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Abstract 
 
This thesis uproots the long-standing assumption that English Catholic nuns living in 

exile between 1550 and 1800 produced little or no literature, or at least none worth 

reading. All twenty-four English exilic convents enabled literary production by nuns and 

their confessors. This work focuses on St Monica’s, founded in Louvain in 1609, and the 

English Convent of Nazareth, founded by St Monica’s nuns in Bruges in 1629: both 

houses produced a vibrant body of literature that is exceptional as well as indicative of 

broader English convent culture.  

This thesis extends the bounds of what has been written about convent literature 

by examining the ways in which nuns used and subverted chronicle, epistolary and 

autobiographical genres to achieve complex self-expression. It makes extensive use of 

archival material and offers new and original contributions to the field of early modern 

literature by identifying hitherto anonymous writers and exploring the significance of 

little-known convent texts; analyzing self-writing, chorography and biography by 

anonymous authors (Chapters 1 and 2); reappraising the epistolary discourse of a 

relatively well known author-nun (Chapter 3); exploring the Augustinian self-fashioning 

of a Catholic convert (Chapter 4), and finally, by demonstrating how a nun could use 

chronicles, letters and governance manuals as tools for reform and to accrete and solidify 

her own power (Chapter 5). Taken together, the authors and texts examined here open a 

window onto the richness of convent authorship at St Monica’s and Nazareth and 

suggest ways in which literature from other monastic communities might be approached. 

Questions posed by Fran Dolan (2003) and Sylvia Evangelisti (2007) in their work on 

early modern Catholic women writers and nuns have served as a useful starting point: 

why (to paraphrase) did these women write in the ways they did?  
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Glossary 
 

arc/ark A locked chest or room in which the nuns kept their 
important documents, money and material goods 

Arcaria A nun elected to help the Prioress, Subprioress and 
Procuratrix with the convent financial accounts. From the 
root word ‘arc/ark’. 

‘Augustinian Rule’ Composed by St Augustine c. 400, it was the first ever 
manual for communal Christian life. It is still used today. 

chapter Describing the session in which Prioresses catechized and 
taught the nuns in her community. Some St Monica’s and 
Nazareth nuns read their own translations of devotional 
texts to the community. A sanctioned form of women’s 
teaching. 

choir nun Highest rank of nun. She could vote in all convent elections 
and on business matters. She had to be Latinate in order to 
perform the sung Office. 

clausura Perpetual enclosure within the convent. 

Convictress Someone who had expressed a desire to become a nun 
when she was old enough to take any formal steps in the 
process towards profession. 

‘Customs’ A volume of rules and guidelines developed by the nuns for 
the organization of daily convent life. 

the exile period Defined as c. 1550 to c. 1800, meaning the point from which 
English Catholics undertook exile for the sake of pursuing 
the religious life, up to the time when English religious 
institutions were forced out of continental Europe and back 
to England in the aftermath of the French Revolution. 

exilic Pertaining to exile. 

jubilee Fifty years of profession were celebrated with jubilee 
festivities, often consisting of a sumtuous meal, musical and 
dramatic entertainment. Convents also had jubilees and 
double jubilees to celebrate their foundation.  

lay nun Lowest rank of nun. She could not vote on most matters. 
She did not take vows of clausura and was responsible for 
the bulk of manual labor in the convent. 
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Novice A woman who had taken a preliminary step towards 
becoming a nun. The Noviceship period usually lasted for 
at least one year and served as a time for the nun in training 
to study and try out monastic life. The community also used 
this time to see if they liked her. She would follow the daily 
routine of the choir nuns. The community would eventually 
vote whether or not to admit her. 

Novice Mistress The nun responsible for implementing the education and 
daily routine of the Novices. An important role that 
required the nun to interface with the family and friends of 
Novices. 

‘make trial’ This phrase could refer to the Noviceship period, the 
period before a lay nun took her final vows or to a less 
formal trial-period when a young woman would come to 
the convent to see whether the community and the life were 
a good fit for her. 

Divine Office ‘A non-Eucharistic service for daily use; esp. (in the Roman 
Catholic Church) the daily service of the breviary for each 
of the canonical hours, comprising psalms, collects, and 
lessons which vary with the day’ (‘office’, n1.a, OED). 

pensioners Girls who boarded at the convent. This term could also 
refer to children enrolled at the convent school. 

Prioress At St Monica’s and Nazareth the Prioress was the most 
senior office holder (there was no abbess). She was elected 
by the community and served for life or as long as her 
health allowed. 

Procuratrix/Procuratress A nun elected to manage the convent finances and accounts 
in consort with the Arcaria, Prioress and Subprioress. 

profession day and 
profession vow 

The ceremony at which nuns formally died to the world, 
became spiritually married to Jesus and vowed perpetual 
enclosure and obedience to their Prioress and Archbishop. 
The profession vow was written on vellum by the nun in 
her own hand, and consisted of a promise of obedience and 
perpetual enclosure. (An illiterate nun’s vow was written by 
someone else and signed by her as best she could). 

Scholar The entry level for young women hoping to become nuns, 
this rank was one step below that of Novice. 

School Mistress or 
Mistress of the 
pensioners 

The nun who organized the pensioners’ daily routine. She 
would help them get ready in the mornings, chaperone 
them to mass and class, read to them at mealtimes, teach 
one or more subjects (e.g. languages, mathematics, 
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geography) and offer spiritual guidance. Other tutors, often 
men, were hired to teach dancing, music and art. 

‘Statutes’ A list of rules and prescriptions drawn up by male clerics 
(usually an Archbishop or Bishop) with the nuns and 
formally voted upon and implemented by the convent 
community. 

Subprioress Second in command to the Prioress. 

TS Typescript 

taking the veil or 
profession 

Referring to a number of steps towards formal profession 
(convictress, Novice, choir/lay/white nun). 

viaticum Last rites given to the dying by a priest who hears the 
person’s final confession and then anoints them with oil. 

white nun or converse 
sister 

Usually a nun who was too unwell physically or mentally to 
perform the offices of a choir nun (singing and prayer); or 
someone who was unable to acquire the requisite level of 
Latin to perform the sung Office. These women were part 
of the enclosed community, but usually did not have a vote 
in convent affairs. 
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Introduction 
 

‘Let us trace the lives of these women, beginning with the writers. What 
prompted them to write, which audience were they addressing, and how 
did they project onto the printed page their individual and collective sense 
of self?’1 

 
‘Employing the categories of religious/ethnic identity, gender, and literary 
convention can help to shift the focus from individuals to communities and 
call into question the source and meaning of agency [...] women writers and 
readers might best be understood as members of textual and social 
networks. [...] Questions about literary form—why would one tell this 
woman’s life story like this? and how do those formal choices link this 
story to other stories?—may prove more useful than questions about what 
such texts can teach us about Catholic women’s lived experience.’2  

 
1 Literary culture at St Ursula’s, St Monica’s and Nazareth 

 
This thesis aims to reveal the complexity of convent literature at two particular early 

modern English convents in order to open up new areas of discussion about the writing 

life at all of the English convents in exile (Table 1). In so doing this work participates in 

a nascent scholarly conversation that has begun to grow in the course of the last two 

decades. I have chosen two convents with close ties to one another in order to 

demonstrate that even communities that shared governance documents, printed and 

manuscript works, and whose members occasionally transferred between houses, could 

still cultivate profoundly different literary environments from one another. There are 

commonalities between the exilic houses, but each developed its own literary culture and 

each of these is worthy of study. This thesis offers a series of strategies for approaching 

genres that we commonly find in the English convent archives and family papers with 

items from nuns—chronicles, auto/biographies, letters, devotional manuals and 

governance manuals—and I suggest new ways of unpacking and analyzing the authorial 

 
1 S. Evangelisti, Nuns: A History of Convent Life 1450–1700 (Oxford: OUP, 2007), p. 68. 
2 F.E. Dolan, ‘Reading, Work, and Catholic Women’s Biographies’, English Literary Renaissance, 33 (2003), 
328–57 (pp. 356–7). 
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strategies of enclosed women. What did these cloistered voices have to say? How do 

nuns’ texts bear on the wider field of English literature?  

During the mid- to late-sixteenth century English women who wanted to pursue 

the religious life tended to join continental convents because there were few all-English 

foundations. After Margaret Clement, in religion Margaret (1539–1612; LA058; Plate 1), 

became the first English Prioress of the Flemish convent of St Ursula’s in Louvain 

(Plate 2), more than thirty women joined that community and eventually decided to 

found the English convent called St Monica’s in the same city (Plate 3).3 St Monica’s was 

founded in 1609 with the help of English and Flemish Catholic patrons. The English 

Convent of Bruges called Nazareth was founded by St Monica’s nuns in 1629 once their 

convent became too full (Plate 4 and Plate 5). 

No written sources by English nuns are known to survive from St Ursula’s, 

which was closed during the French Revolution, at which point the convent records 

were dispersed. St Monica’s and Nazareth suffered material losses during the French 

Revolution too, but as English filiations they fared somewhat better. Even so, in their 

rush to leave the country the St Monica’s nuns were forced to leave many of their 

documents behind. Among these documents were probably their original chronicle 

manuscripts, some of the nuns’ financial accounts and most of their devotional literature. 

The Nazareth community, by contrast, managed to hide their sacred silver and precious 

manuscripts and books before the Revolution, and later bought back most of their 

property, art and furnishings from a government auction with the help of local friends 

and patrons. A stone memorial in the Nazareth cloisters explains that the convent was 

secured by Catherine Darrell, in religion Mary Olivia (1738/9–1802; BA070), who 

 
3 See Appendix 1, V. Van Hyning, ‘Clement, Margaret (1539–1612)’, ODNB, forthcoming. 
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remained behind while the rest of the community returned to England (Plate 6).4 Due to 

the fact that it was secured during the Revolution Nazareth appears today much as it did 

in the Eighteenth Century (after a period of building and expansion, details in Chapter 5) 

which is rather fortuitous given that Nazareth is the only continental English convent 

from the exile period that is operating in situ (the Carmelite convent called Hoogstraten 

in Maryland is also still open). Nazareth’s buildings, grounds, archives, paintings, sacred 

silver, textiles and library in Bruges are some of the best preserved examples of exilic 

English Catholic culture available to scholars today. In contrast, St Monica’s, like St 

Ursula’s, suffered great losses: the convent buildings were never recovered, though some 

are still standing, and many manuscripts and printed materials were lost. Any documents 

that might have been confiscated during the Revolution and held in the state archives (as 

was common practice with English monastic holdings taken by the French) would have 

been lost due to severe bombing during WWI and WWII. 

 All was not lost, however. The St Monica’s nuns took many of their books with 

them to England in 1794 and these are now housed at Douai Abbey Archive. Others 

made their way into the Belgian book market in the Twentieth Century. One of these, 

which I designate Nazareth MS ‘St Monica’s Miscellany’, also happens to be one of the 

oldest surviving St Monica’s volumes, probably dating to the second quarter of the 

Seventeenth Century.5 It consists of sixty-four paper pages bound in velum and contains 

information about what the nuns wore, ink recipes, a book list, a list of masses the nuns 

heard and performed during the year, some of their choir music and a list of ‘Customs’ 

which were rules designed by the nuns to regulate their everyday lives as a community 

 
4 A description of the nuns sending their goods away and hiding them in the convent is found in Nazareth, 
MS ‘BC, 1729–93’, pp. 348–51. A description of their return to Bruges and the recovery of their 
belongings is found in Nazareth, MS ‘BC, 1794–1818’, see esp. p. 159; see also F. Young, ‘Mother Mary 
More and the Exile of the Augustinian Canonesses of Bruges in England: 1794–1802’, Recusant History, 27 
(2004), 86–102. 
5 Nazareth, MS R.M.A. IV, ‘St Monica’s Miscellany’ [n.d]. was purchased by Baron René de Browne of 
Antwerp for 560 Belgian francs and donated to Nazareth in 1933, according to a note attached to the front 
paste-down paper. 
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(Plates 7–13). Not only does the volume shed light on diverse aspects of life at St 

Monica’s in the Seventeenth Century, it also reveals that the Nazareth nuns were 

esteemed and valued by Flemish locals well into the Twentieth Century (a theme that I 

shall discuss in Chapters 2 and 5 of this thesis). I make this statement both on the basis 

of Nazareth’s survival into the Twenty-first Century, and because of the inscription in 

the ‘St Monica’s Miscellany’ volume which reveals that it was purchased at auction in 

1933 by the father of two former pupils of the Nazareth convent school who gave it as a 

token of his appreciation to the nuns of Nazareth.  

The ‘St Monica’s Miscellany’ booklist (Plate 8–10) is invaluable for its record of 

now-lost titles from the St Monica’s library. It notes, for example: ‘The Life of B. 

Thomas de Kempest is the es 25. of July’; ‘The day of Sir Tohomas More is Upon the 6 

of July and we read L his death’; a ‘great booke’ of sermons ‘of Sister M. Althams 

writing’; ‘A sermon Upon the 3 Sunday in advent as yet in a hard hand’.6 This list 

indicates that the nuns used print and manuscript volumes for individual as well as 

communal consumption. We know from other ‘Customs’ documents written throughout 

the exile period that nuns were expected to read individually, as well as to listen to texts 

read aloud during communal work- and meal-times (a practice still observed at many 

monastic communities today including Nazareth and Douai).7  

The story of this little manuscript is indicative of the bigger story of how the St 

Monica’s and Nazareth nuns conducted their daily lives in exile, what they read and 

wrote, and how they interacted with their patrons. The themes of loss and recovery, the 

English nuns’ integration with their local community, their interest in Flemish and 
 
6 ‘St Monica’s Miscellany’, pp. 4–6. Mary Altham, in religion Mary (1609–61; LA004) professed at St 
Monica’s in 1616 and transferred to Nazareth in 1629 meaning that ‘St Monica’s Miscellany’ could not 
have been compiled before 1616. 
7 The Sepulchrine nun Susan Hawley, in religion Mary of the Conception (1622–1706; LS101) hitherto 
anonymous author of Brief Relation of the Order and Institute, of the English Religious Women at Liège ([Liège]: 
1652) who has recently been identified by C. Bowden, gives a list of the nuns’ daily activities which reveals 
the extent to which reading was incorporated into the convent routine. Bowden recently presented on this 
topic at a colloquium at Queen Mary University London ‘Reading, Writing and Religion, 1660–1830’, [7 
December 2013]. She has identified Hawley on the basis of her hand.  
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English texts and their work to produce their own texts and music are all reflected in this 

single book.  

Three kinds of governance document structured the life of the convent: the 

‘Augustinian Rule’, the ‘Statutes’ or ‘Constitutions’ and the ‘Customs’. A volume of 

‘Customs’ from Nazareth explains how these documents relate to one another:  

Saint Bernard compairs our rules to the green sprouts of a vine, our 
constitutions to the flowers, use & customes to the fruit Our rule commands us 
to be of one heart & mind, our statutes & customs exhort us to observe one & 
the same thing in our exteriour carriage which uniformity of manners is the 
beauty of a religious house.8 

 

The nuns read these documents communally and individually each year and the 

‘Customs’ and ‘Statutes’ were regularly updated. Nuns lived within a relatively rigid 

environment in which their time was carefully structured and their activities monitored 

and prescribed. Reading and writing were regulated, as were the times of prayer, work, 

sleep, meals, recreation and exercise. Just as the nuns held their money and goods in 

common, they also held their books in common.9 Anyone wishing to borrow a book 

from the communal library had to sign her name in the volume: several hundred pre-

1800 books in the Nazareth library bear such signatures. Plate 14 provides an image 

from the front flyleaf of a volume of Ignatius Loyola’s Spiritual Exercises translated into 

French (1673) that was once owned by Prioress Mary Bedingfield, in religion Mary 

(1630–93; BA019), the fourth Prioress of Nazareth. This volume bears an inscription 

dating to 1890 that indicates that it was once housed at the Priory of Our Lady 

(descended from St Monica’s) formerly at Heyward’s Heath and that it was not to be 

given away. The volume also bears the stamp of the library at Nazareth where it now 

resides. This single volume reveals something of the interactions between Nazareth and 

 
8 ‘St Monica’s Miscellany’, p. unnumbered.  
9 C. Walker explores the significance of this fact in ‘“Spiritual Property: The English Benedictine Nuns of 
Cambrai and the Dispute over the Baker Manuscripts”’, in Women, Property and the Letters of the Law in Early 
Modern England, ed. by N.E. Wright, M.W. Ferguson, and A. R. Buck (London: University of Toronto 
Press, 2004), pp. 237–55. 
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St Monica’s nuns over the exile period and beyond, and also provides evidence that they 

were interested in the material effects of their former members, and Prioresses in 

particular. The significance of other signed volumes is discussed in Chapters 4 and 5 of 

this thesis.  

Convent libraries were carefully cultivated and catalogued internally, and they 

were also subject to scrutiny by male clerics ranging from Roman papal nuncios, 

Archbishops and Bishops to house confessors who could remove books or excise parts 

of them.10 A ‘Bruges Chronicle’ entry for 1703 relates that the Archbishop of Bruges 

asked for ‘a catalogue of our Books, which was afterwards sent to him, but he did not 

forbid any of them’.11 As we shall see in Chapter 3, nuns’ letter-writing activities were 

carefully monitored by the house confessor and the Prioress: nuns could only write to 

friends and family once or twice a year and their incoming and outgoing post was read 

by the Prioress. In contrast, other genres of convent literature seem not to have been 

pre- or proscribed at all: chronicles were begun many years after the foundation of each 

community, apparently due to the interest and enthusiasm of individuals whose work 

was sometimes carried on and sometimes put to one side.  

Nuns created a dynamic body of literature and consumed many works in 

English, French and Latin from Antiquity to their present day. As we shall see in 

Chapter 1 they were also deeply influenced by what they read before arriving in the 

convent, and it is clear that their earlier reading habits and experiences could not be 

erased on entry to the convent. Convent authors thus had one foot in the world and one 

in the cloister.  

 
10 A particularly explosive controversy concerning Benedictine nuns and the books of their one-time 
spiritual advisor Augustine Baker, OSB (1575–1641; ODNB) can be traced in letters to and from them 
which were intercepted by John Thurloe (bap. 1616, d. 1668; ODNB), an agent of Oliver Cromwell (1599–
1658; ODNB), during the 1650s. The letters clearly state the nuns’ refusal to hand over their books, even 
though they were threatened with excommunication. See V. Van Hyning, ‘Convent Controversy and 
Intercepted Letters from Cambrai and Paris: “We are now brought into most narrow straites”’, in ECIE, 
1600–1800, ed. by N. Hallett and others (London: P&C, 2012) III: Life Writing, pp. 285–94. 
11 Nazareth, TS ‘BC, 1629–1729’, p. 222. 
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2 States of play 

2.1 The feminist revival 

Feminist scholars working in the 1980s and 1990s identified and recovered many of 

Virginia Woolf’s much-lamented ‘Judith Shakespeares’, women who penned in obscurity 

and died without fame.12 In so doing, they radically expanded the borders of literature 

and history, and altered our understanding of literary production, genre and authorship. 

Yet Catholic women writers were largely overlooked in favor of Protestants and 

dissenters, and they have only relatively recently begun to be included in anthologies of 

women’s writing and wider discussions of early modern literature spanning the religio-

political and class spectra.13 Likewise, anonymous authors have largely been excluded 

from the feminist revival. 

The initial exclusion of Catholic women from early modern studies stems in part 

from a widespread belief among scholars (not just feminists, and not all feminists) in the 

Twentieth Century that Catholicism was (and/or is) a misogynistic, anti-enlightenment 

force that either discouraged women from reading and writing or encouraged them in 

 
12 Anthologies of women’s writing and collections of essays about their work were particularly important 
in the early stages of recovery. Her Own Life: Autobiographical Writings by Seventeenth-century Englishwomen, ed. 
by E. Graham and others (London: Routledge, 1989) includes extracts from a range of women writers and 
set the stage for the following series: ‘The Other Voice in Early Modern Europe Series’ founded in 1993 
with the University of Chicago, and now owned by the University of Toronto; OUP’s cross-period 
‘Women Writers in English, 1350–1850 Series’ (also started in 1993); Ashgate’s ‘Early Modern English 
Woman: A Facsimile Library of Essential Works’ series (1996) and ‘Women and Gender in the Early 
Modern World’ (started in 1999). 
13 See for instance D. Booy’s Personal Disclosures: An Anthology of Self-writings from the Seventeenth Century, Early 
Modern Englishwoman, 1500–1750 (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2001); J. Daybell, Early Modern Women’s Letter 
Writing, 1450–1700 (Basingstoke and New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2001) which includes Catholic, 
Protestant and Dissenting letter-writers; P. Demers, Women’s Writing in English: Early Modern England 
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2005); and M.E. Wiesner-Hanks, Women and Gender in Early Modern 
Europe, New Approaches to European History, 3rd edn (Cambridge, MA.: CUP, 2008). Her Own Life does 
include extracts from the trial of Mary Carleton, née Moders (1634x42–73; ODNB), an imposter and thief 
who was hanged at Tyburn and who confessed to a Catholic priest before her death, pp. 129–44.  
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such a way as to proscribe their creativity and authorial power.14 This view is simplistic 

and crumbles in the face of archival evidence and recent research such as my own. 

