion of urban settlements pri- 
marily dependent on a religious house may have been greater. The larger towns, 
as in England, usually housed several convents, hospitals and friaries. There was 
no wholesale dissolution of monasteries in 1560: many of their resources were 
already substantially under the control of lay cornmendators, and the houses 
themselves were allowed to decline over a period. Their personnel were encour- 
aged to take office in the reformed Church, but were not drectly penalised for 
not doing so. Without support or new recruits, however, and with much of their 
former liturgical round proscribed, the decline in most cases was swift. In some 
cases a monastery church that had served the laity as well was taken over by the 

'O Scarisbrick, Reformation and the English People, pp. 114-15, 1257. 
P. Slack, Poverty and Policy in Zdor  and Stuart England (London, 1988), pp. I 19, 6972. 

l2 Pahser, TudorYork, pp. 4 8 9 ,  239; Scarisbrick, Reformation and the English People, pp. 114-15, 131. 
l3  J. Wormald, Court, Kirk, and Community: Scotland 1470--1625 (Edinburgh, 1981), pp. 109-39. 



local community, but for the most part they fell into ruin or were deliberately 
pulled down. The ambivalent position of the episcopate after 1560 meant that 
cathedral churches were also liable to decay, though that at Glasgow survived, 
thanks perhaps to the support of the town guilds.1" The reforming legislation of 
I 560-1 abolished the mass and the observance of saints' days, and thus under- 
mined the religious basis for many urban guilds and fraternities. Crafts like the 
hainmermen of Edinburgh clung to the cult of saints, but they seen1 to have 
been more divided between Catholics and reformers than some of the other city 
guilds.'5 The harnrnermen of Aberdeen continued to claim rights over their altar 
in the town church after 1560, and more generally the craftsmen of that town 
resisted the loss of public and celebratory  function^.'^ 

Scotland was an even more emphatic example than England of a new collec- 
tivity of action to preserve resources and to establish a new ecclesiastical polity. 
Edinburgh's conservative council was deposed and replaced by a Protestant one 
in 1559, and, although there were divisions among the new men, the council 
played an active part in recovering resources for the reformed Church, establish- 
ing a poor hospital and supporting the town's ministers both morally and finan- 
cially. Though some may have resisted reform at first, the craft guilds of 
Edinburgh came to play an important part in the 'trinity7 of burgh government, 
along with council and lurk session.17 

The extent to which the English people shared the views of prominent evan- 
gelical~ and religious reformers and legislators has been one of the most dsputed 
aspects of Reformation studies in recent years. The idea that Protestantism was 
the religion of the few, which they succeeded in imposing upon the many, has 
found wide support. In particular, it must be acknowledged that the evidence 
for enthusiasm for Protestant ideas and eagerness to implement liturgical and 
other changes may reflect only the attitudes of a small, if influential, minority 
within a larger c~rnmunity. '~ The part that town populations played in the 
process of reformation still lacks full documentation, though a more complex 
picture is emerging than the one which more or less equated urban residence 
with support for reformed ideas.19 

l4  I. Cowan, The Scottish Refarmation (London, 1982), p. 192. 
l5 M. Lynch, ed., The Early Modern Town in Scotland (London, 1987), p. 27; M. Lynch, Edinburgh and 

the Reformation (Edinburgh, 1981), pp. 56+. 
l6 A. White, 'The impact of the Reformation on a burgh community; the case of Aberdeen', in 

Lynch, ed., Early Modern Town, pp. 89, 97-8. 
l7 Lynch, Edinburgh and the Reformation, pp. 18, 34, 55-6. 
l8 R. O'Day, The Debate on the Englirh Reformation (London, 1986), pp. 102-32; C. Haigh, English 

Reformations: Religion, Politics, and Society under theTudors (Oxford, 1993)~ pp. 285-95; D. M. Palliser, 
'Popular reactions to the Reformation', in C. Haigh, ed., The English Reformation Revised 
(Cambridge, 1987), pp. 98-104. But cf. P. Marshall, ed., The Impact the English Reformation, 
1500-1640 (London, 1997)~ p. 8. 

l9 See R. Tittler, The Reformation and the Towns in England (Oxford, 1998). 



I t  seellls to be accepted that Protestantism was strong in London, in the urban- 
ised South-East of England, and in Illany larger towns elsewhere, by the nliddle 
of the sixteenth century. Several circunlstances facilitated the early success of 
reformed ideas among urban populations. The tow~ls were specifically targeted 
by successive governments, in preaching campaigns and visitations; they prob- 
ably had higher levels of general literacy than 11lost rural commnunities, and cer- 
tainly better access to printed and written works, both essential to the successful 
evangelisation of 'the religion of the book7. Sollle had direct contact, through 
their trading networks, with European centres of advanced Protestantism. 
Several (Sandwich, Canterbury, London, Norwich) were to have significant set- 
tlenlents of European religious refugees, whose congregational organisation 
served as a model for English reformers. While many towns had poor parishes 
and inadequately endowed clergy, some, especially in London, were wealthy and 
attracted able, educated clergy, trained at Oxford or Cambridge and in touch 
with developing theological and liturgical thought. By 1 5 5 3  'pockets of 
informed Protestantism had certainly been planted in many towns', often those 
under the hand or eye of an active bishop or royal ~ f i c i a l . ~ ~  London had Fbdley; 
Bristol's clergy invited Latimer to preach in 1533 ;  Exeter was influenced by its 
'fervently Protestant' dean Simon Heynes.21 The use of the pulpit to harangue 
urban populations may also have stirred up some of the more violent and disor- 
derly aspects of the Reformation, including i c o n ~ c l a s m . ~ ~  

Evidence for the spread and support for reformed ideas can be found for 
London, Norwich, Ipswich, Bristol and Coventry, and several smaller towns. 
The paradigm of cornrnerci&sm and continental contact might be supported by 
the evidence for Protestantism in prosperous East Anghan towns, such as 
Colchester, Ipswich and Bury St Edmunds, which becalne 'organised centres of 
early and precocious reform' or the more rapid and widespread acceptance of 
reformed ideas in the port town of Hull than the small inland town of Leeds, 
though the latter did house a knot of protest ant^.^^ Some contrast between urban 
and rural populations may also be drawn, for example in the South-West, where 
Catholic support declined more quickly in Exeter and towns like Totnes, whch  
stood out against the (largely rural) prayer book rebels of I ~ 4 9 . ' ~  

20 C .  Cross, Church and People, 1450--1660: The Triumph ofthe Laity in the English Church (London, 
1976), pp. 81-100. 

21 S. Brigden, London and the Reformation (Oxford, 1989), pp. 458-519; M. C. Skeeters, Community 
and Clergy (Oxford, 1993)~ pp. 38-46; R.Whiting, The Blind Devotion ofthe People (Cambridge, 
1989), pp. 160-1. 

