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INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND TO 1533 

Historians and biographers have traditionally portrayed Thom

as Cranmer, appointed archbishop of Canterbury in 1533 by Henry VIII, 

as a political pawn of Henry's government, T h ^ also agree that dur

ing Edward VI's reign, when there was not a strong king controlling 

religious policy, Cranmer became an ardent protestant reformer. Al

bert Frederick Pollard, in 1904-, gives a typical summary of Cranmer's 

position in Henry VIII»s government when he states that Cranmer knew 

"perfectly well that his mission was to be, as Henry expressed it, 

•the principal minister'" of Ehgland. As such, Cranmer was expected 

to obey his sovereign "even if he disliked it," because a king irtio 

had "sent a cardinal to the block, would not be deterred by Cranmer."1 

Pollard asserts that Henry VIII used Cranmer as a pawn in his scheme 

to reform the church in England. 

Jasper Ridley concurs in Pollard's portrayal of Cranmer as 

Henry VIII's archbishop. He views Cranmer's protestation at his con

secration oath as a sign that the newly elected archbishop would be 

the king's tool: "Cranmer probably made" the oath, "not because he 

wished to provide himself with a justification for violating his con

secration oath, but because he had been ordered to do so by Henry."2 

'Albert Frederick Pollard, Thomas Cranmer and the English Re-
forTnation (New York: G, P. Putnam's Sons, 1904), p. 74-. 

^Jasper Ridley, Thomas Cranmer (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1962), p. 2, 



This idea is seconded by J, J. Scarisbrick, who demonstrates 

that Henry VIII had become the "dominant" influence on government 

polipy by 1533* After he had rid himself of "Wolsey's great bulk," 

by which he had often been obscured in the earlier years of his reign, 

the king intended to control government policy. This meant control of 

all aspects of government including England's religious institutions. 

In 1532 his job was made easier by the death of the archbishop of 

Canterbury, William Warham, The vacancy gave Henry the opportunity 

to select the type of archbishop he wanted. According to Scarisbrick, 

the king chose Cranmer because he felt that the archbishop would be 

amenable to his ideas on religious reform.3 

G, R. Elton and Sir David L, Keir contend that Henry VIII»s 

private secretary, Thomas Cromwell, masterminded the reformation of 

the Anglican Church; as Henry's personal secretary, he was in a posi

tion of influence in the government, and he used this position to 

wield considerable power over parliamentary elections. At the by-

elections of the Reformation Parliament, Cromwell used his influence 

to ensure that only those members of Parliament favoring the case were 

re-elected. Having a Parliament favorable to the king, the secretary 

engineered statutes which Parliament passed, one being the Act in Re

straint of Appeals in 1533, forbidding papal interference in English 

affairs and prohibiting ecclesiastical cases concerning English sub

jects to be appealed to the Roman Curia for a papal decision. Then, 

3j, J, Scarisbrick, Henry VIII (Los Angeles: University of 
California Press, 1972), pp, 245-246; 310-311. 



Cromwell manipulated Parliament to pass the Act of Supremacy in 1534-, 

which transferred papal authority to the king and made him the supreme 

head of the Church of England. Because the formation of the Anglican 

Church was based upon Parliamentary statute and Cromwell, not Cranmer, 

controlled Parliament, these two historians agree that the archbishop 

of Canterbury did little to create the Church of England. 

Hilaire Belloc saw Cranmer as a frustrated Protestant in an 

orthodox society in spite of Cranmer*s attempts at some religious re

form during Henry VIII's reign. The archbishop "had to remain silent 

and in apparent acquiescence, smiling and condoning it all, while the 

King and his Court and the English people stood firmly in the old 

ways." But, all the while he waited for "the hour when he should be 

able to breathe and speak and act."-^ The hour came during Edward VI's 

reign. 

Geoffrey William Bromiley and Albert Frederick Pollard agree 

that Cranmer became influential in implementing a Protestant religious 

policy in Edward VI's reign. Edward succeeded to the English throne 

in 1547 upon Henry's death. Being a minor, he had a council to rule 

in his place, and the archbishop of Canterbury was on the council. 

Under the protectorate of Somerset, "Cranmer had a fairly free hand 

^Sir David L. Keir, The Constitutional History of Modem 
Britain Since 1845. 9th ed. (New York: W. W. Norton and Company, Inc., 
1969), pp. 58-59; Geoffrey Rudolph Elton, England Under the Tudors 
(London: l^ethuen, 1955), PP. 133-137. 

hilaire Belloc, Cranmer (London: Cassell and Company, Ltd., 
1931). p. 211. 



in more specifically religious and "ttieological matters, and he used 

the opportunity to go forward with slow but penetrating changes,"" 

During Somerset's and Northumberland's rule, Cranmer was responsible 

for the passage of the two Acts of Uniformity in Parliament in 1549 

and 1552. He also wrote the two books of common prayer authorized 

for public use by these two acts.^ 

Lacey Baldwin Smith portrays Cranmer's death as a final de

cision after several vacillations between Roman Catiiolicism and 

Protestantism, The archbishop "after much soul-searching and recant

ing, , . , chose to die a martyr to his religious faith" rather than 

be "executed as a traitor."° Jasper Ridley contends that Cranmer 

just prior to his deatti "was far from heroic; but by his vacillation 

he embarrassed his persecutors far more than he could have done by 

heroism,"" 

Such evaluations of Cranmer, which slight his political abil

ity during the reign of Henry VIII, are inadequate. They leave un

explained the glaring inconsistency between the non-political pawn 

who was Henry VHI's archbishop and the determined protestant reformer 

^Geoffrey William Bromiley, Thomas Cranmer. Theologian (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1956), p. xix, 

'Albert Frederick Pollard, England Under Protector Somerset: 
An Essay (New York: Russell and Russell, I966), pp, 104-105. 

^Lacey Baldwin Smith, Tudor Prelates and Politics, 1 536-1558 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1953), p. 139-

%idley, Cranmer. p, 409, 



of Edward VI's reign. Perhaps these inconsistencies can be avoided by 

means of a new and better assessment of Cranmer's abilities and of his 

political role during Henry VIII's reign. 

To understand Cranmer's political career as Henry's archbishop 

one must consider the following points. Cranmer's involvement in pol

itics began in 1530 when he suggested that Henry VIII poll the univer

sities to determine the validity of his marriage to Catherine of Ara-

gon, and in 1532 Cranmer was appointed the Ehglish ambassador to the 

Imperial Court. This placed him in the midst of the political contro

versy over Henry VIII's marriage. After he was consecrated archbishop 

of Canterbury, the Anglican Church, through Parliamentary statutes and 

under Cranmer's leadership, became a branch of the fiiglish government 

and Cranmer became a member of the king's council. Then, as the ec

clesiastical leader of the church, Cranmer assumed the papacy's polit

ical and ecclesiastical prerogatives such as the right of appointment 

and dismissal of clergy and the right to deal with heretics. Finally, 

Cranmer influenced doctrinal poliqy, such as that found in the Ten 

Articles in 1536, and ^le Institution of A Christian Man in 1536 and 

1 537, Not only did Cranmer propose protestant doctrinal policy, he 

opposed Catholic policies. Notice his opposition in 1539 to the pas

sage of the Six Articles of Faith in Parliament as an example. 

lORidley, Cranmer. pp. 25, 39. 113-114, 121-125. 179-180; 
Chapuys to Charles V, April 22, 1534, James Gairdner, ed.. Letters 
and Papers. Foreign and Domestic, of ^le Reign of Henry VIII. 21 vols. 
riondon: Her Majesty's Stationery Office, 1888), VII, 213. Hereafter 
cited as L. P. 



The common interpretations of the apparent changes in Cranmer's 

political habits under Edward VI also need revision. Henry VIII placed 

Cranmer on the Council which was to rule during Edward's minority. 

With this position the already seasoned politician influenced the 

Council's policies and gained the sole authority over the religious 

policies of the Anglican Church.^^ 

Previous accounts of Cranmer fail to assess his political 

abilities adequately. Therefore, this paper will examine and evaluate 

Cranmer*s role as a politician during the reigns of Henry VIII, Edward 

VI, and Mary Tudor. 

Bom to a country squire and his wife in Aslockton in Notting

hamshire on July 2, 1489, the future archbishop of Canterbury, Thomas 

Cranmer, was the second son in a family of eight children. Supposedly 

Cranmer began school under "a rude parish clerk" who made his early 

years in school miserable by being "marvellous severe and cruel" to 

save his soul from He3J. as was the custom of the age. In I503 he en

tered Jesus College, Cambridge, and by I5II had earned his B. A, de

gree. He received his M. A, degree and an appointment as Fellow of 

Jesus College in 1514, After a year or two of study, he left Jesus 

College to be married and, by so doing, lost his fellowship. After 

his wife's death, he reentered Jesus College as a Fellow, Three years 

later Cranmer took his holy vows for the priesthood. By I52O Cranmer 

^'Bromiley, Cranmer. p, xix. 



was a university preacher, and in 1521 he obtained his B. D, degree.^^ 

It is not certain vihen Cranmer earned his doctorate in divin

ity. John Strype stated that Cranmer received the degree in 1524-.^^ 

However, the first record of his being referred to as "Dr. Cranmer" 

is in a letter dated October 24, I528, from William Capon.''^ By this 

date Cranmer most assuredly had the degree. 

During Cranmer's years as a student, the idea of church reform 

was popular among young scholars. The clerical abuses of church pre

rogatives and ecclesiastical vows had become apparent to Englishmen in 

the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries. The wealth of the 

clergy irritated the laymen. Owning one third of the land in Qigland, 

the church supported some of England's wealthiest nobles. The clergy 

asked exorbitant payments for the services they performed, and the 

officials of the ecclesiastical courts made life miserable for any per

son having to stand trial for an ecclesiastical offense. The case of 

Richard Hunne in 1514- illustrates both of these irritations vividly, 

Hunne refused to pay the mortuary fee for the burial of his child, 

which was traditionally given to the priest. In this instance the 

priest requested that Hunne give him the best article of the dead 

^^Ridlqy, Cranmer. pp. 13-20. 

•̂ John Strype, Memorials of the Most Reverend Father in God 
Thomas Cranmer. Sometime Lord Archbishop of Canterbury. 2 vols. (Ox
ford: University Press, 1894), I, 4-, 

^Villiam Capon to Thomas Cromwell, October 24, I528, L, P., 
IV. ii. 2108. 
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child's clothing. For his disobedience, the clergy turned Hunne over 

to the ecclesiastical court. He was imprisoned and later found hang

ed in his cell. The bishop of London then heard the case and declar

ed Hunne a heretic.'^ 

As such abuses of ecclesiastical power continued, the anti

clerical feelings in England grew; protests were made to Henry VIII 

regarding the abuses of the clergy. One complaint, written by Simon 

Fish in 1525» depicted the clergy as "this greedy sort of sturdy, idle, 

holy thieves, with yearly exactions" who do "nothing, but exempt them

selves from the obedience to your Grace." " Further discontent with 

the traditional church was mirrored in the literature appearing in 

the universities. Along with the older works of the scholastics were 

found new works on church reform. Some of these, such as Luther's 

writings, which had been declared heretical by the papacy, were be-

17 

ing "surreptitiously circulated in the University." ' 

Tliough Cranmer's studies required him to learn the "dry and 

biting subtlety" of the scholastics, his interests turned him to the 

study of protestant reformers. For many years Cranmer read all 

available authors whose works could show the validity of Luther's 

^%Lton, Tudors, pp, 103, 104-105; Keir, Constitutional Hist
ory, p, 47; Herbert Maynard Smith, Pre-reformation England (New York: 
Sussell and Russell, I963), p. 516. 

^^A, G, Dickens and Dorothy Carr, eds,, ;nie Reformation in 
England to the Accession of Elizabeth I (London: Edward Arnold, Ltd., 
1971). p. 17. 

'"^Ridley, Cranmer, p. 21. 
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doctrines,'° As he studied these writings (probably without the pro

per license to do so and therefore illegally), Cranmer made notes in 

the margins of his books on the sources, authors, and arguments for 

and against each issue he found in the work, " By the time he had 

finished his studies, his knowledge of medieval and reformation the

ology gave him "an intellectual perception of both sides" of the is-
20 

sue in question. During his years of schooling, "Cranmer neither 

spoke nor wrote" on religious issues. "He passed seven years listen

ing, "21 At the end of the time he had earned his doctorate, but more 

importantly he now possessed definite views on religion. He abhorred 

papal authority because it had been abused so often for political pur

poses. Furthermore, he felt that the church councils were more im

portant than papal decrees, since they reflected the opinions of the 

universal church rather than the elite Roman Curia.^^ 

The final unorthodox idea Cranmer acquired from his studies 

became apparent only after he started teaching. Upon completion of 

^%mith, Tudor Prelates, p. 28, Ridley, Cranmer, p. 20; "the 
Lyfe and Death of Archbishop Cranmer" in Narratives of the Days of the 
Reformation Chiefly from the Manuscripts of John Foxe the Martyrolo-
gist. with Two Contemporary Biographies of Archbishop Cranmer. ed., 
John Gough Nichols, Camden Society, no, 77 (Westminster: Printed for 
the Camden Society, 1859), p. 219. Hereafter cited as Narratives. 

'^Strype, Cranmer. I, 3. 

^^Pollard, Cranmer. p. 22, 

2'Belloc, Cranmer. p. 44. 

T. McNeil, "Cranmer's Project for a Reformed Consensus" in 
Journal of Religion 8:545. 
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his doctorate, Cranmer stayed at Jesus College as an examiner. He in

sisted that the theological candidates answer his questions "out of 

the Scripture; and by no means let them pass, if he found they were 

unskillful in it, and unacquainted with the history of the Bible."23 

His enphasis on Scripture began to reveal his Protestant tendencies. 

Other examiners accepted answers based on church tradition rather than 

Scripture, As an examiner, Cranmer earned a reputation for being a 

minor scholar by his considerable knowledge of early church theology.^^ 

This reputation did not make Cranmer a bold heretic, however. He adopt

ed a middle-of-the-road attitude on controversial religious issues. 

Perhaps the reflection of a scholarly mind and political sense dictated 

that "Cranmer sought, indeed, to avoid controversial matters whenever 

possible in order to gain as wide an acceptance as might be, "25 Though 

this quote is specifically used by W, K, Jordan to refer to Cranmer's 

actions in connection with the Book of Common Prayer, it is a shrewd 

statement of the archbishop's political fealings throughout his career, 

including the period he spent as a -Uieological examiner. 

Take for instance Cranmer's ideas concerning Henry VIII's pro

posed divorce case against Catherine of Aragon. Catherine had been 

the wife of Henry's brother, Arthur, When Arthur died in 1502, a few 

23strype, Cranmer. I, 4', 

^^romil^, Cranmer. p. 1. 

2^A. L. Rowse, The Tower of London (New York: G. P. Putnam's 
Sons, 1972), p, 174; W. K, Jordan, Edward VI: ^le Young King (Cam
bridge, Massachusetts: Belknap Press, 196877 p. 319* 
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months after their marriage, Henry VII decided that Catherine should 

marry his second son, the future Henry VIII. Since the laws of the 

church prohibited such a union, the marriage required a papal dispen

sation, which was given by Julius II. At the time the papal bull ap

peared publicly, there were mutterings against its legality because 

there was no precedent for that particular bull. The objections to 

the dispensation and the marriage soon ceased, however, and Henry VIII, 

on becoming king in 1509, married Catherine.^" 

Catherine, being the daughter of King Ferdinand and Queen 

Isabella, represented England's alliance with Spain. Relations between 

the two countries remained cordial until 1514, when Henry VIII quarrel

ed with Ferdinand. Soon rumors began to spread that Henry wanted an 

27 
annulment of his marriage to Catherine, but nothing came of these. ' 

Rumors reappeared in 1525 over the question of the possible succession 

to the English throne. Catherine seemed beyond childbearing age, leav-

, 28 
ing Henry with only Miary, a daughter, to inherit his throne in 1516. 

The only reign attempted by a woman in England was that of Matilda, 

who fought Stephen for the throne from 1139-1148. The result was an

archy.^ Thus Henry was understandably worried about the succession 

^^Elton, Tudors, p. 98; H. Hallam, Constitutional History of 
England: Henry VII to George II (New York: Harper and Brothers, 1873). 
I, 44-45. 

^"^Elton, Tudors. p. 99. 

%bid,, p. 98. 

^David Harris Willson, A History of England. 2nd ed.. (Hins
dale, Illinois: The Dryden Press7 Inc., 1972), p. 73. 
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of his daughter, Mary. 

The marriage issue came to a head in 1527 when Henry fell in 

love with Anne Boleyn, a young lady of the court. Anne, who would not 

consent to be the king's mistress, had her sights set on becoming 

queen.-^ Thus, Henry needed a way out of his first marriage. He found 

conflicting arguments about marrying a brother's wife. The law of Deu

teronomy (25:5) stated that "When brethren dwell together, and one of 

them dieth without children, the wife of the deceased shall not marry 

to another; but his brother shall take her, and raise up seed for his 

brother." But, the law of Leviticus (18:l6, 20:21) stated, "Thou 

Shalt not uncover the nakedness of thy brother's wife: it is thy 

brother's nakedness," and "If a man shall take his brother's wife: it 

is an impurity: he hath uncovered his brother's nakedness; they shall 

be childless."-^ Wanting to end his marriage to Catherine, Henry chose 

to defend his desire for an annulment with the Leviticus argument. He 

also used this argument to justify his lack of a legitimate male heir. 

But, Henry overlooked the actual loophole in the carelessly 

worded bull of Pope Julius II. The bull provided a dispensation for a 

consummated marriage, but it failed to mention a union vrtiich had been 

contracted according to public honesty (i. e. married in ceremony only). 

Catherine contended that her marriage with Arthur had been one of pub

lic honesty only. If this were so, the bull provided by Julius II 

30Elton, Tudors. pp. 100, 101. 

^^Scarisbrick, Henrv VIII. p. I63. 
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did not give a dispensation for her to marry Henry VIII. Wols^ point

ed this out to the king, but Henry would not change his argument.32 

Remembering the experience of friends, especially his sister, Margaret, 

who had had their marriages annulled, Henry felt reasonably sure he 

could obtain an armulment from Catherine quickly. So, he pushed Wolsey 

for action. The papal legate responded by calling Henry VIII to his 

legatine court to answer charges of living sinfully with his dead 

brother's wife. To these charges, Henry acquiesced,33 Now, all that 

remained to be done was to obtain papal sanction for the annulment. 