The absence of English nuns from the early feminist recovery, and from early 

modern studies more broadly, is particularly striking given the sheer volume of surviving 

convent literature and the fact that these female communities afforded women a great 

deal of freedom in their artistic and literary endeavors. Whereas nearly every act of 

prayer, what nuns ate, how they kept their cells, where and when they could speak and 

what kinds of work they could undertake were mapped out, very little is said in the 

governance manuals dictating what they could or could not write about.  

This thesis explores how convent authors and their associates used diverse 

genres to achieve sophisticated literary and autobiographical expression, and demands 

that we consider nuns’ literary production within the specific environs of the convent as 

well as within the larger context of early modern literary production. Several of the 

authors examined here penned anonymously and it is my hope that the strategies 

proposed herein for analyzing their work  will be of use to scholars within and beyond 

my current area of investigation. This thesis progresses chronologically through the exile 

period, and also from manuscript to print production. Each chapter considers a different 

aspect of convent authorship, often through the vehicle of a particular genre or genres 

and/or a single author.  

  
2.2 Countering the narrative of Protestant hegemony  

The exclusion of Catholic women writers from literary and historical investigation in the 

academic mainstream was also part of a larger twentieth-century historical narrative of 

Protestant hegemony which was predicated on the supposed inevitability of the decline 

of Catholic practice in Europe and the rise of the individual. Too often the fact that 
 
14 See for instance L. Jardine, Still Harping on Daughters: Women and Drama in the Age of Shakespeare (Brighton: 
Harvester; Totawa: Barnes & Noble, 1983) in which she criticizes Sir Thomas More for his educational 
program for his daughters and female wards.  
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literacy increased in Britain during the Seventeenth Century is implicitly or explicitly 

equated with the rise of Protestantism and the wane of Catholicism. As John Bossy, 

Eamon Duffy, Christopher Haigh, Gabriel Glickman, Michael Questier, Alison Shell, 

Alexandra Walsham and others have robustly demonstrated, this view of history and 

literacy is myopic and unsubtle.15 Scholars in the generation after Bossy’s attempted to 

bring post-medieval Catholicism into the mainstream by questioning narratives of 

Protestant hegemony while also interrogating the narrative of Catholic beleaguerment. 

Duffy writes:  

Catholic history, as it has been written by Catholics, has been constantly plagued 
by a sort of historical myopia, a lack of proportion in which ‘the sufferings of our 
Catholic forefathers’ (read Morris [see below]) have been wrenched out of the 
context of the wider community, to which even Catholics belonged.16  

 

William Sheils has further complicated the Protestant good/Catholic bad paradigm in his 

pioneering studies in which he demonstrates that early modern Britain was a genuinely 

heterogeneous religious environment with a greater degree of tolerance than early 

modern polemical writing or nineteenth- and twentieth- century scholarship tends to 

allow.17 

While each of these scholars has done a great deal to establish the significance of 

early modern English Catholicism, none of them have focused in any detail (if at all) on 

 
15 See Bossy’s groundbreaking English Catholic Community 1570–1850 (London: Darton, Longman & Todd, 
1975; repr. 1979); Duffy, The Stripping of the Altars: Traditional Religion in England c. 1400–c. 1580 (London: 
YUP, 1992); C. Haigh, Reformation and Resistance in Tudor Lancashire (London: CUP, 1975) and The English 
Reformation Revised (Cambridge: CUP, 1987); G. Glickman, The English Catholic Community 1688–1745: 
Politics, Culture and Ideology, Studies in Early Modern Culture, Politics and History, 7 (Woodbridge: Boydell 
& Brewer, 2009); M. Questier, Conversion, Politics and Religion in England, 1580–1625 (Cambridge: CUP, 1996; 
See esp. A. Shell, Catholicism, Controversy and the English Imagination, 1558–1660 (Cambridge: CUP, 1999) and 
Oral Culture and Catholicism in Early Modern England (Cambridge: CUP, 2007) which contains a helpful 
overview of the rise and fall of the narrative of Protestant hegemony in the Twentieth Century. For an 
interesting example of a scholar who changed her views about Protestant hegemony and Catholic 
continuity over time see Walsham, Church Papists: Catholicism, Conformity and Confessional Polemic in Early 
Modern England (Woodbridge: Boydell & Brewer, 1993; repr. 1999), esp. the introduction to the 1999 
reprint, p. xii. 
16 Duffy, ‘“Over the Wall”’: Converts from Popery in Eighteenth Century England’, Downside Review, 94 
(1976), 1–25 (p.25), quoted in Glickman, English Catholic Community 1688–1745, p. 3. 
17 See W. Sheils, The English Reformation, 1530–1570 (London: Longman, 1989). Sheils’ work has been 
celebrated in Getting Along? Religious Identities and Confessional Relations in Early Modern England: Essays in 
Honour of Professor W.J. Sheils, ed. by N. Lewycky and A. Morton (Farnham: Ashgate, 2012).  
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women’s contributions to Catholic culture. By focusing on English nuns and their 

literary production, my thesis thus builds upon and fundamentally moves beyond the 

work of these pioneering scholars. On the whole, I am less frequently in conversation 

with Duffy et al, and more often in conversation with scholars working on the English 

convents in exile, with whom I share a common aim: to evaluate the richness and variety 

of early modern English convent culture.  

 
2.3 Convent studies 

2.3.1 English exilic convent studies 

 
There is something of a renaissance underway concerning the English nuns in exile. It is 

being led by members of the Who were the nuns? Project and the extended circle of 

scholars associated with the History of Women Religious in Britain and Ireland Network 

(H-WRBI). Caroline Bowden and James Kelly, the principal investigators for the 

WWTN? Project, have produced three publications in collaboration with a host of other 

scholars. First, a prosopographical database of early modern English nuns which 

includes an entry for each woman; descriptions of all the exile period convents, their 

locations and dates of foundation; an archives calendar mapping the whereabouts of 

exilic collections, as well as family trees and some statistical analysis of where in Britain 

and Ireland individual convents tended to recruit members from.18 Second, a six volume 

edition that brings little-known writings by and about nuns to light and makes available 

many texts that have never been published before.19 Third, an interdisciplinary collection 

 
18 WWTN? ‘Convent Notes’ gives information about each house 
<http://wwtn.history.qmul.ac.uk/about/convent-notes/index.html> This list includes the Mary Wards 
sisters, but data about their individual members are not included in the database because theirs was an 
active order modelled on the Society of Jesus, as opposed to an enclosed order. They are not included in 
the figure of twenty-four convents in exile. The archives calendar is available for download 
<http://wwtn.history.qmul.ac.uk/publications/pdfs/ArchiveCalendarfinal2.pdf> [accessed 9 December 
2012]. 
19 The English Convents in Exile, 1600–1800, ed. by C. Bowden and others, 6 vols (London: P&C, 2012–
2013). 
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of essays that reveals the vibrancy of literary, musical and artistic production within and 

around the exilic convents.20 I have had the pleasure of contributing to all three 

resources. 

Before WWTN? got underway there was a small but growing number of scholars 

working on the English nuns in exile. In the main, the first wave of scholarship was put 

forward by historians such as Bowden whose work includes valuable articles about nuns’ 

epistolary networks, political activities, convent schools and national identity formation.21 

Another early contributor to the field of exile period convent studies is the historian 

Claire Walker whose monograph and numerous articles have alerted us to the ways in 

which nuns engaged in politics in Britain and within their continental localities.22 

Walker’s monograph clearly outlines the divisions and overlaps between the ‘active’ and 

‘contemplative’ lives of nuns, meaning their teaching, artistic and literary production and 

their lives of prayer. Using a wealth of archival materials she reveals many of the 

practical aspects of convent maintenance, finances and governance which are 

fundamental to our current understanding of the English convents. Anyone working on 

the English convents in exile is deeply indebted to both Bowden and Walker. 

In addition to engaging with the ground-breaking efforts of these historians my 

thesis builds on the important work of literary scholars such as Nicky Hallett whose 

editions and essays about Carmelite nuns’ writing offer valuable models of approaching 

 
20 The English Convents in Exile, 1600–1800: Communities, Culture and Identity, ed. by C. Bowden and J. Kelly, 
Catholic Christendom, 1300–1700 (Farnham: Ashgate, 2013). 
21 Of particular relevance to this thesis are Bowden, ‘Women as Intermediaries: An Example of the Use of 
Literacy in the Late Sixteenth and Early Seventeenth Centuries’, History of Education, 22 (1993), 215–23; 
‘The English Convents in Exile and Questions of National Identity, 1600–1688’, in Emigrants and Exiles 
from the Three Kingdoms in Europe, 1603–1688, ed. by David Worthington (Leiden: Brill, 2009), pp. 297–314; 
‘Collecting the Lives of Early Modern Women Religious: Obituary Writing and the Development of 
Collective Memory and Corporate Identity’, Women’s History Review, Special Issue: Collecting Women’s 
Lives Volume 19, Issue 1 (2010) <http://www.informaworld.com/smpp/title~content=t716100726> 
[accessed 26 May 2013]. 
22 C. Walker’s pioneering work includes, but is not limited to, Gender and Politics in Early Modern Europe: 
English Convents in France and the Low Countries, Early Modern History: Society and Culture (Basingstoke: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2003) and ‘“Doe not supose me a well mortifyed Nun dead to the world”: Letter-
Writing in Early Modern English Convents’, in Early Modern Women’s Letter Writing, 1450–1700, ed. by J. 
Daybell (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2001), pp. 159–176. 
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early modern convent texts from a literary perspective. Her analyses combine sensitivity 

to the nuns’ particular historical moment and convent environment with critical 

seriousness and rigor. My work is particularly indebted to Hallett’s studies of nuns’ 

anonymous authorship and the effects of women’s reading before they entered the 

convent.23 I have also had the pleasure of exchanging forthcoming work and reading the 

published articles of Jaime Goodrich and Jenna Lay.24 Goodrich successfully analyzes 

what I will call ‘lost’ women writers, such as translators and anonymous authors, whose 

authorial status is often marginalized. Most of her subjects are from the Benedictine, 

Franciscan and Dominican convents. Lay has gone further than most scholars working 

on the English convents to locate nuns’ writing alongside more canonical authors such 

as John Donne and Robert Southwell.25 Her work, which focuses on the Bridgettines, 

Benedictines and Augustinians, is also valuable for its exploration of nuns’ writing 

alongside that of recusant men and women. She convincingly demonstrates the ways in 

which lay Catholics shared a poetic discourse with convent authors. The editorial work, 

books and articles of Laurence Lux-Sterritt provide sensitive theological and literary 

readings of Benedictine, Ursuline and Mary Ward sisters, while the editorial work and 

articles of Heather Wolfe bring new texts to light and reveal much about the manuscript 

 
23 Hallett, Lives of Spirit: English Carmelite Self-Writing of the Early Modern Period, The Early Modern 
Englishwoman: 1500–1750 (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2007); Witchcraft, Exorcism, and the Politics of Possession in a 
Seventeenth-Century Convent: ‘How Sister Ursula Was Once Bewiched and Sister Margaret Twice’, The Early Modern 
Englishwoman, 1500–1750 (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2007); ‘Philip Sidney in the Cloister: The Reading Habits 
of English Nuns in Seventeenth-Century Antwerp’, Journal for Early Modern Cultural Studies, 12 (2012), 88–
116; ‘Shakespeare’s Sisters: Anon and the Authors in Early Modern Convents’, in ECIE, 1600–1800: 
Communities, Culture and Identity, ed. by C. Bowden and J. Kelly, Catholic Christendom, 1300–1700 
(Farnham: Ashgate, 2013), pp. 139–58; and The Senses in Religious Communities, 1600–1800: Early Modern 
‘Convents of Pleasure’, Women and Gender in the Early Modern World (Farnham: Ashgate, 2013). 
24 Goodrich, ‘Thomas More and Margaret More Roper: A Case for Rethinking Women’s Participation in 
the Early Modern Public Sphere’, The Sixteenth Century Journal, 39 (2009), 1021–40; ‘Translating Lady Mary 
Percy: Authorship and Authority among the Brussels Benedictines’, in English Convents in Exile, 1600–1800: 
Communities, Culture and Identity, Catholic Christendom, 1300–1700 (Farnham: Ashgate, 2013), pp. 109–22; 
and Faithful Translators: Authorship, Gender, and Religion in Early Modern England (Evanston, IL.: Northwestern 
University Press, forthcoming). 
25 Lay, ‘The Literary Lives of Nuns: Crafting Identities Through Exile’, in ECIE, 1600–1800: Communities, 
Culture and Identity, pp. 71–86 and ‘Recusant Poetics: Catholic Women’s Literary Communities’, in Beyond 
the Cloister: Catholic English Women and Early Modern Literary Culture (forthcoming; private correspondence, 
email to the author, 21 July, 2013). 
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culture of the Benedictine convents.26 These scholars have paved the way for new literary 

analyses of convent literature, and my work would not be possible without all that they 

have done and continue to do.  

 

2.3.2 European Convent Studies 

This thesis has been influenced by studies of medieval and early modern European 

convent literature and history, in addition to recent work on the English convents.27 

Chapters 1, 2 and 5 of this thesis treat of the ‘Louvain Chronicle’ and ‘Bruges Chronicle’ 

(in addition to other texts), and draw on the foundational and significant work of 

historians Kate Lowe, Charlotte Woodford and Anne Winston-Allen, whose respective 

historical foci on convent chronicles from Italy, Germany and the Low Countries offer 

useful models for analysing historical genres and convent literary culture more broadly. 

Chapters 1, 2 and 5 of ‘Cloisted Voices’ expands our current understanding of early 

modern convent chronicles by revealing further complexities of convent authorship. I 

also challenge much of the small body of existing scholarship about the ‘Louvain 

Chronicle’ and suggest new ways in which we can approach the text.  

 
26L. Lux-Sterritt, Redefining Female Religious Life: French Ursulines and English Ladies in Seventeenth-Century 
Catholicism, Catholic Christendom, 1300-1700 (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2005); ECIE, 1600–1800, ed. by L. 
Lux-Sterritt (2012), II: Spirituality and Lux-Sterritt C. Mangion, eds, Gender, Catholicism and Spirituality: 
Women and the Roman Catholic Church in Britain and Europe 1200–1900 (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2011); See H. Wolfe, ‘The Scribal Hands and Dating of Lady Falkland: Her Life’, in English Manuscript 
Studies, 1100–1700: Writings by Early Modern Women, ed. by P. Beal and J. Griffiths (Oxford: Blackwell, 
2000), 187–217; Elizabeth Cary, Lady Falkland, Life and Letters (Tempe: ACRMS with RETS, 2001) and 
‘Reading Bells and Loose Papers: Reading and Writing Practices of the English Benedictine Nuns of 
Cambrai and Paris’, in Early Modern Women’s Manuscript Writing: Selected Papers from the Trinity/Trent 
Colloquium, ed. by V.E. Burke and J. Gibson (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2004). 
27 C. Van Wyhe, ed., Female Monasticism in Early Modern Europe: An Interdisciplinary View, Catholic 
Christendom, 1300–1700 (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2008); C. Woodford, Nuns as Historians in Early Modern 
Germany (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2002); J. Bilinkoff, Related Lives: Confessors and Their Female Penitents, 
1450–1750 (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2005); ‘Confession, Gender, Life-writing: Some Cases 
(Mainly) from Spain’, in Penitence in the Age of Reformations, ed. by K. Jackson Lualdi and A.T. Thayer 
(Aldershot: Ashgate, 2000), pp. 169–83; C. Harline, The Burdens of Sister Margaret: Inside a Seventeenth Century 
Convent, Abridged edition (New Haven, CT: YUP, 2000); K. Lowe, Nuns’ Chronicles and Convent Culture in 
Renaissance and Counter-Reformation Italy (Cambridge: CUP, 2003) and A. Winston-Allen, Convent Chronicles: 
Women Writing About Women and Reform in the Late Middle Ages (University Park: Pennsylvania State 
University Press, 2004), esp. chaps 5 and 6, pp. 169–238. 
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Winston-Allen’s meticulous study of late medieval German and Low Country 

convents is particularly valuable for its focus on the correlation between monastic 

reform and literary activity and for her engagement with some of the most significant 

early scholarship concerning late medieval and early modern women’s writing, such as 

‘did women have a renaissance?’ as per Joan Kelly-Gadol’s seminal essay of that title.28 

Winston-Allen was one of the first scholars to extend this question to convent authors. 

Her monograph traces the development of literary culture at convents that undertook 

reform within the pan-European Observant Reform movement in the Fourteenth and 

Fifteenth centuries. She argues that reform led to an ‘intense flowering of scribal, literary, 

and religious activity focused on the production of texts in Latin and especially the 

vernacular’.29 The reformed convents Winston-Allen studies include Diepenveen 

(founded in 1400 in the Low Countries), the direct antecedent of St Ursula’s convent in 

Louvain where the English nuns who went on to found St Monica’s first professed in 

the mid- to late-sixteenth century. It is likely that the flourishing of literary activity that 

took place at Diepenveen, and the distinct economic and educational advantages of 

reform at that convent would have filtered down to St Ursula’s and probably to St 

Monica’s. The first English woman to serve as Prioress of St Ursula’s was Margaret 

Clement (LA058), a descendent of Sir Thomas More (1478–1535; ODNB).30 She learned 

Flemish at a young age and undoubtedly had access to many of the manuscript lives and 

chronicles about which Winston-Allen writes. She is depicted by her fellow English nun 

and biographer, Elizabeth Shirley, in religion Elizabeth (p. 1596; d. 1641; LA229; 

ODNB), as a reformer in much the same way as her Flemish predecessors at St Ursula’s 

and Diepenveen were.  

 
28 Convent Chronicles, see esp. chaps 5 and 6, pp. 169–238, and J. Kelly-Gadol, ‘Did Women Have a 
Renaissance?’ in Becoming Visible: Women in European History, ed. by R. Bridenthal and C. Koonz (Boston: 
Houghton Mifflin, 1977), pp. 137–64. 
29 Ibid., p.169. 
30 See Appendix 1.  
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Diepenveen, St Ursula’s, St Monica’s, Nazareth and all of their offshoots are part 

of what is known as the reformed Common Life Congregation of Windesheim, which 

was founded by Jan Van Ruusbroec (also known as John Ruysbroeck, 1293–1381; CE). 

The spiritual and textual inheritance of Windesheim at St Monica’s and Nazareth has 

been documented and celebrated by the twentieth-century Nazareth nun-historian C.S. 

Durrant, and it is not my aim to reiterate her work here.31 It is notable, however, that ‘St 

Monica’s Miscellany’, with which I opened this introduction, lists books by Windeshiem 

authors such as Thomas à Kempis (1379/80–1471; CE) as well as about English writers 

and subjects, such as Sir Thomas More and Bishop John Fisher (c.1469–1535; ODNB).32 

Although Windesheim texts and spirituality do not directly form part of my current 

investigation it is worth bearing in mind that St Monica’s and Nazareth could claim 

connections to an unbroken continental tradition of Catholic practice through St 

Ursula’s, and to an English tradition through Margaret Clement and her unofficial 

guardian, the nun Elizabeth Woodford, in religion Elizabeth (p. 1519, d. 1572; LA308), 

who professed at Burnham Abbey in England in 1519 and who joined St Ursula’s in 

Louvain after the dissolution. She was helped into exile by the Clements and died at St 

Ursula’s in 1572.  