'' Cf. M. Aston, 'Iconoclasm: official and clandestine', in M. Aston, Faith and Fire: Popular and 
Unpopular Religion, 1350-1600 (London, 1993)~ pp. 2667,  276; S. Brigden, 'Youth and the English 
Reformation', in Marshall, ed., The Impact ofthe English Reformation, p. 71. 

23 Haigh, English Rejormations, p. 197; P Collinson, The Birthpangs of Protestant England (London, 
1988), p. 38; C. Cross, 'The development of Protestantism in Leeds and Hull, I 520-1640', NHist., 
18 (1982), 230-8; Palliser, 'Popular reactions to the Reformation', p. 104. 

" Whiting, Blind Devotion, pp. 46, 172-3. 



However, evidence for Protestant beliefs or actions is usually paralleled by evi- 
dence for opposition to them, or at least for alternative views. Influential 
Protestants clashed with traditionalists in Bristol, Gloucester and Rye; towns- 
people continued to invoke the intercession of saints and prayers for the dead in 
their wills. The resistance of Exeter's mayor and aldermen to the prayer book 
rebels may have been motivated by respect for order rather than confessional 
enthusiasm. The Marian restoration of Catholic worship was observed as much 
in the towns as in the country.25 Although there were several Protestant corn- 
munities in small Yorkshre towns such as Beverley, Halifax, Rotherham and 
Wakefield, the North in general was slower to take on Protestant ideas and prac- 
tices, and the city of York was one of the most conservative of urban centres in 
this respect. Priests continued to pray for the dead after the practice was declared 
superstitious; the city welcon~ed Mary's accession, and received news of 
Elizabeth's rather more coolly. The rulers of the city retained Catholic, or at least 
traditional, sympathies into the I 560s and I 570s, by which time the corporations 
of other leading towns were more thoroughly P r ~ t e s t a n t . ~ ~  Nevertheless, though 
religious conservatives could probably be found in all urban communities, the 
view that the English Reformation met with quicker and fuller success in the 
towns seems to be justified. Over a longer period, too, the association of urban 
communities and governments with evangelical Protestantism and subsequently 
dssent becomes stronger, as those inspired by the ideology of the godly 
commonwealth acceded to civic power, and attempted to put their ideas into 
practice. 

The historiography of the Reformation in Scotland has not separated urban 
and rural experiences to the same extent as in England, though most specific 
studies have been of urban communities. As with England, however, the new 
doctrines were better received both in the towns and in Lowland areas than in 
the countryside and especially the sparsely settled Highlands. Michael Lynch 
argues that 'the more Scotland's "urban Reformation" is studied, the more 
varied it has become7: the influence of local lairds and active and vocal minor- 
ities within the towns helped to decide how quickly and how thoroughly the 
new structures were e~tablished.~~ For the burgesses of Aberdeen, the experience 
of the Reformation was bound up with the power struggle between burgh and 
local magnates, and between magnate f a d e s  in the north-east; it is not clear 
that there was any widespread support for Protestant doctrine before an internal 
coup brought a 'Protestant sympathiser' to power in the burgh in I 560. The city 

25 Haigh, English Reformations, p. 198; Palliser, 'Popular reactions to the Reformation', pp. 103-5; 
Whiting, Blind Devotion, pp. 172-3; R. Hutton, The Rise and Fall ofMerry England (Oxford, 1994) 

pp. 96-9. 
26 Palliser, 'Popular reactions to the Reformation', p. 104; Palliser, Tudor York, pp. 52-3, 242-4. 

" M. Lynch, 'Preaching to the converted? Perspectives on the Scottish Reformation', in A. A. 
McDonald, M. Lynch and I. B. Cowan, eh . ,  The Renaissance in Scotland: Studies in Literature, 
Religion, History and Culture Offered toJohn Durkan (Leiden, 1994), pp. 321-3. 



continued to display a strongly Catholic character for a number of years. 28 There 
was some disorder and even violence during the crisis of I 5 59-60: the houses of 
friars were a particular target for 'reforming' mobs in Edinburgh, Perth, Stirling, 
St Andrews and Dundee. The nlore stable eleillents in urban societies, however, 
received the changes more c a ~ ~ t i o ~ ~ s l y . ~ ~  

(i i)  R E L I G I O N  A N D  U R B A N  SOCIETY,  I 580-1700 

The impact of the English and Scottish Reformations on the urban environment 
and the physical context of worship need not be further stressed. The effect on 
urban economies of the disappearance of the major religious houses, former cus- 
tomers for urban goods and services, centres for the redistribution of rural 
produce, and as attractors of religious tourism, must be set in the context of pat- 
terns of widespread and long-term economic change in the sixteenth century. 
The overall impact of the changes on urban corporations, however, and the 
status of the Church in towns after the Reformation, should be considered. 

The attitudes of civic rulers played an important part in determining the char- 
acter of urban religion and moral society in the later sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries. Not all urban governments sought to establish a 'godly cornrnon- 
wealth' under their rule, but it is a widespread theme, in both contemporary and 
modern The image of the town or city as a model of human society 
seems to have had considerable rhetorical power. 31 The moral campaign was 
fought in day-to-day administration and discipline, as it was by all godly magis- 
trates, but two areas in which civic corporations' activity was particularly notice- 
able were the promotion of the ministry and preaching, and the suppression of 
ungodly pursuits. 

In the reformed Scottish Church, the creation of kirk sessions, with lay elders 
and deacons, who in many cases also sat on burgh councils, emboded the idea 
of a fully integrated religious and political society.32 It would be wrong to take 
this too far, since in many burghs there may have been tension between the 
stricter interpreters of the new religion and its requirements and the more 
'accommodating Protestant feeling' of pragmatic governors. Neither the elite 
nor the totality of Edinburgh government were wholly Protestant in the 1~6os, 
but the identification was close. The deputy town clerk of Aberdeen was also 
bursar in civil law at King's College and a chaplain in the parish church from 
I 563. In a significant sense, the way in which the reformed Church evolved was 

28 White, 'Aberdeen', pp. 81-101. 
29 Cowan, T h e  Scottish Reformation, p. 189; M .  Lynch, 'The crown and the burghs', in Lynch, ed., 

Early Modern Town, p. 62.  30 Cf. Clark and Slack, English Towns in Transition, pp. I 50-1. 
31 Collinson, Birthpangs ofprotestant England, pp. 28-32. 