This step proved inq>ossible. Pope Clement VII had been a po

litical hostage of Charles V, Catherine's nephew, ever since I527 when 

Charles's troops sacked Rome, Thus, Clement refused to grant Henry VIII 

an annulment through Wolsey's court. Instead, he sent another legate. 

Cardinal Campeggio, who was the bishop of Salisbury, to England to 

oversee the case. And, Campeggio stalled for time. It was several 

months before he reached England; then, when a decision should have 

been handed down in July 1529 Campeggio adjourned his court, in order 

to keep the same schedule as the Roman Curia, and declared that the 

case had to be decided by the Pope in Rome. Since neither the legatine 

court nor the Roman Curia met for the summer, it would be October be

fore any further progress could be made on the case. This infuriated 

Henry VIII, who retaliated by destroying Wolsey. The king no longer 

32lbid.. p. 194. 

^ % t o n , Tudors. p. 117; Scarisbrick, Henry VIII. pp. 224-225. 
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looked upon the Cardinal with favor and allowed his enemies to begin 

praemunire proceedings against him.34 By 1530, Henry's divorce case 

had reached a stalemate. 

Shortly after the failure of the legatine court, two of Henry 

VIII's bishops, Stephen Gardiner and Edward Fox, were lodging at Dur

ham House, which was owned by Anne Boleyn's father, and where Thom

as Cranmer was staying. When asked by the bishops \diat he thought of 

the divorce case, Cranmer replied that he had not studied the matter 

but it seemed to him that the case should be settled by the university 

divines rather than the officials of the ecclesiastical courts. Cran

mer diagnosed the problem of the pre-annulment proceedings (called the 

divorce proceedings in Elizabethan times) to be theological rather than 

judicial, and thus to be decided by divines rather than by lawyers. 

Henry VIII considered the problem of the legality of his marriage to 

Catherine of Aragon lay in the conflict between the texts of Leviticus 

18:16, 20:21 and Deuteronomy 25:5. However, Cranmer felt that the 

heart of the issue centered on the theological question of \rtiether or 

not the Pope had the right to dispense with passages of Scripture. 

Cranmer reasoned that because there was only truth in the matter, the 

divines, who were both canonists and theologians and who spent their 

lives studying Scripture, would be best qualified to answer these 

3^T. Bindoff, Tudor England (Harmondsworth, Middlesex: Penguin 
Books, Ltd., 1972), p. 84; Elton, Tudors. pp. 95, 96, 118, 119, 120-
121; Scarisbrick, Henry VIII, pp. 246-247; G. Bumet, The History of 
the Reformation of the Church of England. 7 vols. (Oxford: University 
Press, 1829), I, 155-156. 

file:///diat
file:///rtiether
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questions raised about marriage.33 

Cranmer's suggestion had great impact on the development of 

the English reformation. Henry found the idea appealing, for it gave 

him an alternative course of action in the stalemated case. Because 

of the suggestion Cranmer obtained a prominent place among Henry VIII's 

advisors. And, since the question of legality was to be established 

directly from Scripture, it opened the way for "Biblical studies and 

the distribution of English Bibles."36 

Henry VIII implemented Cranmer's suggestion and chose him to 

be one of the three diplomats sent to Europe specifically to gather 

the opinions of the divines.37 The other two were Richard Croke, a 

Greek scholar sent to Italy, and John Stokesley, the bishop of London 

sent to Venice. Cranmer traveled in France, Italy, and Germany. All 

three consulted the faculties and libraries of theology and law to find 

support for the annulment. 

During the tour, friction grew between Stokesley and Cranmer. 

Stokesley disliked Cranmer because Cranmer refused to remain silent 

about the trickery employed by some of the diplomats to gain favorable 

opinions for the king. The dealings of Gregory Cassale, vrtio was a 

member of an Italian family exemplified the trickery. Cassale worked 

35 
Ridley, Cranmer. pp. 25-26; Burnet, History of the Reforma

tion. I. 188. 

36Neelak Serawlook Tjemagel, Henry VHI and the Lutherans; 
A Study in Anglo-Lutheran Relations from 1521 to 1547 (Saint Louis: 
Concordia Publishers, I965), p. 85. 

37Ridley, Cranmer. p. 29. 
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for Henry VIII's cause by trying to finagle an annulment out of the 

Pope.3° Even though this was a common practice in diplomatic circles, 

Cranmer disapproved of the practice and notified Henry VIII that 

Cassale had hindered their cause in Italy. Stokesley "seemed dis

pleased with" Cranmer for exposing "the untrue dealings and crafty lets 

which Cassale worked in the King's matter."39 Perhaps Stokesley feared 

that Cranmer would intervene in his (Stokesley's) similar dealings. 

And, interfere Cranmer did. He allowed it to be known that 

the Bishop was not totally behind the king's cause. Cranmer indicated 

that the authorities in Venice had written "that Stokesley had marred 

all the King's matters there" through his methods of collecting infor

mation from the divines.^ Thus, Cranmer attempted to stop objection

able practices of the diplomats with whom he worked. 

As Cranmer's influence with Henry VIII grew, so did his polit

ical power. He was called upon by those in trouble to intercede on 

their behalf before the king. One case concerned Croke's alleged mis

use of money in Bologna. Since Cranmer showed his "perfect zeal" in 

"the King's rightful cause," Croke thought that Cranmer was the perfect 

man to plead his case before Henry VIII. Since Cranmer was known as a 

diligent worker in the royal divorce case, his own merits could lend 

weight to the credibility of Croke's position. However, if Cranmer 

38scarisbrick, Henry VIII. p. 202. 

39croke to Stokesley, June 9. 1530. L. P., IV, i i i , 2894. 
40 

Croke to Stokesley, September 17, 1530, Ibid., p. 2986. 
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chose to lessen "Croke*s credence," there would be no way that Croke 

could successfully repair the damage of Cranmer*s report because the 

king would take Cranmer's word rather than Croke's. 

Such influence was a result of Cranmer's ability as a diplomat. 

His temperament and manners made him an ideal representative in the 

king's cause, because he treated no one rudely or inconsiderately, 

gaining his point through persuasion rather than by force. Foxe states 

that he had a "nature . . . such as none" could be more "gentle, or 

sooner won to an honest suit or purpose." And his deeds showed that 

"he might gratify" others with his good works be they noble men or 

4? 
peasants. Cranmer "behaved hymself to the whole worlde, that in no 

manner of condition he would seme to have an enemy although" in truth 

"he had both many greate and secret enemyes whome he always" bore "with 

such countenance and benevolence that thei coulde never take good op

portunity to practice their malace againste hym but to thair great 

displeasure and hinderance in th'ende." -̂  

Cranmer also possessed the knack of accomplishing his diplo

matic objectives. He traveled throughout Europe debating the questions 

whether a man "could or ought to marry his brother's wife" and whether 

44 
the Pope had the power and the right to dispense with Scripture. 

^Croke to Cranmer, October 23, 1530, Ibid., p. 3020. 

^John Foxe, The Acts and Monuments of John Foxe. 8 vols. (Lon
don: R. B. Seeley and W. Bumside, 1839), VIII, 14. 

^3Morice, "Anecdotes," in Narratives. p. 245. 

44 
^Strype, Cranmer. I, I3. 
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Henry VIII's position was supported by Thomas Qmnibonius, a Dominican, 

and Joannes de Turre Crematon, who was connected with the French court. 

Omnibonius declared that the "laws of Leviticus and Deuteronomy were 

thus to be reconciled: That the law of marrying the brother's wife, 

when he died without children, did bind in the land of Judea, to pre

serve families, and maintain their succession in the land . . . but 

that in all other places of the world, the law of Leviticus, of not 

marrying the brother's wife, was obligatory." And, de Turre Crematon 

decided that "if any pope, either out of ignorance, or being corrupted, 

had ever granted such a dispensation, that there could be no precedent 

or warrant for doing the like.*'^3 Cranmer showed his ability in de

bating, especially in Rome. The Earl of Wiltshire declared that Cran

mer behaved so learnedly, soberly and wittily" during the debates that 

46 
he gained much support for Henry VIII's case. 

Shortly after this report reached Henry V H I in 1531, the king 

appointed Cranmer the English ambassador to the Imperial Court. By 

1 532 Cranmer was circulating in the court of the Holy Roman finperor. 

While serving in this capacity, he had the opportunity to study the 

Lutheran reforms when the court stayed in Germany. Cranmer noted that 

Lutherans in Nuremberg emphasized reading Scripture and "persued 

everyday a chapter of the New Testament." It was also reported that 

the Lutheran ministers were married to the prettiest women in the 

^^Bumet, History of Reformation. I, 178, 204. 

^Strype, Cranmer. I, 14. 
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town. ^ Apparently Cranmer accepted some of the Lutheran doctrines, 

for at this time he married the niece of the wife of Andreas Osiander, 

48 
a prominent Lutheran reformer. Though Cranmer found time to study 

Lutheranism, he did not neglect his appointed duties, namely, to win 

support for Henry VIII's case. He persuaded several learned scholars 

at the Imperial Court to side against the Pope in the case against 

Catherine of Aragon. One of these was Cornelius Agrippa, who later 

died defending Protestant doctrine.^ Yet, at the time there were 

reports that Cranmer spoke out against Henry VIII's treatment of his 

wife. He was quoted by Nicholas de Perrenot de Granvelle, Charles V's 

chief minister, as saying that he "blamed admirably what the King of 

England his master and his other ministers were doing in the matter of 

the divorce against the said Queen and Princess."^ 

While Cranmer was still in Germany in August 1532, the arch

bishop of Canterbury, William Warham, died leaving Henry VIII free to 

select another archbishop. In October Henry recalled Cranmer and ap

pointed him the archbishop of Canterbury.^ Upon leaving the Imperial 

Court, Charles V wrote to Henry VIII commending Cranmer's "diligence 

47 
'̂ Sir Thomas Elyot to the Duke of Norfolk, March 14, 1532, L. 

P., V, 410; Ridley, Cranmer. p. 39. 

^Ridley, Cranmer. p. 46; Morice, »• Anecdotes" in Narratives. 
pp. 243-244. 

49 
^Strype, Cranmer. I, 14. 

^ Ridley, Cranmer. p. 43; "Lyfe and Death of Cranmer" and 
Morice, "Anecdotes" in Narratives, pp. 221, 243. 

51Chapuys to Charles V, October 1, 1532, L. P., V, 592; Chapuys 
to Charles V, January 27, 1533, Ibid., VI, 35-
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52 
In his charge."^ And, Nicholas Hawkins, the archdeacon of Ely who 

replaced Cranmer as ambassador, later wrote Henry VIII stating that 

Cranmer by "his prudent and gentle demeanor has procured much benevo

lence in the court and out of it, especially witii other ambassadors, 

who judge him worthy to be in high favor with you."^^ 

When Cranmer's appointment as archbishop of Canterbury was an

nounced, the Imperial ambassador to England, Eustace Chapuys, wrote to 

Charles V that "Dr. Cranmer , . . had not been here a week, before the 

King, to the great astonishment of everybody, promoted him to the arch

bishopric of Canterbury." Cranmer's promotion seemed extraordinary be

cause Henry VIII had the tendency to leave ecclesiastical vacancies un

filled for a year so as to collect their revenues for the crown. Cran

mer's appointment came only four months after Warham*s death. And, as 

soon as Cranmer had accepted the appointment, a request for the bulls 

authorizing his consecration was sent to Rome. Chapuys felt such ac

tion probably meant that Henry intended to proceed with the threatened 

annulment against Catherine of Aragon. 34" 

Not only did Henry VIII's rapid filling of the archbishopric 

upset Chapuys; so did the appointee. It was suspected by Roman Cath

olics that Cranmer, "being taken for a Lutheran will renounce all the 

temporalities of his benefice to the King, which is a good way of 

32charles V to Henry VIII, November 18, 1532. Ibid., V, 652. 

33Nicholas Hawkins to Henry VIII, November 21, 1532. Ibid., 
p. 657. 

3^Chapuys to Charles V. January 27. 1533, Ibid.. VI. 35. 



21 

forcing the rest" of the clergy "to do the same" thereby making the 

acceptance of royal supremacy over the church much easier for the king 

to obtain.33 All of Chapuy's fears seemed to be confirmed when the 

annates, an annual payment to Rome, were paid in full instead of the 

tenth part ^ich Parliament proclaimed as proper. Courtiers suspected 

this move to be a gesture on Henry VIII's part to influence the Pope 

to accept Cranmer as the archbishop of Canterbury. And, the "pope, 

still uncertain of Henry's ultimate purpose, issued the bulls necessary 

for the institution of Thomas Cranmer" as Warham*s successor.3° 

However, some of Cranmer*s contemporaries felt that he was not 

dangerous to Roman Catholicism, and that his appointment might placate 

the king enough to keep him from breaking with Rome. They warned the 

Pope that if Cranmer*s nomination was stopped "the armates . . . only 

stayed by the King*s goodness, will be determined to the disadvantage 

of the court of Rome."37 Besides, Cranmer was a "man of singular good 

learning, virtue, and all good parts."3^ 

Historians have also found Cranmer*s promotion unusual. Philip 

Hughes noted that Cranmer was the first man in nearly three hundred 

years to become archbishop of Canterbury without first being bishop.39 

33ibid. 

^ Keir, Constitutional History of Modem Britain, p. 62, 

^"^Boner to Benet, January 31, 1533, k» £• ^ » ^^' 

58lbid. 

^%ughes, Reformation. I, 243. 
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And, John Strype viewed Cranmer as not qualified for the archbishopric: 

"The preferment indeed seemed too great for Cranmer at one stride to 

step into without some other intervening dignities to have been first 

conferred on him," Not only was Cranmer not fit for the office, he 

was used as a tool by the king. As evidence for his assertion, Strype 

pointed to Lord Herbert*s account of Henry VIII*s marriage to Anne 

Boleyn, which stated that though the event was "very private" Cranmer 

was "one that assisted" with the ceremony. 

In his book Thomas Cranmer. Jasper Ridley indicated that though 

Cranmer was qualified for the office by being "already esteemed as a 

learned royal chaplain," there were other clergy who were more likely 

candidates because of their prominent positions in Henry VIII*s govern

ment. Thus, because there were several "more obvious" candidates for 

the archbishopric Ridl^ insisted that Cranmer was placed in office 

by the Boleyns, The "fact that Cranmer was selected in preference to 

all these at a time when he was far away in Austria and unable to com

pete with their intrigues clearly proves that some powerful influence 

must have been working on his behalf at Court; and this can have only 

been the Boleyns, Henry was now very much under the influence of Anne 

and her family."^^ 

However, Cranmer*s appointment should not have been surprising. 

Henry VIII needed a man with dignity and learning to uphold the prestige 

60strype, Cranmer. I, I9, 24, 25. 

°^Ridley, Cranmer. pp, 5O-5I, 
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of the office, Cranmer had both. He disdained the tainting of the of

fice with secular corruption. He "shrank from publicity and did not 

attempt to enrich himself."°2 He knew theology, being "one of the 

ablest and most promising of the younger Cambridge theologians."63 

The king chose Cranmer as archbishop for two reasons: Cranmer 

was "one of the few men for whom" Henry "ever felt real affection." 

And, Cranmer was "known to have leanings" toward Protestantism, which 

probably meant that he would not oppose Henry VIII*s desire for a di

vorce even if such an action caused a break with Rome, 3 During the per

iod before his consecration, Cranmer supported the king's views. He 

had already suggested a remedy for the situation between Henry and 

Catherine vrtiich would allow Henry to further his efforts for a divorce 

by giving the authority of decision in the matter to the divines rather 

than to the Pope.^° At this time he also developed some Lutheran ten

dencies. Cranmer challenged papal authority not only with his idea 

about polling the universities, but also by preparing lists of papal 

abuses which might be used as a basis for breaking with Rome. The list 

included the idea that papal power had been usurped from the king. 

TIerbert Maynard Smith, Henry VIII and the Reformation (New 
York: Russell and Russell, I962), p. 205. 

"3Bromiley, Cranmer. pp. 1-2. 

^^erbert Maynard Smith. A Tudor Tragedy: The Life and Times 
2f Catherine Howard (New York: Pantheon Books, 19617715. 115. 

65Elton, Tudors. pp. I5O-I5I. 

66 
Ridley, Cranmer. pp. 25-26. 
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Such usurpation caused Cranmer to doubt the authority which the Pope 

wielded over the Church,^ 

The Tudor rulers claimed that part of their medieval power 

which God had given them was the right to control religion in their sov

ereign domain. They pointed to medieval literature which advocated that 

a national or local monarch had supremacy over the authority of the Pope 

for religious matters in his territory.68 

Such works explain why Cranmer at his coronation as archbishop 

of Canterbury placed conditions on his oath of obedience to the Pope. 

He protested "that the oath which an archbishop elect usually takes to 

the Pope shall not bind him to do anything against the King's prerog

ative, or to refrain from taking measures to reform the Church of Eng

land."^ Cranmer was clearly prepared, if necessary, when he entered 

his office as archbishop of Canterbury, to break with Rome. In his 

consecration he stated that: "I . . , renounce and utterly forsake all 

suche clauses, words, sentences, and graunts, whiche I have of the 

Popes Holynes in his Bills of the Archbishopriche of Canterbury that in 

any maner wise, is or may be hurtfull, or prejudiciall to your heirs. 

Successors, estate or Dignite Roiall,**''̂ ^ 

67A Collection of Tenents extracted from The Canon Law in The 
Works of Thomas Cranmer. ed., James Edmimd Cox, Parker Society nos. 
XV, XVI (Cambridge: University Press, 1844), XVI, 68-75. 

^Elton, Tudors. p, I63, 

^Archbishop Cranmer, March 30, 1533, L, P., VI, 126-127. 

"^^Strype, Cranmer. II , 865, 
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Cranmer was not, however, the tool of Henry VIII. Chapuys re

ported to Charles V that Cranmer had •'married (espose) the King to the 

Lady, in presence" of her family and thereby "preventing him from 

changing his opinions when raised to his dignity.""^ But, Cranmer 

later wrote to Nicholas Hawkins, Henry VIII's Imperial ambassador, that 

the report that he had "married her is false for I myself knew not 

thereof a fortnight after it was done."72 Although the King married 

Anne Boleyn prior to the pronouncement of his annulment from his first 

wife, Cranmer had nothing to do with performing the marriage ceremony.73 

If, as historians agree, Cranmer did not perform the marriage, then the 

archbishop was not tied to Henry VIII when he entered the office of 

archbishop in the way that Strype indicated that he was.74-

By the time Cranmer became archbishop of Canterbury he had 

shown himself to be a heretical priest. He supported the Lutheran 

doctrines, particularly that pertaining to the marriage of the clergy. 