As Durrant has shown, the St Monica’s and Nazareth nuns were self-consciously 

English (as we see in their chronicles) and hoped to return to a reconverted England 

some day. Yet they were also part of a thriving Tridentine continental Catholic tradition. 

As we shall see in Chapters 2 and 5 of this thesis, this dual inheritance informed the 

Augustinian nuns’ relationships with Flemish locals, and these relationships in turn 

 
31 See Durrant, A Link Between Flemish Mystics and English Martyrs (London: Burns, Oates and Washbourne, 
1925). Twentieth-century members of Nazareth undertook an English and French translation of the 
Diepenveen convent chronicle. A typescript is held at Nazareth, but the edition was not published. I 
believe theirs is the only English/French translation in existence. Winston-Allen was not aware of this 
translation.  
32 Nazareth MS R.M.A. IV, ‘St Monica’s Miscellany’, pp. 4–6.  
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shaped several chroniclers’ sense of themselves and their community in terms of their 

socio-economic status and relationship with their host city.  

 

2.4 Nineteenth- and twentieth-century Catholic scholarship and editions 

While English exilic convent literature had garnered little attention within academia until 

recently, some of it had been edited and available in the public domain for more than a 

century, including several texts from St Monica’s and Nazareth.33 One partial explanation 

for this phenomenon is that the Catholic editors and scholars who first identified and 

published these works often presented them as sources of devotion and exemplars of 

faith.34 John Morris, the first person to edit and print two of the texts that feature in this 

thesis: ‘The Life of Mother Margaret Clement’, by Sister Elizabeth Shirley, and extracts 

from the anonymously authored ‘Louvain Chronicle’ (two of the earliest texts known to 

survive from St Monica’s), exemplified this approach. Morris believed that early modern 

texts such as the ‘Life’ and ‘Louvain Chronicle’ had the power to connect his Catholic 

contemporaries with the suffering of recusants and exiles of past centuries. He writes 

‘the seventeenth century is not far from us; in some sense it is nearer to us than the 

eighteenth. If any of its troubles should return upon us, may we show that, with the 

faith, we have inherited the courage of our Catholic Forefathers’.35  

These kinds of characterizations of early modern Catholics as spiritual parents to 

future generations all but guaranteed they would be incorporated into Catholic 

 
33 Convent documents including chronicles (also called histories, records and annals); obituary books and 
biographies appeared in early volumes of the CRS series, but the society moved away from convent 
literature early in the Twentieth Century.  
34 See especially The Troubles of Our Catholic Forefathers Related by Themselves, ed. by J. Morris, 3 vols (London: 
Burns and Oates, 1872–85). Morris also edited one of Prioress Lucy Herbert’s devotional volumes (see 
Chapter 5) The Devotions of the Lady Lucy Herbert of Powis, Formerly Prioress of the Augustinian Nuns at Bruges, ed. 
by J. Morris (London: Burns and Oates, 1873). For texts concerning St Monica’s and Nazareth see A. 
Hamilton’s two editions of the ‘Louvain Chronicle’: ‘Records of the English Canonesses Regular of St 
Augustin’, Poor Souls Friend and St Joseph’s Monitor, published monthly between April 1901 (X.2) and 
November 1908 (XVI.9); and The Chronicle of the English Augustinian Canonesses Regular of the Lateran, at St. 
Monica’s in Louvain (now at St. Augustine’s Priory, Newton Abbot, Devon) 1548–1644, 2 vols (Edinburgh and 
London: Sands & Co. ltd., 1904–1906); and Link.  
35 Troubles (1872), I, ‘Preface’, p. x. 
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confessional scholarship, while simultaneously ensuring their near-complete exclusion 

from non-Catholic scholarly circles (further details of which will be discussed below). As 

we shall see in Chapters 1 and 4 of this thesis, the ramifications of treating these texts as 

exemplars of faith, rather than as historical and literary documents first and foremost, 

were wide-reaching. In effect, writing by early modern English nuns has been classified 

as devotional, and consequently overlooked by scholars of various genres, particularly 

chorography and autobiography. This thesis redresses nuns’ exclusion from these areas 

of scholarship and explores some of their authorial strategies in detail. It also 

demonstrates how their work can be brought into conversation with better-known 

Protestant and Dissenting texts.  

 

3 ‘The Life of Mother Margaret Clement’ and the ‘Louvain Chronicle’  

In addition to placing his contemporary Catholics in a continuum of faith-related 

suffering Morris aimed to cultivate devotion to English martyr-figures such as Sir 

Thomas More and the monks and Priors who were executed shortly before him in 1535 

for refusing to acquiesce to Henry VIII’s claim to be supreme head of the Church of 

England (they were all canonized in 1935, largely through the efforts of English 

monastic communities and priests such as Morris). The ‘Life’ and ‘Louvain Chronicle’ 

were of particular importance to Morris’ project because both texts contain unique 

stories about the learnedness, heroism and devotion of Margaret Giggs Clement (1508–

70; ODNB), More’s adopted daughter. Chapter 1 of this thesis explores the significance 

of the Morean inheritance at St Monica’s in light of my recent identification of the 

hitherto anonymous chronicle author as Mary Copley, in religion Mary (1591/2–1669; 

LA073), a descendent of Margaret Giggs Clement who could claim links to More 
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himself.36 I argue that both Copley and Elizabeth Shirley (author of ‘Life of Clement’) 

found the Morean inheritance significant and they emphasized it in their written work. 

This, in turn, had a profound impact of St Monica’s and Nazareth’s collective history 

and book production well into the 1790s as we shall see in Chapter 5. The ‘Louvain 

Chronicle’ is one of the most extensive and narratively complex chronicles produced at 

any English institution in exile, male or female, and it deserves a place in our evolving 

early modern canon. 

The next two printed editions of the ‘Louvain Chronicle’ perpetuated Morris’s 

emphases on Sir Thomas More, Catholic sacrifice and heroism. Both editions were 

undertaken by Dom Adam Hamilton, OSB of Ampelforth Abbey, and Sister Maria 

Heloisa Alphonse Lambert, alias de Montorsau (p. 1879) of St Augustine’s Priory, 

Newton Abbot, whom I have identified as Hamilton’s hitherto anonymous 

collaborator.37 In a letter from Hamilton to Prioress Frances Joseph Harris38 of St 

Augustine’s Priory, he reflects on the initial reception of the chronicle excerpts published 

in the periodical Poor Soul’s Friend, and his hopes of publishing it in book format:  

I see your Chronicle takes well with the public (Catholics and Protestants). It is 
the most interesting by far of that class of our Records [...] So far its publication 
in P.S.F. has done nothing but good. God be thanked that the close of my life 
has been allowed to be devoted to your service [...] I ought to have been in my 
grave before now, but the English Martyrs will not let me, till the work is done 
for them.39 

 

 
36 This identification is made in ‘Naming Names: Chroniclers, Scribes and Editors of St Monica’s Convent, 
Louvain, 1630–1906’, in ECIE, 1600–1800: Communities, Culture and Identity, ed. by C. Bowden and J. Kelly 
(Farnham: Ashgate, 2013), pp. 87–108.  
37 Ibid. 
38 Nineteenth Prioress of the community, she governed from 1896 to 1905: Douai, Box W.M.L.K.1, Vows, 
folder K19, loose item. Dates of birth, profession and death unknown. 
39 Douai, Box W.M.L.Q. III, MSS R&H Packet, folder: ‘Radcliffe and Hamilton to Lambert’, loose item 
dated June 3, 1903. 
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Hamilton and Lambert published two out of three planned volumes of the book-format 

edition, but he died before they could bring out the final volume.40 Lambert did not 

publish after Hamilton’s death, for reasons unknown. Even in its unfinished state the 

Chronicle has attracted a growing body of scholarship, particularly since the 1980s (see 

Chapter 1 for details). Despite being modernized and incomplete the volumes offer the 

text of the chronicle, excerpts from the ‘Life’, meticulously researched genealogical 

information in the chapter prefaces, extensive family trees of English Catholics, as well 

as plates of paintings, relics, historical documents, maps and photographs. Hamilton and 

Lambert continue Morris’ practice of conceptualizing exilic convent literature as a source 

for modern-day devotion by emphasizing instances of English Catholic martyrdom, 

heroism and resistance. They (under Hamilton’s name) describe the authorial intentions 

of the Louvain chronicler as follows:  

Her expressly avowed intention was to collect and commit to writing what she 
could learn from her sisters of their family connections and descent, and the 
sufferings of their relatives for the Catholic Faith. Hence [...] the scene lies oftener in 
the Catholic homes of England than in the Flemish convent, and the monastic chronicle has 
become a help of untold value to give light to the story of those days of suffering. My object has 
been to add further and ampler details to these historical sketches and give more 
fully the edifying records of our old Catholic families, since the sum of these 
records, if it could be given in full, would be the true inner history of Catholic life in 
England.41 

 

Clearly, for Hamilton and Lambert, as for Morris before them, the chronicle recorded 

stories of Catholic struggle and sacrifice, while their own editorial work extended that 

original project for the sake of ‘edifying’ current readers. This passage is also significant 

for the observation that the anonymous chronicler (Copley) told the story of Catholic 

recusancy and exile as well as the story of her convent. The ‘Louvain Chronicle’ is 

unusual if not unique among the exilic English chronicles (of which over a dozen 

 
40 See ‘On the Death of Fr. Adam Hamilton, O.S.B.’, PSF 16 (February 1909), 320–5. It mentions his 
authorial activities, including the Chronicle of St Monica’s as well as his History of St. Mary’s Abbey of Buckfast: In 
the County of Devon: A.D. 760–1906 (Devon: Buckfast Abbey, 1906). 
41 Chronicle, ed. by Hamilton [and Lambert], I, p. xi, emphasis added. 
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survive) in the degree to which it attempts to recover sixteenth-century Catholic history 

and lay history. In other words, Copley was ambitious in her undertaking, but why and 

how did she go about it? In pursuit of answers I have found it valuable to apply Sylvia 

Evangelisti’s questions, arising from her study of early modern Catholic convents in 

Europe and the New World between 1450 and 1700: ‘What prompted [nuns] to write, 

which audience were they addressing, and how did they project onto the printed page 

their individual and collective sense of self?’42; and Dolan’s questions: ‘why would one 

tell this woman’s life story like this? and how do those formal choices link this story to 

other stories?’43 By asking these questions of the ‘Louvain Chronicle’ I treat this text as 

more than a testimonial or witness of faith, and thus inscribe it into wider scholarly 

debates about genre and authorship.  

 
 
3.1 Misattribution of ‘Louvain Chronicle’ authorship 

 
In both editions of the ‘Louvain Chronicle’ Hamilton and Lambert (the latter 

anonymous and silent) speculate about the identity of the first St Monica’s chronicler: 

‘Who was the writer of the Chronicle of these fifty years [1609–59], to whom Catholic 

England owes so great a debt of gratitude? Nowhere has she recorded her name. For my 

own part I am inclined to believe that the writer is no other than Sister Winefrid 

Thimelby’ (Mary Thimelby, in religion Winefrid (1618–90; LA261, third Prioress of St 

Monica’s).44 Hamilton was a great admirer of Thimelby’s letters to her recusant Catholic 

family members in England, the Astons and Thimelbys: these were first published in 

 
42 Evangelisti, Nuns, p. 68. 
43 Dolan, ‘Reading, Work, and Catholic Women’s Biographies’, p. 357. 
44 Hamilton [and Lambert], ‘Records’, PSF, 15 (February 1908), 329–33 (p. 330). See Appendix 2, V. Van 
Hyning, ‘Thimelby, Mary [name in religion Winefrid] (1619-1690), ODNB, forthcoming. 
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1815 by Arthur Clifford, an Aston-Thimelby descendent who celebrated the family’s 

Catholic heritage.45  

Hamilton’s body of evidence in support of Thimelby’s candidacy for chronicler 

were her accomplished letters and a purported change of hand in the entry for 1668 in 

the manuscript he and Lambert used as their base text.46 In volume two of the Chronicle, 

Hamilton rescinded the claim about the 1668 hand-change: ‘Brother Foley, S.J. in his 

Records, Vol. III, p. 790, and after him Father Morris in the Month for April 1889, have 

ascribed a passage given [...] in the Chronicle to a totally different hand. It was a pure 

mistake, in which nobody was at fault, nor is it worth while discussing it further.’47 In 

‘Naming Names’ I have detailed the construction of MS C2 and analyzed the scribal 

hands. The change to which Hamilton refers is not a transition between two 

seventeenth-century hands, but rather a seventeenth- and a nineteenth-century hand 

(Plate 15). It is unclear whether or not Hamilton’s revelation about Foley and the 

chronicle manuscript altered his view of Thimelby’s candidacy for authorship. What is 

certain is that most scholars who have written about the ‘Louvain Chronicle’ have not 

noticed the retraction, and have reproduced Hamilton’s argument, albeit tentatively.48 

Thus, for more than one hundred years Thimelby has been unduly credited for a work 

she did not undertake, and the contribution made by Copley, the true author, to English 

history and literature has been obscured. The consequences of this misattribution are 

manifold. First, it places the composition of the chronicle at a later date than was actually 

the case, and second it misses the significance of moments of anonymous, yet clearly 

 
45 Further details of the Aston-Thimelby papers can be found in Chapter 3 of this thesis. Hamilton 
modernized and edited a few of these letters for PSF, 16 (November 1908), 240–3, and used that forum to 
announce his intention to edit some or all of the letters alongside the third volume of the Chronicle, which 
never came to fruition. 
46 Hamilton and Lambert’s base text was Douai, MS C2 ‘LC, 1535–1836’, previously catalogued as ‘Big 
Chronicle’ in contradistinction to Douai, Box W.M.L.C., MSS C15–19 ‘Louvain Chronicle’ (1535–c. 1736), 
once catalogued as ‘Little Chronicles’.  
47 Chronicle, II, p. 114.  
48 I. Grundy tentatively accepts Hamilton’s argument in ‘Women’s History? Writings by English Nuns’, in 
Women, Writing, History, 1640–1740, ed. by I. Grundy and S. Wiseman (London: Batsford, 1992), pp. 126–
38. 
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first person observations made by Copley, such as the description of the siege of 

Louvain in 1635. As we shall see in Chapter 1, the description of this siege flows from 

and is in conversation with other St Monica’s literature (the ‘Life’). This episode is also 

colored by Copley’s familiarity with Virgil and, very likely, other classical historians.  

 

3.2 Back to the books 

Hamilton’s retraction serves as a sharp reminder of the benefits of working closely with 

manuscript sources even when we have printed volumes available. As much as possible 

this thesis relies on and quotes from manuscript sources, while also providing citations 

to printed editions. In so doing, my thesis departs from most of the early work 

undertaken by scholars of English exilic convent literature, such as Dolan and Isobel 

Grundy. In her significant early study of women’s history writing, Grundy addresses the 

‘Louvain Chronicle’, the letters of Winefrid Thimelby, and the conversion narrative of 

Catherine Holland, in religion Mechtildis (1637–1720),49 who is the subject of Chapter 4 

of my thesis, in addition to writings from other English convents. She argues that history 

by or about women written before the Nineteenth Century ‘is generally assumed to be 

non-existent’ but that ‘the presumed absence is merely an absence of what we expect to 

find’.50 In addition to the fact that Grundy’s contemporaries and predecessors were 

overlooking or looking in the wrong places for early modern women’s writing, it is also 

the case that early modern Catholic women writers were excluded in part because of the 

confessional and scholastic biases I have outlined above.  

Grundy’s work was instrumental in looking beyond these biases in order to 

demonstrate that convents produced a great deal of history writing and that nuns 

employed a wide variety of genres, including: ‘epic or fictionalized history’, ‘biography’, 

 
49 See Appendix 3, V. Van Hyning, ‘Holland, Catherine [in religion Mechtildis’], ODNB, forthcoming. NB: 
I consistently refer to Holland by her given name as opposed to her name in religion because she 
consistently styles herself Catherine instead of Mechtildis.  
50 Grundy, ‘Women’s history?’, pp. 126–38 (p. 126).  
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‘family history’, ‘autobiography’, and ‘chronicles of their communities.’51 As I have 

already remarked elsewhere, Grundy criticizes early editors, such as Hamilton, for their 

heavy-handed treatment of convent texts, concluding: ‘It is no wonder that such 

confusing, incomplete and unobtrusive appearances [of women’s writing] have registered 

no mark on the accepted picture of early English biography, autobiography, history or 

herstory.’52 This thesis pushes Grundy’s point about early editions further: given their 

confessional agenda we must continue to use manuscript sources instead of or in 

addition to them. We cannot rely on early editions alone. 

 

4 Prioress Winefrid Thimelby’s letters: revisiting the evidence  

Although she does not appear to have authored any part of the ‘Louvain Chronicle’ 

(again, the first manuscripts of this work are missing, and thus preclude palaeographical 

analysis), Thimelby was an important member of St Monica’s who authored a number of 

convent documents, most of which concern convent governance. She also penned a 

body of beautifully crafted letters sent to her family members in England (details of 

Thimelby’s letters, their print and manuscript forms and her recipients are discussed in 

Chapter 3). In keeping with monastic and Tridentine legislation Thimelby sent no more 

than two letters to her family members each year. I argue that the limitations on the 

frequency with which she could write, and the general trend in early modern nuns’ 

epistolary practice of limiting themselves to a single sheet of paper (approximately A5 

sized) acted as a formal constraint upon Thimelby in much the same way a poetic form 

technically limits as well as challenges a poet to achieve sophisticated expression within 

pre-set parameters.  

Out of the vast body of early modern English convent literature, Thimelby’s 

letters are probably some of the best known texts after the ‘Louvain Chronicle’. In part 
 
51 Ibid., pp. 126–7. 
52 Ibid., p. 127. See also ‘Naming Names’.  
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because they have typically only been studied in their printed form, and often divorced 

from their convent context, these letters have attracted some of the most dramatic 

misinterpretations, including several romantic readings. Yet even when they were 

examined within their convent context by Claire Walker, a scholar who is familiar with 

convent manuscripts and culture as well as the Aston-Thimelby papers, these letters have 

been read in a sensational manner that fundamentally misses their meaning.53  

Chapter 3 of this thesis re-reads and radically reinterprets the textual evidence 

that Walker and others have used to argue that Thimelby’s letters were inappropriate 

expressions of human love and longing. I argue instead that her letters actually consist of 

spiritual direction designed to guide her recipients towards heaven. In order to unpick 

the confusion sparked by Walker’s article I examine some of the same texts that Walker 

used in her analysis as well as several that she and other scholars have not analyzed. The 

texts considered by Walker include some of Thimelby’s letters, and a book of instruction 

presented to her on the day she was elected Prioress in 1668.54 This volume was penned 

by St Monica’s confessor, Richard White, alias Johnson (1603–87),55 and was first 

discovered and brought to our attention by Walker, who claimed that Johnson’s 

instructions were written to prevent the very kind of letters Thimelby sent to her family 

members. I contest Walker’s assertions that Thimelby’s letters contradicted the 

‘Instructions’ and that they psychologically ‘break clausura’ (enclosure). I demonstrate 

how Thimelby’s letters attempt to guide her readers towards a much-anticipated eternal 

family reunion and that her concern for loved ones was not inconsistent with her role as 

a nun.  

 
53 See Walker, ‘“Doe not supose”’; J. Sanders, ‘Tixall Revisited: The Coterie Writings of the Astons and 
Thimelbys in Seventeenth-Century Staffordshire’, in Women Writing 1550–1750, ed. by J. Wallwork and P. 
Salzman (Bundoora: La Trobe University, 2001), pp. 47–57; and M. Pfannebecker ‘“Love’s Interest”: 
Agency and Identity in a Seventeenth-Century Nun’s Letters’, Literature Compass, 3 (2006), 149–58. 
54 Douai, Box W.M.L.Q., MS Q42, ‘Instructions for a Religious Superiour Penned & presented to the 
Reverend Mother N:N: upon the day she was installed Prioress at St Monicas in Lovaine’. 
55 Biographical information about White is found in A. Bellenger, English and Welsh Priests, 1558–1800 
(Bath: Downside Abbey, 1984), p. 121. 
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At the heart of Thimelby’s epistolary discourse is a discussion of death: how to 

prepare for it and, ultimately, to embrace it. In order to understand the ways in which 

her letters might have been read and the broader context of right-living and dying about 

which Thimelby was concerned, I also explore some of the letters, poetry and life-

writing of her recipients. This chapter thus looks beyond the convent to the lay recusant 

circles in which Thimelby’s letters were read, while also engaging with the latest 

publications about the Aston-Thimelbys, and a number of forthcoming works which will 

no doubt further our understanding of this important Catholic family.  