32 G. Donaldson, 'Church and community', in G. Donaldson, Scottish Church History (Edinburgh, 
1985)~ pp. 2 2 6 7 .  



conditioned by the traditions of burgh life: it owed its success to the support of 
burgh leaders, but it was itself shaped by the association. It took over something 
of the integrative function, in religion and culture, played by the medieval 
guild.33 The campaign for reformation and nioral and religious improvement in 
Scotland focused on the ministry, dependent in many cases on urban corpora- 
tions for patronage and financial support. The urban endowments on which a 
number of chaplains and prebends had subsisted before the Reformation were 
assigned to support hospitals and schools, and, in the towns as in the country, 
parish revenues had to support old priests and new ministers.34 The grant of 
former church lands and revenues to the burghs involved them intimately in the 
provision and payment of the ministry.35 

Over the later sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, the close relation of 
burgh council and lurk session continued, and it is impossible to think of Scottish 
urban society in this period without acknowledging the importance of the kirk. 
This close relation may have lain behind the burghs' enthusiastic support for the 
covenanting movement in the 163os, responlng to the threat posed to the 
Presbyterian polity by the religious policies of James VI/I and Charles I.36 With 
episcopacy as a major issue in the Civil Wars in Scotland, and with campaigns 
focusing on the siege and capture of major cities, existing arrangements were 
liable to change, but the events may have encouraged doctrinaire Calvinistic 
Presbyterianism in burgh governments as it did in national political leadership. 
Certainly Aberdeen's council, once the Presbyterian party recovered power, 
continued to run the town's church before and after the Restoration, appoint- 
ing and paying rnini~ters,~' and the final abolition of episcopacy left power in the 
hands of the coahtion of lurk session and burgh council into the eighteenth 
century. 

In England and Wales, a striking number of town governments saw it as their 
role as to establish a 'godly commonwealth', though the reasons for this were 
local rather than generic, and can usually be traced to the coincidence of indi- 
vidual enthusiasts, lay or clerical, in positions of power. Gloucester's religious 
and political radicalism in the Civil War, though clearly shaped by the city's 
social and economic problems, resulted h-om the dominance of municipal office 
by a small group of merchants and traders, sympathetic to Puritan ideas, from 
the 1590s; Dorchester was a relaxed and conservative small town before the 

33 Lynch, Edinburgh and the Reformation, pp. 173, 175, 184-5, 216; Whlte, 'Aberdeen', p. 88. 
34 G. Donaldson, 'The parish clergy and the Reformation', in Donaldson, Scottish Church History, 

pp. 71-89. Lynch, 'The crown and the burghs', p. 70. 
j6 Cf. D. Stevenson, 'The burghs and the Scottish Revolution', in Lynch, ed., Early Modern Town, 

p 174. 
37 C. R. Friedrichs, The Early Modern City 1450-1750 (London, 199-5)~ pp. 8 5 7 ,  citing G. R. 

DesBrisay, 'Authority and discipline in Aberdeen, 1650-1700' (PhD thesis, University of St 
Andrews, 1989). 



appointillent of an inspiring Calvinist minister in 1 6 0 5 . ~ ~  Nevertheless the 
structure of English urban governnlent in the early nlodern period was often 
open to domination by self-perpetuating elites. It always relied on the willing- 
ness of the individual to shoulder office out of a sense of public obligation, and 
when these men were inspired also by the Puritan mission of moral reform, the 
opportunity and means were to hand. By the early seventeenth century, Puritan 
domination of urban corporations appears to have been widespread; even for- 
nlerly conservative York was petitioning for extra preaching and  sermon^.^" 

Several urban corporations invested in purchasing the patronage of local 
churches, keen to take advantage of the opportunity that this offered for influ- 
encing the character of parochial worship.40 At least sixteen town corporations 
had the patronage of urban livings in the seventeenth century, the mayor and 
aldermen of London having by then increased their four to nine or ten4' The 
significance of this depended, of course, on the outlook of the patron, but in 
general those who followed this course were seeking to establish a more 
advanced or preaching ministry. The corporation of Shrewsbury bought the 
advowson and impropriation of St Mary's fiom the crown in I 577, and hired a 
stipendiary curate, paying him substantially more for preaching a town lecture 
than for serving the cure; the rector of a Lincoln church in the seventeenth 
century attributed his appointment to 'the general vote of all the godly'.42 
Norwich's rulers bought up an advowson in 1630, presented a 'notorious' 
Puritan minister and supported his establishment of combination lectureships 
elsewhere in the Bristol's rulers, however, appear to have represented a 
range of tastes in their appointments to the seven parishes acquired in 1 6 2 7 . ~ ~  

Many municipalities also supported the establishment of lectureships. The 
corporation of Hull had shown their hostkty to the town's conserva- 
tive/Catholic incumbent by helping to ensure his deprivation at the beginning 
of Elizabeth's reign, and the institution of a preacher more to their taste; later 
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they instituted a lectureship as well."5 Gloucester's Puritan magistrates invited 
and subsidised a Puritan preacher in 1598, and subsequently set up a twice- 
weekly lectureship which they similarly offered to conlnlitted Calvinists.16 
Voluntary or temporary arrangements were soon replaced by permanent endow- 
ments. Paul Seaver finds evidence for as many as seventy-four borough lecture- 
ships before r 640, of which at least fifty-two were controlled by the municipality, 
while Claire Cross suggests that 'almost all towns of any standing . . . had at least 
founded lecturing posts if they had not also set up parish 

A second aspect of the 'godly commonwealth' was the reform of public and 
private behaviour. This too has been the subject of some controversy: the idea that 
it was a specifically 'Puritan ideology' that led local elites to legislate officiously 
and extensively on the morality of the poorer members of their community has 
been questioned from several  direction^.^^ There is, however, adequate evidence 
that some urban rulers (corporations or justices, depending on local circum- 
stances) in the later sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries saw the suppression 
of ungodly behaviour (drunkenness, profanity, sabbath-breaking) as an important 
item on their agenda.49 Traditional activities, such as dancing, drama and popular 
pageantry began to decline in the face of magisterial opposition, whose hostility 
to ungodly pursuits was certainly enmeshed with concerns about public order. 
The gathering of people at plays, shows and fairs was seen as dangerous in itself, 
apart from the dubious nature of the activities in which they might participate." 