He was in fact married when he entered the office of archbishop of Can

terbury. His advocating encroachment on papal authority by suggesting 

that Henry VIII obtain his divorce through the sanction of the univer

sity divines instead of through papal annulment further proved his 

heresy. But, he never verbally advocated that he was in favor of the 

71 Chapuys to Charles V, February 23, 1533, L. P., VI, 82. 

"^^Cranmer to Hawkins, June 17, 1533, L. P.. VI, 300. 

73cranmer, Works. XVI, 246. 

^Tlidley, Cranmer. p. 54. 
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annulment; he simply debated points of theology concerning the divorce 

case. And, while Cranmer was in Europe overseeing Henry VIII's divorce 

case, he spoke out against the king's treatment of Catherine of Aragon. 

Upon returning to England, he did not perform Henry VIII's marriage to 

Anne Boleyn. Thus, because he was not irreversibly bound to Henry VIII, 

there is no reason to suppose that Cranmer was the puppet of the king 

as both Strype and Pollard indicate. 



THOMAS CRANMER'S CONSOLIDATION OF ECCLESIASTiaL POWER 

The laws of England provided the machinery for the archbishop 

of Canterbury to become the actual Primate of England through the Act 

in Restraint of Appeals. This act passed in I533 prohibited papal in

terference in England's ecclesiastical affairs and gave the said arch

bishop the traditional papal prerogatives.^ After Cranmer was conse

crated on March 30, I533, he took the initial step in severing the 

church in England from papal authority. Cranmer proposed that he de

cide the royal divorce case using the authority invested in his ec

clesiastical office. Traditionally, he could not have heard the case 

because Campeggio, the Italian papal legate a latera. who with Car

dinal Wolsey heard Henry VIII's case in 1529, had reserved any decision 

made in that case for the papal court in Rome. But because of the Act 

in Restraint of Appeals, Cranmer no longer had to honor the Pope's 

authority, and thus he "very humbly" pleaded with the king "to allow 

him" as the archbishop of Canterbury "to determine" the case in his 

own court instead of waiting for the decision of the Roman Curia.^ 

Henry VIII complied. He felt that the new archbishop was "so 

in the fear of God" that he could not justly refuse the request and. 

Geoffrey Rudolph Elton, England Under the Tudors (London: 
Methuen, 1955), pp. 131-133-

^Cranmer to Henry VIII, April 11, 1533, James Gairdner, ed.. 
Letters and Papers. Foreign and Domestic, of toe Reign of Henry VIII. 
21 vols. (London: Her Majesty's Stationery Office. 188877 VI, 152. 
Hereafter cited as L. P, 

27 
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therefore, granted Cranmer leave to hear the case at Dunstable,3 

Strategy played an important part in selecting the site for the 

trial, Henry VIII feared that Catherine's friends would interfere with 

the proceedings and, by so doing, slow down the process. Delay would 

be disastrous, Anne Boleyn was pregnant, and Henry wanted his first 

marriage pronounced null and void in order to be able to claim Anne's 

child as his legitimate heir. In order to discourage Catherine's 

friends from attending the trial, the king and his council chose Dun

stable, which was "within iiij myles" of "Ampetall, where the . . . 

lady Kateren" lived in seclusion.^ The location for the trial having 

been set, the proceedings against Catherine of Aragon were initiated 

on May 10, 1533, Cranmer had issued a summons for Catherine to appear 

before his court on the first day of the trial, but Catherine refused 

to obey the summons, Cranmer quickly "pronounced her vere et mani-

feste contumacem."3 This pronouncement was a legal device used to pre

vent Catherine or her friends from appearing at the trial to present a 

case on her behalf; it was legal because the queen had already refused 

to answer the summons. 

After Cranmer pronounced Catherine officially expelled from the 

trial, he promoted propaganda in favor of the king's divorce. To do 

3Henry VIII to Cranmer, April 12, 1533, Ibid., p. 153-

^Cranmer to Hawkins, April 12, 1533, Sir Henry Ellis, ed., 
Original Letters Illustrative of the English History. 11 vols. 
(London: Dawson of Pall Mall, I968), II, 35* 

3Cranraer to Henry VIII, May 12, 1533, k- £•» VI. 212. 
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this, he assumed the attitude of a learned theologian seeking to find 

"the mere truth of the matter" in the Scriptural question raised by 

the divorce case. By so doing he presented himself as a divine at

tempting to do the "pleasure of Almig(hty God)."6 And "the perfect 

and good" archbishop busily sought the truth in the matter by review

ing the decisions he and others had already obtained from the theo

logians in the major European universities. Cromwell advised Henry 

VIII that since Cranmer could win "promotion" for the king's divorce 

it would look better if the king were not "most busy to defend his 

own righteous cause."7 Therefore, on May 23, 1533, when Cranmer an

nounced his decision in favor of Henry VIII, the government took no 

responsibility for the decision of the trial. 

Shortly after the divorce proceedings were completed, Cranmer 

had an opportunity to display his talent as a theologian. Whenever 

Henry VIII had "any doubt or question" concerning ecclesiastical mat

ters, he consulted the archbishop. His usual procedure was to "send 

a word to my Lord" of Canterbury "overnight and by the next day the 

King should have in writing brief notes the doctors' minds with a con-

o 
elusion of his own mind" on the matter. When it was time to justify 

^Cranmer to Cromwell, May 17, 1533, Ibid., p. 219. 

"̂ From Cromwell's Memoirs, "The King's Marriage," Ibid., p. 332. 

^Cited in Geoffrey William Bromiley, Thomas Cranmer. Theolo
gian (New York: Oxford University Press, 1956), pp. 4-5, from Narra
tives of the Days of the Reformation Chiefly from the Manuscripts of 
John Foxe the Martyrologist; with two Contemporary Biographies of 
Archbishop Cranmer. 
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the decision of the divorce case, Henry asked Cranmer to compile a 

list of books concerning the case. Now, the archbishop's careful 

study habits of earlier years paid off. and he was able to comply with 

the king's instructions to send "up immediately all books and writings, 

sealed or signed by learned men, in justification of the King's great 

cause." In addition, Henry VIII requested that Cranmer write "in form 

authentic" his own opinions "touching the same."9 A day later, the 

king's secretary, Thomas Cromwell, had the material,^^ 

Cranmer's justification of his authority to rule on the royal 

divorce came from "both . . . the word of God, and the consent of the 

Primitive Church."^^ The archbishop interpreted "the consent of the 

Primitive Church" to be the conclusions reached in I530 from the poll

ing of the theological faculties. These university faculties stated 

that the "power of the Pope is . . . tyranny . . . directly against the 

1 ? 

law of God.""^ All of these universities agreed that Henry VIII's mar

riage to his brother's wife was sinful. The faculty at Bologna, 

thought by many contemporaries to reflect papal opinion, decided that 

Henry VIII's first marriage was "unlawful, and that the pope had no 

authority to dispense" with passages of Scripture in order to allow 

^Duke of Norfolk to Cranmer, September 5, 1533, L. P., VI, 456, 

^Cranmer to Duke of Norfolk, September 7, I533, Ibid., 459. 

11 
John Strype, Memorials of the Most Reverend Father in God 

Thomas Cranmer. Sometime Lord Archbishop of Canterbury. 2 vols. (Ox
ford: University Press, 1888), I, 32. 

1 
^ i d . 
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13 

it. The divines at Venice concurred stating that the marriage was 

"playne contrary to the laws of God" even if "it be done by the pardon 

and sufferance of the pope."^^ With the additional support of the Eng

lish universities, Cranmer had no qualms about overturning the dispen

sation of Julius II. Besides, the Act in Restraint of Appeals gave 

him the final say in English ecclesiastical matters. 

Cromwell used the compiled evidence and Cranmer*s opinion on 

the divorce case to produce the official government statement. "The 

archbishop of Canterbury*s judgment against the first marriage was 

founded on the decision of the most famous universities in Christen

dom. "̂  3 If this failed to satisfy the public, Cromwell could always 

call on Cranmer to cite Scripture in defense of the "rejection of 

papal authority" as the Scripture "contained no reference to popes or 

bishops."''6 Thus, the royal divorce had two bases of support, the 
decisions of the universities and Scripture, 

Though much of Cranmer's first months as archbishop was 

'3G. Burnet, The History o£ th£ Reformation of the Church of 
England. 7 vols. (Oxford: University Press, 1829), I, 183. 184-185. 

The Determinations of the Moste Famous and Mooste Excellent 
Universities of Italy and France. That rt Is. So. Unlawfull for a Jfen to 
Marie His Brother's Wyfe/The Pope Hath No Power to Dispense Therewith 
(London: 1531. facsimile reprint. New York: Da Capo Press, 1971 ). p. 2. 

1^Articles devised by the King's Council, "The King's Mar
riage and Divorce," January 1534, L. P., VII, 1. 

16Neelak Serawlook Tjemagel, Henry VIII and th^ Lutherans: A 
Study in Anglo-Lutheran Relations from 1521 to 1 54? (Saint Louis: Con
cordia Publishers, I965), p. 85. 
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occupied with the legalities of Henry VIII's divorce, he nevertheless 

found time to devote to reforming the church. His concepts of church 

reform were colored by Protestant, especially Lutheran, ideas.^7 while 

still hearing the case, he began consolidating the power of the church 

in the office of the archbishop of Canterbury. Cranmer's first step 

was to claim the traditional prerogatives which gave the church in 

England some autonomy from the bishop of Rome. Chapuys mentioned in 

a letter to Charles V that during the winter of 1 533-4 there was much 

discussion at the English Court about giving the archbishop of Canter

bury the "seal of the Chancery" so that he could "pass bulls, dispen-

1 ft sations and other provisions under i t . " ^ Toward the end of the spring 

of 1 534, Cranmer exercised "his antipapiality, making bulls" and con

secrating three bishops "by his own authority." 9 Thus, by April 1534, 

Cranmer had personally made a complete break with the Roman Catholic 

Church. 

Another such prerogative was the right to fill vacant church 

offices with clergy of his own choosing. In order to use this power, 

Cranmer had to stop Thomas Cromwell's interference with ecclesiastical 

appointments. The secretary's attitude toward the church was that the 

secular government should control the church and make it a tool to 

l7Albert Frederick Pollard, Thomas Cranmer and the English Re-
formation (New York: G. P. Putnam's Sons, 1904), p. 94. 

^^Chapuys to Charles V, January 3, 1534, L. P., VII, 7. 

^^Chapuys to Charles V, April 22, 1534. Ibid., p. 214. 
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implement governmental policies.^^ But, Cranmer had no intention of 

allowing this. His can^aign against Cromwell started ^ e n the secre

tary attempted to make an appointment to the priorship of St. Gregory's, 

Canterbury. Cranmer refused to accept Cromwell's nominee. In a let

ter to Cromwell, he wrote that it was his policy in filling ecclesias

tical positions "to prefer to this office, and all similar ones when 

void, a member of the same house, if he be fit; if not, the fittest 

21 
I can find."^' To make doubly sure that Cromwell understood that he 

intended to control the distribution of the patronage of the church, 

Cranmer explained that the secretary*s methods of seeking offices for 

his friends were not in proper taste. "The bearer of your letter show

ed me to take long respite," It was "unreasonable," so far as Cran

mer was concerned, "for any man to labor for his own promotion."^^ 

In this way Cranmer justified his exclusion of Cromwell's candidate 

for the vacant priorship. 

The secretary was not easily stopped, however. Cromwell per-

sistently attempted to circumvent Cranmer. When an opening at All 

Souls College, Cambridge, appeared in 1534, Cromwell went directly to 

the chapter for confirmation of his candidate instead of going through 

Cranmer. Apparently the secretary assumed that he could thus 

^ J. J, Scarisbrick, Henry VIII (Los Angeles: University of 
California Press, 1972), pp. 243, 303. 

^^Cranmer to Cromwell. May 6. 1533, h £• VI. 200. 

^^Ibid. 
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influence the election in the chapter. This failed. Cromwell was told 

by the warden of the chapter that the chapter "will not agree to any 

person" who was elected. By so doing, the chapter chose to have "ny 

lord's grace of Canterbury . . . elect anyone he pleases."^3 j^ this 

way, Cranmer asserted his right and his ability to appoint church of

ficials. 

Cranmer's success in this endeavor was due partly to his in

timidation of those iriio opposed him. When he wanted to make sure that 

Sir Thomas Donkester was made an abbot, Cranmer wrote a letter to the 

head of the chapter where a vacancy occurred. Though Donkester was 

not a member of the chapter, the letter advised the chapter "to do 

what" they could "to accelerate the election" on Donkester's behalf. 

If it did not turn out satisfactorily, Cranmer would obtain "the King's 

and Queen's letters" in Donkester's favor which would give him the 

?4 position. The chapter took Cranmer's threat seriously and determined 

the election in Donkester's favor. 3 

By using this prerogative of appointment, Cranmer limited 

preaching to clergymen with neutral or Protestant leanings whenever 

possible. In April 1534, he called for a re-licensing of all preachers. 

Together with other bishops, including Stephen Gardiner, Cranmer sent 

^3Robert Woodward, Warden of All Souls College, to Cromwell, 
July 29, 1533, Ibid., p. 394, 

^^Cranmer to my Lord , May 18, 1534, Ibid.. VII. 262. 

23ibid. 
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"out an inhibition to forbid persons preaching by vertue of letters 

hithertofore granted" and required all clergy to apply to him for 

26 
new licenses. His justification for such an action came from Henry 

VIII's objection to the "number of indiscreet persons, with neither 

learning nor judgment, who nevertheless" were "authorized to preach." 

The king did not want these people to "blow abroad their folly" by 

opposing his divorce.^7 xhe result was that Cranmer gained more au

thority in the church through Henry VIII's directive that as archbish

op of Canterbury he take charge of the "election of preachers." The 

king also empowered Cranmer "to call in the licenses of those who" 

were "incompetent," but the meaning of "incompetent" was left to the 

archbishop's judgment.^^ Thus, Cranmer had some freedom in deciding 

which preachers could have licenses and which could not. 

This freedom of judgment allowed Cranmer the opportunity to 

schedule preachers for appearance before the king. He usually assigned 

clergymen with Protestant tendencies such as Hugh Latimer, the bishop 

of Worcester, and Nicholas Shaxton, Anne Boleyn's almoner. Many 

pro-Roman Catholic bishops were understandably upset with Cranmer's 

choices. Richard Sampson, the bishop of Chester, questioned Latimer's 

scheduled appearance at the Lenten season in 1534. Though he acqui-

^^Cranmer to , AprU 1534, L. P., VII, I90. 

27Henry VIII to (Archbishop of Canterbury), May 1534, Ibid. , 
p. 288. 

28ibid. 
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esced in it i^en he found out that "it be the King's pleasure that Lat-

ymer" preach, he warned that wherever Latimer preached "his teaching 

moveth no little dissension among the people,"^ This was not an un

common complaint against the preachers Cranmer selected for the king. 

As Cranmer continued to support the Protestant reformers, he received 

complaints and warnings from Cromwell cautioning him not to allow the 

reformed clergy to "preach novelties" which would "sow dissension" in 

the realm,30 But, these warnings did not deter Cranmer; he went on 

supporting the reformers. 

The archbishop also controlled the power of dismissal from 

ecclesiastical offices. Shortly after Cranmer was consecrated, Crom

well wanted some pro-Roman Catholic clergy removed. In order to ac

complish this and to replace them with Protestant reformers, he found 

that he needed Cranmer's consent. The prior of Christchurch, Canter

bury, drove the point home when he refused to remove the warden of the 

chapter, insisting that the warden "is appointed, and can only be re

moved by the archbishop."3 

Having asserted his power over church patronage, Cranmer turned 

his attention to extending his control over the entire clergy. A gen

eral visitation of every diocese in the country provided Cranmer with 

29cranmer to Sampson, January 9, 1534, Ibid., p. 15; Sampson 
to Cranmer, January 10, 1534, Ibid., pp, I5-I6. 

3^Archbishop of York to Cromwell, April 23, 1536. Ibid., X, 
301-302, 

31 Thomas, prior of Christchurch, Canterbury, to Cromwell, 
December 29, 1533, Ibid., VI, 642, 
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the opportunity he needed to do just that. The visitation allowed him 

the chance to see that his ideas of judicial and legal reform were be

ing implemented. After the divorce case was completed in May 1533, 

Henry VIII issued a letter agreeing that the visitation was necessary. 

And, Cranmer started on the journey to exercise his "aucthoryte with 

in this realm."32 

This visitation bothered the clergy, for it had been a hundred 

years since a visitation had been conducted. The clergy feared that 

Cranmer had resurrected it only to usurp their authority. Some (for 

instance, John "Stokesley, the bishop of London who had been Cranmer's 

fellow diplomat in 1530) petitioned the king to stop Cranmer from en

tering their dioceses, claiming that his visitation violated the tra

ditional rights of the bishops. Their fears were confirmed by reports 

of Cranmer's abuse of his assumed prerogatives by having "suspended 

the jurisdiction of the bishop, dean and arch deacon" during his stay 

in a diocese. This was \mheard of; the bishops complained that there 

had never been a "metropolitan, primate, legate of the bishop of Rome 

in his most tyranny" who usurped such power in another's diocese. 

Also, Cranmer "demanded much more than the sums fixed by common law" 

for his upkeep from each diocese.33 Though the bishops protested,^ 

their complaints were of no avail. The king and the Privy Council 

concurred that the archbishop was to make the visitation and to collect 

32t»Cranmer's Visitation." June 25, 1534, Ibid., VII, 325. 

^^"Cranmer's Visitation," December 1534, Ibid., p. 624. 
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his monies from each diocese.3^ 

During his visitation Cranmer administered the oath authorized 

by the Act of Succession. This oath stated that Henry VIII's legiti

mate heirs were the children from his marriage to Anne Boleyn, his 

marriage to Catherine of Aragon being null and void. Anyone saying 

"any words . . . to the slander or prejudice of the said matrimony 

solemnized between" Henry VIII and "Queen Anne, or to the slander or 

dishersion of the issue and heirs . . . begotten of the said Queen 

Anne , , , sha]J. be taken and adjudged for misprision of treason."33 

In addition to this, Cranmer and other bishops made Englishmen swear 

that they had no allegiance to any foreign power (i. e. the Pope). 