Perhaps more than any of the other texts explored in this thesis, Thimelby’s 

letters testify to the importance of attending to manuscript sources as well as convent 

culture. To read Thimelby’s letters in the printed edition without reference to the 

manuscripts or to read her letters without knowledge of convent norms is to open the 

door to misinterpretation. As much as this chapter is about the specifics of the 

Thimelbys and the Astons and convent culture at St Monica’s, it also offers a broader 

lesson about the treatment of convent texts: read them in context. 

 

5 Anonymity in the ‘Louvain Chronicle’ and ‘Bruges Chronicle’ 

Despite the radically different authorial strategies and structures of the Bruges and 

Louvain chronicles, anonymity is a central feature of both texts. Sometimes asking why 

an anonymous text was written in a particular way can help us to uncover authors’ 

identities. By asking why the siege of 1635 receives so much attention in the ‘Louvain 

Chronicle’ and by looking more carefully at other convent records, I was able to identify 

Mary Copley as the chronicler. Once I had identified her the significance of certain 

themes in the chronicle suddenly made more sense. Chapter 1 demonstrates how 

Copley’s education and descent from a long line of Latinate women with links to the 

family of Sir Thomas More had an impact on how she describes other members of her 
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convent and their relatives. I argue that Copley valued women’s learning and Latinity and 

that this in turn colored her work.  

 Whereas I was able to devise a methodology with which to identify Copley as the 

first ‘Louvain Chronicle’ author, I have not been able to identify the first author of the 

‘Bruges Chronicle’ with the same degree of certainty, though I have made an attempt in 

Chapter 2. The methodology I deployed in both instances was the much the same, 

involving textual analysis, palaeography (where original manuscripts were available), as 

well as prosopographical and numerical analysis.56 Whenever possible, I have used 

palaeographical techniques to identify anonymous authors such as the Bruges chroniclers 

writing between 1729 and 1807, whose original manuscripts survive, unlike those of the 

first chroniclers writing about the period from 1629 to 1729 whose manuscripts were 

discarded in the Eighteenth Century. When analyzing the later period I have compared 

chronicle entries with profession vows and other documents. On the day they became 

nuns all literate women wrote a vow professing their allegiance to their Prioress or 

abbess, their Archbishop and their successors, promising to remain enclosed in their 

convent for perpetuity. Profession vows thus provide a sample of handwriting for each 

literate member of the community through which we can often (but not always) identify 

the authors of anonymous texts.57 See Plate 16 depicting the vow of Lucy Herbert, in 

religion Teresa Joseph (1669–1744; BA101; ODNB), the sixth Prioress of Nazareth; 

Plate 17 for a page from an unsigned instruction manual in her hand, and Plate 18 for a 

page from her anonymous stint in the ‘Bruges Chronicle’.58  

 
56 Further details of my methodology are laid out in each chapter and in ‘Naming Names’. 
57 Some hands are simply too ubiquitous to tell apart from one another. This may reflect the fact that 
many of the nuns attended the convent school as girls and would have learned to write from the same 
teachers and manuals.  
58 The profession vows tend to be written in slightly more awkward and formal lettering than a nuns’ 
everyday hand, due in part, no doubt, to the fact that they were unaccustomed to writing on velum. 
Herbert’s signature on her vow best matches her hand in the instruction manual and the chronicle. Her 
capital B, D, L, M, N, P and S forms are relatively stable across these documents, notable for flourishes in 
the vertical strokes and consistent duct. She tends to use a v shaped r and hooked d and her spelling is 
somewhat unusual and distinct from that of her fellow nuns and other chroniclers.  
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5.1 Anonymity and monastic humility  

The monastic practice of writing anonymously was widespread from the early medieval 

period and persisted well into the Twentieth Century, fostered by ideals of humility. 

Nuns throughout the centuries have been under even more pressure to adopt anonymity 

than their male counterparts, because of the supposed virtue of women’s silence, 

according to Paul in Corinthians 14. 34–5. As Hallett argues: 

The idea that much early literature was written by ‘Anon’ is very familiar to us. It 
is usually followed by the question: ‘Who was she?’ after Virginia Woolf’s famous 
statement: ‘I would venture to guess that Anon, who wrote so many poems 
without signing them, was often a woman’ [...] In the case of convent writing we 
have good reason to know that Woolf was correct. The authors were indeed 
primarily (though not exclusively) women, many of whom had a ‘room of their 
own’ (perhaps not quite the one Woolf had in mind as a necessary condition for 
writing).59 

 

On the rare occasions when nuns did reveal their authorship, the following form of self-

abjuration is not uncommon. Mary Neville, in religion Anne (1605–89; GB168), Abbess 

of the English Benedictines in Ghent, writes about her election to that role in her 

ambitious chronicle concerning all five English exilic Benedictine communities: 

And I the most unworthy was chosen [1667 December 30], though I blush and 
hold this and severall other things of this nature improper for me to wright. But 
having begun our Annals and finding yet non[e] of ours willing to ingage intirly 
in it, I am constraynd to take this mortification uppon my selfe, till death easeth 
them of me, or they shall pleas to take the trouble from me60 

 

Abbess Neville wrote several similarly self-castigating passages throughout her chronicle 

when she spoke about herself. Had she written anonymously she no doubt would have 

dispensed with these passages, but by writing under her own name, and in her apparent 

desire to conform to the edicts of modesty and humility, she consistently diminishes and 

 
59 ‘Shakespeare’s Sisters’, p. 139, quoting Woolf, A Room of One’s Own (London, 1929; repr. Glasgow, 
1977), p. 48. Hallett’s observations and analysis in her written work, and our conversations during the 
course of my doctorate have played an influential role in my interests in anonymity and genre.  
60 ‘Abbess Neville’s Annals of Five Communities of English Benedictine Nuns in Flanders 1598-1687’, in 
Miscellanea V, ed. by M.J. Rumsey, CRS (London: W.H. Smith & Son, 1909), pp. 1–72 (p. 60). 
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denigrates herself. It would have been unusual for her not to have done so. Despite 

conforming to piety topoi, Abbess Neville is unusual in her proclamation of authorial 

identity. Most English exile-period convent chroniclers, like Copley and her counterparts 

at Nazareth, did not proclaim their identity.61  

When an author-nun obscures her identity in the course of chronicling about her 

community there are instances when she will have to speak of herself in the third person, 

playing biographer when she is in fact autobiographer: she is invisible yet omnipresent, 

often writing as though omniscient. Anonymity produces diverse effects in the ‘Louvain’ 

and ‘Bruges Chronicles’. In the former, Copley speaks at great length about her own 

family and herself without having to resort to Anne Neville-like self-opprobrium. 

Moreover, her own story and values can permeate her portrayal of other nuns and their 

families without this appearing self-centred. Of course Copley’s contemporaries in the 

convent would have known her to be the author of the chronicle, but it is clear that later 

St Monica’s generations (as early as the Eighteenth Century) did not.  

In the case of the ‘Bruges Chronicle’ anonymity functions rather differently. The 

first chronicler did not set out (as Copley did) to interview her fellow nuns in order to 

write a collective history telling the story of English Catholicism, rather, she uses 

convent accounts and her own knowledge of the convent’s early finances (before there 

were formal records) to construct her historical record. It is clear from the text that the 

first Nazareth chronicler had important financial duties at Nazareth, and that her role as 

an accountant and financial officer directly affected how she structured the chronicle.  

Although I have not been able to positively identify the first chronicler with 

absolute certainty, I believe that I can trace her by examining her authorial method. In 

attempting to reveal her identity I have explored how accountancy can function as a 

 
61 See examples of other English convent chronicles in ECIE, 1600–1800, ed. by Bowden (2012), I: History 
Writing and K. Daemen-de-Gelder, ECIE, 1600–1800 (2013), IV: Life Writing II. Lowe, Winston-Allen and 
Woodford also discuss this phenomenon in the medieval and early modern Italian and German convents 
in their studies. 
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form of autobiography, and how communal accounts can function as a form of 

communal biography that would naturally lead to chronicling. As Adam Smyth explains 

in his recent monograph about seventeenth-century autobiography in Britain, early 

modern accountancy manuals portrayed financial accounting as a mechanism by which 

to account for oneself spiritually. If the books balanced, so did the soul.62 I adapt 

Smyth’s findings (and this early modern phenomenon in general) as it applied to the 

individual, and extend the same concepts to anonymous nuns writing about their 

communities. In Chapter 2 I demonstrate how the ‘Bruges Chronicle’ participates in a 

broader early modern self-accounting culture, and I delineate how we can extend our 

understanding of accounting and life writing to anonymous texts and communal 

accounts.  

 

6 Autobiography: ‘Subsumed autobiography’ and a conversion narrative 

6.1 ‘Subsumed autobiography’ (Chapters 1, 2 and 5) 

Anonymous autobiographical acts have yet, to my knowledge, been given a name or 

generic designation. I propose that we use the phrase ‘subsumed autobiography’ to 

describe texts in which an anonymous author, through the very vehicle of her 

anonymity, shapes a biographical or administrative text around her own experience. The 

scholarly work that most closely touches upon this idea is found in the introduction to 

Betraying Ourselves: ‘Self-betrayal is [...] to be discerned in many indirect and hidden modes 

in early modern writing—through incidental revelation, secreted in allegory, or as a 

means to a personal, intellectual or doctrinal end.’63 

 Whereas an author-nun writing under her own name would usually be 

constrained by humility topoi, anonymity allows her to form a text around her own 

 
62 Of course this was a wider phenomenon in early modern Europe. Smyth gives an overview of 
accounting manuals and self-accounting in his ‘Introduction’, pp. 1–14. 
63 H. Dragstra, S. Ottway, and H. Wilcox, eds., Betraying Our Selves: Forms of Self-Presentation in Early Modern 
English Texts (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2000), p. 3 
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experiences and ideals to a greater degree than she might have if she were not 

composing anonymously. Anonymity in general, and subsumed autobiography in 

particular, allowed nuns to construct important convent narratives for posterity without 

fear of being accused of immodesty or autobiographical self-indulgence. Female 

monastic anonymity, even if it had its origins in paternalistic proscriptions against 

women’s writing and speech, could, in the hands of a deft woman writer, be liberating.  

Before I examine the genres of autobiography and subsumed autobiography in 

any detail it is worth pausing to say that I would not argue that subsumed autobiography 

is an early modern invention. It is likely that this kind of writing flourished in medieval 

convents, but given the destruction of many monastic records at the dissolution under 

Henry VIII, the early modern English convent chronicles are some of the oldest 

surviving monastic documents written by women of English extraction. That said, it 

would be fruitful to examine older monastic texts written by authors of both sexes to 

search for examples of subsumed autobiography. 

 

6.2 Autobiography: an overview 

One cannot propose a new sub-genre without acknowledging and assessing the 

arguments that have informed previous accounts of the parent genre. For this reason, 

and because autobiography features in four out of five chapters in this thesis (Chapters 

1, 2, and 5 feature or figure autobiographical acts within chronicles, while Chapter 4 

focuses on the conversion narrative of the Nazareth nun Catherine Holland) I will 

devote time and attention here to an overview of twentieth-century scholarship 

pertaining to autobiography, with a focus on the scholarly treatment of women, early 

modern Catholics and conversion narratives. This section traces the development of 

autobiographical studies in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries and outlines the 

specific interventions which my own work makes.  
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Scholars differ substantially in their definitions of autobiography. These range 

from Paul Delany’s definition that an autobiography is ‘(1) primarily written to give a 

coherent account of the author’s life, or of an extensive period or series of events in his 

life, and (2) composed after a period of reflection and forming a unified narrative’;64 to 

Philippe Lejeune’s similarly rigid and oft-cited definition: ‘A retrospective prose narrative 

produced by a real person concerning his own existence, focusing on his individual life, 

in particular on the development of his personality’;65 to William Spengemann’s more 

elastic approach:  

we must view autobiography historically, not as one thing that writers have done 
again and again, but as the pattern described by the various things they have 
done in response to changing ideas about the nature of the self, the ways in 
which the self may be apprehended, and the proper methods of reporting those 
apprehensions.66  

 

Other early critics participating in the autobiography debate, such as James Olney, have 

argued that autobiographical practice is so wide-ranging it eludes definition;67 while 

Estelle Jelinek describes this elusiveness as both ‘an occupational hazard’ for those who 

study autobiography and (perhaps tongue in cheek) she suggests that scholars’ inability 

to pin down the parameters of the genre is, in itself, a form of ‘consensus’.68 The editors 

of the influential anthology Her Own Life aver that: ‘In the end, autobiography is perhaps 

fascinating not because it can be explained by any of the available theories, psychological, 

historical, or literary, but because it raises questions about “self”, writing, “experience”, 

and literary convention with particular intensity.’69  

 
64 P. Delany, British Autobiography in the Seventeenth Century (London: Routledge & Paul, 1969), p. 1. 
65 P. Lejeune, ‘The Autobiographical Contract’, in French Literary Theory Today, ed. by T. Todorov 
(Cambridge: CUP, 1982), pp. 193–202 (p. 193), quoted in L. Anderson, Autobiography, The New Critical 
Idiom (London: Routledge, 1988), p. 2. 
66 The Forms of Autobiography: Episodes in the History of a Literary Genre (London: YUP, 1980), p. xiii.  
67 Metaphors of Self: The Meaning of Autobiography (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1972), p. 38 as 
cited in Anderson, Autobiography, p. 5. 
68 The Tradition of Women’s Autobiography: From Antiquity to the Present (Boston: Twayne Publishers, 1986), p. 
4. 
69 Her Own Life, p. 21. 
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While I do not believe that we can completely delineate the boundaries of 

autobiography, I do believe that we can attempt to define new sub-genres, such as 

‘subsumed autobiography’. These subgenres are like fine archaeological instruments that 

allow us to brush the dust from artefacts without damaging their subtle features. Rather 

than attempt to pin down our definition of autobiography, we should keep our borders 

open and be prepared to engage with generic complexities as we encounter them.  

For the better part of the Twentieth Century most scholars of autobiography 

limited their studies to male authors of political, literary or social accomplishment, while 

rarely acknowledging women’s writing: some, indeed, still do.70 Early studies of English-

language autobiography also tended to exclude writers of colour, of homosexual and 

bisexual orientation, and authors from colonies and former colonies, to list only a few 

critically-marginalized groups. In 1986, Jelinek challenged her readers to change this 

narrow focus, at least with regard to women writers: ‘What would happen if critics as a 

matter of course included representative women’s autobiographies in their studies? 

Would they modify their definitions, their theories, their ideas about the major 

characteristics of the genre? It is an open question.’71 In the decade immediately after 

Jelinek issued this challenge several scholars worked to redress the exclusion of women 

from the scholarly conversation by producing whole series and anthologies devoted 

exclusively to them.72 Ground breaking volumes of critical essays followed these series 

and anthologies.73 They demonstrate some of the ways in which women participated in 

early modern literary culture, how they ‘combined generic elements from traditional 

forms in new and creative ways’ in order to produce ‘rhetorically sophisticated discourses 

 
70 See for instance, Spengemann, LeJeune, and M. Williams, British Autobiographies: An Annotated Bibliography 
of British Autobiographies Published or Written before 1951 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1955). 
71 Tradition, p. 8. 
72 See note 1 for a list of relevant anthologies and series.  
73 Exemplary for my purposes are Early Modern Autobiography: Theories, Genres, Practices, ed. by R. Bedford, L. 
Davis and P. Kelly (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2006); Genre and Women’s Life Writing in Early 
Modern England, ed. by M.M. Dowd and J.A. Eckerle (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2007); and Cambridge Companion 
to Early Modern Women’s Writing ed. by L. Lunger Knoopers (Cambridge: CUP, 2009). 
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of the self’.74 Ramona Wray proposes that we attempt to recover early modern women’s 

autobiography as follows:  

embark upon a critical journey that necessitates the mixing and matching of 
method, the scrutiny of silences and stereotypes, sensitivity to the limits and 
possibilities of the genre and a willingness to find legitimate and illegitimate 
selves in seemingly invisible traces as well as more obviously stated presences.75  

 

My discussions of subsumed autobiography in Chapters 1, 2 and 5 of this thesis 

demonstrate how convent authors deployed a creative mixture of genres and voices to 

achieve complexity in their writing. I attend to texts that are not obviously 

autobiographical and seek out the ‘seemingly invisible traces’ of selfhood, asking how 

autobiographical impulses affected anonymous texts. 

The designation of a sub-genre called subsumed autobiography, which concerns 

anonymous autobiography, challenges the very precepts of autobiography outlined above. 

How do we locate and analyze the self in an anonymous text? My thesis not only engages 

with existing scholarship on autobiography, it also expands upon existing scholarly 

approaches to anonymity, and suggests ways of melding the two.76 Scholars interested in 

strategies of resistance cultivated by marginalized authors such as religious outsiders, 

political dissidents and others should consider the subgenre of subsumed autobiography 

as a means of exploring the individual and communal articulations of identity and 

experiences of, among other things, community, selfhood and supposed ‘otherness’.  

 

6.3 The conversion narrative of Catherine Holland  

While Chapters 1, 2 and 5 of this thesis consider the chorographical and 

autobiographical strategies of anonymous authors, Chapter 4 examines the conversion 

narrative of nun Catherine Holland, titled ‘How I Came to Change My Religion’, in 

 
74 Dowd and Eckerle, p. 1. 
75 R. Wray, ‘Autobiography’, in Cambridge Companion of Early Modern Women’s Writing, pp. 194–207 (p. 207). 
76 One of the most recent and compelling studies of anonymity is J. Mullan’s Anonymity: A Secret History of 
English Literature (London: Faber, 2007). 
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which the author places herself front and center.77 The contrast between Holland’s 

autobiographical strategies and those of the anonymous chroniclers is striking. Whereas 

Holland identified and engaged with well known autobiographical models and genres—

primarily St Augustine’s Confessions, the best known Christian autobiography ever 

written—the chroniclers created texts that are comparatively complex and experimental 

in terms of genre and narrative. Read together, these radically different autobiographical 

acts and texts reveal the complexity and variety of self-writing modes available to 

convent authors. Significantly, these texts really were read together not only in Holland’s 

lifetime, but also well into the Twentieth Century. One eighteenth-century nun made a 

copy of Holland’s narrative (the autograph no longer survives) and another nun read this 

copy and appended a précis of Holland’s obituary derived directly from the ‘Bruges 

Chronicle’. The manuscript of ‘Change’ thus reveals multiple authorship and readership, 

and is evidence of the multiple strands of auto/biography that coalesced within convent 

manuscripts as they were copied and preserved over time. 

Bowden has written about the compilation and consumption of collective history 

in exilic convents, meaning chronicles and obituaries, and concludes that these texts 

were often read aloud in order to accrete communal and national identity.78 Given the 

frequency with which nuns read in their cells or heard texts read aloud at communal 

work and meal times, it is plausible that Holland’s narrative was read aloud or 

individually by her contemporaries during her lifetime. This suggestion is strengthened 

by the fact that she had dedicated ‘Change’ to her fellow nuns. Just as other nuns may 

have read Holland’s work, Holland and her fellow nuns may have read or heard all or 

part of the ‘Bruges Chronicle’ read aloud during communal work hours or meal times. 

 
77 Nazareth Archive, MS R.M.A. A.V., ‘How I Came to Change My Religion’, hereafter ‘Change’. This text 
has been published as ‘A Conversion in the Days of Charles II’, ed. by Durrant, Link, chap. VII, pp. 271–
306, hereafter Link. 
78 ‘Collecting the Lives’.  
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As we shall see in Chapter 2, early portions of the ‘Bruges Chronicles’ were dramatized 

for the convent’s double jubilee celebration in 1729.  

 Holland’s conversion narrative is one of the more compelling autobiographies to 

survive from the exilic convents and, I argue, from the early modern period. Like the 

‘Louvain Chronicle’ it was first printed in the Twentieth Century by a Catholic editor 

(Durrant) who presented it as an example of how Catholicism could triumph over 

Protestantism. Like Hamilton and Lambert’s Chronicle this edition reminds us why we 

need to return to our manuscript sources. Durrant makes certain omissions from her 

text and there are a few misleading typographical and palaeographical errors in her 

edition, the ramifications of which I explore in Chapter 4.  