Municipal corporations thus played an important part in establishing the 
preaching ministry and in suppressing practices they regarded as Catholic, pagan 
or morally dangerous; in this, as in other matters, their aims began to confbct 
with those of central government in the 1620s and 1630s. The Caroline support 
for Arrninianism ran directly counter to the views of Puritan municipalities, in 
England and even more markedly in Scotland, on the liturgy, the fiamework of 
worship and the proper observance of Sunday. In Worcester and Gloucester, a 
godly municipahty clashed with a Laudian bishop and cathedral establi~hment;'~ 
in Norwich, Bishop Wren came into irnrnediate conflict with a group of Puritan 
aldermen, supporters of lectures and opponents of Sunday  recreation^.^^ It 
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would be wrong, however, to suppose that all involved in urban government 
were synlpathetic to advanced Protestant ideas. In Norwich, Bristol and 
Coventry, Arminianism found some support anlong town  councillor^.^^ And by 
this time English 'Puritanism' had itself become more complex and divided, so 
that godly municipalities were beginning to be divided by faction, thus weak- 
ening their resistance to outside inter~ention.'~ 

In the short term, the standing of the Church in England and Wales had been 
severely damaged by the Reformation. There can be little doubt that both the 
numbers and the incomes of urban clergy were seriously reduced. Many urban 
parishes had been abolished: York lost fifteen out of forty, Lincoln eighteen of 
thirty-four.55 The dissolution of the chantries had a particularly severe impact 
on the towns, since chantry priests and conducts had been present in great 
numbers there, supplementing both liturgical performance and pastoral and edu- 
cational care. Pre-Reformation London had had nearly 400 chantry priests, 
while rural Middlesex had only twenty or so. York had had over a hundred chan- 
tries, Bristol some forty-four; even a much smaller town like Worcester had 
eleven chantry priests in its ten parishes. In Exeter, where nineteen parish 
churches had maintained an additional mass-priest before the Reformation, few 
could by the reign of Elizabedh afford to support even a clerk or scholar, and 
most had no incumbent. Bristol's later sixteenth-century livings were poorer and 
less well served than before, and many could not be filled.56 

Nor was the surviving ministry of high quahty: there were simply not enough 
men with appropriate training and reliable views to staff the parishes of the 
Elizabethan Church. Urban parishes may have been in a particularly bad way, as 
their money incomes were undermined by inflation; the values of the Bristol 
livings declined markedly, and the educational attainments of their incumbents 
or curates appear to have done the same.57 Reformers and counter-reformers 
had voiced so many criticisms of the clerical estate and of their functions, and 
had allowed their supporters to abuse groups and individuals, that it was difficult 
for the survivors to reassert their dignity and authority once the dust had 
settled.58 In the Church of England, the pressing need for an educated and ded- 
icated ministry was recognised by senior churchmen, and steps that would in 
time redress it were taken. By the later sixteenth century the qualifications and 
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quality of the parish clergy had risen again, and urban livings nlay have attracted 
a disproportionate number of this new cohort.59 

The Scottish Church faced its own problems, in that for many years the old 
establishment and the new shared the revenues, and many incoming ministers 
had to subsist on very restricted endowments. There was also the common 
problem of a shortage of suitably qualified candidates for the ministry; the crea- 
tion of lesser orders of the ministry was intended to supply the need for service 
without compromising the quality of the ministry itself. On the other hand, the 
Scottish Church may well have been inadequately staffed before the 
Reformation, and the situation was improved by the commitment of money 
from the Thirds of benefices to supporting reformed preachers, and by the 
important new role played by laymen in the community and discipline of the 
local church.60 

After the upheavals of the Reformation years, no church or system of belief 
could command the English laity's universal support, but criticisms of the limited 
popular appeal of the Church established by the Elizabethan settlement under- 
estimate the strength of conviction and attachment to it that developed over 
time. There may have been a reduction in churchgoing in the longer term, and 
in expanding cities, notably London, the provision of religious services did not 
meet the rising population, but there was std a high level of attendance and 
observance. The majority of contemporary commentators were not hostile to 
religion as such, only to particular hnds of churchmanship. The severest critics 
of the Elizabethan Church were not irreligious, but favoured further and more 
rigorous reform; and they found a strong following in urban congregations and 
corporations. 

There is much evidence for the strength of belief and observance in English 
towns in the later sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, and indeed of the 
popularity of advanced Protestant ideas, while always accepting that traditional 
and conservative views persisted in probably all communities. The geography of 
early reform was apparently repeated for acceptance of advanced Protestantism: 
London, the South-East and a number of provincial towns. The vestments con- 
troversy resulted in a large number of resignations or deprivations in London; 
the prophesyings or clerical conferences took place in Norwich, Northampton 
and other urban centres before they were banned in 1576.~' Increased attention 
is also being paid now to the development of a popular Puritan culture in the 
later sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Many traditional local and communal 
activities may have been suppressed or withered, but a new, secular civic culture, 
focused on the events of the Protestant calendar, began to establish itself, and 
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several aspects of advanced Protestant churchmanshlp, such as prayer meetings, 
catechising and collective fasts and sermons, can be seen as new cultural forms.62 

One aspect of the townspeople's inlplementation 'of Protestant values may be 
singled out: their voluntary support for lectures and a preaching ministry. Town 
parishes and pulpits offered opportunities for itinerant preachers and lecturers to 
be heard. There were cathedral lectures in Canterbury, Carlisle, Exeter, London, 
Norwich, Winchester and York; whatever their tone (they were likely to be con- 
formist, though not invariably so) they at least increased the variety and fre- 
quency of preaching which Protestants More directly, townsmen could 
buy in preachers of their choice with more advanced convictions. The 'Puritan 
lectureships7 were largely an urban phenomenon. Several London parishes began 
supporting lecturers in Edward's reign, and 'citizens of other provincial centres 
were doing so in the reign of Elizabeth. Men of Coventry, where there had been 
some Marian persecutions, had by the summer of 1559 invited a preacher, a 
protegt of Bullinger, to proclaim the gospel to them, and were prepared to 
support him and his family 'generously'. Parish lectureships were usually the 
work of groups of lay persons, concerned to improve provision in their parish 
or neighbourhood; a sirmlar desire prompted thirteen London parishes to buy 
their advowsons and appoint their own 

The reaction to Laudian Arminianism in the 1620s and 1630s shows how 
deeply internalised Calvinistic beliefi had become in England. Urban govern- 
ments might be dvided, but there seems to have been strong hosthey among 
rniddhng groups towards changes in liturgy and practice. Coventry gave Dr 
Prynne a hero's welcome, and Bristol's petition to the lung in 1642 criticised the 
bishops and their activities.'j5 The problem in the towns may indeed have been 
that religious enthusiasm, spdling out beyond the established Church, developed 
into advanced and separatist views in small congregations and gathered churches. 
London became a centre for such groups, from at least the 156os, and Coventry 
was a h o m e d  Presbyterianism under Elizabeth, but the movement had limited 
success before the end of the century. Separatist and Anabaptist congregations 
were, however, established in Coventry, Lincoln, Sahsbury and elsewhere, espe- 
cially in East Anglia, in the early seventeenth century, perhaps borrowing ideas 
and inspiration fiom the settlements of Dutch and French re&gees.66 By 1640 a 