This last part of the oath was beyond i^at the parliamentary act allow

ed. Parliament foimd this so much to its liking, that when it discov

ered Cranmer's revision, it concurred and acted immediately to correct 

its oversight by passing a new act and including this statement in the 

preamble. The second act of succession was passed in late 1534 ^ile 

Cranmer was in the midst of his visitation.3 

It was Cranmer's intention to make the oath as palatable as 

possible to as many as possible. Though he did not want to produce 

any Roman Catholic martyrs, he soon ran into problems with Sir Thomas 

•̂  Cranmer's Visitation of Lincoln, August 5, 1534, Ibid., p. 
407. 

^%enry Gee, ed., Documents Illustrative of English Church 
History (London: Macmillan, I896). p. 240. 

36Arthur J. Slavin, Thomas Cromwell on Church and Commonwealth; 
Selected Letters. 1 532-1540 (New York: Harper Torchbooks. I969), p. 42. 
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More, the former Chancellor of England. More "consented to swear to 

the act of the King's Succession, but not to the preamble," which de

nounced "the authority of the bp, of Rome" and denied "the King's first 

pretended matrimony,"37 According to Cranmer, More's "oath to the Act 

itself should" not be "refused if" More swore "to maintain it against 

all powers and potentates," because it would "be a great occasion to 

satisfy the Princess Dowager and Lady Mary, who think they would damn 

their souls if they relinquish their estates." And, it would also stop 

"the mouths of the Snperor and their friends" if they give as much 

"credence to" More's "speaking and doing against them" as they did 

when the former Chancellor "spoke and did for them."38 

The archbishop also understood that obtaining More's sworn tes

timony to half the Act of Succession "would be a good quietacion to 

others in the realm", easing the transition from one church to another. 

In addition, Henry VIII could always withhold the oath until such time 

that "he would derive advantage from publishing it. "39 But the king 

would have none of it, Cromwell informed Cranmer in a letter that 

Henry VIII had demanded that Thomas More should be sworn to both the 

preamble and the oath or to neither. Refusal to swear to the preamble 

"might be taken as a confirmation of the bp. of Rome's authority, and 

a reprobation of the King's second marriage." Thus, Henry ordered that 

37cranmer to Cromwell, April 17, 1534. L. P.. VII, 201. 

^Ibid. 

^^Ibid. 
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all people "be sworn to both the Act and the preamble," and Thomas 

More became a political martyr,^ 

Among Cranmer's critics was Stephen Gardiner, the pro-Roman 

Catholic bishop of Winchester, who protested against the archbishop's 

seizure of papal power. Gardiner found Cranmer's Court of Audiences 

particularly distressing. The court heard all appellate cases, civil 

and criminal, pertaining to the church. As its chief judge, Cranmer 

had final pronouncement in all cases of ecclesiastical law in England, 

because the Act in Restraint of Appeals gave him such jurisdiction. 

Gardiner disliked this and claimed that the court was i2J.egal without 

the "authority of any legacy from Rome" vrtiich had been prohibited by 

parliamentary statute. Under these conditions, Gardiner felt that the 

archbishop should not be allowed to continue his Court of Audiences. 

But, "the King bade" Cranmer to "continue the court," and Cranmer held 

on to his judicial authority over the Qiurch of England.4' 

For all Cranmer's efforts to control pro-Roman Catholic 

preachers by use of licensing clergy and through his Court of Audiences, 

he came under pressure from the court to appoint pro-Roman Catholic 

clerics to office. These demands usually fell on deaf ears, because 

the archbishop had no intention of allowing too many pro-Roman Catholic 

clergy to be licensed. When a Mr, James, a pro-Roman Catholic preacher 

40 Cromwell to Cranmer, April 1534, Ibid, 

41F. R, H, Duboulay, The Lordship of Canterbury; An Essay on 
Medieval Society (London: Nelson. I966), p. 304; "Jurisdiction of 
Canterbury." May 1535, L. P., VIII, 264-265. 
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in Calais, championed by Lord Lisle, applied for a license, Cranmer 

refused to grant it even after Henry VIII had made a special appeal 

on James's behalf. Lord Lisle pursued the matter further by attempt

ing to obtain a document sealed with the P̂ rivy Seal in order to over

ride Cranmer's decision. But this failed when the Lord Privy Seal 

Politely informed Lisle that the decision on licensing preachers be

longed "only to my lord of Canterbury, who had denied the same to the 

best of this realm." Lisle was advised to give up the suit because 

Cranmer "has refused the King and most part of the peers similar re

quests." The archbishop intended to retain his right to appoint and 

license preachers; so, ^ e n courtiers attempted to gain a position for 

one of their favorites they usually found Cranmer was not receptive to 

their ideas.^^ 

After Parliament prohibited papal interference with England's 

ecclesiastical affairs, Cranmer assumed the right to control the dis

semination of all religious material throughout the country. Few 

people were able to have religious material published by the king with

out having it first read by Cranmer. Philip Melanchthon, a moderate 

German Protestant, recognized this idien he submitted his writings to 

the archbishop for his judgment; "If you approve of" them, have them 

"submitted to the king."^3 

Cranmer's power over ecclesiastical writings went even further, 

^^John Husse to Lord Lisle, February 6, 1538. Ibid., XIII, 
i, 77. 

43Melanchthon to Cranmer, August 1535, Ibid., IX. 74. 
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He assumed the responsibility of revising material before it reached 

Henry VIII. In several cases works submitted by other bishops were 

corrected by Cranmer before they were seen by the king. Occasionally 

Cromwell would slip an article past Cranmer. If this happened, Cran

mer revised the work after it had been "corrected by the king." The 

archbishop also checked Henry VIII's corrections and then informed 

"the king of his opinions" of the changes. Often Cranmer took the 

liberty of making "some alterations" in the works, especially concern

ing the interpretations of Scripture to make "the meaning more compre-

44 
hensible" and to give it a Protestant flavor. Cranmer's censorship 

even extended to secular books pertaining to ecclesiastical material. 

He noted "faults worthy of correction" in one of Cromwell's proposed 

secular primers and chided the secretary for not having sought his 

advice concerning the book. 3 While Cranmer was not the sole censor 

of published material, he was an effective ecclesiastical censor. 

Not only did the archbishop decide what religious materials 

went before the king, he also influenced doctrinal changes. When any 

proposed change in doctrine was to be debated, Cranmer was respon

sible for summoning a council of bishops and doctors or a convocation. 

And, as archbishop of Canterbury, Cranmer presided over these meetings, 

In one such council the English clergy debated about an English trans

lation of the Bible. After the debate about an English translation 

^Cranmer to Cromwell, January 14, 1538, Ibid.. HII. i, 26; 
Cranmer to Cromwell, January 25. 1538. Ibid., p. 48. 

^^Cranmer to Cromwell, July 21, 1539. Ibid., XIV, i. 566. 
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was well under way, Cranmer advised Cromwell that "a Bible in English 

both of a new translation and of a new print" was needed. However, he 

urged the secretary to obtain from Parliament a license granting the 

use of the Tyndale Bible because the bishops could not agree on any 

other translation.^ Apparently, Cranmer foresaw the difficulties of 

obtaining a new version of the Bible which all the clergy in Convoca

tion agreed upon. The Bible translation was approved by Parliament 

in 1542 and granted a license to be read in every parish church. 

Not only was it Cranmer's job to tell Parliament what Convoca

tion wanted, as the archbishop of Canterbury it was his duty to justi

fy the government ecclesiastical statutes passed in Parliament. Soon 

after Henry VIII's marriage to Catherine was annulled, Cranmer was 

asked to judge the validity of a statute on marriage. A test case 

was put before him in which it was asked Aether the statute allowed 

a man to be "contracted to his sister's daughter of his wife, deceased," 

through a special dispensation. The archbishop's duty was to decide 

whether "such a license may be granted by the law of God." He replied 

that there were "reasons for supposing that such a prohibition is im

plied though not expressed, by the law of God, and suggests certain 

additions to the statute for clearness,"^7 These changes were made 

in the statute. 

On another occasion Cranmer's changes in a bill concerning the 

^Pollard. Cranmer. p. 113. 

'̂'cranmer to Henry VIII, August 26, 1536, L. P.. XI, 146. 
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interpretation of Scripture were not reported to the crown, and Henry 

VIII inquired irfiether Cranmer had read the proposed bill. Cranmer 

replied that he had made notations in the margin on three points which 

he thought were very vague. After he had done so, he gave Thomas Thirl-

by, the archdeacon of Ely, the changes with the instructions to find 

out "the King's pleasure" pertaining to the alterations. But, Thirlby 

failed to show the corrections to the king. After the matter had been 

cleared up, the corrections were made and the bill passed Parliament. 

The final prerogative Cranmer claimed as archbishop of Canter

bury was the right to try and sentence heretics. The archbishop as

sumed this right as soon as he was consecrated. A treason act had 

passed Parliament making it against the law to speak against the king's 

second marriage. And the Act of Succession implied that since Cranmer 

"was a competent and ̂ lawful judge in giving the sentence of the di

vorce" all "men were bound to defend" his position as such. If they 

failed to do so, the archbishop could have them tried as heretics. 

All sorts of crimes fell under the heading of heresy. Sedition was 

one of these. The Black Friars at Cambridge and a Dr. Richard Benger 

of Wingham near Canterbury denounced the royal divorce. Cranmer found 

out about the letter and passed the information to Cromwell, ^ o took 

care of the matter without involving the church in the proceedings. 

But if Cranmer had not provided the Secretary with the information 

nothing would have been done about enforcing the treason laws and the 

48 Cranmer to Henry VIII, May 24, 1534, Ibid,, VII, 274, 
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Act of Succession,^^ Armed with these two statutes Cranmer began a 

Ceunpaign against those who spoke out against the annulment, the break 

with Rome, or his own use of vAiat previously had been papal power. 

When a pro-Roman Catholic priest professed a desire "to see Lady Anne 

brought full low," Cranmer found this sufficient reason to try him for 

heresy. Another case, that of Sir Thomas Mownterford, exemplifies 

Cranmer*s ability to destroy his enemies by proclaiming them heretics. 

The archbishop asked Cromwell to remove Mownterford from his government 

position, because it was rumored that, on his way to Calais to assume 

his post, Mownterford had "spoken against Cranmer." Cranmer's justi

fication for the removal of Mownterford was that if "a man vrtio has 

preached against Cranmer" went unpunished, "the king may 'expende' 

what an example it may be to others and how Cranmer's credit will be 

affected."3^ Mownterford was removed. 

Cranmer's right to try and sentence heretics had another ben

efit for him. It enabled him to lessen Cromwell's influence in the 

church even further. Cromwell wanted the Earl of Lisle, a man of 

questionable religious beliefs, to be sentenced a heretic, and he let 

it be known that Lisle was suspected of being a papist. But, Cranmer 

countered the attack by stating that, though Lisle had been accused 

of favoring the "usurped power" of the pope, the Earl and Lady Lisle 

^Gee, Documents, pp. 247-248; Nicholas Harpsfield, "A Trea
tise on the Pretended Divorce Between Henry VIII and Catherine of 
Aragon." in Camden Society no. 21, ed. Nicholas Pocock (London; Printed 
for the Camden Society, 1879), pp. 223-224; Ridl^, Cranmer. p. 84. 

^^(Cranmer to my Lord Chancellor), May 23. 1334. L. P., VII. 
273; Cranmer to Henry VIII, August 26, 1536, Ibid., H , 146. 
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were inclined to promote the Word of God," and Cranmer would "stand 

to their defense either before the King and Council or elsewhere."31 

And the Earl of Lisle was not tried for heresy. 

Not only did Cranmer protect Protestant laymen, he did the same 

for reformed clergy as well. Hugh Latimer "was already well known as 

a heretic, and had been officially condemned for heresy in 1532." But, 

Cranmer licensed him to preach anyway. The other bishops, having no 

power to stop the archbishop, interpreted this action as a "sign that 

the Archbishop was supporting heretics." The pro-Roman Catholic fac

tions in England denounced Cranmer for this. They were further angered 

when the archbishop proceeded to support Latimer as a preacher for the 

king during the 1534 Lenten season, 32 Another case was that of John 

Anthony, a friend of Thomas Cromwell, Anthony wrote the secretary 

telling him that Cranmer has restored Dr. Richard Thorenden, the war

den of Christchurch, Canterbury, to his post after he had been charged 

with treason. Anthony implied in his letter that the warden could be 

proven a heretic and should not be reinstated, but Cranmer's decision 

prevailed, 33 

There was one interesting part of the English reformation in 

which Cranmer did very little. That was the dissolution of the mona

steries. Thomas Cromwell was appointed the Vicar General in charge 

^̂  cranmer to Lord Lisle, April 28, 1535, Ibid., VIII, 228-229. 

32Ridley, Cranmer. pp. 87-88. 

% o h n Anthony to Cromwell, November l6, 1535, L. P.. iX. 278. 
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of the operation, and the archbishop did not interfere with it. But, 

as Ridley asserts, "Cranmer obviously approved, like all the reformers, 

of the suppression of the monasteries, for it struck a blow against 

one of the most firmly established institutions of the old religion."^ 

This assertion seems to be the best explanation of the archbishop's 

feelings toward the monasteries. But, Cranmer also exliibited the ten

dency throughout his career of allowing the government to implement 

drastic reformation measures such as the dissolution of the monasteries 

so as to retain as wide a support as possible. Therefore, it is not 

surprising that he did not resist Cromwell's plan to dissolve the 

monasteries. 

As archbishop of Canterbury, Cranmer worked diligently to con

solidate the power of his office. He claimed the right to issue eccle

siastical bulls, decrees, to consecrate bishops and other clergy, to 

license preachers, to appoint and remove clerics from ecclesiastical 

offices, to censor religious propaganda, and to influence doctrinal 

changes. All of these prerogatives excited Edward Lee, the archbishop 

of York, to jealousy. Lee begged "Cromwell's favour that" as arch

bishop of York "he may do as the archbishop of Canterbury does."33 

But, the request was denied. Cranmer controlled the machinery of the 

church and held sufficient power within the government to keep other 

clergymen from rivaling his position as Primate of England. He now 

ii, 415. 

3^dley, Cranmer. p. 95. 

^^Archbishop Lee to Cromwell, December 5, 1537, L. P., XII, 
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had control over both provinces, Canterbury and York, and held the 

authority from the Act in Restraint of Appeals to oversee all eccle

siastical projects in either province. 



THOMAS CRANMER'S POUTICAL INFLUENCE IN HENRY VIII'S GOVERNMENT 

The major political activities in \4iich Thomas Cranmer engaged 

under the rule of Henry VIII fell into three categories: his relation

ships with key personages at court, his struggles against the Roman 

Catholic faction over the formulation of doctrine, and his position 

in the government, especially pertaining to the secular duties entrust

ed to him by the Privy Council. Being the archbishop of Canterbury and 

the Primate of England, Thomas Cranmer worked with the important people 

in Henry VIII's court. Among these were the king's six successive 

wives and his private secretary, Thomas Cromwell. Cranmer had an in

fluence on the. lives of Henry VIII's wives because of his ecclesiasti

cal powers which were used to anniil three out of the six marriages and 

to sanction the beheading of two of the queens. The archbishop managed 

his position in Henry VIII's government with such political skill that 

he avoided royal wrath when the outstanding lay Protestants such as 

Anne Boleyn and Thomas Cromwell fell from the king's favor. 

When the archbishop undertook the reformation of church doc

trine he encountered an unstable political environment. From the time 

he was consecrated archbishop of Canterbury until 1539 vrtien the Catholic 

faction attained domination of religious policy, Cranmer struggled 

against the Catholic faction and attempted to institute a Protestant 

statement of faith for the Anglican Church. The Ten Articles of 1 536 

represent the Protestant doctrines which were pattemed after the 

49 
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Lutheran Confession of Augsburg. "̂  But, the Roman Catholic faction gain

ed favor in the government as is reflected in the orthodox Six Articles 

which was enabted by Parliament in 1539. Besides making the Anglican 

doctrine Roman Catholic in nature, the Roman Catholic faction in the 

government attempted to oust Cranmer from power on three different 

occasions (from 1539-1545), but these attempts failed and Cranmer re

mained the archbishop of Canterbury. 

Finally, Cranmer obtained positions in Henry VIII's government 

after Thomas Cromwe3J.'s demise which allowed him to exercise secular as 

well as ecclesiastical authority. The significance of such positions 

indicates that Cranmer did not avoid participating in secular politics 

as some of his biographers have suggested. 

Cranmer saw several years of his theological studies bear 

fruit when he crowned England's first Protestant queen on June 1, 1533. 

For the archbishop the coronation represented a complete break from the 

see of Rome. His idea of appealing to the theological faculties in 

Europe to determine Aether or not specific passages of Scripture might 

be dispensed with by papal authority in order to allow a marriage pro

hibited by Holy Writ was a device that Cranmer used to circumvent papal 

authority by appealing to the theological faculties. His technique 

had been to gather the opinions of the divines and now he made use of 

those opinions as the basis for his authority to determine Henry VIII's 

''jasper Ridley, Thomas Cranmer (Oxford: Clarendon Press, I962), 
p. 114. 
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divorce case in his own court.^ 

If one studies how Cranmer intended to use his suggestion of 

polling the universities and how well his plans succeeded, one can gain 

an insight into his political abUity. Using the idea of appealing to 

a general church council rather than accepting papal decrees was not a 

new idea. In assessing Cranmer's intentions with regard to the polling 

of the universities, one must first consider the ideas which he held 

while he was a theological examiner. The most important of these was 

the idea that a general church council had more authority than the 

decrees of the Pope.3 The archbishop seemed to be bound to this in 

practice as well as in theory. 

When Cranmer was excommunicated by the Pope in July 1533 for 

having pronounced the annulment of Henry VIII's marriage to Catherine 

of Aragon, the archbishop appealed the case to a General Council, upon 

Henry VIII's request, Ridley called this appeal "an act of deliberate 

defiance of the Pope, vrtio did not recognize any right of appeal from 

his decrees to a General Council,"^ If the appeal for a General Coun

cil was in defiance of a papal decree, the bull of excommunication, it 

2Articles devised by the King's Council, "The King*s Marriage 
and Divorce," January 1534, James Gairdner, ed.. Letters and Papers. 
Foreign and Domestic, of the Reign of Henry VIII. 21 vols. (London: 
Her Majesty*s Stationery Office, 1888), VII, 1. Hereafter cited as 
L. P, 

^T, McNeil, "Cranmer*s Project for a Reformed Consensus," in 
Journal of Religion 8:545, 

Ridley, Cranmer. p, 70. 
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is possible that Cranmer's earlier action of polling the university was 

intended to defy the papal bull which gave Henry VIII a dispensation to 

marry Catherine of Aragon, 

Besides appealing to a General Council on account of his ex

communication. Cranmer also appealed to a General Council when he was 

about to be burned for heresy as "an unrepentant heretic."^ "Cranmer 

decided to follow Luther's example and appeal to a General Council. 

