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Francis Thynne, defending himself when writing lives of the archbishops of
Canterbury, one of sections of the 1587 edition of Holinshed that was censored,
commented :
It is beside my purpose, to treat of the substance of religion, sith I am onelie
politicall and not ecclesiasticall a naked writer of histories, and not a learned
divine to treat of mysteries of religion.1

And, given the sensitivity of any expression of religious view in mid-Elizabethan
England, he and his fellow-contributors were wise to fall back, on occasions, upon the
established convention that ecclesiastical and secular histories were in two separate
spheres. It is true that the Chronicles can appear overwhelmingly secular, dominated
as they are by scenes of war and political conflict. But of course Thynne did protest
too much. No serious chronicler could avoid giving the history of the three kingdoms
an ecclesiastical dimension: the mere choice of material proclaimed religious identity
and, among their other sources, the editors drew extensively upon a text that did
irrefutably address the ‘mysteries of religion’ – Foxe’s Book of Martyrs.2 Moreover,
in a text as sententious as Holinshed the reader is constantly led in certain
interpretative directions. Those directions are superficially obvious – the affirmation
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of the Protestant settlement, anti-Romanism and a general conviction about the
providential purposes of the Deity for Englishmen.
But this is to assume that all the editors/compilers/contributors spoke as one on
these issues and this is clearly not so. Annabel Patterson in her chapter on religion (or
rather ecclesiastical politics) in Reading Holinshed’s Chronicles, has urged us to think
of the texts in terms of their multi-vocality, and this is what I propose briefly to do.3
This multi-vocality exists on two levels: firstly in the diverse views of the main
contributors to a plural text; secondly in the choice of sources, what the 1577 text
calls ‘manie and sundrie authors’.4