Bristol congregation had decided formally to separate fiom the established 
Church; it was followed by others in Norwich and L~ndon .~ '  
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The Civil Wars offered new opportunities for reshaping religious observance 
and culture. The reformed Church had a firmer grip on Scottish society, and 
inspired strong resistance to the imposition of the Enghsh prayer book in 1637 
(beginning with the demonstration in Edinburgh's town church of St Giles), 
and a continued commitment to extending its own polity and principles to 
England and Wales during the 1640s.~' Following the adoption of the Solemn 
League and Covenant, bishops and religious collegiate bo&es were abolished 
in England, and a new Directory of Public Worslxp replaced the prayer book. 
The former move obviously affected all English cathedral towns, undermining 
a key feature of their identity and dispersing an important group of consu- 
m e r ~ . ~ ~  The Church in towns, as in the countryside, was purged of unaccept- 
able doctrines and ministers. However, the attempt to impose the Presbyterian 
Classical system was not wholly successf%l, even in the capital, in the face of 
the diversity of religious belief and expression which had been liberated by the 
Civil War." In several towns, like Coventry, the events of the 1640s allowed 
'orthodox Puritanism' to flourish. The city became a 'second Geneva', inte- 
grating a godly magistracy and a moderate Presbyterian ministry, cooperating 
with respectable Independency. Though there were &visions over the detds 
of policy, there was support for the Protector's liberal view of the Church's 
polity, and the extreme radical sects could gain no foothold there." 
Independent congregations are noted in many provincial towns, though they 
may have been small to start with, such as the nine who founded the 
Canterbury congregation in 1645. Three general Baptist churches met in 
London in 1641, and seven London Particular Baptist churches existed in 
1644.'~ In Bristol, however, the pre-war dominance of a moderate Calvinism 
had not prevented the establishment of separate churches, and in 1654 the city 
was riven by the rapid rise of the Quakers, leading to renewed political dissen- 
sion. Coventry may have seen itself as a Geneva, but Nayler's 1656 entry con- 
structed Bristol-its-Jer~salem.~~ 

The Restoration Church of England made little attempt to accommodate the 
moderate Presbyterian and independent churches that had flourished witlun the 
fi-amework of the state Church during the Interregnum. The towns in general, 
and their Puritan representatives in particular, were punished for their part in 
the Civil Wars. The legislation of the Cavalier parliament excluded noncon- 
formists from urban government and forced congregations into hiding or out 

,* 

of town, and the church settlement was carried through by a reinvigorated 
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episcopate.74 The political importance of religion, and of popular religious 
culture, was by no means at an end, however: anti-popery was a feature of both 
national culture and and urban popular politics in the later seventeenth 
~entury.~'  It is clear that nonconformist congregations were submerged, not 
suppressed, by the Restoration. After 1689 they were free to establish churches 
openly, and with a further influx of Protestant religious refugees from France, 
London and other urban centres supported a proliferation of independent 
churches. Tory anxiety about the strength of nonconformity in London esti- 
mated the number of dissetlters at roo,ooo in the early eighteenth century; 
though this is clearly an exaggeration, the true number may have been over 
40,000, with 74 dissenting congregations noted in the capital.76 

(iii) E D U C A T I O N  A N D  LITERATE C U L T U R E  

The higher literacy of urban populations may have contributed to their recep- 
tion of reformed teachings in the early and mid-sixteenth century, and educa- 
tion and educational opportunity remained an important feature of British 
towns in the later sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Some aspects of the pro- 
duction and hssemination of literate culture were necessarily urban, though the 
ddference between metropolitan and provincial urban experience was much 
more marked than, for example, their experiences of Protestantism or dissent. 
London contained perhaps 10 per cent of England's population by the end of 
the seventeenth century, and a still more disproportionate amount of its wealth 
and literacy. If the speciahsation of economic activity is to some extent a func- 
tion of urban size, it is not surprising that, at least up to the end of the seven- 
teenth century, so much educational opportunity and literate culture were 
concentrated in the capital. 

In England, the decline of 'pious benefaction'with the Reformation, and the 
diversion of knds to educational and charitable uses, have been charted by 
W. 'K. Jordan, and the view of an 'educational revolution' following the 
Reformation examined by Lawrence Stone.77 A number of urban schools, run 
by or associated with religious houses and chantry or guild foundations, fell with 
the dissolutions, and the elementary teaching provided by some chantry priests 
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must also have declined. The crown's direct provision for schools fell far short 
of what had been hoped or promised, and for the next generation, there may 
well have been a serious loss of educational opportunity. However, the value of 
education was widely recognised, and communities that lost schools were quick 
to petition for their restoration. At least twenty-six town guild or chantry 
schools had been re-endowed by I 553, and Mary also encouraged refounda- 
tions." 

It is d~ficult to separate out the actions of private individuals or groups, and 
civic initiatives, both in the ~eformation period and later, but towns and towns- 
men continued to found and support schools and educational opportunities 
through the reign of Elizabeth and in the early seventeenth century. Local 
studies demonstrate the importance of towns as sponsors and consumers of 
schooling. In two archdeaconries of Stafford and Salop (Lichfield diocese), all 
twenty-five market towns had either a grammar or town school or some evi- 
dence of teaching; more than half the schools in Coventry archdeaconry were 
in market towns, and all were grammar schools. Although some schools such as 
Shrewsbury became famous and attracted sons of the gentry from far away, and 
all tended to draw on the surroundmg rural population, town schools were very 
substantially a resource for the children of well-to-do t~wnsmen. '~ By the later 
seventeenth century private charity and private enterprise schools were widely 
available in larger towns and in and around the metropolis. The continued 
growth of the capital, at the expense of the rest of the country, meant that it 
focused a large demand for education: in 1704 there were fifty-four charity 
schools there. Girls' boarding schools were perhaps particularly a feature of 
London and larger towns.80 

The Scottish reformers explicitly recognised the importance of education to 
the creation of their new society, and called on town councils, among others, to 
provide for it from their own revenues or the appropriated revenues of the 
Church. Although-local education was favoured, town schools were expected to 
provide a hgher level of instruction, including grammar and Latin-'l The burghs 
had long been providers or sponsors of education, but the new emphasis put 
them at the fiont of the Church's campaign to educate and reform Scottish 
society, and in the short term the provision and quahty of urban schooling seems 
to have been much more successhl than that in rural areas. There were grammar 
schools in many Scottish towns in the late sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, 
and some burgh councils played an active role in running local schools. 
Education was thus a key feature of Scottish urban society in the later sixteenth 

" Scarisbrick, Reformation and the English People, pp. I I 1-19. 
79 R. O'Day, Education and Society, 1500-1800: T h e  Social Foundations $Education in Early Modern 

Britain (London, 1982), pp. 30, 35-8. 
" J. Sharpe, Early Modern England: A Social History, 1550-1760 (London, 1987), p p  273-6; O'Day, 

Education and Society, pp. 196-216. Wormald, Court, Kirk, and Community, pp. I 8 1-2. 



and seventeenth centuries; the Scottish universities, located in the major towns, 
contributed more to the character of urban culture in Scotland than did Oxford 
and Cambridge for England.'' 