‘Change’ received no scholarly attention that I am aware of between its 

appearance in 1925 and the late 1970s when Dorothy Latz began working on an edition 

of the text (along with an edition of the ‘Life of Mother Margaret Clement’). Latz was 

one of the first scholars to attempt to bring early modern Catholic women into the 

literary canon and her work was important for this reason. However, her work is also 

flawed—riddled with assertions about textual echoes and authorial intentions that 

frequently crumble upon closer investigation. Her efforts to produce an edition of 

‘Change’ were long drawn-out and she passed away unexpectedly before the project was 

finished.79 Thus, Holland has largely remained in the shadows and her text has not 

received as much attention as it deserves. Even the Perdita Manuscripts: Women Writers 

1500–1700 Project, which provides images of entire manuscripts (where possible), has 

 
79 Latz published two oft-cited works on early modern Catholic women: Glow-worm Light: Writings of 17th 
Century English Recusant Women From Original Manuscripts (Salzburg: Instit fur Anglistik und Amerikanistik, 
University of Salzburg, 1989) and Neglected English Literature: Recusant Writings of the 16th-17th Centuries, ed. by 
Latz, Salzburg Studies in English Literature: Elizabethan & Renaissance Studies, 92 (Salzburg: Instit fur 
Anglistik und Amerikanistik, University of Salzburg, 1997). Boxes of her correspondence, edition 
transcripts and notes are held at Nazareth and may be made available upon request from the archivist. I 
am very grateful to Sister Mary Aline for bringing these boxes to my attention.  
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either overlooked or been unable to include ‘Change’ in their entry for Catherine 

Holland.80  

Despite not attracting much scholarly attention, Holland has been mentioned in 

a few studies, including Dolan’s article about early modern English Catholic women’s 

biographies.81 Dolan’s argument, that we should ask questions about form and genre 

when analyzing early modern women’s writing, rather than harvesting them for insights 

into lived experience, has been very useful for me in asking how and why Holland 

constructed ‘Change’. In the first instance this was a struggle: ‘Change’ invites the very 

reading that Dolan urges us to resist. Yet upon careful re-reading of this text it became 

apparent to me that Holland was deeply influenced by Augustine’s Confessions, and that 

she deftly crafted her text around and in response to this model. This story does contain 

some autobiographical truth, of course, and it does reveal something of one early 

modern convert’s lived experience, but it also, and perhaps more importantly, reveals 

how she used a textual strategy to inscribe herself into her new religious community. 

This finding is significant because it contests Delany’s seminal work on British 

autobiography, in which he assures us that few British Catholics wrote autobiography 

and that no British Catholic women were directly influenced by Augustine.  

Chapter 4 investigates Holland’s responses to the figures of Augustine and his 

mother, St Monica, and identifies the precise moments and methods by which Holland 

identifies with and departs from the Augustinian model in conveying her conversion. 

Mine is one of the first studies to examine ‘Change’ in any detail. This investigation 

offers a road-map for the analysis of other early modern conversion narratives, not only 

through an exploration of the Augustinian themes in ‘Change’ but by comparing 

 
80 Perdita contains a complete digital copy of one of Holland’s translations: ‘A Methode to Converse with 
God Writen in french & Translated into English | Catherine Holland, ocbr: 20; 1683’ now BL MS Harley 
3148. Her entry includes a brief biographical note by G. Wright 
<http://www.perditamanuscripts.amdigital.co.uk/Collections/ Biography.aspx?nodeid=18401> [accessed 
20 November 2013]. 
81 ‘Reading, Work, and Catholic Women’s Biographies’. 
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Holland’s search for truth and certainty about her religion to another early modern 

woman’s religious conversion narrative—that of the Quaker Mary Penington (bap. 1623, 

d. 1682; ODNB). Although Catholic literary production and convent literary production 

are the focus of this thesis, I have attempted to draw parallels and engage with Protestant 

and Dissenting culture in order to demonstrate that convent literature did not exist in a 

vacuum.  

 
7 Print and manuscript production as mechanisms for reform and integration 

 
Chapter 5 examines the literary production and reforming work of Lucy Herbert, a 

prolific chronicler and obituarist, letter-writer, author of devotional works (in manuscript 

and print) and guidance manuals (see Plates 16–18). Herbert’s output reveals the many 

genres and authorial modes available to an author-nun. Her literary activity was bound 

up with her work to reform her convent: she wrought changes in every aspect of life at 

Nazareth, from what the nuns wore, to what they sang at mass, to their ‘Statutes’ and 

‘Constitutions’, to how the school was organized. She coordinated fundraising and 

building efforts which radically altered the look and dimensions of Nazareth and she 

acquired neighbouring lands for her convent. These activities brought her into conflict 

with some neighbours, and even some of her fellow nuns, but they also sparked 

correspondence and relationships with lay people and clerics who became patrons of 

Nazareth.  

 In part because a wide variety of her textual output survives, and because she was 

so prolific, Herbert’s activities encompass or touch upon all of the other genres and/or 

authors examined in this thesis. The variety of Herbert’s literary modes reveals how a 

nun could use different genres as well as anonymity to secure her own power and imbed 

her reforms. Herbert’s anonymous stints in the ‘Bruges Chronicle’, as well as several 

anonymous manuscript volumes of school reform, exemplify the power of subsumed 
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autobiography and anonymity. Whenever another nun or faction disagreed with one of 

her reforms Herbert, as the anonymous chronicler, had the power to relate events in a 

way that attempts to cast her in a positive light. She used the ‘Bruges Chronicle’, in 

particular, to solidify her reputation within the convent for future generations, and to 

pass down advice to future Prioresses about how to deal with insurrection or 

disagreements. Before she became Prioress and assumed responsibility for the chronicle, 

Herbert had spearheaded reforms to the convent school. These reforms enabled her to 

(anonymously) exert influence on a money-making part of her institution. The school 

was the convent’s best opportunity to recruit new nuns, as well as to build relationships 

with women who would go on to leave the convent school and marry, thus, hopefully, 

providing future daughters as students or nuns, and financial gifts to the convent. 

Herbert’s election to the role of Prioress in 1709 was partly a result of her success in 

rehabilitating the convent school after a period of closure. 

For all Herbert’s deft manoeuvring as an anonymous author she knew when to 

write under her own name. She was, I believe, the first of the St Monica’s and Nazareth 

nuns to print under her own name. Herbert used her printed devotional volumes to 

promote the reputation of her convent among other convents, local curia and Catholic 

laity. Her works appeared in more than a dozen editions during the Eighteenth Century, 

including one by J.P. Coghlan, a London-based printer who proved vital to securing the 

Nazareth community’s safe passage back to England in the 1790s, over fifty years after 

Herbert’s death.  

While Herbert’s prose lacks the poetic accomplishment of Thimelby’s letters, the 

vitality of Holland’s ‘Change’, and while her chronicle entries are self-aggrandizing and 

less narratively ambitious in comparison to Copley’s, she is a writer of importance. 

Indeed, she is the kind of writer who calls to mind the cognate links between author and 
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authority. Herbert wielded her power to tremendous effect, and demonstrates just what, 

exactly, a ‘cloistered voice’ is capable of communicating.  

 

8 Conclusion 

 
This thesis argues that the edicts of monastic humility, proscriptions against certain 

genres (such as the novel), and the relative limitations of manuscript culture constrained 

convent writers and limited their audience, but these factors did not necessarily curtail 

their creativity or ambition. To operate within their monastic framework nuns deployed 

a variety of authorial strategies and a rich array of genres including: convent chronicles, 

conversion narratives, spiritual guidance letters, poems, translations, account books, 

governance manuals and devotional literature (in both manuscript and printed forms), 

many of which enabled articulations of selfhood, familial identity and communal identity. 

Investigations that hinge on genre and authorial approaches can ‘help to shift the focus 

from individuals to communities’, as Dolan has urged us to do, and thus enable the 

recovery of authors who rarely fit within the named single author model that has 

dominated literary studies for more than two centuries.  
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Chapter 1: Subsumed Autobiography on an 
Epic Scale: ‘The Louvain Chronicle’, 

1535–1660 
 

‘Beneath every history, another history.’ H. Mantel, Wolf Hall (2009), p. 61 

 

The ‘Louvain Chronicle’ by Mary Copley is not simply a record of convent life, but an 

epic prose narrative of English Catholicism between 1535 and 1660, expressed through 

the individual histories of each St Monica’s nun and her family members. The chronicle 

consists of detailed portraits of individual Catholics’ experiences of recusancy, 

persecution, exile, martyrdom, conversion, religious vocation and political activity, as well 

as the nuns’ collective experiences within their convents (St Ursula’s and St Monica’s). 

Taken together, these individual histories and Copley’s interpretations of them are 

designed to make sense of the nuns’ collective exiled present and their purpose as an 

English community. Copley made individual histories cohere in a narrative that attempts, 

not simply to record Catholic experiences, but also to understand and present them as 

historically significant.  

One of the most important ways in which Copley creates an epic narrative of 

collective Catholic experience is through the mechanism of subsumed autobiography. 

Copley was descended from several generations of highly educated and Latinate 

Catholics whose education enabled them to articulate and promote their faith despite 

state censure, punitive taxation and exile. Copley tells the story of her own family’s 

unusually high degree of learning and she also underscores the learnedness of other St 

Monica’s nuns and their forebears and thereby creates a narrative in which education is a 

theme that is emblematic of Catholic identity and resistance to the Protestant state. In 
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this chapter I explore how Copley’s narrative is mediated through the prism of her 

family’s literary heritage and their values concerning the education of women.  

In creating the chronicle Copley drew on a variety of sources and traditions, 

including oral stories related to her by members of her community, classical authors such 

as Virgil whose works she had read before she entered the convent (details below), and 

‘The Life of Mother Margaret Clement’ by Elizabeth Shirley, which is the oldest 

surviving piece of literature from St Monica’s.1 This accretion of sources is typical of the 

chronicle genre, but despite this fact and ample evidence throughout the chronicle that 

Copley drew on many kinds of sources, she conceals the extent of her authorial power 

and the diversity of her sources by making this opening statement about the composition 

of her work:  

[It was] written by one of the Religious of [St Monica’s] Monastery deducted 
from the beginning of English wemen dedicated to God first in the Cloister of 
St Ursulas in the same Town. /p.2/ A History hath been faithfully written upon 
the relation of the Persons themselves concerning their Parents and their own 
comming & calling to holy Religion and for the more surety after the writing it 
was again shewed to the same persons, that they might see whether all was right 
written and nothing mistaken this being the first draught of the History which 
reacheth unto the full fifty years from the Cloisters Erection. but beginneth 
above fifty years before from al the Inglish that began it.2  

 

Copley’s introduction sets out to accomplish several important things. First, it appears to 

date the composition of the chronicle to the time of the convent’s jubilee in 1659. 
 
1 Nazareth, MS A.III St Ursula, Arch.CXI, ‘The Life of our Reverent Ould Mother Margrit Clement’ 
(‘Life’) was composed by Shirley in 1626. No autograph manuscript survives, but an early copy now held 
at Nazareth contains corrections in Shirley’s hand and can be considered authoritative if not authorial on 
the basis of her interventions. Plate 19 shows MS ‘Life’, p. 1. Plate 20 shows a letter from the nuns of St 
Monica’s to Jacobus Boonen (1573–1655; CE) fourth Archbishop of Mechelen from 1621–55. Mechelen, 
Diocesan Archives, MS R. Kam Leuven, S. Monica, folder 6, item 39, ‘Petitas licentia alienandi centus ad 
opus constructionis ecclesiae’. The ‘Life’ has been printed in part or full on three occasions: Morris, 
Troubles, 3 vols (London: Burns and Oates, 1872), III; Hamilton [and Lambert] produce part of the ‘Life’ in 
the prefatory chapters of the Chronicle, I: 1548–1625. Latz spent nearly thirty years editing the ‘Life’ for 
publication along with an edition of Catherine Holland’s autobiographical conversion narrative (the subject 
of Chapter 4 of this thesis). Latz passed away unexpectedly before the edition was finalized but her 
transcript served as the base text for Hallett’s edition of the ‘Life’ in ECIE, 1600–1800, ed. by Hallett 
(2012) III, pp. 1–34. I quote from MS ‘Life’ but also give page references to Hallett. Over the centuries 
various manuscript copies of the ‘Life’ have been made from the manuscript with Shirley’s corrections. 
The oldest is Bruges, Nazareth MS CX1, an eighteenth-century copy made by Paula Weston, in religion 
Anne (c. 1677–1738; BA215).  
2 Douai, MS C2 ‘LC, 1535–1836’, p. 2; Chronicle, ed. by Hamilton [and Lambert], I, p. 24. 
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Despite Copley’s claim that the ‘Louvain Chronicle’ was penned around the time of the 

St Monica’s jubilee, internal evidence indicates that she began her work in the 1630s. The 

disparity between how long Copley actually worked on the chronicle and her claim in the 

introduction is significant: this document was not the work of a few months or years, 

rather, her narrative was carefully honed over three decades.3 Second of all, Copley’s 

insistence on orality functions as a truth claim—if each individual story is understood to 

have been related to the chronicler by the person it concerns, an eye-witness or someone 

with good second-hand knowledge of events, this appears to authenticate the narrative as 

a whole. This, in turn, obscures the extent to which the ‘Louvain Chronicle’ was the 

creative literary undertaking of one person who brought narrative unity to diverse 

sources. Thus even while the narrative opens by explaining that it was written down by 

one of the religious, the remainder of the quotation (misleadingly) suggests a scribal rather 

than authorial role.  

 Copley’s self-effacement and concealment, which was typical of monastic writers, 

may appear to diminish her significance as an author, but there is another way of 

understanding her authorial strategy—not as limiting or self-obliterating, but as 

expansive and inclusive. Anonymity enabled Copley to extend her powers as an historian 

and storyteller to her fellow nuns. Instead of a single gifted author we hear the voices of 

many able storytellers mediated by a discerning, adept and often unobtrusive chronicler. 

Copley lent her voice to other members of her community and in so doing she 

subsumed her voice into theirs, and theirs into her own.  

 

1 Copley’s educational inheritance and her links to the humanist home school 

of Sir Thomas More  

 
3 See ‘Naming Names’. 
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In an important article about Latinity and the educational accomplishments of early 

modern Catholic women, Jane Stevenson made the following observation about Copley 

and her female forebears: ‘What is remarkable [about them] is the clarity of the evidence 

[in the ‘Louvain Chronicle’] for a mother-to-daughter family tradition of highly educated 

women over four generations’.4 Now that I have established Copley’s identity as the 

chronicler (‘Naming Names’) we can more fully consider how the depiction of this 

impressive transmission of education and Latinity across four generations functioned 

within the ‘Louvain Chronicle’. It is not only the case, as Stevenson rightly points out, 

that St Monica’s housed many well-educated women and that the chronicle frequently 

remarks upon this; it turns out that one of the women she discusses in her article was the 

chronicler and that the emphases on women’s education and Latinity were a personal 

preoccupation of hers. 

 This chapter will consider the importance of women’s education and Latinity in 

two ways. First (after I have sketched the transmission of education in Copley’s family) I 

will demonstrate how she represented other women’s learning and Latinity in the 

chronicle. In other words, I will reveal how Copley mapped other women’s experiences 

and family histories out of her own. Second, I will consider the significance of Copley’s 

familiarity with Virgil and the appearance of classical historical modes in the chronicle, 

specifically in the representation of two sieges which had a long-standing impact on the 

convents of St Ursula’s and St Monica’s, and the English nuns’ understanding of 

community and enclosure.  

Mary and her sister Helen Copley, in religion Helen (1592/3–1666; LA072), were 

descendants of Margaret Giggs Clement, the adopted ward of Sir Thomas More, and 

John Clement (d. 1572; ODNB), one of the Greek and Latin tutors hired by More to 

 
4 ‘Women Catholics and Latin Culture’ in Catholic Culture in Early Modern England, ed. by R. Corthell and 
others (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2007), pp. 52–71 (p. 59). 
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teach in the home school he designed for his children and wards (Giggs and Clement 

married in 1526).5 More was commended in his own time for creating a home school in 

which he educated all of his children, including his daughters and female wards.6 He 

hired tutors to teach them to read and compose in Greek and Latin, study mathematics 

and undertake other subjects typically reserved for men. Giggs Clement was prized by 

More and many of his contemporaries for her educational attainment and literary 

abilities, as were More’s biological daughters. Evidence of the More girls’ intellectual 

reputation among leading humanist scholars of their day can be found in the pages of 

Richard Hyrde’s dedicatory letter to them in the Instruction of a Christian Woman (1529), his 

translation of De Institutione Foeminae Christianae (1524) by Juan Luis Vives (1493–1540). 

Numerous extant Latin letters from More to his daughters and Giggs, as well as his 

letters about them to Erasmus and Vives, clearly illustrate the esteem in which he held 

their learning.7 Just as Giggs’ inclusion in these written documents attests to her 

important place within the More circle, so too the More family portrait that was sketched 
 
5 More’s biological daughters were Margaret More Roper (1505–44; ODNB), Elizabeth (1506–64) and 
Cecily More (1507–d. unknown). Elizabeth and Cecily do not have their own ODNB entries. Biographical 
details taken from M. Wood, ‘The Family and Descendants of Sir Thomas More’, 
<http://www.thomasmorestudies.org/docs/ DescendantsJohn.pdf> [accessed 3 December 2013; first 
published on 18 November 2008].  
6 Over the last three decades some scholars have criticized More for circumscribing his daughters’ learning 
to fit within a Christian moral framework that explicitly limited their power as authors and citizens on the 
basis of their gender. A. Patterson provides a useful overview of this strand of the scholarship in Reading 
Holinshed’s Chronicles (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994), chap 10 ‘Women’, pp. 215–33 
summarizes the positions of several feminist scholars with regards to the More school. She writes of L. 
Woodbridge’s Women and the English Renaissance: Literature and the Nature of Womankind, 1540–1620 (Urbana: 
University of Illinois Press, 1984) ‘that the feminist tendencies of the early humanists, More, Colet, Vives 
and others had been “overestimated” (p. 16)’ and Jardine’s assertion that More’s ‘real goal was female 
“docility and obedience”.’ (Still Harping on Daughters). See Patterson, p. 315, n. 4. H. Mantel, fiction author 
and two time winner of the Man Booker Prize has recently portrayed More, his household and school in 
an unflattering light in Wolf Hall (2009). More’s use of Latin to undermine one of his non-Latinate wives, 
and the conspicuous displays of learning by his daughter Margaret More are depicted as particularly 
distasteful to Mantel’s fictionalized Thomas Cromwell on his visits to More’s home.  

J. Goodrich has recently observed that More Roper’s ‘apparent acquiescence to More’s 
patriarchal control has discomfited feminist critics, who tend to privilege early modern women who seem 
to defy or subvert patriarchy,’ in ‘Thomas More and Margaret More Roper: A Case for Rethinking 
Women’s Participation in the Early Modern Public Sphere’, The Sixteenth Century Journal, 39 (2009), 1021–
40 (p. 1022). She offers an alternative reading to this one and argues that More Roper should not be 
excluded from the canon even though her ‘life and her literary work are inseparable from her father’s 
influence’ (p. 1022). 
7 More, The Correspondence of Sir Thomas More, ed. by E.F. Rogers (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 
1947); and T. More, Workes of Syr Thomas More, ed. by W. Rastell (London: J. Cawod, J. Waly, and R. 
Tottell, 1557). 
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by Hans Holbein the Younger (1498–1543) in 1527 demonstrates the importance of her 

learning and her place within the family (Plate 21). Giggs is depicted standing second 

from the left beside Margaret More, holding a book and speaking to More’s father, Sir 

John More (c.1451–1530; ODNB).  

Elizabeth Shirley’s ‘Life of Mother Margaret Clement’ and the ‘Louvain 

Chronicle’ celebrate St Monica’s links to Sir Thomas More via Margaret Giggs Clement. 