There was no possibility of his appeal being heard, for the Popes had 

been proclaiming for nearly a hundred years that it was heresy to state 

that a General Council had any authority over them."^ If it was heresy 

for anyone to appeal to a General Council in order to circumvent papal 

decrees, it might also be heresy for Cranmer to suggest that the fac

ulties of the universities should rule on the question of papal author

ity to dispense with passages of Scripture. And, it was surely heret

ical for Cranmer to make those decisions, one of which he cited for 

using his own court to try Henry's divorce case.7 

The clearest statement of Cranmer's belief in a General Coun

cil's authority over the Pope came in a speech which he delivered to 

the House of Lords in 1534. During the speech "he shewed how corrupt 

the present pope was, both in his person and government, for which he 

was abhorred even by some of his cardinals." Cranmer claimed that it 

%id, p. 385. 

6lbid. 

^Articles devised by the King's Council, "The King's Marriage," 
January 1534. L. P., VII, 1. 
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was "true, there was no law to proceed against a vicious pope, "but 

papal abuses "required new remedies: and if a pope that is a heretic 

may be judged in a council," so also may "a simonaical, covetous, and 

impious pope" be judged in a council. Using "several authorities he 

proved . , . that, as the preeminence of the see of Rome flowed only 

from the laws of men, so there was now good cause to repeal these," 

And by citing the council of Basil, Cranmer contended that the Pope 

"was accountable to the church" for his actions. As a result, "all 

that the pope" could "claim, even by the canon law," was "only to call 

and preside in a general council; but not to overrule it, or to have a 
Q 

negative vote in it."" With Cranmer expounding this doctrine, it is 

even more likely that he intended the polling of the theological facul

ties in the European universities to be used as a theological body to 

determine the validity of the papal dispensation of Henry VIII's mar

riage to Catherine of Aragon. Then the opinions could be used as one 

justification of overruling the papal bull dispensing Henry VIII's 

marriage to Catherine of Aragon. 

Furthermore, when Cranmer, as archbishop of Canterbury, began 

to cite the universities' findings as a basis of his authority to try 

Henry VIII's divorce case in his court, he knew full well that he 

could defy papal authority and get away with it. The Act of Restraint 

of Appeals, which had been passed by Parliament earlier in 1533. claim-

^Thomas Cranmer, ^le Works of Thomas Cranmer. 2 vols, ed. John 
Edmund Cox, Parker Society nos. XV. XVI (Cambridge; Printed for the 
Parker Society by the University Press. 1866). XVI. 77. Hereafter 
cited as Cranmer, Works. 
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ed that "this realm of England is an Empire." And as such its king had 

the power instituted and "furnished by the goodness and sufferance of 

Almighty God" to determine "all causes, matters, debates, and conten

tions happening to occur" within his realm. Any "jurisdictions spiri

tual and temporal" which the Pope claimed to hold in England violated 

the king's God-given prerogatives; therefore, the bishop of Rome, as 

the Pope was henceforth called in England, had no authority to use his 

jurisdiction within England.9 Hence, the excommunication Cranmer re

ceived from the Pope in July 1533 had no effect on his position as the 

archbishop of Canterbury, and the coronation of Anne Boleyn defied 

papal authority, marking the Anglican Church's definite break with 

Rome. 

Three years later Cranmer was called on to annul Henry VIII's 

second marriage. According to court informers, Anne had committed 

adultery with several men; two of those who supposedly had been the 

queen's lovers were her brother. Lord Rochford, and her musician, Mark 

Smeaton, She was placed in the Tower of London on May 2, 1536, await

ing her trial. On the following day Cranmer wrote a letter to the 

king. Pollard called the letter a valiant intercession on Anne's be

half; Belloc condemned it as a cowardly attempt to save the Protestant 

queen's life,^^ Both of these views miss the mark. Cranmer wrote the 

9Carl Stephenson and Frederick George Marcham, Sources of 
English Constitutional History; A Selection of Documents From A. D. 
600 to the Present (New York: Harper and Row, 1937). PP. 304-306. 

^^Ridley, Cranmer. pp. 101, 103; Cranmer, Works. XVI. 323-324, 
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letter to retain favor with the king. It was a political move to keep 

the Protestant faction of the church, which had been supported by the 

Boleyns, in power after Anne's fall. It contained a statement regard

ing Cranmer's personal opinion in the matter: "I am in such a perplex

ity, that my mind is clean amazed; for I never had better opinion in 

woman than I had in her; ^ich maketh me think she should not be cul

pable." If the archbishop had ended the letter here, it would have 

been an intercession for Anne's life. But the letter continued that 

if Anne were "found culpable . . . I repute him not your Grace's 

faithful servant and subject, nor true unto the realm, that would not 

desire the offence without mercy to be punished to the example of all 

others." This statement seemed to condone Anne's execution and sug

gest that the archbishop had another reason for writing the letter. 

Cranmer's ulterior motive becomes apparent in the last few lines of the 

letter: "I trust that your Grace will bear no less entire favour unto 

the truth of the Gospel than you did before; forsomuch as your Grace's 

favour to the Gospel was not led by affection unto her, but by zeal 

unto the truth."'' Though Cranmer probably meant what he wrote about 

Anne's innocence, his personal convictions did not overrule his duty as 

archbishop which was, as he saw it. to further the reformation in Eng

land, This particular tendency of personally believing one thing and 

doing another was not unique to Cranmer. Many bishops were sent on 

missions, especially diplomatic ones, ^ich ran against their own 

Cranmer, Works. XVI, 324. 
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convictions, Cranmer had even found himself in this position before. 

He privately disliked Henry VIII's treatment of Catherine of Aragon 

during the divorce case, but he worked nevertheless to secure the king's 

12 
divorce. Both of these incidents can be explained by the fact that 

Cranmer, as a diplomat and later as an archbishop, was first and fore

most a Protestant reformer capable of maintaining his influence and 

position through political measures. Therefore, when Anne Boleyn in

curred wrath, the archbishop avoided a setback for himself and for the 

English reformation by courting Henry VIII's favor and by sacrificing 

Anne Boleyn's life he remained in the archbishoprics of Canterbury. 

If he had not retained his political position in the government, he 

would have had no way of further influencing the government's religious 

policies. 

Shortly after Arme's execution, Cranmer began to exercise his 

power as the ecclesiastical leader of the church by proposing doctrines 

for the king to study. Cranmer was well suited for this task. Having 

spent the major part of his life studying theology, he had the know

ledge necessary to reform the Anglican doctrine in a Protestant man

ner. ̂ 3 Geoffrey William Bromiley even contends that Henry VIII chose 

Cranmer to be the archbishop of Canterbury because of his learning. 

The king, according to Bromiley, "recognized the genuine scholarship 

^ ̂ Ibid. 

John Strype, Memorials of the Most Reverend Father in God 
Thomas Cranmer. Sometime Lord Archbishop of Canterbury. 2 vols. (Ox
ford: University Press, 1894). I. 3. 
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of the archbishop. As he is once said to have put it to Stephen 

Gardiner when they were arguing a question with Cranmer: 'Jfy Lord 

of Canterbury is too old a truant for us twain'".^^ Besides his 

scholarship, Cranmer was bolstered by the friends he had made with 

the other members of the House of Lords and with some of the govern

mental officials, namely Thomas Cromwell. He and his friends, who 

shared his ideas, were able to use their influences on Parliament to 

obtain their policies, 3 But perhaps the most important source of 

Cranmer's power was his relationship to the king. Several historians 

mention that the security of Cranmer's position in Henry VIII's gov

ernment was unique. As Herbert Maynard Smith put it, the archbishop 

was "one of the few men for whom" Henry VIII "ever felt real affec

tion."^ 6 v̂ ith these things going for him, Cranmer began work for a 

Protestant doctrine. 

On June 9, 1536, a new Convocation was called. It consisted 

of the archbishops, bishops, and abbots from the upper house of Con

vocation and as many clergymen from the lower house as could possibly 

come; all members of the lower house were advised by the king to at

tend, but only fifty attended. The Convocation was unique in that it 

contained Thomas Cromwell, the secular viceregent of ecclesiastical 

^^jeoffrey William Bromiley, Thomas Cranmer. Theologian (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1956). p. 5-

^Geoffrey Rudolph Elton. England Under the Tudors (London: 
Methuen. 1953), pp. 155-156. 

^^Herbert Maynard Smith, A Tudor Tragedy: The Life and Times 
of Catherine Howard (New York: Pantheon Books, 196lT/p. 115-
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affairs for Henry VIII.''7 it was the duty of tiiis predominately reli

gious body to formulate a statement of doctrine for the Anglican church. 

With Thomas Cromwell present it is not surprising that the Ten Articles 

devised by the Convocation was similar in doctrine to the Lutheran Con

fession of Augsburg, for Cromwell was at this time advocating a politi

cal association with the German Lutherans.^" As Ridley mentioned, by 

1 536 Cranmer had not accepted the Lutheran position on the naming of 

only three out of the traditional Sacraments and omitting the other 

four which were incorporated into the Ten Articles. In Cranmer's 

theological scheme there was a division between the major Sacraments 

of Baptism, the Lord's Supper, and Penance and the minor Sacraments of 

Marriage, Holy Orders, Confirmation, and Extreme Unction. 9 This is 

a minor point when one evaluates Cranmer's motives for participating 

in the formulation of such a Lutheran statement of faith. The arch-

bishop intended to retain a break with Rome. One way to do that was 

to find support for the Anglican doctrine abroad. Because he favored 

a General Council for the formulation and approval of doctrine and be

cause he advocated the formation of a Protestant Council to guide the 

formulation of Protestant theology, it is possible that he supported 

''7john Strype, Ecclesiastical Memorials. Relating Chiefly to 
Religion, and the Reformation of It. Shewing the Various Emergencies 
of Wi£ Church of England, Under King Henry VIII, King Edward VI, and 
Queen Mary. 3 vols, in 6 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1822), I, i, 378. 

^^Elton, Tudors. pp, 154-155. 

10 
^Ridley, Cranmer. p. 114. 
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this Lutheran document in order to tie the German Lutherans to his ef

forts in reforming the Anglican Church even though he did not agree with 

all the statements of faith it contained.^^ The archbishop exhibited a 

tendency to look abroad for support of his ideas on church reform. 

Take for example his correspondence with continental reformers. He 

conferred with Philip Melanchthon concerning the details of teaching the 

21 
Epistles, As a result Cranmer might be seen as attempting to further 

the English reformation by strengthening the relations between the 

Anglican church and other Protestant churches, and particularly between 

himself and the German Lutherans. This was a conscious political move 

on the part of the archbishop to make Protestant doctrine in England 

safe from the attacks of the Catholic faction. Hence, as a political 

expedient, the archbishop of Canterbury supported the Ten Articles 

vdiether or not he personally believed in all the statements which they 

contained. 

Another event which shook the Roman Catholic faction in the 

Anglican Church in 1536 was the dissolution of the monasteries. The 

dissolution is an interesting aspect of the English reformation, be

cause it exhibited a peculiarity in Cranmer's nature. The archbishop 

did little to stop the plunder of ecclesiastical land. Ridley states 

that "Cranmer obviously approved, like all the reformers, of the sup

pression of the monasteries, for it struck a blow against one of the 

^^T. McNeil, "Cranmer's Project", p. 545. 

Melanchthon to Cranmer, August 1535. L. P. IX, 74 
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most firmly established institutions of the old religion."^^ The arch

bishop did not take exception to the dissolution of the monasteries, 

but he did denounce the way in ^ich the land was used. He did not 

give his "consent in "Uie parliament that the kyng should have all the 

monasteries suppressed to his own use, but would have had parte of them 

to have bene bestowed upon hospitalls" and for "brynging up of 

youth in virtue and good learning."^3 This might indicate that though 

Cranmer approved of the dissolution of the monasteries, he disapproved 

of the selling of ecclesiastical lands to laymen in order to fill Henry 

VIII's coffers. His actions also indicate that he was not Henry VIII's 

political tool. If he did not consent to this in Parliament when the 

act dissolving the monasteries was passed, as the biographer seems to 

suggest; he made a political issue out of it. And, he was opposing a 

policy which the king advocated in Parliament and not in "Henry VIII's 

private closet" iirtiich means that Ridley's assessment of Cranmer's 

active resistance to the king's policies is not quite accurate. Ridley 

contends that the archbishop's first resistance to the king's policy 

outside of Henry VIII's private quarters came during his opposition to 

the Six Articles in 1539.^^ However, Cranmer's anonymous biographer 

^%idley. Cranmer. p. 95. 

^^"The Lyfe and Death of Thomas Cranmer, Late Archbishope of 
Caunterbury" in Narratives of the Days of th^ Reformation. Chiefly from 
The Manuscripts of John Foxe the Martyrologist; with two Contemporary 
Biographies of Archbishop Cranmer. ed. John Gough Nichols, Camden Soci
ety no. 77 (Westminster: Printed for the Camden Society. 1859), p. 224. 
Hereafter cited as Narratives, 

^\idley, Cranmer. p, 186. 



61 

indicated that Cranmer openly opposed the king's plans concerning the 

dissolution of the monasteries in Parliament before the Six Articles 

were discussed. The biographer states "in the next parliament," mean

ing after the Parliament in which the act dissolving the monasteries 

was passed, "made vj. new articles of our faythe."25 This passage 

follows the clauses referring to Cranmer's objections in Parliament to 

the use of monastic land for Henry VIII's personal benefit. Therefore, 

one assumes that Cranmer protested the dissolution of the monasteries 

before he opposed the Six Articles. Hence, he had already openly op

posed some of the king's policies before 1539-

The most important point concerning the dissolution of the mon

asteries was not Cranmer's reaction to it, however; but rather, the im

portance of the suppression of the monasteries was the fact that it was 

the occasion for popular outcries against the archbishop of Canterbury. 

On October 7, 1536, the Lord Chancellor, Sir Thomas Audley, received a 

letter from the Lincolnshire rebels demanding that "the bishops of Can

terbury," Cranmer, "and Rochester, bishop Latemer, the bishops of Lin

coln and Ely and others, and my lord Privy Seal, the master of Rolls 

and the chancellor of the Augmentations" be "delivered up to them, or 

else banished the realm" for their participation in the dissolution of 

the monasteries.^^ By October 21, 1536. the rebels called for Henry 

VIII to "take noblemen into his Council and to remove Cromwell, the 

23iiThe Lyfe and Death of Cranmer," Narratives, p. 224. 

to Lord Chancellor Audley, October 7. 1536. L. P. 
XI, 237-238. 
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Chancellor of Augmentations, and certain heretic bishops, as the bishops 

of Lincoln, Canterbury, St. David's, etc."27 perhaps the clearest 

statement of the rebellion is written by a French bishop, Ridolfo Pio 

Faenza, to a friend. In his account Faenza stated that the English 

"people disclaim any illwill against the King though they take his 

castles and artillery, but they demand Cromwell, the archbishop of Can

terbury, another of the Council, and in fine all those whom they con

sider causes of these errors" namely the dissolution of the monas-

teries. The rebellion put Cranmer in an awkward position. If he 

pursued his reformation policies he would be likely to follow Anne 

Boleyn to the Tower. Since Cranmer had carefully maneuvered his posi

tion during Henry VIII's disfavor toward Anne in order to maintain his 

position as the archbishop of Canterbury, it seems likely that he 

would conscientiously adjust his position and policies in Henry VIII's 

government again in order to remain in royal favor. This he did as 

seen by his actions in the drafting of the Institution of A Christian 

Man. 

This statement of faith was drawn up by the bishops. The work 

29 
began in the spring of 1537 and lasted through the major part of July. 

An interesting point concerning the formulation of doctrine was made by 

Hugh Latimer, bishop of Worcester, who wrote to Cromwell attributing 

27»tThe Lincolnshire Rebellion," October 21, 1536. Ibid., XI, 324, 

Ridolfo Pio Faenza to Girolamo Dandino, October 23. 1536, L. 
P., XI, 338. 

29 Cranmer, Works. XVI, 337-338. 
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the setUement and the drafting of the Institution to Cranmer. This is 

interesting because the Institution gf A Christian Man is a more ortho

dox statement of faith than was the Ten Articles. All seven of the 

Sacraments were listed even though a distinction was made between pri

mary and secondary Sacraments on the basis of their merit with regard 

to salvation.3 Cranmer had revised his position and doctrine suffi

ciently to satisfy Henry VIII that as archbishop of Canterbury he sup

ported royal supremacy. 31 This action was a political move to insure 

that Cranmer remained in the king's favor. Only if the archbishop 

succeeded in staying in power could he hope to institute his ideas of 

church reform. Though Ridley might portray such action on Cranmer's 

part to his subservience to Henry VIII, it is hard to see the arch

bishop as subservient. After all, Cranmer did review the king's cor

rections and "inform the King of his opinions of his Highness' 

corrections."3 

But. Cranmer's political position based on the Institution did 

not last long. The Roman Catholic faction in the church agitated for 

a more orthodox Roman Catholic statement of faith, ̂ ich they obtained 

from Parliament in the Act of Six Articles passed in 1 539. Cranmer led 

the opposition to such a revision in doctrine. His views against the 

declaration of faith were so strong that the leading pro-Roman Catholic 

30 Ridley, Cranmer. p. 121-122. 

31Cranmer, Works. XVI. 83-114. 

^̂ Cranraer to Cromwell, January 14. 1538. L. P., XIII, i, 26. 
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bishop, Stephen Gardiner, advocated that Cranmer should be ousted from 

office for opposing an orthodox statement of faith. Pointing out care

fully that Cranmer defied the law, Gardiner wanted the archbishop pro

nounced a heretic because he advocated that priests could marry. Both 

of these two ideas were strictly forbidden by the Six Articles.^^ 

But, Cranmer resisted all the more. And, according to Ridley, the 

archbishop "showed for the first time some measure of open resistance 

to the King's policy, for he had not been able to adopt his usual prac

tice of confining his criticism to the privacy of Henry's closet."3^ 

Actually, it was the second act of rebellion in which Cranmer exhibited 

open opposition to the king's policies. Cranmer argued his case for 

three days before the House of Lords. What was said was not open to 

the public; but nonetheless, a short time after Cranmer had taken the 

side against the Six Articles, the whole country knew his position on 

the statement of faith.-^^ Behind his objections to the Six Articles lay 

a threefold purpose. . He might be able to lessen the Roman Catholic 

appeal in the House of Lords by his strenuous objections. It demon

strated that the Six Articles represented a far too Roman Catholic 

statement as far as the archbishop was concerned. And, most important 

of all was that Cranmer's resistance demonstrated that he was not bound 

to defend the king's policy in Parliament and that he dared to oppose 

33james Arthur Muller. Stephen Gardiner and the Tudor Reaction. 
(New York: Octagon Books, 1970). pp. 79, 80. 