The higher literacy of urban populations was both a cause and a conse- 
quence of the flourishing educational opportunities in towns. Literacy rates 
are notoriously l f i cu l t  to measure, and their interpretation, for the consump- 
tion of literate culture, is contested. It seems accepted, however, that there was 
both a significant general increase over the sixteenth and seventeenth centu- 
ries and a noticeable bias in favour of London. Literacy among male 
Londoners was perhaps double that of rural males by 1640; literacy in other 
urban centres probably fell somewhere between the two, though there was 
wide regional variation." The capital may also have attracted those who had 
already benefited from a provincial education: women who migrated to 
London in the later seventeenth century were more literate than those who 
stayed at home.84 Rural education in Scotland was targeted for improvement 
by the reformers in the sixteenth century, but a rural-urban literacy dfferen- 
tial was still noticeable in the seventeenth. In later seventeenth- and eigh- 
teenth-century Ednburgh, the urban male was more likely to be literate than 
the suburban, and the suburban than the rural. The evidence suggests an 
already h g h  literacy rate in 1660s Edinburgh, improving quite sharply by the 
end of the century.85 

In England, printing was monopolised by the London Stationers' Company, 
and London, as a huge concentration of population with, as noted above, higher 
average literacy than elsewhere, formed a ready market for their products. 
Higher metropolitan and urban wages must have contributed to demand.86 Petty 
chapmen certainly purveyed print to the locahties, but booksellers, largely 
urban, were a key point in the distribution network.87 Booksellers were estab- 
lished in provincial towns such as Canterbury, Cambridge and Shrewsbury in the 
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later sixteenth and early seventeenth century, though local gentry may also have 
made direct purchases from London and from travelling ~hapmen.~ '  Bookselling 
and printsehng appear among urban occupations, especially fiom the later 
seventeenth century, while bookbinders offered an additional service. By 1705 
there were said to be 300 booksellers in the provinces.s9 

The potential influence of print on political and religious culture was quickly 
recognised, with episcopal supervision and licensing. The early output of the 
presses included a large number of religious works, both liturgical and didactic; 
though some reformers may have been wary of allowing unmediated access to 
religious writings, it is clear that the vernacular Bible and works such as Foxe's 
Book of Martyrs achieved wide circulation and were very instrumental in treat- 

ing an informed Protestant consciousness.90 These may have had a specific, edu- 
cated audience in mind, but a significant proportion (between 30 per cent and 
50 per cent) of ballads, aimed at a popular audience, registered at Stationers Hall 
between 1560 and 1590 were 'godly' or morahsing. This must have contributed 
both to the dissemination of a reformed or Protestant culture and also to the 
spread of metropolitan influence to other towns and the countryside, though it 
is clear that the influence was two-way, in that London stationers responded to 
demand and tailored their output a c ~ o r & n g l ~ , ~ ~  Seventeenth-century chapbooks 
included satires on rural ignorance, presumably targeted at a knowing urban 
audience.92 The political turmoil of the mid-seventeenth century liberated pub- 
lishing from effective censorship and saw an explosion of demand and supply. 
George Thomason was a London bookseller, and his collection of over 18,ooo 
tracts published between 1640 and 1655 (and 3,000 published between 1655 and 
1660) indicates both the vigour of metropolitan demand and the capacity of the 
industry to meet it. Pamphlet distribution was probably geographically wider, 
but the vast bulk of the output of the presses must have circulated in the capital. 
Oblique testimony to the range of printed works available to a Londoner of 
modest means is-grven by Nehemiah Walbngton's notebooks, which include 

L. Stevenson, Praise and Paradox: Merchants and Craftsmen in Elizabethan Popular Literature 
(Cambridge, 1984), pp. 67-8. T. Watt, Cheap Print and Popular Piety, 1550-1640 (Cambridge, 1991), 
pp. 315-16. 

R9 See e.g. J. Pound, 'The social and trade structure of Norwich, 1 5 2 5 7  j', in P. Clark, ed., Tlie Early 
Modern Town (London, 1976), pp. 141, I 43; D. V. Glass, 'Socio-economic status and occupations 
in the city of London at the end of the seventeenth century', in ibid., pp. 225-6; Rosen, 
'Winchester', p. 177. The figure for provincial booksellers is quoted by F? Borsay, 'The 
Renassance of provincial urban culture, c. 1680-1760', in F? Borsay, ed., The Eighteenth Cetitury 
Town (London, rggo), p. 167. 

90 Barry, 'Literacy and literature', pp. 78-9; cf. M. Ingram, 'From Reformation to toleration: 
popular religious cultures in England, 1540-16go', in Harris, ed., Popular Culture in England, p. 
103. 

91 Watt, Cheap P i n t  and Popular Piety, pp. 8 ,  39-73, 322; cf. R. Cust, 'News and politics in early 
seventeenth-century England', PGP, 112 (1956), 60-90, which also stresses the central role of 
London. 92 Spufford, Snlall Books and Pleasnrit Histories, pp. 51-4. 



many abstracts from and commentaries on printed materials which must have 
passed through his hands between c. 1620 and 1 6 5 4 . ~ ~  

In the later seventeenth century towns were beginning to increase the range 
of consumer goods they offered to a leisured, educated class, and among these 
were books, prints and other printed material. Again, the capital may have 
offered exceptional opportunities to the book-collector. Pepys was able to 
collect chapbooks, prints and pamphlets in the early 166os, though h s  main col- 
lecting period, when he was seehng to build up a library of 3,000 books, came 
later, and was not solely focused on London sources. Even a more modest col- 
lector, Daniel Thomas (d. 1704)~ a mercer, had 890 books and atlases, though it 
is unlikely that all his fellows among London's mercantile society were so well 
provided.94 

The late seventeenth century also saw the growth of printed works specifi- 
cally catering to urban needs and tastes: newspapers, &rectories and guide- 
books. The earliest London directory, dating fi-om 1677, listed the names of 
merchants, information rendered 'very usefkl and necessary' by the growth in 
commercial and financial business after the R e s t o r a t i ~ n . ~ ~  Edward Lloyd's 
coffee-house in Lombard Street was well placed to garner verbal news, but it 
was his weekly printed broadsheet of shipping news, first appearing in 1692, 
that marked it London newspaper publishing took off after the relaxa- 
tion of controls in 1695, and from the early years of the eighteenth century 
titles and circulation flourished. 97 In all these areas, however, late seventeenth- 
century growth must be seen as the precursor to much more significant devel- 
opment in the eighteenth century. Likewise, as provincial towns and cities 
began to grow more rapidly, the range of cultured and educated services they 
provided increased, and the pre-eminence of London in these fields began to 
be diluted.98 