Holinshed’s preface spoke of the diversity of the

writings of his authors, denying that he sought to ‘frame them to agree to my liking’,
but a careful investigation of the texts and their prejudices might well prove
otherwise.5
The careers of Raphael Holinshed (always the most shadowy of the group),
Abraham Fleming, William Harrison and John Hooker all point in a committed
Protestant direction. The first three were clerics, and Harrison and Fleming wrote
copiously from a ‘godly’ perspective.6 Hooker’s Protestant credentials were
established as early as the Henrician period, when he stayed with Peter Martyr
Vermigli while studying theology in Strassburg. Although he remained a layman, he
was closely associated with the religious establishment of early Elizabethan England.7
The four other contributors present a more varied picture. The description of Ireland,
and some of the earliest material on her chronicles , was begun by Edmund Campion,
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described by Holinshed in his preface to the 1577 edition as ‘fellow sometime of the
John Baptists college in Oxford’ but better known to the Elizabethan world as one of
the first and greatest of the Jesuit martyrs. It was continued and developed by Richard
Stanihurst, a son of one of the leading Dublin Anglo-Irish families, who himself left
Ireland and then England for exile in the Low Countries, eventually becoming a
Jesuit. Though neither Stanihurst nor Campion had made active proclamation of their
Catholic identities at the time of writing the Description and Chronicle, they were
certainly not in sympathy with the direction of the English Protestant Settlement.8
This indicates that we might expect the greatest clash of religious ‘tone’ in the Irish
volume of Holinshed, since the 1587 version was enlarged and developed by the
godly John Hooker, who had served Sir Peter Carew in the island.9
The last two contributors reveal less about their religious convictions either within
or without the text. Francis Thynne, the youngest and least experienced of the editors,
wrote the continuation of the Scottish history in haste, and encountered most
problems from the censors of the ’87 text. This seemed to owe something to his
commentary on religious issues, especially in his material on the archbishops of
Canterbury, but more to his impolitic venturing into Anglo-Scottish relations.10
Thynne was a close relative of Sir John Thynne, builder of Longleat and an active
Protestant. He himself may have had a Catholic background – ODNB says he
converted in the 1570s – but there is no solid evidence on this.11 He seems to tread the
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paths of Protestant orthodoxy, though without the zeal that marks some of the other
contributors. And finally there is John Stow, the great antiquary and chronicler of
London a man who had encountered trouble early in Elizabeth’s reign, when his study
had been raided and a number of ‘Catholic’ texts found.12 Stow certainly conformed
thereafter: the secondary authorities debate how far his dutiful behaviour concealed a
yearning for the religious past. For Barrett Beer, writing in ODNB and elsewhere,
Stow’s religious views were irrelevant – that he detached himself from religious
controversy – and adopted a ‘generally tolerant attitude’ to all except the Irish.13
Others have more perceptively pointed out that Stow routinely wrote with more
sympathy about the Catholic past than many of his contemporaries, that his nostalgia
for the ‘world we have lost’ was particularly visible in his Survey of London and that
his determined concentration upon his role as an antiquary may serve to conceal
continuing alienation from aspects of Elizabethan religion.14
Thus much can be demonstrated, or inferred, from biographical evidence beyond
the Chronicles. There are risks in bringing this external knowledge to bear too crudely
on the text itself. However the ‘voices’ do identify themselves and their sentiments
much of the time, either by laying direct claim to sections written – Harrison,
Stanihurst, Hooker and Thynne – or by explicit insertions into the 1587 text by
Fleming (usually marked with a margin identifier). So we can make some provisional
approaches to the text with these claims in mind.
We may begin with the Irish material, where the ideological (and cultural) clash is
most immediately visible. Stanihurst’s Description avoids direct commentary on the
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current religious history of the island, but is engaged with the religious past in both
implicit and explicit ways. Saints, local and universal, are invoked without any sense
of unease, and there is a lengthy diversion on the controversial issue of whether St
Patrick banished snakes and other venomous beasts from the island.15 Most striking of
all is the description of the famous pilgrimage site of St Patrick’s purgatory. It is the
first site discussed in the chapter headed ‘Of the strange and wonderful places in
Ireland’. The role of Patrick himself in its identification is affirmed, and the solemn
pilgrimage to the cave itself is reported in loving detail: ‘people resort thither even at
this daie for penance, and have reported at their returne estrange visions of paine and
blisse appearing unto them’.16 The attitudes of the Anglo-Irish to such traditional
religious practices were always somewhat ambivalent: cultural distain for the ‘mere
Irish’ and a passionate desire to defend the use of the English language had occasional
impact upon Stanihurst’s judgement of Gaelic religious behaviour. Ireland, he
remarked ‘and especiallie the ruder part, is not stored with… learned men’. If it were,
then by preaching and sincere example, they would introduce that civility common ‘in
other regions’.17 There is no hint that this reformation might extend beyond manners
and morals.
All of this was allowed to stand (uncensored it may be noted) in the second
edition of Holinshed, while following it John Hooker re-translated the early History of
Giraldus Cambrensis, brought the narrative chronicle up to date, and provided a
prefatory dedication to Sir Walter Raleigh that denounced the Irish as having a history
‘barren of good things’ and ‘replenished with actions of bloud, murther and loathsome
outrages’. In the current climate of rebellion he concluded that this was because ‘there
was scarce a God’ known in the land, which in its turn allowed the people to fall prey
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to great ones who had ‘hollow hearts’ and were ‘addicted to papistry’.18 While
Hooker’s detailed evaluation is more nuanced than these strung quotations suggest, it
is shot through with the cultural hostility to all things indigenous that marks the
Elizabethan ‘new Irish’. Hooker’s narrative is informed by a profound conviction that
God’s judgement must light on those who are so stiff-necked in resisting their
sovereign’s authority in state and church.
The English and Scottish texts of Holinshed have none of this overt clash in
material or commentary. If John Stow still had lingering affection for a more catholic
form of faith, it did not reveal itself explicitly in his textual contributions to the 1587
edition – which were first and foremost the addition of documents especially for the
recent history of Elizabeth’s reign.19 This is a subject that still needs exploration, but
my sense is that what can be derived from some of Stow’s texts is a ‘tone’ – in, for
example, the extensive coverage of the deaths of the Catholic martyrs at the time of
the Henrician break with Rome, or the relatively sympathetic description of the
execution of Edmund Campion. Or, to reverse the point, his contributions seem to
lack that voice of Protestant providentialism that characterises some of his colleagues.
It is also worth exploring the possibility that Stow and Foxe were on occasions run
against one another, offering multi-vocal approaches to, for example, the C15th
rebellion of John Oldcastle.20
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The rest essentially utilise two forms of religious discourse when reflecting on
national history. One is the anti-Roman and anti-monastic language that was more or
less an obligation for the Protestant antiquary: the other the construction of a
providentialist discourse. In the first edition Holinshed was willing enough to invoke
these forms of religious sentiment when it suited his purpose: for example he used
from Polydore Vergil the case of a ‘miracle’ of the Rood at Winchester, which spoke
to defend the interests of Dunstan and the monks against the secular clergy. Holinshed
argued that it was thought, even at the time, to be a fraud perpetrated by ambitious
men, and signalled with his marginalia ‘a pretie shift of the monks to disappoint the
priests’.21 It was Holinshed who made all the appropriate noises about the providential
judgement that had made the reign of Mary wretched and brought her sister Elizabeth
to the throne.
But it was Fleming’s revision of the text that established its ‘Protestant’ properties
most decisively. For whereas Holinshed had largely adhered to the tradition of
presenting narrative ‘unvarnished’, offering only the guidance of marginalia and the
briefest of moral observation, Fleming allowed his reviser’s pen luxuriant
commentary from time to time. I must quote a couple of examples to get the flavour,
especially of his vigorous anti-papalism.
Here he is on the role of the papal legate in Henry II’s council following the
invasion of Ireland:
Where we have to note the drift of the pope and all popelings to be far
otherwise than they pretend. For who (unlesse he will be wilfullie ignorant)
knoweth not, that he and his never attempt any thing, but the same beareth the
hew and colour of holinesse and honestie? Hereto tend the sendings out of his
legats and cardinals to make pacifications, to redresse disorders, to appease
tumults, & I wot not what infinit enormities (for he must have his ore in everie
mans bote, his spoone in everie mans dish and his fingers in everie mans pursse)
but the end and scope of all his doings consisteth in this: namelie to set himselfe
21
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above all sovereigntie, to purchase and assure to himselfe an absolute and
supereminent jurisdiction, to rob christian kingdomes, to impoverish churches,
chapels and religious places.22