3^idley, Cranmer. p. 186. 

^^Ibid., p. 186. 



65 

royal policy. 3 if Cranmer had persisted with his open opposition to 

the Six Articles during the vote taken in Parliament, it is likely that 

he would have lost his archbishopric. Henry VIII's patience had wom 

thin, and he recommended that the archbishop retire from the chamber 

when the vote was taken. Cranmer chose to remain; but he did not cause 

trouble during the voting.37 

Though Henry VIII tolerated Cranmer's resistance to the state

ment of faith, he had some of the archbishop's Protestant companions 

removed from their bishoprics. Hugh Latimer, the bishop of Worcester, 

and Nicholas Saxton, the bishop of Salisbury, were required to surren

der their bishoprics as a result of their opposition to the Six Arti

cles. Ridley contends that Cranmer was able to resist the king's 

policy without suffering for it because Henry VIII "was well acquainted 

with both Cranmer and Latimer, and knew which of the two men would be 

useful to him in the future in strengthening his tyranny."3° This 

statement is not quite accrxate. If Henry VIII were to allow Cranmer 

to be deprived of his archbishopric, his action might be taken as a re

traction of his annulment from his marriage to Catherine since the arch

bishop had pronounced the sentence. Henry VIII did not easily reverse 

his previous actions; besides vrfiat clergyman would take Cranmer's 

place? All the other Protestant bishops were more radical in their 

36cranmer, Works. XV, xii. 

37 
Pollard, Cranmer. p. 129; Ridley, Cranmer. p. 183. 

•̂ R̂idley, Cranmer. pp. 184, 185. 
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doctrinal views than Cranmer, and the Roman Catholic bishops might at

tempt a reconciliation with the Pope which would be embarrassing to 

Henry V H I . Therefore, the king retained Cranmer even though the arch

bishop went so far as to write a manuscript against the Six Articles 

after it had passed Parliament. If the manuscript had reached the 

Council, as the Roman Catholic vho had acquired it planned that it 

should, Cranmer would have been placed in the Tower of London. The 

manuscript, however, went to the king and then returned to the arch

bishop through Cromwell,39 

In March 1542, a Convocation was called. Cranmer used the 

meeting of the clergy to undermine the Roman Catholic ideas by pro

moting a policy of his own. He advocated a new English translation of 

the Bible, a statute to promote punishing of adulterers, perjurers, and 

blasphemers, and the abolishing "of candles before images, and more 

diligent erasing of the names of the bps. of Rome and Thomas Becket." 

Finally Cranmer added the suggestion that the ecclesiastical laws 

should limit "the number of dishes which the clergy may have on their 

tables according to their rank."^ This last measure was a spiteful 

blow against the Catholic clergy, who were all below Cranmer in rank, 

and therefore, would have to submit to the limitations he placed on 

them. 

39john Foxe, The Acts and Monuments at John Foxe. 8 vols., 
ed., Stephen Reed Cattley (London: R. B. Seeley and W. Bumside, 
1839), VIII, 14. 

^Convocation of Canterbury, March 17. 1542. L. P.. XVII, 
78-79. 
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The final change in doctrine during Henry VIII* s reign came in 

1543 with the revision of the Bishop's Book (to be called the King's 

Book after the revision). Though this statement of faith was fairly 

orthodox and followed Roman Catholic theology, Cranmer managed to in

sert some Protestant views in it. When the king proposed several cor

rections to the work, the archbishop objected stating that Henry VIII's 

41 
corrections "obscured the meaning of the text." Only one of the 

king's corrections crept into the published version, and Cranmer won 

a small victory over Roman Catholicism by censoring the strict ortho-

42 
dox interpretations Henry VIII wished the book to reflect. As a 

result, the archbishop maintained his Protestant tendencies and suc

ceeded in keeping the doctrine of the Anglican Church slightly Prot

estant and in countering the king's attempt to correct the King's 

43 
Book. 

By 1544 all the provisions that Cranmer requested from the 

44 
Convocation of 1542 were adopted as official policy. And Henry VHI 

entrusted Cranmer with the responsibility of overseeing the progress 

of the institution of these new doctrines for the Anglican Church 

45 
while he went to the continent to fight the French. The archbish-

^1Pollard. Cranmer. p. I69. 

^^The King's Book. May 28. 1543. L. P., XVIII. i. 351; 
Pollard, Cranmer. p. I69. 

^ % e King's Book. May 28, 1543, L. P., XVIII, i, 351-

'^^enry VIII to Cranmer, June 18, 1544, Ibid., XIX, i, 451. 

^^The Council to Cranmer, August 10, 1545. L. P., XX, ii, 43. 
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op was commissioned at this time to work on a new Litany for the Angli

can worship service. He had begun the project as early as 1538, but 

it had failed with the resurgence of the Catholic faction in 1539. 

46 
Now, he returned to the project. 

By the end of Henry VIII's reign, Cranmer had managed to re

move some of the most offensive features of the Roman Catholic doc

trine from the Anglican Church's service to aid the English reforma

tion. And, the Anglican Church, now a definitely Protestant church, 

abolished the ringing of the church bells at night on All Hallow Day. 

Images in the churches were no longer covered during Lenten season, 

and the practice of creeping to the cross as a demonstration of piety 

faded from use. In the abolition of all these Roman Catholic prac-

47 
tices, Cranmer had the king's approval. 

In 1540, an event occurred which changed the balance of po

litical factions within the government. Cromwell, the king's private 

secretary, was charged with treason. Cranmer wrote a letter to Hen

ry VIII the day after Cromwell was arrested on June 11, 1540. The 

same tendencies are exhibited in this letter as appeared in the arch

bishop's supposed intercession on Anne Boleyn's behalf. Cranmer pro

fessed that he was "amazed that" Cromwell "should be a traitor against 

your Majesty." Yet, he seemed to support the secretary's death: "now, 

if he be a traitor, I am sorry that ever I loved him, or trusted him, 

Ridley, Cranmer. pp. I6O; 247-248. 

^"^Henry VIII to Cranmer, January 23, 1546, L. P., XXI. i, 49. 
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and I am very glad that his treason is discovered in time."^ WhUe 

Ridley calls the letter "a courageous one to write at a time when it 

was clear that Cromwell was lost, and when Cranmer was expected to 

follow him to the Tower," it was a political move on the archbishop's 

part to show his allegiance to Henry VIII, and by so doing, to remain 

in the king's good graces so as to keep his archbishopric.^ 

The archbishop, after Cromwell's death, performed the function 

of being the mouthpiece of the Council. Because his position in the 

government was so secure, he was chosen to inform the king of unpleas

ant tidings likely to bring Henry VIII's wrath to the bearer. Thus, 

Cranmer was called upon to inform Henry VIII that Katherine Howard, 

his fifth wife, was unfaithful to him.'' Katherine Howard represented 

the strong Roman Catholic faction in England. When John Lassels in

formed the archbishop that the new queen had been the mistress of Fran

cis Derham before she married the king, it was Cranmer's duty to in

form Henry VIII of this fact. The archbishop chose to give the king 

a note during one of the Masses on All Souls Day, November 3. 1541. 

Then, he performed the task of informing the queen that she had dis

pleased the .king. During his interview with her. Cranmer discovered 

that Katherine had had a precontract of marriage with Derham before 

she was married to Henry VIII. Since she had been Derham's mistress 

^Cranmer, Works. XVI, 401. 

^ R i d l ^ , Cranmer. p. 203. 

3 Pollard, Cranmer, pp, l6l, 162. 
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after she had entered into a precontract with him, she was legally 

married to him. Therefore, she could not be legally married to Hen

ry Vin. This fact was suppressed, for it would have made Henry VIII 

look like a fool. As a result, Katherine Howard was charged with com

mitting adultery with Derham after she had married the king, and on 

February I3, 1542, she was executed. Cranmer had been responsible 

for the suppression of her precontract with Derham during her trial. 

Though some of Cranmer's biographers suggest that the archbishop de

rived no advantage from his part in degrading the queen, he may have 

benefitted indirectly from Katherine Howard's demise. The most im

portant Roman Catholic noble, Thomas Howard, the third duke of Nor

folk, was Katherine's uncle and after her execution, he was in dis

grace. Thus, the Roman Catholic faction in Henry VIII's government 

had to move carefully because of the possibility that Katherine How-

oward's actions could bring them royal disfavor.^ This allowed Cran

mer to begin reinstituting his Protestant religious policies without 

meeting stiff Roman Catholic opposition. Besides, since the archbish

op had the king's approval in implementing his Protestant program for 

the Anglican Church, he could expect little opposition from the Roman 

53 
Catholics who were in disgrace.^^ 

His endeavors were furthered by Catherine Parr, Henry VIII's 

3lRidl^, Cranmer. pp. 219-224. 

^%bid., pp. 224-226. 

33Henry V H I to Cranmer, January 23, 1546, L. P., XXI, i, 49. 
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last wife, whom he married in 1543. She was a moderate Protestant, and 

during her marriage to Henry VIII she insisted that the royal children 

be united under one roof and taught by Protestant tutors. Her Protes

tant tendencies led her to read Scripture with "divers well leamed and 

godly persons to instruct her."^^ This was against the law as stated 

in the Six Articles, and the Roman Catholics, led by Stephen Gardiner, 

pressured Henry VIII into confronting the queen with her offense. The 

queen, however, managed to stay in the king's good graces by "pleading 

her unfitness to hold views on deep religious matters" and protested 

the charges by saying "that her husband's wisdom v/as her only anchor 

under God." This satisfied the king, and he did not question her prac

tices any further.33 This was an indication that Henry VIII was allow 

ing Protestant ideas once again to circulate in his court. 

More important than Catherine's experience with Henry VIII was 

the fact that a royal decree suppressed the Roman Catholic practice of 

collecting and displaying relics. Being a Protestant, Cranmer support

ed such a policy and enthusiastically enforced it. He followed the 

king's letter idiich instructed him "by these our letters" which ex

pressly . . . will and command you" that "upon the receipt hereof, you 

shall not only cause due search to be made in your cathedral churches 

for those things . . , any shrine, covering of a shrine, table monu

ments of miracles" relating to relics and "cause" these "to be taken 

34'james Hels^ McConica, English Humanists and Reformation 
Politics Under Henry VIII and Edward VI (Oxford; Clarendon Press, 
1965). p. 215. 

35lbid. 
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away, so as there remain no memory of it." And, as archbishop of Can

terbury, Cranmer was charged to "take order with all the curates to do 

the same." This same letter also outlawed the use of "images" in the 

Anglican Church.3° By this action taken on Henry VIII's part, one may 

conclude that Protestants and their ideas were again prominent in the 

king's government. 

Cranmer's secular duties as archbishop of Canterbury included 

membership on the Privy Coxincil. This may be seen by the duties which 

the Privy Council entmisted to him from 1540 to the end of Henry VIII's 

reign. In September 1541, the Privy Council agreed to abide by Cran

mer's decisions in a particular case concerning heretical preaching of 

doctrine and other religious propaganda.37 jf he thought someone was 

not using the correct interpretation (a Protestant one) while preach

ing, he could deprive that cleric of his license to preach, and there

by rid the country of Roman Catholic clergy. In the same year Henry 

VIII appointed Cranmer a deputy to oversee southern England and to 

help enforce religious unity. This appointment further enhanced Cran

mer's political power, because he now carried with him the king's 

sanction in his reformation efforts,-^ 

After 1540 Cranmer held a political position that retained the 

power of admitting or rejecting people to the king's audience. He used 

p. 560. 

^^Cranmer, Works. XVI, 490. 

"̂̂ The Privy Council, September 22, 1541. L- P•. ^VI, 553-

^Richard Hilles to Henry Bullinger, September 25. 1541, Ibid. 
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this position effectively to demonstrate his loyalty to Henry VIII. 

After Katherine Howard's demise, the ambassador for the duke of Cleves 

tried to see the king, but Cranmer blocked his attempt. On December 

13, 1541, Cranmer wrote a letter to the king explaining his actions. 

He felt that he had good reason to refuse the duke's ambassador an 

audience: "The ambassador of Cleves brought" letters to Cranmer "com

mending the cause of the lady Anne of Cleves" and suggested that Henry 

VIII "receive her in matrimony again, and so trouble the King's suc

cession. "59 The problem with the duke's suggestion was that for Henry 

VIII to remarry Anne of Cleves, he would be in a position of having to 

admit that he had been wrong to divorce her. The king did not easily 

retract his decisions. Thus, Cranmer, showing political support for 

Henry VIII's divorce from Anne of Cleves, refused to allow the ambas

sador to meet with the king. This incident also exhibits Cranmer's 

political ability to anticipate Henry VIII's reactions. Because the 

archbishop was good at this, he was able to retain his position as 

archbishop by modifying his policies just enough to be acceptable to 

Henry VIII. 

In July 1542, Cranmer was called on by the king to go to the 

continent to confer with the Holy Roman Emperor. The errand seemed 

to be urgent and of the greatest importance to the king, even though 

there is no mention of the nature of Cranmer's conference with the 

Emperor. Cranmer was probably chosen for the task because he had dem-

39cranmer to Henry VIII, December 13, 1541. Ibid., p. (:>l(i. 
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onstrated his capabilities as the English ambassador to the Holy Roman 

Emperor in 1531 with the divorce case, and he had been well received 

then at the Emperor's court. 

After Henry VIII's decision in 1541 to enter into a war against 

France and Scotland, Cranmer received more secular duties to perform. 

He was one of the few Council members allowed to remain at court during 

the preparations for the war. Perhaps, this was because Henry VIII 

trusted Cranmer and felt that the archbishop had enough political in

fluence so that he could keep order at the court and oversee the king's 

arrangements there capably. As a member of the Privy Council, Cranmer 

was advised of the preparations for the war. His position at court 

and in the Privy Council allowed Cranmer by the end of 1544 to wield 

considerable influence on governmental policy. And. by the time 

Henry VIII formed a regency to run the government in his absence, the 

archbishop's political influence was great enough for him to be named 

the first advisor to the queen. This secular position meant that Cran

mer stayed at court whenever possible to help the queen, Catherine 

63 
Parr, make important governmental decisions. -̂  His power in the Privy 

Council was further enhanced in two ways: he received news of impor

tant events before other members of the Privy Council, and he resided 

60Francis I to MarUlac, July 27, 1542. Ibid.. XVII, 311-

6lMariUac to Francis I, September 11, 1542. Ibid., p. 424. 

^^The Privy CouncU to Hertford. March 5, 1344. Ibid., XIX, 

i. p. 96. 

^^The Regency, July 7. 1344, Ibid., p. 537. 
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at court making his influence on the queen more immediate than that of 

the other Privy councilors. Both of these factors helped Cranmer's 

political influence to grow during the king's absence.^ 

In late 1544, Cranmer acted as a secular judge in trials con

cerning soldiers. Stephen Gardiner reported one such trial to William 

Paget, Lord Privy Seal. Gardiner stated that he did not favor the 

archbishop of Canterbury's gaining such secular powers. But. there 

was no one strong enough in the Privy Council to oppose him; thus, 

Cranmer retained this secular power. 3 

Cranmer had, by 1545, assumed even more responsibility in the 

Privy Council. Henry VIII ordered him through the Privy Council to 

take charge of a3J. "processions throughout the realm," both religious 

and secular, to insure order in England.°° Cranmer accepted the re

sponsibility and made the necessary provisions. Among his provisions 

was one which provided that processions were to be conducted in Eng

lish. 

Even though Cranmer had considerable political influence dur

ing the war, his enemies still wanted to remove him from power. From 

1539 to 1545, there were three attempts to accuse the archbishop of 

treason and heresy. The first was led by Stephen Gardiner. A commis

sion had been set up to inquire into reported heresies at Kent. Henry 

^^The Privy Council to Hertford, April 17, 1344. Ibid., p. 226. 

^James Arthur Muller, The Letters of Stephen Gardiner (Cam
bridge: The University Press, 1933), p. 134. 

^°The CouncU to Cranmer, August 10, 1543. L. P., XX, U , 43. 
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V H I appointed Cranmer the head of the commission. The Roman Catholics 

wanted to exclude the archbishop from the commission and place Stephen 

Gardiner as its head instead. The situation would have been disastrous 

for Cranmer's political influence and for the English reformation if 

that commission had had Gardiner as its chief inspector, and "Henry 

VIII's authority at its back." 7 However, Henry VIII warned Cranmer 

of the situation and told him to take charge of the proceedings and 

uncover the "confederacy of the plotters." So, the archbishop held 

6ft 
the inquiry in Kent despite the Roman Catholics' attempt to oust him. 

The next attempt to remove Cranmer came from Parliament. A 

member of the House of Commons, John Gostwick, spoke against Cranmer's 

preaching in the Parliament of 1539-1540. He was thought to be sup

ported by the Justices of Kent, irfio were Cranmer's bitter enemies after 

his heresy trials of 1543- Such accusations could have been dangerous 

for Cranmer had Henry not silenced Gostwick: "Go to him and tell him 

if he go not to my lord of Canterbury, and so reconcile himself to 

him . . . I will pull the gosling's feathers so . . . he shall have 

little lust to slander the metropolitan.""9 Thus, Cranmer was saved 

by the king's friendship. 

The final attempt to place Cranmer in the Tower was instituted 

by the king's council. The plot started with the Council asking Henry 

^7pollard, Cranmer. p. 150; Preface, L. P., IV, iii, dcxxi. 

68pollard. Cranmer. pp. I5I, 152; "Cranmer and the Heretics 
of Kent," December I534, L. P., XVIII, ii, 291-378. 

6Q 

^Foxe, Acts and Monuments. VIII, 27. 
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VIII's permission to try Cranmer on certain charges of treason and her

esy. The king consented to the proposal, but before the Council could 

act, Henry VIII warned Cranmer of the plot against him. He instructed 

the archbishop to appeal to the king when he was charged: "give to 

them this ring by which they shall well understand that I have taken 

your cause into my hands." The ring Henry VIII gave Cranmer was the 

one which the king used "to no other purpose but to call matters from 

the Council into mine own hands to be ordered and determined. "70 Thus 

the archbishop, with the king's help, escaped for the third time. 