(iv) C H A N G I N G  S E C U L A R  C U L T U R E  I N  EARLY M O D E R N  

U R B A N  S O C I E T Y  

Between 1540 and 1700, English, Welsh and, arguably to a lesser degree, Scottish 
urban society became more secular, though it would be wrong to overestimate 
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the extent to which this happened.99 Religion stlll played a very important part 
in the lives of most townspeople, but it was no longer the uniftring cultural force 
it had been before the Reformation.lo0 The traditional foci of urban association 
in the middle ages had been parish church, confiaternity and guild. These were 
central elements in urban identity, whether of the individual or of the urban 
centre itself. Religious confi-aternities disappeared with the Reformation, and 
the meaning and importance of parish worship and guild membership changed. 
The following I 50 years saw the emergence of new forms and occasions, shaped 
by their predecessors bl-lt also by the changing needs and pressures of urban life. 
Metropolitan society again exhibited these developments sooner and in a more 
marked degree than the provincial English towns and cities, while the institu- 
tionalised control that the Church had over Scottish urban society limited the 
scope for much change before the eighteenth century. 

Although the growth of dissent is itself evidence of the continuing force of 
religion in the lives of townspeople, it also helped to undermine one of the tra- 
ditional bases of urban religious life, the focus on the community of the parish. 
The comprehensive and sufficient nature of parochial worship was a central prin- 
ciple of the Elizabethan settlement. Both separatism and congregationalism were 
based on a fbndamentally different organisational principle, involving self-selec- 
tion and withdrawal born a wider collectivity. The principle was, obviously, dvi- 
sive: its adherents rejected the idea that physical neighbours would necessarily be 
CO-religionists, let alone CO-worshippers. The system of gathered churches tran- 
scended territorial boundaries, and helped to hssolve the sense of close identlfi- 
cation of multiple interests with the area of residence. By the end of the 
seventeenth century, religion had 'ceased to be something that could be taken 
for granted', and had become 'a matter for choice and ~ommitment'.'~' To some 
extent this was paralleled within the established Church in Scotland: an impor- 
tant aspect of the Presbyterian polity was the fragmentation of burgh cornrnu- 
nities, many of whit-h had been focused on a single town parish. 'Model' parishes 
of committed congregations were carved out of the larger whole, with the 
avowed aim of increasing the quahty of provision but with the effect of hvid- 
ing the hitherto unified religious community of the burgh.'02 

The urban parish in England and Wales gained a new role, however, with 
the responsibdities for poor relief which it handled fiom 1598 (London, and 
some other large towns, had instituted parish-based poor relief schemes before 
that date).lo3 To some extent this revived the idea of the parish as a miniature 
commonwealth, in which the wealth of some contributed to the weEare of 
others, and promoted reciprocal interactions between members of the parish 

99 Cf. C .  G. .Brown, 'Did urbanization secularize Britain?', UHY (1988), 1-14? focusing on the 
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community. It may also have reinforced a sense of the bounds and member- 
ship of the community, as the concepts of eligibility and entitlement were more 
clearly articulated. On  the other hand, a situation in whch  relief was distrib- 
uted at the discretion of a parish elite hardly promoted the real sociability of 
the pre-Reformation parish. The English vestry had less far-reaching author- 
ity than the Scottish kirk session, but in both cases their moral and supervisory 
functions may have encouraged the formation of a group consciousness. The 
regular and at times celebratory meetings of the body fulfilled a social, and soci- 
able, purpose as well as a business one.lo4 

Guilds, like parishes, lost an important part of their function with the 
Reformation and the loss of chantry endowments and commemorations. They 
also began to lose control of urban economic life, either through a too-rigid atti- 
tude in changing circumstances or an inability to control large flows of people 
and activities. In the mid-sixteenth century, the migration of young men to take 
up apprenticeships with the city companies was a major component of all migra- 
tion to the capital; by the later seventeenth century its importance had declined 
markedly. Entries to the freedom were continuing to fill to the end of the seven- 
teenth century and beyond, even as the capital continued to expand.lo5 The 
greater guilds and companies, with less interest in the control of trade and man- 
ufacture, exercised strong social discipline over members in the sixteenth 
century, but also offered a focus for loyalty and s0ciabi1it-y.'~~ In the seventeenth 
century they built on this latter aspect of their activities, reinventing themselves 
as charitable and educational trusts with regular occasions for celebratory 
dining. lo7 

Guild life could also be reinvented through the private associations, clubs and 
friendly societies which began to appear in provincial towns and more notice- 
ably in London horn the later seventeenth century. Jonathan Barry has recently 
argued for the importance of such associations among the urban middhng sort 
in the sixteenthand seventeenth centuries, though their visibhty in the hlstor- 
ical record was limited before the spread of newspaper reporting in the eight- 
eenth century.lo8 Exactly the same problem - that informal, subscription-based 
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associations are much less well recorded than those that held property or 
obtained legal status, and therefore much more likely to be underestimated - 
occurs in the middle ages.lo9 Urban life, no less challenging in the early modern 
period than before or later, encouraged individuals to participate in collective 
activity as a conscious creation of identity and continuity for themselves and their 
society. Barry notes many continuities, of language, form and ideology, from 
older civic associations. Thls may have been the result of conscious modekng, 
even appropriation, for the purposes of legitimation, but the conditions of urban 
life also encouraged new associatio'ns to adopt similar practices and values to the 
old. Public processions, calendar commemoration, collective dining were as 
much a feature of new charitable bodies as of civic guilds and parish fraternities. 
Shared values included mutual support, obedience to a collective good and soci- 
ability itself. 'Participation in established bodies like guilds, churches, or local 
government was not so sharply dfferentiated fiom "voluntary" participation in 
other associations as we might expect; both expressed involvement in civil 
society.'l1° 

A central theme of recent writing on the Reformation and its effects is the 
lsappearance of communal festivity and calendar celebrations."' Protestant 
reformers were responsible for a strong attack on such practices, and although 
they were not immediately successful in eliminating them all, it was the begin- 
ning of a long campaign of attrition, in which godly municipalities played an 
important part. Civic processions and celebrations with an overtly religious 
theme, such as the Corpus Christi processions, were lost with the Elizabethan 
settlement; Corpus Christi play cycles, purged of their religious content, lasted 
longer, but most had &sappeared by the end of the century.l12 Elizabeth's 
government, on the whole, was not hostlle to such manifestations; it was local 
authorities, concerned with order or imbued by Puritan views, who really deter- 
mined the rate of decline. Uncertainty about what was appropriate or permis- 
sible may have helped to stifle a wide range of practices, but Puritan writers 
condemned dancing, Sunday sports and other activities, giving sympathetic civic 
officials the inspiration and justification they required. Gloucester Puritans sup- 
pressed the maypole in 1618; a few evangelical Protestants in positions of power 
succeeded in putting down the plays in York, Coventry and Kendal, despite 
popular opposition.l13 