Like many vitae the ‘Life’ begins by describing the parents of its subject. Here, Shirley 

dovetails the description of Giggs’ adoption and education with a description of the role 

she played in sustaining More’s spiritual practices while he was imprisoned in the Tower 

of London in 1535: 

She was brought up in the famelie of Sir Thomas More [...] who perceving a 
singuler inclynation in her to vertu & Larning & that she was of a rare Spirit 
thought it good to bring her up with his ^doughter^ wone dafter Mistress 
Margrit Roper most derely ^belovid^ of him & so taught them both himseduf 
^self^ both greeck & laten: he exelling in both as is well known, & he did so trust 
this our good granmother for so I may well call her, she being the Mother of our Blessed 
Mother, Margret Clement: That she allwayes provided him of all his devotions & 
secret pennences of dissiplynes & heercloths which he did weere continuall in 
the Tower of London untill the day before he was to goe to his marterdom & 
then he sent it her agayne enclosed in a caskett, because /p.5/ none but she 
should be privy to his devotions.8 
 

In this passage Shirley inscribes herself and the nuns of St Monica’s (and later, by 

extension, the nuns of Nazareth) into the More family by claiming Giggs Clement as a 

‘good granmother’ to them all. Their spiritual inheritance was predicated on Giggs 

Clement’s ‘vertu & Larning’, her education in Greek and Latin, her personal contact with 

More and her direct role in sustaining his devotional practices in the period leading up to 

his martyrdom. Both the ‘Life’ and ‘Louvain Chronicle’ (which reiterates aspects of the 

Giggs Clement story at the beginning of the chronicle narrative) stress that the Giggs 

Clements imparted Greek and Latin to all their children, boys and girls. This connected 
 
8 Nazareth, MS ‘Life’, pp. 4–5; Shirley, ‘Life’, ECIE, 1600–1800, ed. by Hallett, III, pp. 6–7, emphasis 
added. A discipline is a small whip made of rope, leather or metal which an individual would use against 
themselves during the act of penance and prayer. A haircloth is a coarse vest worn against the skin as an 
act of penance. It was often worn secretly beneath clothing, keeping the act of penance private. 
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Prioress Clement and the nuns in her care to the pre-Reformation Catholicism and 

educational agenda of More, who was one of the most significant Catholic martyr figures 

of the early modern period. 

After More’s execution for treason by Henry VIII in 1535 the Clements went 

into exile with their large family to the Catholic city of Mechelen near Louvain. From 

there they sent several of their children to convent schools and seminaries nearby, thus 

beginning a tradition by which English Catholics undertook exile in order to practice 

their faith and also to ensure the Catholic education of their children. Three of the 

Clements’ eleven children were educated at the St Ursula’s convent school. According to 

Copley: ‘great was the fame of this Manestery for the education of Children’.9 These 

include Dorothy, who later became a Poor Clare nun at a Flemish convent in Louvain 

(WWTN?); Margaret Clement who was the Copley sisters’ great aunt and the first 

English woman to serve as Prioress of St Ursula’s; and Helen, Mary and Helen Copley’s 

grandmother. Helen is said not to have had any inclination for the religious life and 

chose to marry instead. She married Thomas Prideaux and they eventually sent their only 

daughter, Magdalen, to the St Ursula’s convent school. Mary Copley, writing 

anonymously, describes how her grandparents arranged her mother’s education and what 

it consisted of:  

This daughter of theirs named Magdalen Prideause [...] had in her Childhood 
been brought up for som time in the Cloister of St Ursulas under the space of 
her Aunts goverment [Margaret Clement], as her Mother [Helen Clement] 
before also had lived there with her sister Margaret learning vertue altho’ both 
the Mother [Helen Clement] and dauther [Magdalen Prideaux] had no calling to 
Religion, which said Magdalene being her Parents only daugther had education 
to many rare qualities, for she was a fine Musitian both in song & instruments 
had the latin tongue perfect, also Poetrie and was skilful in the art of painting, a 
woman indeed wise, of good Judgment & pious in godly matters.10 

 

 
9 Douai, MS C2 ‘LC, 1535–1836’, p. 6; Chronicle, ed. by Hamilton [and Lambert], I, p. 26. 
10 Douai, MS C2 ‘LC, 1535–1836’, p. 123, Chronicle, ed. by Hamilton [and Lambert], I, p. 112. 
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It is evident in this passage and elsewhere in the ‘Louvain Chronicle’ that Copley valued 

both the convent and the domestic home as educational spheres capable of instilling 

‘vertue’ and ‘learning’ in young Catholic women. Despite the fact that her grandmother 

and mother did not experience a calling to the religious life, both are valued for their 

education and piety.  

There is compelling evidence that Prideaux’s reputation for learning and piety 

was known to Catholics beyond St Monica’s and St Ursula’s, and that her reputation was 

key to the survival of the Copley family while they were in exile in Spain during the 

1590s. Her brother-in-law, Richard Stanyhurst (1547–1618, ODNB), wrote a letter in 

August 1593 to his friend, Sir Francis Englefield (1522–96; ODNB), concerning a 

pension for Prideaux’s husband, William Copley. Stanyhurst, who was himself in receipt 

of a pension from the Spanish king, Philip II, was in an ideal position to promote the 

cause of his fellow English Catholics in exile. In this letter to Englefield, Stanyhurst 

highlights Prideaux’s Latinity as an asset that would make her worthy of a pension. Not 

only does he offer his own opinion on her worthiness, he also references that of Don 

Juan de Idiáquez, the secretary of state to Philip II:  

She wrote, quoth he, a latin letter when his Majestie [King Philip II of Spain] 
was in Aranjoas, so wel pend, that that might become a doctour to wryght it. 
Truly quoth I, I doe assure your Senioria [Don Juan], that the letter was wholy 
of her owne enditing. Certynly, quoth he, that is a rare matter, and I have the 
letter, and do prupose to keape that stil. This was the effect of the 
communicacion that past between his Senioria and me of mye brother his 
affayres, which dyd content me greatlye.11  

 
Prideaux’s reputation as an able Latin epistolarian and the family’s reputation for 

maintaining their Catholicism in the face of persecution won them favour with the 

 
11 A.J. Loomie, S.J., ‘Richard Stanyhurst in Spain: Two Unknown Letters of August 1593’, Huntington 
Library Quarterly 28 (1965), 145–55 (p. 152). Loomie points out that this passage could refer to either 
Magdalen Prideaux or her sister Elizabeth Copley ‘who was married to “one of the Prince of Parma’s 
captains names Eteves”, however given that the letter concerns Magdalen’s husband, William Copley, she 
seems the likelier candidate. Stanyhurst was trying to promote William Copley for a pension and 
promoting the accomplishments of his wife seems a natural part of these efforts. The letters are held at the 
Royal English College Archive, Valladolid. 
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Spanish king and served as a form of protection for the whole family. The ‘Louvain 

Chronicle’ reports that the Copleys ultimately lost their estates in England and had to 

support four children on the Spanish pension. In 1597 they moved to the Low Countries 

in order to be closer to England at which time Mary was placed at the convent school of 

St Ursula’s while her mother and younger sister Helen went into England and tried 

(unsuccessfully) to reclaim the family estate.  

 

1.1 Copley’s Latinity: there is no smoking gun 

Before I consider Copley’s own education and Latinity it is necessary to point out that 

there is no definitive proof that she or her sister ever acquired more Latin than what they 

would have needed to perform the sung Office. All choir nuns professing at post-

Tridentine convents were required to have enough Latin to understand and perform the 

sung Office, but this did not necessarily mean that they could write in Latin or read non-

liturgical texts. That said, mastery of basic Latin was crucial for choir nuns (see glossary): 

both the ‘Louvain Chronicle’ and ‘Bruges Chronicle’ cite instances of women being 

turned away or only allowed to enter at a lower rank because they could not master the 

language. Elizabeth Hubbard, in religion Paula (1600–50; LA137), is just one example 

from St Monica’s: ‘finding herself very weak and not apt to learn Latin she would not 

undertake any more then to be a white sister’ as opposed to a choir nun.12 The only Latin 

found in the ‘Louvain Chronicle’ consists of brief phrases used as interpretive keys: ‘This 

year 1618 upon the 26 of August died Sister Barbara Wilford, being of the first company 

that came from St Ursulas to begin our monestery, & of this nun we may truly say that 

Transivit per ignem et aquam et Deus educit eam in refrigerium, she passed thro fire & water’, and 

‘For leaving many great matches which attended only her consent she wisely & piously 

 
12 Douai, MS C2 ‘LC, 1535–1836’, p. 322; Chronicle, ed. by Hamilton [and Lambert], II, p. 47. NB, 
Hubbard’s WWTN? entry is currently incorrect stating her given name as well as her name in religion as 
Paula, whereas the chronicle states that Elizabeth was her given name. 
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chose for spouse him who is Specious form prae filiis hominum: beautiful of forme above the 

sons of men’.13 These quotations from the Psalms were a regular part of the sung Office 

and thus something Copley would have been deeply familiar with. Other uses of Latin in 

the ‘Louvain Chronicle’ consist of quotations from common prayers and reports of 

direct speech by other members of the community and their relatives. Yet despite the 

paucity of Latin in the ‘Louvain Chronicle’—a document designed for consumption by 

the convent community, not all of whose members were Latinate—Copley’s literary 

style, her family’s educational background, and her description of the educational 

environment at the convent school at St Ursula’s, all suggest that she would have 

acquired a high level of Latinity.  

 

2 Representations of other women’s learning and piety 

Copley highlights cases of unusually sophisticated Latinity in the entries of three 

important post-holders: Prioress Clement; Jane Wiseman, in religion Mary (1570/1–

1633; LA303), first Prioress of St Monica’s; and Helen Bedingfield, in religion Augustina 

(1604–61; LA023), third Prioress of Nazareth. According to the ‘Louvain Chronicle’ 

Wiseman and Bedingfield acquired Latin before entering St Monica’s, and later 

contributed important translations to their communities. Just as she praised her 

grandparents for educating her mother, so too Copley praises these nuns’ parents for 

their own education and piety and for ensuring the education of their daughters.  

 

2.1 Prioress Wiseman 

Copley’s description of Prioress Wiseman and her upbringing posits a direct link between 

Latin learned in childhood, monastic rigor and fitness to govern in a convent. In the 

 
13 Douai, MS C2 ‘LC, 1535–1836’, p. 167; Chronicle, ed. by Hamilton [and Lambert], I, p. 163. The Latin 
quotations are from Psalm 65.12 and Psalm 44.3. 
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passage below Copley describes Wiseman’s quasi-monastic home environment where 

Latin was part of the family’s daily routine:  

our Reverend Mother, Mary Wiseman was of very holy Parentage, for her father 
lived & died a constant Confessour of Catholick Religion named Thomas 
Wiseman of Bradoack in Essex, an Esquier of ancient family, who suffered 
much for his Conscience his house being a Receptacle for all Priest[s] and 
Religious men, he brought up his Children not only very vertuously but also to learning of 
the latin Tongue as well the daughters as the sons, himself being their Master, besides 
that in his house was order kept resembling a Monestery, at the Meales for half an hower 
was somthing read unless starngers [sic.] were there of higher degree then 
himself, otherwise this worthy custom was not omitted [.../p.96/] Their father 
gave himself to Prayer & holy lecture, as also every Friday he would make an 
Exortation to his Children in latin thereby to exercise them in that language, as also to give 
good instruction. By which worthy education they profited so much, that having 4 
daughter[s] the two eldest came over Seas & becam Nuns of St Bridgits Order, 
& have both govern’d the Monestery as [sic.] Lisbon in Portugal, being chosen 
at severall times by mutual interchange Abbesses, for their Order is to change at 
som years, & at this present 1631 the one is Abbess and the other Prioress. The 
two younger daughters cam to St Ursulas to St Augustins order leaving the kind 
cherishings of most loving parents to embrace the strictnes of poverty and want 
whereof we have spoken, such was their fervour to Gods service even in tender 
age, following the example of their most vertuous parents.14 
 

Descriptions of pious home schools such as this one are not uncommon in the early 

modern period. Catherine Holland describes a similarly strict school superintended by 

her Protestant father (see Chapter 4). Yet Copley’s description of Thomas Wiseman and 

his home school closely echoes the description of Thomas More and his school in the 

Lyf of Sir Thomas More, a copy of which may have been available to Copley at the date of 

the chronicle’s composition:15 

This schole of Sir Thomas More was liked and praysed of great and learned 
both at home and abroade. Erasmus, for the renowne of it, dedicateth to this 
schole his commentaries vpon certain workes. And Ludouicus Viues highly 
praysed it, and with great reson surelie. If we doe consider theire great increase in 
learning, It was rather an vniuersitie then a priuate schole; if theire profitt in vertue, a 
monasterie rather than a Courtiers house. And he being such as we haue said, his wife, 

 
14 Douai, MS C2 ‘LC, 1535–1836’, pp. 95–6; Chronicle, ed. by Hamilton [and Lambert], I, pp. 80–1, 
emphasis added. Prioress Jane Wiseman’s sisters who became Brigettine nuns were Anne Wiseman, in 
religion Anne (1556–1650; LB169), and Barbara Wiseman, in religion Barbara de Sta Maria (1557–1649; 
LB170). Their sister Bridget Wiseman, in religion Bridget (p. 1595, d. 1627; LA302), served as Subprioress 
at St Ursula’s, and Arcaria and Novice Mistress at St Monica’s.  
15 A vita of More is listed in Nazareth, MS ‘St Monica’s Miscellany’ to which I referred in the Introduction 
(see Plate 8): ‘The day of Sir Tohomas More is Upon the 6 of July and we read L his death’, p. 4.  
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Children, and family could be no other then they were, singularlie learned and merueilouslie 
vertuous.16 

 

This extract from the Lyf clearly posits a causal link between the rigors of the More 

school and the virtue of the members of the More household and school. Copley’s 

strategy of describing nuns’ and lay women’s educational experiences runs in a similar 

vein. So to does Shirley’s description of Prioress Clement’s education by her parents: ‘In 

her Fathers house she had benn vertuously brought up: In so much as I have hard her 

say when she came to relegeon she came to A kind of liberty, in comparison of that 

which she had before’.17 The Catholic home schools described in the chronicle, Lyf and 

‘Life’ are presented as integral to the virtue of the individuals under discussion in each 

text. 

Copley’s chronicle obituary of Prioress Wiseman demonstrates how her Latinity 

and learning permeated life at St Monica’s:  

she had her latin tongue perfect, & hath left us many Homilies and Sermons of 
the holy fathers translated into Inglish which she did with great facility, 
[.../p.372/] She had ever been very devout to our Blessed lady & to our holy 
father St Augustin as appeard by her exortations in the Chapter wherein she had 
such a singular Grace in speaking of God, & good things that the religious said 
they had rather hear one of her Chapters then any sermon and som almost 
never heard her without teares18 

 

None of Prioress Wiseman’s translations are known to survive, but by Copley’s account 

alone we can surmise that her learning made a significant contribution to life at St 

Monica’s: she made otherwise inaccessible texts accessible through the acts of translation 

and teaching. The choir nuns in her care would have had access to her written 

translations, and everyone, the lay nuns included, would have shared the experience of 

listening to her expound on the meaning of these works at the communal gathering 

 
16 [R. Basset], Lyf, ed. by Vaughn-Hitchcock, p. 151, emphasis added, spelling as it appears in the edition. 
17 MS ‘Life’, p. 12; ‘Life’, ECIE, 1600–1800, ed. by Hallett, III, ‘Of Vertuous Inclination The Fourth 
Chapter’, p. 10. 
18 Douai, MS C2 ‘LC, 1535–1836’, p. 369, p. 372; Chronicle, ed. by Hamilton [and Lambert], II, p. 104. 
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known as ‘chapter’, a rare platform for female teaching which was sanctioned within the 

Catholic Church. What made female teaching within the context of chapter permissible 

was the conceptualization of Prioresses as mothers and superiors, and nuns as their 

daughters and subjects. Couched in familial terms and based upon familiar holy family 

models such as St Anne teaching the Virgin Mary to read, women teaching women in 

this context was tolerated and even promoted by male clergy.  

 

2.2 Augustina Bedingfield 

In her entry for Augustina Bedingfield, Copley highlights the future Nazareth Prioress’ 

Latinity and gift for translation. Although Bedingfield never served as a spiritual mother 

of St Monica’s she was a valued member of that community and Copley’s entry reflects 

this. As we shall see in Chapter 2, St Monica’s and Nazareth engaged in a long-running 

dispute over Bedingfield’s membership. St Monica’s was loath to let her transfer in part 

because of her abilities and reputation beyond the convent as a learned translator and 

well educated woman, and in part because of her astute financial management skills. 

Nazareth wanted her precisely because they were in financial difficulties and because she 

had the skill to deal with these problems. The Bedingfield entry was penned sometime 

before 1639, the year she transferred to Nazareth.19 Bedingfield’s father is described as ‘a 

very good Catholick & harborer of priests’20 while her mother, Katherine Fortescue, is 

said to have experienced a religious calling after she had become engaged to be married. 

Though Bedingfield’s grandfather was devout, he was unwilling and unable to let 

Fortescue renege on her engagement to Bedingfield: ‘So she consented, and after sought 

by her children to make up that which she did not perform herself’.21 She ensured that 

 
19 This fact is significant because it demonstrates that the ‘Louvain Chronicle’ was started before 1659, the 
year of the convent’s jubilee, and the year which Copley indicates she began her work in the introductory 
statement to the chronicle. 
20 Douai, MS C2 ‘LC, 1535–1836’, p. 227; Chronicle, ed. by Hamilton [and Lambert], I, p. 240. 
21 Douai, MS C2 ‘LC, 1535–1836’, p. 229; Chronicle, ed. by Hamilton [and Lambert], I, p. 240. 
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her children were well educated and encouraged them to become nuns and priests. Thus 

Helen Bedingfield ‘came hither, having had education fit for religion, for she was taught 

at St Omers the Latin tongue & made now her profession at the age of 16 years’.22 The 

significance of Bedingfield’s Latinity is also highlighted by the Bruges chronicler (whose 

identity is discussed in the next chapter), who notes the following in her entry for 1643, 

the third year of Bedingfield’s Prioresship at Nazareth:  

A few days before Christmass, our most Reverend Lord Bishop sent us our 
reform’d Statutes, giving the religious /p.37/ one year to try them. But they 
were in Latin and could not be read to the convent till they were translated 
which was not done till the begining of the next year.23  
 

These ‘Statutes’ (along with updated ‘Customs’) were written by Bishop Nicholas 

Haudion for Nazareth in 1643, and were translated and modified by Prioress Bedingfield 

in early 1644. Each Nazareth and St Monica’s nun—like nuns of all orders and 

nationalities at this time—was required to read the ‘Customs’ and ‘Statutes’ to herself 

once a year, and the documents were also read aloud to the entire community on an 

annual basis, hence why they needed to be translated. The Haudion-Bedingfield ‘Statutes’ 

were approved in 1645 and used at Nazareth until 1716 when they were updated by 

Prioress Lucy Herbert (see Chapter 5).  

The ‘Louvain Chronicle’ celebrates Latinity and women’s education in both 

convent and domestic settings. In describing Prioress Wiseman’s family home and the 

educational project there Copley draws parallels with the More school. She also uses 

Wiseman’s obituary to explore the significance of Latinity and translation as a tool with 

which Prioresses could shape the devotional and didactic landscape of their convents, 

while Prioress Bedingfield’s learning is situated in a continuum of Catholic piety marked 

by her mother’s sense of having missed a religious calling, and her consequent efforts to 

ensure her daughters pursued religious lives. Thus even lay women who did not become 

 
22 Douai, MS C2 ‘LC, 1535–1836’, p. 229; Chronicle, ed. by Hamilton [and Lambert], I, p. 240. 
23 Nazareth, TS ‘BC, 1629–1729’, pp. 37–8. 
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nuns, but who supported their children and other family members in doing so, could be 

described as holy, saint-like, virtuous and pious. 

 

3 The religious life, ‘Good Books’ and ‘Vain Virgil’ 

Copley lived part of her early life in Spain with her parents and her sister Helen at the 

court of Philip II before attending the convent school at St Ursula’s between 1597 and 

1599. Presumably she was educated at St Ursula’s in order to be under the care and 

guidance of her great aunt, Prioress Clement. When Mary was seven years old her father 

withdrew her from the convent school in order that she would see more of the world. 