The contrast between the language of ’77 and ’87 can be pointed effectively in a
passage on the papal collector under Henry III. Holinshed merely remarks:
But to declare all the practises of this the popes agent, as it would be too long and
tedious a processe, so it is nothing stange that these his landloping legates and
Nuncios have their manifold collusions to cousen Christian kingdoms of their
revenues.

To which Fleming adds a colourful passage beginning:
For if they were not furnished with foxlike fraud and woolvish ravine, they were
no fit factors for him, sith it is required that like maister have like man. And
therefore he is aptlie described in the likenesse of a man, head and face excepted,
wherein he resembleth a woolfe; besides that, he is set foorth with a crosiers staffe
in his hand , at the hooke whereof hangeth his Judas pursse…23

However, Holinshed and Fleming are not always so forthright in their commentary
on religious issues. Sometimes they use the division between sacred and civil history
as excuse for limiting their commentaries. On Wicliffe, for example, Holinshed is
predictably critical of his clerical enemies, and has a vigorous swipe at the hostile
views of the chronicler Knighton, but avoids any direct evaluation of the heresy by
referring the reader to Foxe.24 Neither chronicler automatically casts the pope as the
whore of Babylon.
Both chroniclers, for example, are surprisingly restrained about the role of Pope
Gregory and St. Augustine in the coming of Christianity to England. The story as told
by Bede and William of Malmesbury is rehearsed with no adverse criticism of papal