Civic ritual did not die immediately. Godly corporations, which after all had 
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something to gain fi-om orderly civic ritual, did not target it, but the combina- 
tion of expense, and doubts about the way it might be used or interpreted, con- 
tributed to what seems like an inexorable decline. The marchng watch, a 
procession involving the whole citizenry, was suppressed in London in 1539, 
ostensibly for reasons of expense and order, and had been abandoned by many 
other towns by 1600. York developed a Midsummer Watch, perhaps partly to 
compensate for the loss of other civic pageantry, but even ths  did not last long. 
The public processions (including royal entries, see Plate 7) that l d  survive the 
sixteenth century were mostly suspended during the Civil War."' London's Lord 
Mayor's Show took on some of the attributes, and indeed the pageants, of the 
Midsummer Watch, but it increasingly focused on the glories of the mayoralty 
and the company to which the new incumbent belonged; it could no longer be 
seen as a ritual integrating the whole civic community. The sophsticated Pepys 
dismissed the pageants of the 1663 Lord Mayor's Show as 'poor and absurd', even 
'sdly'.l15 Inauguration rituals were still a feature of many corporate towns in the 
later seventeenth century, in many cases with feasting, and a number of new cal- 
endar customs and anniversaries were invented and celebrated, attracting some 
genteel interest, but the sense that this was a crucial and defining moment of the 
civic year and the town's identity had faded.'16 

Tradtional dramatic celebrations were succeeded by two different phenom- 
ena, the early commercial theatre and genteel entertainments and social events. 
The commercial theatre flourished in London kom the opening of the first play- 
house in 1567, with a proliferation of theatre openings on the south bank in the 
1590s. Like the alehouse, the theatre was feared and condemned by godly mag- 
istrates as a source of disorder, or at least of dangerous social mixing, and spe- 
cifically as a possible competitor to churchgoing."' Nevertheless, it was 
enormously popular, as the calculations of audience size suggest, until the 
closure of the theatres in 1642, though arguably public taste had turned away 
fi-om the drama by the 163os, either towards the private theatres and Court 
masques, or to ruder pleasures such as bearbaiting. 'l8 No provincial city had the 
aulence to sustain the long seasons of the large open-air theatres of the metrop- 
olis, but the smaller post-Restoration playhouses appeared both in the capital and 
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in provincial cities, offering a different h n d  of dramatic experience to a more 
genteel audience. Norwich had a 'miniature winter season' with theatres and 
shows. Public concerts of classical music, including concert cycles or seasons, 
also found first in London, had appeared in several provincial towns by the early 
eighteenth century.l19 The shift h-om popular public spectacle to events aimed 
at a more restricted audence is demonstrated in Chester, where tradtional plays 
and popular entertainments were curtailed in the sixteenth century, to be 
replaced by new festivities focused on the county elite such as horse racing. Peter 
Borsay has traced a significant in the number of race meetings held in 
the later sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, followed by a second and 
more substantial boom between 1680 and 1730. 120 

If tradtional urban identities were weakened as a result of religious change 
and the growth of hssent, and some new institutions were created to comple- 
ment the social function of parish, guild and ward, urban sociability was by no 
means confined to organised meetings and societies, or to the elite. Inns already 
provided a significant venue for plays and entertainments in the sixteenth 
century. The number of alehouses grew markedly in the late sixteenth and 
early seventeenth centuries, paralleling, Peter Clark has argued, the decline of 
churchgoing and religious observance. Alehouses offered a locus for neigh- 
bourly rencontre and informal association, renewing the bonds of local comrnu- 
nity, in a way that parish celebrations and after-church meetings may have done 
formerly. They were in direct competition with the church for clients if they 
opened on Sundays, one reason for the hostihty of godly  magistrate^.'^' While 
they were widely spread across the country, they clustered more densely in 
towns than in the countryside, and more densely still in the capital. In London 
they were most numerous in the suburbs, where church provision and trad- 
tional social relations were both weaker than in the centre. Westminster had 
55 I common alehouses in 163 I; there were 228 in Southwark and Kentish 
Street. Of 924 licenged alehouses in the city of London in 1657, the greatest 
densities were in the extramural wards of Portsoken and Faringdon without. 
London was also well served with taverns (over 400 in I 61 8), again notably 
clustered in the inner suburbs.'22 Those areas were arguably one of the loci for 
significant social change and the evolution of a metropolitan (rather than a 
civic) culture, a process in which the alehouse could have played an important 
part. 

Provincial alehouses provided an important point of contact between local 
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communities and national communications ne t~orks . "~  In town as well as 
country, alehouses combined something of the hnction of a traditional local 
community centre with the provision of new-style entertainments and oppor- 
tunities in a relatively uncontrolled environment. They offered attractions in the 
form of songs and music, opportunities for sexual encounters, public shows and 
games, as well as drink. Football and bowling-alleys, and 'new-type indoor 
games', including dicing, cards, and board-games became popular. These were 
often seen by conservatives and religious puritans alike as dangerous pastimes, 
ungodly in themselves and tending to oust traditional skills and practices such as 
archery.''' Taverns and alehouses also often served as meeting places for the new 
social gatherings noted above, such as journeymen's clubs and fiiendly societies, 
further integrating old and new social practices.125 

(V)  C O N  C L U S I O N  

Religion remained an important social and cultural force in early modern towns, 
but its role had changed. In England and Wales, by the later seventeenth century, 
the Church was no longer a binding and comprehensive organisation, which all 

belonged to or at least respected, and through whlch a wide range of social and 
cultural experiences could be shared. Martin Ingrarn has argued that the effect 
of the sixteenth- and seventeenth-century changes, cuhnating in the 
Toleration Act of 1689, was to create 'a distinctively different context in which 
popular religious cultures would henceforth be shaped'.126 This argument could 
be extended more widely, given the dominance of religious belief and practice 
in late medieval and early modern thought and culture. Nevertheless, continu- 
ities between old and new forms of association and sociability should not be 
underestimated. Nor should continuities between the early and the later seven- 
teenth century, though there appears, not least in the hstoriography of the 
subject, to he-something of a significant break between the Civil War and the 
Restoration, with an urban renaissance beginning in the 'long eighteenth 
century'. There are good reasons for believing in such a break, but it is worth 
noting that many of the records born which a changed urban sensibility can be 
charted in the eighteenth century are lacking for the earlier period. The relig- 
ious and social world of townsmen and women was certainly transformed over 
the period 1540-1700, but not beyond recognition. 
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