They lived in the Low Countries where Copley likely continued her education under her 

parents’ care. During this time she expressed her desire to join a convent. In 1609, while 

St Monica’s foundation was underway, Copley declared her intention to make a religious 

profession, and, with the help of her mother, persuaded her sister Helen to take the same 

path. They entered the newly-founded St Monica’s (to which their great aunt Clement 

had transferred) as Novices in 1609 and professed together on 8 May 1612, twelve days 

before the death of Prioress Clement. Copley writes of her calling to the religious life:  

When therfore [William Copley’s] daughters were now of years to undertake 
/p.126/ any state the eldest being 18 her mind to religion continued stil. for 
altho’ through the vanities of the world she was allured to leave her intention 
yet the continual councels and advises of their vertuous parents help’d her 
much as also the reading of good books made her at length fully resolve to become religious.24  

 

Copley’s emphasis on the role of reading and good books is commonplace.25 Other 

convent writers depict a similar tug of war between the ‘vanities of the world’ versus the 

good council of friends and parents, bolstered by the sustenance of books. This is a 

 
24 Douai, MS C2 ‘LC, 1535–1836’, pp. 125–6; Chronicle, ed. by Hamilton [and Lambert], I, pp. 113–14, 
emphasis added. 
25 The Cambrai Benedictine Barbara Constable, in religion Barbara (1617–84; CB043), describes reading 
and education as ‘one of the prime meanes which [God] hath used to keepe me in the state of salvation’ in 
Ampelforth Abbey, MS SS84, p. 9) quoted in H. Wolfe, ‘Constable, Barbara (1617–84)’, ODNB (OUP, 
forthcoming). Constable, a Roper descendent, was Copley’s kinswoman. 
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common theme articulated by Catholic writers from Augustine onwards, in depicting 

conversions from atheism or another faith to Catholicism, as well as a turning from the 

world to the monastery (see Chapter 4).  

‘Good books’ crop up repeatedly in the ‘Louvain Chronicle’, ranging from 

named titles and authors, to the unnamed books that appear miraculously in the homes 

of non-Catholics, as an aid to conversion. The conversion of Joan Pranell Brook (or 

Brock), mother of Sister Susan Brook, in religion Susan (p. 1618, d. 1658; LA041), which 

was sparked by her discovery of a Catholic book under the covers in her freshly made 

bed, is just one example of many to be found in the chronicle:  

She then looked into the book & found it was a Catholick one. Whereof she 
was very glad: for she had a long time desired to know somthing of that religion 
hearing so much talk of papists & recusants & longed to understand the maner 
of their observances, but could never have her desire satisfied herein, untill now 
that Almighty God provided her of means. For in this book which it seems was 
of controversie, she found all heretical objections so cleerely confuted and 
Catholick religion so manifestly prooved in all points, that she fully resolved to 
becom a Catholick seing it was the true faith, & no other means to be saved but 
by it. After this she sought acquantance with Catholicks, so cam to be 
reconciled, & got her husbands good will that /p.178/ she might live according 
to her conscience as also prevailed so far with him that he permitted her to 
bring up all her daughters accordingly.26 

 

The book answers Pranell Brook’s need for clarification about doctrinal points: hearsay is 

supplanted by a concrete book which enables Brook to make up her own mind. God is 

believed to have supplied not only the physical item that will lead to conversion, but 

through it a sound argument to ‘manifestly [prove] in all points’ that Catholicism is the 

correct religion. The importance of the exact title and author of the tract is immaterial to 

Copley in her retelling of this story. What matters is the vehicle and its miraculous arrival. 

As Dolan observes of episodes like this one, ‘When [Catholic] books were prohibited, 

 
26 Douai, MS C2 ‘LC, 1535–1836’, pp. 178–9; Chronicle, ed. by Hamilton [and Lambert], I, p. 191. 
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schools shuttered, and instruction hard to gain, miracles that provide books and the skills 

one needs to read them seem useful indeed’.27  

 Copley’s reference to ‘good books’ takes on new meaning in light of another type 

of book which she mentions in the context of her and her sister’s final days in London 

before they travelled to Louvain to become nuns:  

one night when they were a Bed there comes a Justice of peace with many men & 
in they would come [...] the two sisters not knowing what might happen took 
such Catholick Books as they had into the bed with them, as also the monney for 
their Voyage and it was wisely don, for leaving only one Vain Book of Virgils that 
was taken away, and they saw it no more28  

 
This passage is remarkable for several reasons. First and foremost, Copley, who was 

writing under the cloak of anonymity, is able to state that she had once owned a book of 

Virgil’s writings. For her contemporaries who knew her to be the author of the chronicle 

this was a subtle way of declaring her classical background and learnedness and thus, by 

extension, her authority as a writer of history. At the same time Copley shored up her 

piety by rejecting Virgil.  

 Stevenson writes of this Virgil reference, ‘It is not necessarily fair in the 

circumstances to deduce that [the Copleys] were reluctant students of the classics, though 

of course this may have been the case.’29 On the contrary, Copley’s use of the word ‘vain’ 

suggests that she rather enjoyed reading Virgil as a young woman but that, from her 

position as an enclosed nun, she now sees that pursuit as ‘worldly’ and inappropriate to 

her present life. Even if she did believe this, and it was not a mere conceit, she could not 

have unread what she had once read.30 ‘Vain’ recalls her description of the period leading 

 
27 Dolan discusses the significance of these books in ‘Reading, Work, and Catholic Women’s Biographies’, 
p. 353. 
28 Douai, MS C2 ‘LC, 1535–1836’, p. 127; Chronicle, ed. by Hamilton [and Lambert], I, p. 114, emphasis 
added. It is unclear from the narrative when or why Mary Copley went out of the Low Countries and into 
England. 
29 Stevenson, p. 59. 
30 For further examples and discussion of the ways in which pre-profession reading influenced nuns’ 
reading and writing habits in the convent see N. Hallett, ‘Philip Sidney in the Cloister: The Reading Habits 
of English Nuns in Seventeenth-Century Antwerp’, Journal for Early Modern Cultural Studies, 12 (2012), 88–
116. 
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up to her decision to join a convent, during which she needed to counteract the ‘vanities 

of the world’ which she found alluring, with good books and the guidance of her parents, 

which steered her towards the convent instead. 

The Virgil reference opens a door onto the Copleys’ literary heritage, but it raises 

more questions than it answers. For instance, what was the vain book in question? Was it 

part or all of a single work—the Aeneid, Georgics or Eclogues—or a compilation of more 

than one? Was it in Latin, French or English, Spanish or Italian? Was it a printed work or 

a manuscript? We are unlikely to find out. Despite these uncertainties, I will pay close 

attention to the historical reception of Virgil’s Aeneid because of its significance in the 

British chronicling tradition and evidence that Copley was well read within this tradition 

and the classical historical tradition. Part of my evidence derives from her familial 

connection to the author and translator Richard Stanyhurst (Copley’s uncle by marriage) 

whom I mentioned above in the context of Magdalen Prideaux’s Latinity. Stanyhurst 

published a translation of part of the Aeneid titled The First Foure Bookes of Virgils Æneis, 

Translated into English Heroicall Verse (1582, 1583), and he contributed ‘The description 

and Chronicles of Yrelande’ to the 1577 edition of Holinshed’s Chronicle, one of the most 

important sixteenth-century chronicles of Britain and Ireland, the scope and ambition of 

which cannot be overstated.31 Copley’s chronicle, though it remained in manuscript and 

was not well known beyond the convent until the early Twentieth Century, is significant 

because it actively engaged with a wider tradition that extended back to Virgil and 

Augustine, up to Copley’s day, and well beyond it into the Eighteenth Century and 

beyond.  

 

4 Virgil in print and the English chronicling tradition 
 
31 For discussion of the Chronicles’ contributors and sources see the new interdisciplinary collection Oxford 
Handbook of Holinshed’s Chronicles, ed. by P. Kewes, I.W. Archer and F. Heal (Oxford: OUP, 2013), esp. H. 
Summerson, ‘Sources: 1577’, pp. 61–76, and ‘Sources: 1587’, pp. 77–92; and P. Marshall, ‘Religious 
Ideology’, pp. 411–26. 
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By 1610, the year the Copley sisters travelled from London to Louvain, there were over 

180 printed editions of Virgil’s work in almost every European language, in addition to 

countless manuscript versions. While all of Virgil’s writings were studied within the 

grammatica and humanist traditions, and offered as examples of verse worthy of linguistic 

imitation, the Aeneid was of particular importance within English imaginative literature 

and history-writing in the medieval and early modern periods. The Aeneid was first 

designated as an antecedent of British history in the ninth-century chronicle Historium 

Britanum, attributed to the Welsh monk Nimnius. Nimnius writes that the Trojan, Brutus, 

conquered the giants who roamed Albion, and proclaimed himself King. Brutus was 

believed to be a descendant of Aeneas and was shoe-horned into British history for this 

and other reasons. He serves to link Britain to Rome and (eventually) the papal see, and 

the Aeneid helps to connect British history writing with an illustrious literary-historical 

tradition. Geoffrey of Monmouth (d. 1154/5; ODNB) embellished the story of Brutus in 

his Historia regum Britanniae, composed c. 1135–8.32 According to Christopher Given-

Wilson: 

 Before the twelfth century, the history of Britain prior to the coming of 
Christianity (around 600 AD) was an almost complete void. [...] Geoffrey of 
Monmouth, the Oxford-based Welsh cleric who became bishop of St Asaph in 
1152, set out to fill this void [...] Where he got his information from has always 
been, and still is, one of the great mysteries of British history. Geoffrey himself 
claimed that he was simply translating into Latin ‘a certain very ancient book 
written in the British [Welsh] language’ [but] it is more likely that he simply 
invented most of it, [...] the work which he penned was an epic covering the first 
one thousand nine hundred years of British history, from the arrival in the 
twelfth century BC of Brutus. [...Thus Geoffrey] provided the peoples of Britain 
with their origin myth. As with most origin myths, this entailed perilous voyages 
of migration under a charismatic leader, the irresistible tug of destiny, and 
eventual landfall in a promised land which, if not entirely uninhabited, was 
certainly un-‘civilised’. Geoffrey told a great story, and it was a story which 
became, for the rest of the middle ages and beyond, the standard account of early 
British history, the past in which everyone could (and wanted to) believe.33 

 

 
32 C. Given-Wilson, Chronicles: The Writing of History in Medieval England, p. 158. 
33 Ibid., pp. 3–4. 
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The Historia was one of the most influential histories composed in the medieval West. It 

survives in over 230 manuscript copies, in multiple languages, and was printed in 1480 by 

Caxton as The Chronicles of England, making it one of the first ever printed histories.34 The 

Historia was cited in chronicles throughout the Sixteenth century, for instance, by Robert 

Fabyan (1516), Richard Grafton (1569) and Holinshed and his circle (1577 and 1587).  

The fate of the Aeneid in print in late medieval Britain is closely bound up with 

the British chronicling tradition. A decade after the publication of Chronicles of England 

Caxton brought out an edition of the Aeneid in translation from French and Latin (1490). 

By 1610, a further five translators, including Richard Stanyhurst, had produced seven 

translations of the Aeneid between them (often only select Books, usually Books 1 

through 4).35 His translation received mixed reviews:  

Although the work was published in London in 1583 and despite the support of 
Gabriel Harvey, a fellow believer in the superiority of the hexameter in English, 
the experiment was adjudged a failure by a succession of critics. Contemporaries 
such as Thomas Nashe and Barnaby Rich panned Stanihurst’s efforts, the latter 
opining that he had ‘stripped Virgil out of a velvet gown into a fool’s coat’ (First 
Four Books, viii). Joseph Hall parodied the work as follows: 

If Jove speak English in a thundering cloud, 
Twick twack and riff raff roars he aloud. 
Fie on the forged mint that did create 
New coin of words never articulate. 
(First Four Books, xx)36 

 
Whatever Stanyhurst’s literary reputation, and no matter what version or format of Virgil 

the Copley sisters had confiscated from them in 1610, it is worth considering the 

Stanyhurst translation because it sheds light on some of the tensions between sacred and 

secular literature which tie in with Copley’s ‘vain Virgil’ comment.  

 
34 Ibid., p. xxii. 
35 Pre-1610 English and Scottish translators whose works appeared in print include: Gavin Douglas 
(author of an edition in ‘Scottish meter’, 1553); Henry Howard, Earl of Surrey (Book 4 in 1554, and Books 
2 and 4 in 1557); Thomas Phaer (d. 1560) printed seven Books in 1558; subsequent editions appeared after 
his death in 1562, 1573 and 1607. Sir Thomas Twyne furthered the unfinished work of Phaer and made a 
complete translation which appeared in 1573. Finally, Stanyhurst produced a translation of the first four 
Books (Leiden, 1582; London, 1583). 
36C. Lennon, ‘Stanihurst, Richard (1547–1618)’, ODNB. I use the spelling ‘Stanyhurst’ as per Loomie and 
Stanyhurst’s printed work. 
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4.1  Uncle Stanyhurst and ‘truth’ within Aeneis  

Stanyhurst’s Aeneis had a religio-political agenda and was designed to be read by pious 

individuals, meaning (for Stanyhurst) Catholics or those who were sympathetic to them.37 

We see this in his edition of psalm translations and in his English renditions of Latin 

epigrams and poems by Sir Thomas More. This latter feature clearly signals Stanyhurst’s 

attempts to make his translation of a ‘pagan’ poet palatable to a pious audience. 

Stanyhurst’s prefatory letter to the reader frames the Aeneis as something akin to a 

devotional treatise:  

 What deepe and rare pointes of hidden secrets Virgil hathe sealde up in hys 
twelve bookes of Aeneis, maye easily appeare to such reaching wits, as bend their 
endevours, to the unfolding thereof; not only by gnibling upon the outwarde rine 
of supposed historie, but also by groaping the pyth, that is shrind up within the 
barke and bodie of so exquisit and singular a discourse.38  

 

This assessment of Virgil might surprise us given Stanyhurst’s involvement in 

Holinshed’s Chronicles, which incorporated Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Brutus story and 

elements of the Aeneid into the history of England. How can Stanyhurst discount Virgil 

as a historian but promote the Aeneid as a source or allegory of ‘hidden secrets’? Surely 

these hidden secrets are truths of some kind—insights into the human condition 

containing grains of historical truth.  

Given-Wilson identifies three types of truth-claim or historical ‘truth’ operating 

in the British chronicling tradition which can be extended to Stanyhurst’s assessment of 

Virgil and which will help us to understand Copley’s simultaneous rejection of Virgil and 

acknowledgement of the fact that she had read his work. There is truth in the form of 

‘accuracy’ in terms of dates, place-names, names of people and conformity to fact. Then 

 
37 On the political agenda of the Aeneis see R. Loeber and M. Stouthamer-Loeber, ‘Pale Martyr: Politicizing 
Richard Stanihurst’s Aeneis’ in Dublin and the Pale in the Renaissance, c. 1540–1660 ed. by M. Potterton and T. 
Herron (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2011), pp. 291–318. 
38 Stanyhurst, Aeneis, A.ii. 
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there is ‘didactic significance’ by which ‘the “universal truths” to be deduced for any 

specific episode were just as important as the need to provide an incontestably factual 

account of that episode’; and, finally, there is plausibility or ‘the extent to which [a factual 

truth] corresponded to other comparable truths’.39 Stanyhurst appears to be applying the 

concept of didactic truth to the Aeneid—it has something to teach us, even if it is not 

entirely historically accurate.  

Stanyhurst was by no means the first Christian author to attempt to retain the 

classics on the basis that they had didactic force; this was a favourite pastime of humanist 

scholars before him (including More). Just as Christianity acknowledges didactic truths in 

the Old Testament, so too Stanyhurst identified universal truths in the writings of pagan 

poets in order to justify their translation for a modern audience.  

 

5 Augustinian readings of Virgil 

It is tantalizing to wonder whether the Copleys’ confiscated ‘vain book’ was a copy of 

their uncle’s Aeneis translation, and if so, whether Mary Copley absorbed and 

remembered his defence of Virgil’s ‘so exquisit and singular a discourse’ when she came 

to pen the ‘Louvain Chronicle’ nearly twenty years later. We cannot be certain, but what 

we can trace with greater confidence is a precedent for her apparent wholesale rejection 

of Virgil. In Confessions Book I:xiii Augustine laments that, as a young man, he wept for 

Dido’s suicide in Aeneid Book IV, while remaining unmoved by Christ’s Passion. 

According to Augustine he indulged in wilful vanity, choosing pagan authors and a world 

of pagan learning and rhetoric that ultimately dissatisfied him and kept him isolated from 

God.  

The Nazareth library houses several copies of an interesting eighteenth-century 

commentary on Confessions which articulates an up-to-date Augustinian anxiety with 

 
39 Given-Wilson, pp. 2–3. 
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regard to classical authors. This commentary was originally written in French by Abbot 

Jean Nicolas Grou, and then closely translated into English by Alexander Clinton.40 The 

commentary expands Augustine’s lament on the power of pagan authors and extends it 

to the modern world: 

Our education is quite Pagan. In colleges and in the enclosure of houses, 
children are hardly made to read any author, besides profane poets, orators, and 
historians. They are impressed with the highest idea of them; they are presented 
with them as the most perfect models in the art of writing, as the brightest 
geniuses, and as our masters […] nothing is neglected to make them feel the beauties of 
them, to imprint them in their memory, and to teach them to imitate them. In order to 
facilitate the intelligence of them, they are led far on into a detail of the 
genealogies, and the adventures of gods, and of the heroes of mythology; they 
are transported to Athens, and into ancient Rome […] they are initiated […] 
into all the mysteries, all the systems, and all the absurdities of Paganism. That 
such was the education in the four first ages of the church, is not to be 
wondered at, nor could it be otherwise. Those who kept public schools, 
whether grammarians, or rhetoricians, were Pagans. The children of Christians 
frequented those schools […] the christians were in daily disputes with the 
heathens, they stood in need of being acquainted with their principles […] even 
the obscenities of their fables, the chief tracts of their history, and in the 
different systems of their philosophy. […] But now, and since many centuries, 
what need is there that we should be so much versed in the fabulous history, in 
the intelligence of poets, and of other authors of antiquity? What great 
advantage is it, or can it be in future to children? And why is it made the 
principal point of their education?41 

 

Grou’s condemnation of the classics tells us as much about what they were used for and 

how they were beneficial as it tells us about why the classics were dangerous for young 

Christian readers. On the one hand the classics led students to focus on fictions and 

fantasies but on the other it taught them to imitate good writing and sharpened their 

intelligence. Notably, Grou was equally concerned about histories as about poetry. 

 
40 French and English copies of this work can be found in the Nazareth library and were probably 
purchased by the nuns from the printer J.P. Coghlan who published several volumes of devotions by 
Prioress Herbert of Nazareth (see Chapter 5) the same year that he published Clinton’s English translation. 
of Grou’s work. The French and English editions are catalogued as Nazareth Library, F 13 a 103 and F 13 
a 105–106, respectively.  
41 J.N. Grou, Morale Tirée Des Confessions De S. Augustin, 2 vols (Paris, 1786), trans. A. Clinton, alias 
MacKenzie as Morality, Extracted from the Confessions of Saint Austin, 2 vols (London: J.P. Coghlan, 1791) I, 
pp. 87–9, emphasis added.  
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For all this condemnation, neither Grou in the French original, nor Clinton in his 

English translation, propose an alternative curriculum: ‘But what! it will be said, do you 

mean to snatch from the hands of youth all profane authors! and what will you substitute in 

lieu of them? I have no such thought. I know that there is nothing to replace them that is so useful 

for the intended purpose [of teaching them to write]’.42 Though Grou identifies Scripture, the 

Imitation of Christ and Augustine’s Confessions as sources of wisdom and comfort for 

Christian readers, when it comes to teaching the art of writing, the pagan authors cannot 

be gotten rid of.  

 John Fleming identified similar anxieties about the use of classical texts in the 

medieval grammatica curriculum as it was taught at Oxford and within medieval English 

monasteries and grammar schools. He also concluded that: ‘If grammatica was to remain 

the basis of primary education [...] there was no practical way that the ancient muses 

could be banished from the monastery’.43 Whereas Grou posits that the classics were 

retained because they were appealing to young minds, Fleming locates the inextricable 

bond between classical works and learning at a more fundamental level, namely in the 

transmission of Christianity to the medieval West via Latin: ‘The inevitability of a 

connection between medieval Christian religious life and the production of imaginative 

literature rested on two foundations: a religion of literacy, founded in a book; and the 

cultural packaging of the Latin language.’44 Grou’s admission that he knows nothing can 

replace the classics is a natural follow-on from the medieval attitudes about which 

Fleming writes. ‘Christian Latin’, as it were, had pagan roots. 