These incidents show that Cranmer held a high place in the king's es

teem, and because of this Cranmer's political and religious position 

was safe ^ile Henry VIII was alive. 

The archbishop used his ecclesiastical position in another 

political way. Since he was the spiritual father to the young Prince 

Edward, he cultivated the boy's friendship and instructed him in the 

virtues of the protestant reformation. Cranmer exchanged letters in 

Latin with Prince Edward. One letter commends the prince's intelli

gence and work: "To hear that you are safe and well is life to me; 

and my absence is not so grievous to you as your letters are joy to me, 

71 
arguing as they do intelligence worthy of so great a prince." In 

this way the archbishop began to prepare a place for himself in the 

government of the next sovereign. 

70Hall's Chronicles, pp. 864-868 as cited in Pollard. Cranmer, 

p. 152. 

"^^Cranmer, Works. XVI, 412-413. 
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Cranmer's letters were answered by the prince in a most cordial 

manner: "I affectionately receive and honour that patemal affection 

which you have expressed . . . and I hope that you may live many years 

and continue to be my honoured father by your godly and wholesom ad

vice. "72 By the end of Henry VIII's reign Cranmer and Edward had a 

cordial relationship. Before the king's death, Henry VIII named a 

council to rule in Edvjard's place until the boy reached his majority 

and could rule on his own. Cranmer was the prominent Protestant eccle

siastical member of it. One interesting point about the construction 

of the Council was that Henry VIII omitted Stephen Gardiner, the lead

ing Roman Catholic bishop. Thus, the archbishop had survived Henry 

VIII's reign and had held onto his position as the leader of the Angli

can Church. 

The archbishop's career in the church and government was due 

partly to Henry VIII's friendship and favor. Cromwell's assessment of 

Cranmer's position in Henry VIII's government appears to be accurate: 

"I must nedes confesse that in some thinges I have complaynd of you 

unto His Majestie. but all in vayne, for he will never give credite 

73 
againste you, what soever is laied to your charge." -" Nevertheless. 

much of the credit for Cranmer's survival belongs to his own political 

maneuverings. The archbishop guided the reformation of the Anglican 

Church and influenced political developments in Henry VIII's govern-

•^^Ibid. 

" ^ W p h Morice. "Anecdotes from the Life of Thomas Cranmer. 

Archbishop of Canterbury" in Narratives. pp. 258-259-
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ment, especially during the years following Cromwell's death, Cranmer 

was an iiiQ)ortant political figure in his own right and not merely the 

political tool of Henry VIII. 



THOMAS CRANMER: A SEASONED POLITICIAN 

Thomas Cranmer's political activities did not end with the 

death of Henry VIII, The archbishop retained his ecclesiastical pro

minence during the reign of Henry VIII's successor, Edward VI. Cranmer, 

as a member of the ruling Council, "had a fairly free hand in specif

ically religious and theological matters."'' But, he had to contend 

with Stephen Gardiner, the pro-Roman Catholic bishop of Winchester. 

As the leader of the Roman Catholic faction in the church. Gardiner 

opposed the archbishop's Book of Homilies in 1547. This resistance 

lasted luitil 1551 when the Council deprived Gardiner of his bishopric. 

However, while Gardiner was serving a term in the Fleet for disobedi

ence to royal injunctions concerning religion. Cranmer was able to 

proceed with the English reformation and write the first Book of Com

mon Prayer for the Anglican Church, It was made the official state

ment of church ritual by the first Act of Uniformity of 1549. In 

1 552 an even more radical statement of Protestant doctrine in the 

second Book of Common Prayer was sanctioned by the second Act of 

Uniformity, These Protestant policies were supported by Edward VI, 

2 
who was an ardent Protestant. 

While working to further the cause of the English reformation, 

^Geoffrey William Bromiley, Thomas Cranmer. Theologian (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1956). p. xix. 

^Geoffrey Rudolph Elton, England Under the Tudors (London: 
Methuen. 1955). p. 213. 

80 
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Cranmer became involved in the political struggles of Edward's govern

ment. He supported Edward Seymour, the duke of Somerset, in the lat

ter's successful quest for the office of Protectorate. And while 

Somerset was in power, Cranmer worked steadily toward making the Angli-

can Church Protestant in doctrine. When Somerset rebelled against the 

rest of the Council Cranmer denounced the duke's actions in 1549 and 

helped to bring him to his ultimate execution. After John Dudley, the 

duke of Northumberland, gained control of the government, Cranmer 

found himself in 1553 involved in a scheme whereby Lady Jane Grey, not 

Mary Tudor, would inherit the English throne. 

The final test of Cranmer's political career came in his rela

tionship with Mary Tudor. When Mary was a princess, he had defended 

her right to attend Mass, even though it was illegal, in order to keep 

peace in England.3 After she became queen, Thomas Cranmer had to 

fight for his beliefs. Mary Tudor, being a devout Roman Catholic, was 

against a Protestant archbishop. Cranmer tried many techniques with 

which to stay in power; but, he failed, ending his career as a polit

ical martyr of Mary's reign. 

In 1547 Cranmer decided to issue a Book of Homilies. The plan 

originated with a proposal of such a work in 1542 which was to be 

drafted by moderate Protestant and Roman Catholic bishops. Gardiner 

had been one of these. But, Gardiner, when approached about helping 

3jasper Ridley, Thomas Cranmer (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1962). p. 318. 
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with the new Book of. Homilies in 1547. refused.^ Ridley contends that 

Cranmer "had no intention of utilizing the opportunity by entrusting 

the work of preparing the Homilies exclusively to reformers," and. as a 

result, he desired to have Gardiner help with the project.3 Cranmer 

could have invited Gardiner to participate in the drafting of the Book 

of Homilies for a different reason, to discredit the pro-Roman Catholic 

bishop. Gardiner objected to Cranmer's Book of Homilies. because the 

work stated that Henry VIII "was seduced" by the pro-Roman Catholic 

bishops and was persuaded in 1543 to publish the King's Book. Gardiner 

protested in a letter to Cranmer writing that "our late sovereign lord 

was without blame therein, for he was not seduced in deed, but by God's 

trewth induced into the right way."6 This dispute provides an inter

esting insight into what Cranmer intended to do with the Book of Hom

ilies.. Obviously, the new work was intended to set forth different 

doctrine than that which was expounded by the King's Book. If Cranmer 

contended, as Gardiner's letter to him indicates that he did, that the 

King's Book was published only because of the pressure that the Roman 

Catholic bishops used on Henry VIII. the archbishop wanted the Book of 

Homilies'to propose a Protestant doctrine of faith which degraded the 

importance of the orthodox statement of faith found in the Kind's 

^James Arthur Muller. Stephen Gardiner and the MSL ^e^g'^^o" 
(New York: Octagon Books. 1970). p. 154. 

Ridley, Cranmer, pp. 265, 266. 

^Stephen Gardiner. Thl Letters of Stephen Gardiner ed. 
James Arthur Muller (Cambridge: at the University Press. 1933;, PP-
299. 301. 
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Book. Not satisfied with Cranmer's response to his objections to the 

Book of Homilies. the bishop of Winchester wrote two more letters to 

the archbishop. In one he accused Cranmer of being inconsistent in his 

religious views which was bad for the public's faith.7 After denounc

ing Cranmer's religious views. Gardiner centered his attack on specific 

homilies such as the "homely of salvacion." in which the archbishop 

failed to "shew me any old writer that wrot how fayth excluded charity 

in the office of justification." He added that the basis by which 

Cranmer chose to exclude charity as a part of justification was to 

call Gardiner "the Sophister" and thereby "overcom" him in an argu

ment.^ In spite of Gardiner's protests against the doctrine in Cran

mer's Book of Homilies, opposition did not stop the work from being 

published on July 31, 1547. along with a royal injunction ordering 

its use. But, Gardiner continued to argue against the Book of Homilies 

and therefore, against the royal injunction.^ 

Because he was openly disobedient, the CouncU. including 

Cranmer. summoned Gardiner to appear at Hampton Court on September 

21, 1547. There the Council asked vrtiether or not Gardiner intended 

to obey the royal injunction ordering the BQQK QL HomJ.X?.es to be read 

in lieu of sermons. He did not accept the use of the Book of Homilies 

unconditionally; therefore, the Council sent him to the Fleet as 

7lbid, , p. 317. 

®Ibid., pp. 397-398. 

d u l l e r , Gardiner and Tudor Reaction, pp. I6O-I66. 



84 

punishment. Later Gardiner, the bishop of Winchester, was "sent for 

from the Flete" in order to appear again before the Council, and at 

that time they would declare "to him that he had" been given a "remis

sion of th'offences for which he was committed to prison." Then, the 

Council "demanded whether he would conforme himself to embrasse the 

Kinges Majestes Injunctions and Homelies, and siche other doctrine as 

should be set forth from tyiue to tyme by the Kinges Highnes and clergy 

of this realme." Gardiner answered "that he wold conforme him selfe 

11 
accordingly as other Busshops did."'' 

However, before this happened, Gardiner was summoned to appear 

before Cranmer and three other divines in order for them to determine 

his position with respect to the Book of Homilies. During the confer

ence Cranmer tried to "enduce" Gardiner to conform to the Protestant 

statements in the Book of Homilies by offering that he "be called to 

the Council again."^^ But, Gardiner refused. So he was returned to 

the Fleet. "'̂  

If one examines this conference between Gardiner and Cranmer 

closely, one can ascertain an important point concerning the arch

bishop's political ability. Gardiner accused Cranmer of attempting 

to bribe him with a position on the Council in return for his uncondi-

%bid,, p, 166. 

^Ucts of the Privy Council, 1547-1549, 36 vols., ed.. John 
Roche Dasent, New Series (London: Her Majesty's Stationery Office, 
1890), II, 157. 158. Microcard. 

^duller. Letters, pp. 402-403. 

^3Muller, Gardiner and Tudor Reaction, p. 166. 
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tional acceptance of the Book of Homilies: "my Lord of Canterbury, 

^ e n he sent for me last out of the Fleet, handled me with fayre wordes, 

declaring me a man mete in his opinion to be called to the Counsell 

againe, , , . But . . , I wer not moved,"^^ The problem one is con

fronted with is whether or not Cranmer actually had the power to con

fer such a favor on the bishop of Winchester if Gardiner decided to 

comply with Cranmer's demands. Before one can surmise the answer, one 

needs to recall that under Henry VIII, the archbishop controlled the 

clergy with a royal injunction. A perfect example was ^ e n in 1534 

Cranmer urged a chapter to elect Sir Thomas Donkester to the office 

of abbot by stating that if its election was not to his satisfaction, 

he would obtain "the King's and Queen's letters" in Donkester's behalf 

which would decide the election in his favor.'3 The chapter feared 

this power and obeyed Cranmer. Now, in 1547 we see the reverse side 

of that power, Cranmer tried to persuade Gardiner to comply with his 

demands by using a place on the Council as an incentive. Gardiner did 

not refute Cranmer's ability to confer such a favor on him; he simply 

objected to the method with which the archbishop chose to demand his 

compliance to the Book of Homilies.^" Thus, one may assume that Cran

mer still held control over the clergy and wielded enough political 

^duller. Letters, p. 403. 

^^Cranmer to my Lord . May 18, 1534. James Gairdner, ed.. 
Letters and Papers. Foreign and Domestic, of the Reign of Henry Vin. 
21 vols. (London; Her Majesty's Stationery Office. 1888). VII. 262. 
Hereafter cited as L. P. 

^duller. Letters, p. 403. 
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influence in the government to enable him to offer the political posi

tion to Gardiner. Gardiner was so enraged with Cranmer's actions that 

he complained to Somerset about the injustices of being committed to 

the Fleet for disagreeing with a doctrine i^ich was not the established 

doctrine of the realm.^7 

Gardiner saw his imprisonment as the archbishop's fear of his 

power: "Why should my Lord of Canterbury so fear me as he doth, that 

he may not suffer me to come abroad as one that should hinder his 

enterprises . . . He that feareth me must fear only tinith."^^ This 

comment of Gardiner's is interesting because it seems to indicate that 

Gardiner felt that the archbishop was intentionally trying to get rid 

of him. This was not altogether incorrect. While Gardiner was still 

imprisoned in the Fleet, Parliament voted on November 4, 1547, to repeal 

the Six Articles of Faith and the King's Book. Since Gardiner had 

objected to the Book of Homilies which proposed a more Protestant doc

trine than the Six Articles or the King's Book, one assumes that if 

Gardiner were in the Parliament and not in prison he would have vio

lently opposed such Parliamentary action. This might be a strong 

reason for supporting the idea that Cranmer wanted to be rid of Gar

diner in order to promote Protestant doctrines for the Anglican 

Church. And since the Protestant faction now controlled the church, 

Parliament was persuaded to discard the Roman Catholic statements of 

faith. 

17ibid.. pp. 414-419. 

^dul l er , Gardiner and Tudor Reaction, p. 170 
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On January 8, 1548, Gardiner was brought before the Council for 

his release from imprisonment. During the months that had passed be

tween the repeal of the Six Articles and Gardiner's release from the 

Fleet, Cranmer had been working on a new liturgy for the Anglican 

Church, the Book of Common Prayer. Perhaps it was because Gardiner was 

imprisoned again on June 30, 1548, and his leadership of the Roman 

Catholic faction had been dimmed that Cranmer's efforts for a Protes

tant liturgy were realized in February 1549, when Parliament passed 

the First Act of Uniformity.^9 This act "hath appointed the Archbishop 

of Canterbury, and certain of the most leamed and discreet bishops, 

and other leamed men of the realm, to consider and ponder the prem

ises" of "the most sincere and pure christian religion taught by the 

Scripture as to the usage in the primitive Church" which were expounded 

as the official statement of Anglican doctrine "in a book entitled The 

Book of the Common Prayer and Administration of the Sacraments and 

20 
other Rites and Ceremonies of the Church." 

On June 8, 1550, Gardiner was offered his freedom by the Coun

cil on the condition that he accept the Book of. Common Prayer. He was 

provided with a copy of the work in order that he might study it and 

give the Council his answer. It was December 15. 1550. before Gardiner 

was allowed to have his case heard by a royal commission with the 

19Acts of the P r i ^ Council. II. 157. 158; Muller. Gardiner 

^^4 TT̂ dor Reaction, p. 181. 

^^David C. Douglas, ed., Qi^lish Historical Documents., 12 
vols. (New York; Oxford University Press. 1967). V, 649, 850. 
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archbishop of Canterbury presiding.21 Ridiey notes that Cranmer "re

fused to dispute with Gardiner on the Real Presence, and quietly but 

firmly persisted until he forced Gardiner to reply—in the negative-

to the question as to whether he had disobeyed an order lAen he preach

ed his sermon on St. Peter's Day."22 Though Gardiner felt that he had 

not disobeyed a royal injunction, the final sentence of the royal com

mission "commanded" Gardiner "to the prison in the Tower of London 

. . , because I . . . am, and always have been, of the true catholic 

faith, contrary to them," the members of the Council.23 Therefore, he 

was "deprived and removed from the bishopric of Winchester."^ The 

principal reason for his deprivation was that he had angered the Coun

cil vrtien he chose "to disapoinct and disgrace them and to hinder his 

Majestes procedinges" by occupying "the pulpit him self . . . to warn 

the people to be ware of siche newe preachers, and to embrasse none 

other doctryne then that which he had taught them." The Council con

sidered Gardiner's preaching treacherous, stating that the bishop's 

words could not "have bene spoken more perilous and seditious." ^ 

Gardiner appealed the decision to the king with no result. 

^^Muller, Gardiner and Tudor Reaction, pp. 187. 188, 195; 
Acts 2l th£ Privy Council, III, 44; Ridley, Cranmer. p. 315. 

^^Ridley, Cranmer P. 316. 

2-̂ John Foxe, The. Acts and Monuments of. John Foxe. 8 vols., 
ed., Stephen Reed Cattly (London: R. B. Seeley and W. Bumside. 1838), 
VI, 263. 

24Muller, Gardiner and Tudor Reaction, p. 202. 

23Acts of the Privy Council. II, 209. 
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Gardiner's trial had some very interesting aspects. One of 

these was the way Gardiner was treated. John Foxe reported that Gardi

ner had a "counsel granted unto him by our very good lord the archbish-

op of Canterbury. ""̂ ^ Ridley claims Gardiner might not be entitled to 

such a privilege. 7 This emphasis on courtesy and proper form during 

the trial might remind one of a previous trial in which Cranmer was pre

occupied with form. During the hearing of the divorce case against 

Catherine of Aragon in 1533, Cranmer wrote to Cromwell: "I trust to 

endeavour myself further as shall become me to do to the pleasure of 

Almig(hty God) and the mere truth of the matter."^ One of the king's 

advisors, who watched the progress of the trial also wrote to Cromwell: 

"My Lord of Canterbury handles himself very well and very uprightly." ^ 

After the trial was over. Cranmer stated that "I acted as I thought 

every just judge ought."3^ However, an anonymous account of the di

vorce portrayed "the archbishop of Canterbury" as one "who is not an 

indifferent person" in the trial.31 Apparently, it was Cranmer's 

intention to concentrate on the formalities of the trial so as to draw 

attention away from his decision. In 1550, Cranmer might have been 

26Foxe, Acts and Monuments. VI, 99. 

27Ridley, Cranmer. p. 315. 

2^(Cranmer)to Cromwell. May 17. 1533. L. E•. VI, 219. 

29Bedyll to Cromwell. May 12. 1533, Ibid., p. 212. 

-^^Cranmer to (Sir William) Kingston, July 19, 1533. Ibid., 

p. 378, 

^^"The Divorce," July 4, 1533, Ibid., p. 341. 
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attempting the same trick. With all the courtesy and formality of Gar

diner's trial accentuated, it seems quite likely that the commission had 

already decided to deprive Gardiner. To disguise their previous de

cision, they emphasized the formalities of the trial. 

Cranmer's participation in Gardiner's tribulations, ending in 

his eventual deprivation of his bishopric, seems planned. Cranmer ask

ed Gardiner, a pro-Roman Catholic bishop, to help degrade the King's 

Book, which was an orthodox statement of faith. Gardiner refused and 

argued against the Book of Homilies. Cranmer, as a member of Council, 

tried Gardiner for disobeying a royal injunction. In the process he 

even attempted to bribe Gardiner with a position on the Council if he 

would accept the Protestant doctrine set forth in the Book of Homilies. 