22

Chronicles, 2: 173
Chronicles, 2:401
24
Chronicles, 2: 717-8. The relevant passage begins: ‘as for the popish cleargie, to them not onelie the
sect but also the name of Wickliffe was so odious, that in recording his opinions and sectaries, they
exceed the bounds of all modestie, aggravating such reports as they infer concerning him with more
than hyperbolicall lies’.
23

8

intervention, and Fleming only added to Holinshed’s narrative a positive comment:
‘thus have ye heard in what maner the Englishmen were first brought from
worshipping of false gods, and baptised in the name of the living God by the foresaid
Augustine’.25 The response of William Harrison to the Augustine story is in marked
contrast to that of Holinshed and Fleming. His early history, embedded in the
Description of Britain, condemns the Saxons for their sins, but sees the coming of the
apostle of the English as poisonous. God saw:
the sheepe of his pasture would receive no wholesome fodder, it pleased his
majestie to let them run headlong from one iniquitie to another, in somuch that
after the doctrine of Pelagius, it received that of Rome also, brought in by
Augustine and his monkes, whereby it was to be seene, how they fell from the
truth into heresie, and from one heresie still into another, till at the last they were
drowned altogither in the pits of error digged up by Antichrist.26

This is characteristic of Harrison, who Glyn Parry has taught us to see as a radical
Protestant, deeply committed to a biblical interpretation of the past, and critical of the
lukewarm nature of the Elizabethan Settlement. Harrison was convinced that history
had witnessed a constant struggle between the true and the false church, and his own
agenda was to construct a great English chronology, to show God’s care for his elect
in all ages. Even in the first version of Holinshed Harrison drew very heavily on his
work for the Chronology, and the 1587 text is even more beholden to his unpublished
magnum opus. All of this sat uneasily with the argument that the Chronicles were
secular and not sacred history: Harrison clearly denied the distinction.27
In practice, much of what he wrote in the Descriptions can be classified with little
sense of anachronism as ‘social history’, and he could temper the appeal to scripture
with the observation of an antiquary. In a chapter headed ‘Whether it be likelie that
any giants were, and whether they inhabited in this Ile or not’ he began with ‘the
25
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scriptures, the most sure and certeine ground of all knowledge…which unto the godly
may suffice for sufficient proofe of my position’. But then he proceeded to demolish
most of the sources that spoke of giants living England. 28 Parry sometimes seems to
force his subject into too apocalyptic a frame by reading the Description against his
unpublished MSS.
What I think is important to emphasise is that Harrison’s contribution to the text
allowed him to ride more distinctive hobby-horses than those who had to focus on
chronological narrative. The most visible of these was a concern for the authority of
the clergy. When discussing the Druids, for example, he remarked bitterly that their
immunity from services and tributes, was greater under idolatry ‘than under the
gospell’.29 He took advantage of the formal Renaissance position that sacred history
had precedence over secular to introduce his detailed description of the realm with
two lengthy chapters on the state of the church and its bishops.30 Another was an early
version of the ‘Norman yoke’ theory – cast in predictably providentialist terms. He
saw the Norman Conquest (described usually as conquest by the French) as a
consequence of our refusal of grace ‘offered in time, and would not heare when God
by his Preachers did call us so favourablie unto him’.31
Holinshed constructed a civil history, and there are other forms of multi-vocality
that may be more important than religion when we look closely at the text. I think
religious difference only intermittently destabilises the approach of the Chronicles:
those who compiled it and marketed it must have been aware of the importance of
appealing to the Protestant establishment, of avoiding censure and of pleasing patrons
such as Burghley. If, like Stow, they did not always agree with the party line it was
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wise to concentrate on other issues. And, in the chronicling tradition, when divergent
views of a set of events were expressed they could, without embarrassment, be
juxtaposed on the page.32 It is, nevertheless, valuable to study the implicit and explicit
steers that the editors offered to their elite audiences. As we begin to analyse the texts
more closely, I would expect us to be able to offer a more compelling
disentanglement of our various voices on religion.
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