Cranmer had enough weight on the Council to be able to imply that if 

Gardiner would comply with his demands he would again be a member of 

the Council. Gardiner did not refute Cranmer's ability to do so, which 

indicates that the pro-Roman Catholic bishop apparently thought Cran

mer's influence in the government and particularly in the Council 

would be sufficient for Cranmer to keep his promise if he complied. 

Secondly, Cranmer proposed that Gardiner, a pro-Roman Catholic bishop, 

accept views of a very Protestant nature. This might have been done 

on purpose. Knowing that Gardiner would not accept the views which he 

proposed, Cranmer baited Gardiner, forcing him publicly to oppose the 

doctrines published during Edward's reign. If the bishop refused, 

which ultimately he did, the archbishop would be justified in claiming 

that Gardiner was being disobedient to the doctrine upheld by the 
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Edwardian Council, 

The question is whether Cranmer was responsible for Gardiner's 

imprisonment, Cranmer intentionally made the Book of Homilies Protes

tant in doctrine and used it to discredit the Roman Catholic King's 

Book with his argument that Henry VIII had been seduced when Parlia

ment passed it. Then he gave Gardiner the option of accepting the 

Book of Homilies to gain a position on the Coimcil. knowing that Gar

diner, because of his previous accusations concerning the Book of 

Homilies. would not accept. Thus, he set Gardiner up for his impris

onment by giving him no choice. Gardiner had either to obey and con

form to the Protestant statement of faith and to the Injunctions which 

undermined Roman Catholicism or to be dealt with for his contempt of 

a royal injunction. Gardiner chose to defy royal authority and was 

imprisoned for his defiance. The archbishop, by leaving no other 

option open, had indirectly caused Gardiner to become disobedient to 

royal authority. Therefore, Cranmer did cause Gardiner's imprisonment. 

And the Council sent the bishop of Winchester to the Fleet to minister 

32 
"to him a good lesson and admonicion."^ 

After Gardiner was in prison. Cranmer's Protestant faction re

pealed the Six Articles and the King's Book and substituted the first 

Act of Uniformity and the Book of Common Prayer in their place. Only 

after this was accomplished was there any talk of allowing Gardiner his 

freedom. And such talk lasted only until Gardiner was tried by a royal 

32Acts of Privy Council. II, 157-
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commission and given the option of accepting the Book of Common Praver. 

a Protestant statement of ritual for the Anglican Church. Cranmer pre

sided at this trial, and, as Ridley points out, he determinedly made 

Gardiner answer that he had not disobeyed a royal injunction when he 

preached a St. Peter's Day Sermon in 1548. However, the court found 

that Gardiner had in fact disobeyed a royal injunction. Therefore, 

Gardiner was made to look like a fool because he did not appear to 

know what the royal injunctions allowed. Gardiner's statements at 

the trial gave Cranmer the opportunity to deprive him of his bishopric 

and send him back to the Tower. This the archbishop did. As a result 

of the carefully contrived circumstances, Cranmer was able to break 

his chief rival's opposition to his Protestant doctrines by having him 

conveniently placed in the Fleet or in the Tower while the principal 

Protestant legislation for the Anglican Church was being passed by 

Parliament. As a result Gardiner had little chance to campaign effec

tively against the Protestant doctrines, 

Cranmer with Edward VI's help continued the English reformation. 

In 1551 Edward VI had issued a mandate to Cranmer to obtain from all the 

clergy, "the dean and prebendaries of the cathedral church, the parson, 

vicar, or curate, and church deputy" in every parish "all other books 

of service," so as to aid the enforcement of "the usage of the said 

book of Common Prayer. "33 This was to ensure that the Protestant form 

33Thomas Cranmer, The_ Works of Thomas Cranmer. 2 vols., ed., 
John Edmund Cox, Parker Society nos. XV, XVI (Cambridge: Printed for 
the Parker Society at the University Press, 1864), XVI, 523-
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of worship service was being used. In I552 the second Book of Common 

f^^yQ^ ^ s issued and the second Act of Uniformity passed by Parlia

ment. Both were issued in response to radical Protestant criticism of 

the first Act of Uniformity and the first Book of Common Prayer. The 

second Book of Common Prayer conformed to the more radical Protestant 

doctrines and ceremonies. 34 This act stated that Parliament prescribed 

"for common prayer and the administration of the sacraments, to be used 

in the mother tongue within the Church of England, agreeable to the 

word of God and the primitive Church, very comfortable to all good 

people desiring to live in Christian conversation, and most profitable 

to the estate of this realm."35 Thus, Cranmer had been able to thwart 

Gardiner's pro-Roman Catholic opposition during Edward VI's reign. 

At the same time that Cranmer was winning his goals for an of

ficial Protestant statement of faith for the Anglican Church, he be

came involved in the political affairs of the government. The Edward

ian Council was made up of Protestant reformers. Roman Catholic sym

pathizers, and a third party holding "no pronounced" religious 

"views."3° v/hen the duke of Somerset became Protector in 1547, he had 

the support of the members of Edward VI's Council, including Thomas 

-̂  John Strype, Memorials of the Most Reverend Father in God 
Thomas Cranmer. Sometime Lord Archbishop of Canterburf. 2 vols. 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1894). ii. 898-899; Ridley. Cranmer. pp. 
326-327. 

33Douglas, Historical Documents. V, 855. 

^^Albert Frederick Pollard, England under Protector Somerset; 
An Essay (New York: Russell and Russell, 1966), p. 21. 



94 

37 
Cranmer,-'^ By 1549, however, Somerset had lost his support in the 

Council. Then, under the duke of Northumberland's guidance, the Coun

cil decided to remove Somerset, because he would not take their advice 

or acknowledge "himself a subject" of the realm. Furthermore, he had 

mocked them, going about raising "great forces and nombers of men, to 

spread abroade slanderous and untrue reaports of us."38 After the 

Council accused Somerset of inciting rebellion in the common people, 

he retaliated by seizing the Tower of London and garrisoning it with 

his men. For this, the government branded him a traitor. Cranmer 

spoke out against Somerset's rebellion; "rulers be ordained of God 

(as St. Paul declareth in his epistle to the Romans) for this intent 

and purpose, that they should be God's officers and ministers here in 

earth, to encourage and advise them that be good, and to rebuke and 

correct those that be evil . . . we have been too remiss in punishing 

offenders, and many things we have winked at."39 with Cranmer holding 

this opinion, it is not surprising that he should have presided over 

the Council meeting \jhlch sent Somerset to the Tower and ultimately 

to his execution. 

After Somerset's fall. Northumberland controlled the govem-

ment. To pinpoint the beginning of Cranmer's problems with Mary 

^''ibid., p. 37. 

•̂ Ŝir Henry Ellis, ed., Oririnal Letters Illustrative of QTH-
lish History (London; Dawsons, 1824-1846), II, 67. 

39cranmer, Works. XVI, I9I. 

^^Ridley, Cranmer. pp. 301-302. 

file:///jhlch


95 

Tudor, which led ultimately to his death at her hands in I556, one 

must look at the end of Edward VI's reign. Northumberland's rule mark-

ed an increase in religious intolerance. Princess Mary became a tar

get for Protestant attack. The CouncU, whose members by this time 

were all Protestants, scolded Mary for allowing her priests to say 

Mass, The Princess, in reply, reprimanded the Council for interfer

ing with her religion and appealed to the king, asking that she be 

allowed to disregard the laws of England in order to follow her own 

conscience by attending Mass.^^ In November 1550, her chaplains were 

indicted by the Council for saying Mass. Though Cranmer did not ap

prove of Mass being performed in the realm, he advised Edward VI to 

allow a departure from the rules in Mary's case, because confrontation 

42 might provoke rebellion. But, Cranmer was a Protestant and a member 

of the Council which reprimanded the Princess; it was not likely that 

Mary would forget her persecution at Protestant hands when she became 

queen, and, even though Cranmer was opposed to the Council's policies 

toward her, she still might want to rid herself of England's leading 

ecclesiastical reformer. 

The other incident which affected Cranmer's relationship with 

Mary Tudor was Northumberland's scheme to place Lady Jane Grey on the 

English throne in Mary's place. Northumberland disliked Mary Tudor, 

and he desired to remain in power after Edward VI's death. As a 

^^Cranmer, Works. XVI. 526-530; Ellis, Letters. II, 177-178. 

42Ridley, Cranmer. p. 318. 
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result, he devised a plan hereby the English throne by-passed Mary and 

went to Lady Jane Grey, To secure his own place in the future govem-

ment, Northumberland had Lady Jane Grey marry his eldest son. The 

duke persuaded the dying king and most of the Edwardian Council to 

accept his version of the succession to the English throne. The note

worthy exception was Cranmer. vho still adhered to the act of succes

sion as set forth by Henry VIII.^3 This act of succession stipulated 

that the throne went to Mary Tudor on Edward's death. The succession 

of the throne went to Edward, Henry VIII's son. for as long as "Prince 

Edward shall live." If Edward died and left no children of his own to 

succeed him. as was the case, the "in^jerial crown and all other the 

premises shall be to the Lady Mary, the king's highness's daughter."^ 

After much debate with Edward VI and the other councilors, Cranmer 

accepted the new plan of succession. His position in the government 

was that of advisor to Lady Jane Grey. The new government lasted only 

nine days from July 10 to July 19; on July 19, 1553, Mary Tudor deci

sively claimed her throne.^3 The significance of Cranmer's actions in 

supporting Lady Jane Grey was that it made the archbishop a traitor. 

He had supported a usurper against the rightful claimant. 

^3Foxe, Acts and Monuments. VIII, 36. 

44 
Carl Stephenson and Frederick George Marcham, Sources of. 

English Constitutional History: A Selection ojl Documents from A. D. 
600 to. the Present (New York : Harper and Row, 1937). PP. 320, 321. 

^3Foxe, Acts and Monuments. VIII. 36-37; John Strype, Eccle
siastical Memorials Relating to Religion and Reformation of. It and the 
Emergencies of, the Church of. England under King Henry VIII. KirH. Edward 
n.. and Queen Mary I. 3 vols, in 6 (Oxford: Clarendon Press. 1822), III, 
i. 2-14. 
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As soon as Mary became queen, she released Gardiner from the 

Tower and appointed him to her Council. The government was as yet un

sure of what to do with the Protestant archbishop. As a result Cranmer 

remained free untU September I3, I553. In late August Cranmer denied 

the rumor that he had said Mass, and he posted his proclamation to 

this effect on the doors of the churches. Though this was not, as 

Ridley notes, against the law, it had the effect of angering his Roman 

Catholic opponents, and on September 13. 1553, Cranmer was called be

fore the Council. There he was told that his action of posting the 

proclamation on the church doors was sedition. By September 14. 1553, 

Cranmer had been arrested.^ 

Cranmer's proclamation was simply a statement of his belief in 

the Protestant doctrine of faith and worship service legislated by 

Parliament in the Second Act of Uniformity and the second Book of 

Common Prayer. But. he had challenged his Roman Catholic opposition 

with his proclamation on the church doors, purposely. If he did not 

stand up for the English reformation, his opposition would destroy it. 

Therefore, Cranmer without regard for his personal safety took a stand 

for the Protestant church doctrine and service. This was not out of 

character for him. He had demonstrated before his capacity to disre

gard his own well being to further the interests of the reformation in 

England. Some examples which illustrate this are his intercession on 

the reformation's behalf after Anne Boleyn's arrest, and his success-

^6Ridley, Cranmer. pp. 348, 351. 352. 354. 
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ful attempt to stay in power after Cromwell fell. Now, the archbishop 

chose to try the same technique with Mary Tudor, but his attempt failed 

because Gardiner was now in a powerful position on the queen's Council. 

When this attempt failed, Cranmer did not stop his fight for 

the English reformation. The archbishop then wrote Mary Tudor a letter 

"to ask mercy and pardon for my heinous folly and offence, in consent

ing and following the testament and will of our late Sovereign Lord 

King Edward VI, your Grace's brother; vdiich will, God he knoweth, I 

never liked; nor never any thing grieved me so much that your Grace's 

brother did."^7 j^ this way Cranmer argued that he was an unwilling 

traitor to Mary Tudor. But his letter went further. He wrote, "if 

please your Highness to license me, I would gladly write ray mind unto 

your Majesty, I will never, God willing be author of sedition, to 

move subjects from obedience of their heads and rulers: which is an 

4ft offense most detestable."^^ Cranmer did not renounce his Protestant 

faith to please the queen; rather, he asked for license to express his 

own views on doctrine to her personally. By this letter one can see 

that the archbishop was attempting to circumvent the Council, in which 

he would meet strong Roman Catholic opposition. 

Things did not work out for Cranmer. however. The first Par

liament Mary called passed legislation invalidating Cranmer's sentence 

of annulment for Henry VIII's marriage to Catherine of Aragon. And, on 

"̂̂ G. E. Duffield, ed., The Works of Thomas Cranmer (Philadel
phia; Fortress Press, I965), p. 278. 

^Ibid., p. 280. 
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November I3, 1553, a special commission tried Cranmer for high treason 

and found him guilty. After the trial he was taken to the Tower, 

where he was imprisoned. In December of the same year, the government 

decided that Cranmer would not be executed as a traitor, he would be 

treated as a heretic instead.^ 

Now, Cranmer's final political maneuverings can be seen. He 

was moved to Oxford in March I554 to await his hearing. On April 10, 

1554, the disputation over religion began. Cranmer was taken to 

Oxford so that other doctors of theology and divines might be able to 

question him "under some honest show of disputation" so that "the 

murder of a man might be covered," and the government could declare 

Cranmer a heretic.30 o^e account claimed that "Doctor Cranmer with a 

grave and fatherly sobriety answered" the questions put to him. 31 

After the disputation "Cranmer remained almost completely isolated in 

Bocardo."32 in spite of all that had happened, he was still ready to 

try political tactics to save his life and in doing so to further the 

reformation in England. In September 1555. Cranmer was called on to 

answer charges of heresy before the Pope's Commissioners. Ridley 

states that Cranmer had "great difficulty in formulating his real 

opinion during this withering examination."33 it is possible that 

^Foxe, Acts and Monuments. VIII. 38 

%bid., 39. 

^ Cranmer, Works. XVI. 428. 

^^Ridley, Cranmer. p. 368. 

%bid., p. 385. 
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the archbishop was attempting to confuse his examiners. If he did not 

formulate a definite opinion which the Pope's Commissioners could hold 

as heretical, maybe he would have a better chance to survive. 

This idea is not unreasonable \ihen one takes into account Cran

mer's actions after the trial. He appealed to a General Council to 

hear his case even though this would never happen.^^ But. his appeal 

was an act of defiance against papal authority. 

After this Cranmer began making recantations. The issue con

cerning Cranmer's five or six recantations is not what was in them, 

but rather why Cranmer chose to recant. Ridley contends that "Cran

mer's conduct was far from heroic; but by his vacillation he embarrassed 

his persecutors far more than he could have done by heroism. . . . The 

people were told that the heretic leader had recanted and died repent

ant. But a scene iiriiich has been witnessed by hundreds of people can

not be kept secret for long, and within three days it was known in 

London that Cranmer had repudiated his recantations before he died."^^ 

Cranmer did not vacillate. He simply tried a political maneuver which 

did not work. His recantations should have brought the archbishop his 

life, because a repentant heretic usually was not burned at the stake. 

What Cranmer was fighting for. however, was not only his life but the 

English reformation as well. The question was how he could best fur

ther the reformation. This had been his major concem in all his 

54lbid., p. 385. 

^^bid.. p. 409. 
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previous political maneuverings. Now, Cranmer tried recanting to save 

his life. If he lived he could still write against Roman Catholic doc

trine; but, if he died, he could not. In his fifth recantation he re

cited an orthodox statement of faith which "was published in London: 

and as it was signed by Father Soto and his associates, both Spaniards 

. , . Londoners not only had suspicion of the document, but openly pro

nounced it a forgery; so the Lords of the Council were obliged to 

suppress it and to issue another witnessed by Englishmen."3° This 

sixth recantation was dated March 18, 1556. In this recantation Cran

mer agreed "to renounce, abhor, and detest all manner of heresies and 

errors of Luther and Zuinglius, and all other teachings which be con

trary to sound and true" Roman Catholic "doctrine." He also was made 

to "acknowledge the bishop of Rome to be supreme head in earth, whom I 

acknowledge to be highest bishop and pope, and Christ's vicar, unto 

whom all christian people ought to be subject."37 

But Cranmer wrote another document the day before his death. 

Perhaps Cranmer did not know which profession of faith he would read 

on March 22. 1556, because he did not know whether or not his life 

would be spared. If his life were spared, then he would read the re

cantation. But, if Cranmer's life was not going to be spared even if 

he recanted, he would read the Protestant statement of faith. U^en 

it was certain that he would be burned regardless of v^at he did. 

^^Pollard, Cranmer. pp. 380. 381. 

37Foxe. Acts and Monuments. VIII. 82. 
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Cranmer chose to read the Protestant statement of faith. In his speech 

Cranmer claimed that "as for the sacrament. I believe as I have taught 

in my book against the bishop of Winchester, the which my book teacheth 

so true a doctrine of the sacrament, that it shall stand at the last 

day before the judgment of God, where the papistical doctrine contrary 

thereto shall be ashamed to show her face."38 Cranmer was pulled from 

the platform where he had been speaking and escorted quickly to the 

site of his burning.39 Thus, Cranmer chose to die a Protestant. He 

did not vacillate, he simply was prepared for either occasion which 

presented itself on March 22, I556. 

Thomas Cranmer, as the archbishop of Canterbury from 1533 to 

1556, devoted his career in that capacity to furthering the English 

Reformation. The methods by \^ich he achieved his goals demonstrate 

that he was a capable politician. After consecration Cranmer set about 

consolidating the ecclesiastical power of the Church of England in the 

office of the archbishop of Canterbury. He used papal prerogatives 

such as the right to appoint and remove clerics and the right to make 

a general visitation of each diocese in the kingdom. This enabled 

him to make the clergy submissive to his authority. When he had con

solidated the ecclesiastical power in his own hands, he led Convocation 

to propose Protestant doctrine and ritual which later passed Parliament. 

Cranmer also used Parliament and the Privy Council to enact and enforce 

38ibid., p. 88. 

39lbid., p. 89. 
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Protestant doctrine in England. And, he influenced the important mem

bers of Henry VIII's and Edward VI's courts (including the kings them

selves) to support his religious policies. Throughout his career, Cran

mer demonstrated his capability as a politician who evaluated all sit

uations with respect to their consequences on the English reformation. 

His political skill enabled him to see the wisdom of allowing conces

sions in the face of religious opposition in order to gain his 

permanent goal which was to make the official religion in England 

Protestant. 
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