Copley’s condemnation of Virgil takes on deeper significance when we consider 

it within the continuum of Christian anxieties about classical authors as articulated by 

Augustine, then echoed by writers within the Western medieval tradition, and later 

 
42 Ibid., p. 108, emphasis added. 
43 ‘Muses of the Monastery’, Medieval Academy of America, 78 (2003), 1071–1106 (p. 1083). 
44 Ibid., p. 1073. 
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replicated and updated by authors such as Grou and Clinton in the Eighteenth Century. 

By rejecting Virgil as ‘vain’ Copley simultaneously attempts to suggest that she is no 

longer influenced by him, and at the same time she assures her readers and listeners that 

she had read Virgil in some form.  

 

6 The ‘Louvain Chronicle’ and classical models 

If Copley’s education was anything like the eighteenth-century model described by Grou 

(and it seems likely that it was), in which classical texts were ‘imprinted’ upon the 

memory in order to be imitated for their style, it is not surprising to discover that she 

imitated the classics and derived a historical model from texts she had read before she 

entered the convent. Copley made use of classical antecedents at crucial points in the 

‘Louvain Chronicle’ and was deeply, if quietly, indebted to a tradition in which the Aeneid 

and other classical works were understood in precisely the way Stanyhurst had 

articulated—as having ascertained certain universal truths, while falling short of 

providing reliable historical information. This is not to say that there are precise verbal 

echoes of classical texts in the ‘Louvain Chronicle’ but, rather, that Copley’s work is 

informed by texts that we know to have formed part her forebears’ educational 

background. Indeed, her engagement with classical historical writing is similar to More’s 

in his play Richard III, as described by Richard Sylvester:  

when we look for verbal echoes from the classical historians in [Richard III], we 
do not find a consistent pattern. [More] borrowed from everyone; when he did 
imitate, he paid greater attention to the larger matters of structure, 
characterization, and tone than he did to the purely verbal aspects of style. [...] 
More’s humanism, like that of any sensitive and original writer, works in terms 
of the ‘animus’ and ‘spiritus’ of the classics, not in terms of their letter; it 
reshapes what it borrows, but at the same time it retains an awareness of the 
context from which its borrowings come. This situation makes discrimination 
difficult for the critic.45  
 

 
45 The Complete Works of Sir Thomas More, 15 vols (New Haven, CT: YUP, 1963–97), II: The History of King 
Richard III, ed. by R.S. Sylvester (1967), p. lxxxiii and pp. lxxxiv–v. 
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Like More, Copley was a ‘sensitive and original’ writer who brought diverse traditions to 

bear on her chronicle. She deftly deployed a variety of literary modes from classics and 

convent writings, some of which we can identify, such as the ‘Life’, and others, such as 

classical sources, which are not as easy to trace. We know that the More school 

curriculum and the grammatica tradition included authors such as Homer, Virgil and Livy, 

and there is some specific evidence about reading within the More school which bears on 

my analysis. According to Sylvester, Erasmus commented in a letter to Budé in 1521 that 

the ‘More children are said to have Livy in their hands as they study’.46 This conjures up 

an image of the Roman historian Livy (59 BC–AD 17) as a source or guide—the children 

study and Livy is a support or source of information, rather than the author being 

studied.  

 

6.1 Sieges 

The depiction of sieges in the ‘Louvain Chronicle’ provides a clear example of Copley’s 

ability to engage quietly with a classical tradition exemplified by Homer and Virgil in 

poetry, and developed by the Livy in his prose history of Rome titled Ab urbe condita libri, 

which covers the city’s foundation by Aeneas through to 9 BC. Of all of the events 

related in the ‘Big Chronicle’ manuscript of the ‘Louvain Chronicle’, covering the years 

1535 to 1837, the siege of Louvain in 1635 receives the most sustained attention of any 

single event, running to c. 6,500 words out of c. 132,500. This siege narrative is important 

for three reasons. First, it demonstrates Copley’s awareness of a classical literary 

tradition. Second, the siege account holds the most significant clue as to Copley’s identity 

as the chronicler, and third, what Copley writes about the siege of 1635 can be read 

alongside what Elizabeth Shirley says about the siege of Louvain in 1572 and the 

leadership of Prioress Clement in the ‘Life’. Sieges forced the communities of St Ursula’s 

 
46 More, Complete Works, II: The History of King Richard III, ed. by Sylvester (1967), p. lxxxvii, n. 1. 
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and St Monica’s to make difficult decisions which in turn reveal a lot about the role of 

Prioresses and community cohesion. Read together, the chronicle and ‘Life’ offer two 

different bodies of advice for readers on how to deal with war and impending conflict. 

Moreover, each text reveals how significant convent literature was in recording and 

interpreting historical events in order to offer lessons for posterity. 

 In his analysis of Livy’s representations of the besieged environment, P.G. Walsh 

observes that: 

Livy’s dramatic power emerges chiefly in the central description of the 
individual episode. Here he seeks to achieve the graphic presentation [...] aimed 
at by those who favoured a dramatic view of history [e.g., Homer and Virgil]; he 
[...] portrays the emotions of communities—their grief, their joy, their panic, 
their rabies.47  

 

Rather than recount the physical mechanisms of siege-warfare, Livy, like Virgil, usually 

focused on individuals and groups within the besieged environment. Walsh explains: ‘he 

thus exploits that facility for psychological observation which is always so prominent in 

his writing’ and ‘Characterisation of the participants [under siege] remains the ultimate 

purpose’.48 It was the strength of this characterization—the focus on the human 

experience of war, grief and loss—that enabled Homer’s Iliad and Virgil’s Aeneid to 

endure and serve as templates for future ages. 

In the preface to Caxton’s Aeneid (1490) we see that the representation of ancient 

sieges could become a template for contemporary events—a sourcebook on how to act 

in the case of a siege or a threat to liberty: 

this present booke compyled by Virgyle ryght subtyl and Ingenyous oratour & 
poete [...] Intytuled Eneydos [...] In Whiche may alle valyaunt prynces and other 
nobles see many valourous fayttes of armes. And also this present boke is 
necessarye to all cytezens & habytaunts in townes and castellis for they shal see. 
How somtyme troye [...] and many other places stronge and inexpupnable [sic.] 
have ben besieged sharpely & assayled. And also coragyously and valyauntly 

 
47 P.G. Walsh, Livy: His Historical Aims & Methods, 2nd edn (Cambridge: CUP, 1961; repr. Bristol: Bristol 
Classical Press, 1989), p. 181. 
48 Ibid., p. 191 and p. 208. 
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defended and the sayd boke is atte this present tyme moche necessarye for to 
enstructe smale and grete. for everych in his ryght to kepe & defende For a 
thynge more noble is to deye than Vylanously to be subdued49 

 

In her depiction of the sieges of Louvain in 1572 and 1635 Copley blends two styles of 

history writing—Virgil’s and Livy’s style as described by Walsh, in which the pathos of 

the besieged community is central to the narrative, and that of authors such as Julius 

Caesar in the Civil Wars, which tends to focus on the mechanisms of sieges, meaning 

weapons and military tactics. Her siege narrative for 1635, like Caxton’s 1490 preface to 

the Aeneid, demonstrates not only that it is right to keep and defend the city and the 

convent, but that God is on the side of the good. The following excerpt from the 1635 

siege entry combines descriptions of weaponry used against Louvain—derived from oral 

reports made to the convent by unnamed friends after the event—with a detailed 

description of the community’s experience of being under attack: 

Then our men day & night filled the walls & the fortifications shooting almost 
continually, so as our canons beginning then to rore made us learn to beare the 
noise & tumult of war which continu’d of our side 2 or 3 days. For seing the 
enemies labouring to set up their artillery against us, our men killed them still as 
they were working, yet notwithstanding they continued their work as the maner 
is, until they had set up (som say) 30 peeces of artillerie & great canons where 
with they intended /p.400/ indeed to batter the town wholy, and all this while 
our men & artillery did so shoot at them that we could not sleep in the night 
with the noyse, only had yet the comfort that it was of our side the great 
shooting untill Wensday morning being then the 27 of June & the day the 
fortnight after our sisters departure. after our prime was out there came news to 
us in the quir that they thought our cloister to be on fire for som of the first 
shot of the enemies lighted full upon our cloister and had pierced through two 
thick walls of a low room as also above battered down a cell where our lay 
sisters took up a great ball of 40 pound waight & brought it in her lap by the 
quire to show us.50 

 

 
49 Here fynyssheth the boke yf [sic] Eneydos, compyled by Vyrgyle, which hathe be translated oute of latyne in to frenshe, and 
oute of frenshe reduced in to Englysshe by me wyll[ia]m Caxton, the xxij. daye of Iuyn. the yere of our lorde. M.iiij.Clxxxx. 
The fythe yere of the regne of kynge Henry the seuenth ed. by. W. Caxton, [Westminster: Caxton, not before 23 
June 1490], fol. Bir, in EEBO, 
<http://gateway.proquest.com.eresources.shef.ac.uk/openurl?ctx_ver=Z39.88-
2003&res_id=xri:eebo&rft_id=xri:eebo:citation:99845248> [accessed 3 December 2013], emphasis added.  
50 Douai, MS C2 ‘LC, 1535–1836’, pp. 399–400; Chronicle, ed. by Hamilton [and Lambert], II, pp. 127–8. 
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In addition to recording the mechanisms of the siege and the nuns’ experience of it from 

within their convent, Copley also emphasises the degree to which the St Monica’s nuns 

were connected to their fellow Louvainites. Her account captures the experiences of lay 

people, soldiers and nuns and presents them as a unified group with a common cause. In 

the following passage Copley attributes the survival of the city to God’s favorable 

reaction to the collective piety of the nuns and their fellow city dwellers:  

in the time of this siege whilest the men were day and night laboring in shooting 
at the enemies from the walls, the weemen went barefoot on pilgrimage to the 
church, & our Blessed Ladies picture of mirakel at St Peters was drest on the 
best maner where wemen with their litle children made their recourse for help 
in this distress some also praying with their arms a cros, it was an admirable 
thing to see that although the enemy labored with all his might to ruin the town 
yet could not prevail but our men had still courage enough to hold out 10 days 
it seeming at first impossible to have held out & resisted an army of 60 
thousand men above 2 or 3 days, but God was on our side, & their wickednes 
deserved revenge.51 

  

Whereas gods, fates and humans combine to bring about the events of the Aeneid, God, 

saints and humans—nuns, lay women and soldiers—work together to preserve their city 

in the ‘Louvain Chronicle’. Moreover, just as Aeneid Book II, in which Aeneas describes 

the sacking of Troy, lays the course for the remainder of the epic poem, Copley’s 

depiction of the siege and the preservation of Louvain and St Monica’s in 1635 lays the 

groundwork for the next twenty-five years of the community’s history, leading up to its 

jubilee in 1659, which is roughly the point when Copley stopped writing.  

Having considered some of Copley’s uses of classical modes I will consider the 

significance of her self-revelation in the siege narrative. In the following passage Copley 

gives us an important clue to her identity: 

our Reverend Mother consulted with our fathers what was best to be done, & at 
first they thought we must all have fled the danger being so eminent, but 
afterwards it was agreed that only first they that were most fearfull & timorous 
should go. & the rest to stay with our Mother till this toun was in more danger, 

 
51 Douai, MS C2 ‘LC, 1535–1836’, p. 404; Chronicle, ed. by Hamilton [and Lambert], II, p. 130. 
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for as yet the Prince [of Orange]52 lay here with his Army [...] our Reverend 
Mother with a heavy hart gave free leave unto all that would, to fly [...] /p.395/ 
then did half the Convent Chuse to fly, & the other half chose to stay, & all 
things were ordered in the best maner we could, tho’ with most bitter affliction 
in our harts, & within a day or 2 Waggons were provided & 35 persons went 
away upon St Antony of Paduas day, as also almost all the Religious Wemen of 
this Toun fled We then remain’d here in great fear & suspence.53 

 

It could be argued that this revelation by the anonymous chronicler—that she was one of 

35 or so nuns to live through the siege of Louvain in 1635—is trivial and was not 

intended to reveal her identity, but without this piece of information it would have been 

impossible to identify Copley as the chronicler.54 While it may not have been Copley’s 

intention to reveal herself to future readers, by telling us that she was one of the 35 who 

remained in Louvain she certainly shores up the authority of this part of her narrative. 

The pathos of the events described above are certainly greater if we believe or know 

them to be narrated by an eye-witness. The psychological force of Copley’s experience, 

combined with the importance of indicating to her readers that she was an eye-witness to 

the events described, together constitute an important moment in which the subsumed 

autobiographer reveals the power of her own perspective in shaping her anonymous text. 

Said simply, Copley reveals herself at a crucial textual moment that concerns not only the 

convent’s survival, but her own. In telling the story of her survival, she reveals herself. 

As we have seen, Copley’s depiction of the siege of 1635 is significant for 

revealing her awareness of classical literary conventions, and for providing her with an 

opportunity for subtle self-revelation, without which her contribution to English 

literature and chorography would still be unknown. The 1635 siege is also significant 

because it links to Shirley’s description of the 1572 siege of ‘Louvain’ in the ‘Life’. 

 
52 Prince Fredrick Henry of Orange (1584–1647; Prince from 1625–47). 
53 Douai, MS C2 ‘LC, 1535–1836’, pp. 394–5, emphasis added; Chronicle, ed. by Hamilton [and Lambert], 
II, p. 125. 
54 I combined this evidence with surviving lists of those who stayed and those who left during the siege in 
addition to further textual evidence in order to argue that Copley was the chronicler. See Van Hyning, 
‘Naming Names’. 
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Prioress Clement’s period of office overlapped with part of the Eighty Years War (1568–

1648) during which time the forces of Philip II were clashing with the Dutch provinces 

led by Prince William I of Orange (1533–84; Prince from 1544–84). In 1572, the nuns of 

St Ursula’s learned that monastics from nearby towns had been murdered and tortured 

and war was descending fast upon their own city. Prioress Clement, who had only been 

in office for three years, had a difficult decision to make. She and her community faced 

the prospect of rape and death if Louvain was conquered, but they could not be certain 

to outpace disaster if they left disguised as secular women. To stay was to adhere to their 

religious vows of remaining in a permanent place and to trust that whatever happened 

was the will of God. Shirley records that when news of the advancing troops reached St 

Ursula’s, some of the nuns attempted to flee at the last moment: 

The Father [confessor of St Ursula’s...] being a very holy man & very desirous 
to animate them to die well came /p.40/ up at a back doore, & passing hastely 
through the quire wher they were all at prayer, with a loud voyce and great 
vervency he pronounced this sentence [...]: Preciosa in conspectu Domini Mors 
Sanctorum eius. then they all kneeled downe & required his blessing, some of 
them being more frale then the rest. went out of the quire & putt one [sic.] 
seculer attire meaning to get out of the monestery & so to save ther lives being 
very loth to die. the which our Reverend Mother perse^a^ving with great 
diligence spared no labor to recall them from ther determination to be resyned 
in the will of god exorting them earnestly to howld together in one rome & not 
to seperat them selvs when the soldeears came in for that had benn the 
destriation [sic.] of many monesterys in her knowledge, which if they had keep 
[sic.] together they would have bene safe. This she would tell us for our instruction 
that if ever such chance came as god for bid it should by reson of the warrs we might then 
remember what she had tould us.55 
 

Here, in the midst of a crisis, Prioress Clement is depicted as an instructor with spiritual 

and worldly knowledge. One wonders if she was recalling sieges that had occurred in her 

lifetime or whether she was also thinking of the sieges described in classical histories.  

In 1635, Prioress Margaret Throckmorton, in religion Magdalen (1591–1668; 

LA267) was confronted with the equally hard decision of whether to keep her 

 
55 Nazareth, MS ‘Life’, pp. 39–40; ‘Life’, ECIE, 1600–1800, ed. by Hallett, III, pp. 19–20, emphasis added. 
Hallett glosses the Latin: ‘see Psalm 116:15: ‘Precious in the sight of the Lord is the death of his saints’; a 
versicle said daily after Prime’, p. 375, n. 41. 
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community at St Monica’s together or to allow those who wanted to take refuge in 

Bruges to leave. As we have already seen, she did not follow Prioress Clement’s example, 

and she let the community split up. Perhaps she felt she could not compel her nuns to 

stay or maybe she had more time to plan their escape. The lessons offered by Shirley in 

the ‘Life’ may not have guided Prioress Throckmorton in her decision as leader of her 

community, but they may still have shaped Throckmorton, Shirley and Copley’s personal 

decisions to stay. Copley writes with deep pathos about the events of 1635, and echoes 

Shirley’s style in depicting the events of 1572: 

Then did we cast our selves into the providence of God with resignation to 
suffer whatsoever he should permit, as knowing that nothing could befall us 
without his permission. Nevertheless the fear of being abused by those 
lascivious soldiers & cruel villans was most terrible & made us to live in great 
fear with heavy harts, praying & calling upon God to defend us & our Blessed 
Lady Queen of Virgins; for the loss of our lyfes we counted nothing in 
comparison of that other misery & danger56  
 

Even though St Monica’s split in 1635, this passage firmly inscribes those who stayed 

into a narrative of faith and resistance that resonates with depictions of the siege of 1572. 

This in turn bound those who stayed to the legacy of Prioress Clement, even if the whole 

community was not able to follow her example.  

 

7 Conclusion 

Anonymity and subsumed autobiography were powerful tools for Copley. Even though 

her own contemporaries would have known her to be the chronicler, these tools enabled 

her to write about her self, her family and their values and extend these values to other 

women without any need to apologize or speak humbly about her own or their 

achievements. Anonymity allowed Copley to suffuse the chronicle with details that were 

of particular interest to her and to reveal things about herself that she might not have 

otherwise. It is unlikely, for instance, that she would have admitted to having read Virgil 

 
56 Douai, MS C2 ‘LC, 1535–1836’, p. 397. 
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at all if she were writing under her own name. To explicitly lay claim to such former 

reading habits would have been seen by some readers as vain. At the same time, 

anonymity and subsumed autobiography are imperfect and difficult to maintain. Copley, 

in attempting to bring realism to her narrative of the siege of 1635, by making it clear 

that the chronicle offered an eye witness account, ultimately unmasked herself.  

 My argument that Copley’s chronicle was informed by classical antecedents 

uproots a number of other scholarly assertions about the ‘Louvain Chronicle’ in 

particular, and the English chronicling tradition more broadly. Isobel Grundy has argued 

that the ‘generic relationships’ of English exilic convent chronicles, including the 

‘Louvain Chronicle’, ‘are not [...] with classical forebears like Thucydides, Julius Caesar, 

or Tacitus, but with kinds of writing that are familiar and vital to modern historical 

researchers: personal records, memoirs, topical pamphlets and annals’.57 Grundy’s claim 

is echoed in the work of Kate Lowe who argues that Italian ‘convent chronicles in the 

vernacular ignore classical rules governing the composition of history and forge a 

collective past for their community on their own terms’.58 I argue that the ‘Louvain 

Chronicle’ participates in many genres and traditions: it engages with the kinds of records 

Grundy lists, as well as classical modes, and convent-specific authorial norms, such as 

monastic anonymity, which gave rise to subsumed autobiography. Grundy’s description 

of convent chronicles holds true for some exilic works, such as the ‘Bruges Chronicle’, 

which, as we shall see in the next chapter, was heavily influenced by financial accounting 

records. Taken together, these chapters demonstrate that subsumed autobiography was a 

flexible genre that allowed many different kinds of self- and communal expressions, but 

we must remember that nuns were often well-educated and had encountered classical 

 
57 Grundy, 126–7.  
58 Nuns’ Chronicles, p. 8. 
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and popular literature before they became professional religious, and that their wide 

reading shaped their writing habits. 

 Yet even more important than the individual features of Copley’s text and the 

mechanisms of subsumed autobiography in this particular case, is the very existence of 

her chronicle and other histories from the English convents in exile. The fact that 

chronicles were written and maintained by these Catholic communities from the 

Sixteenth Century right up to the twenty-first overturns D.R. Woolf’s influential but 

highly problematic claim that the English chronicling tradition withered during the 

Seventeenth Century and gave way to other genres of history and self-writing including 

almanacs, calendars, ballads, biography and autobiography in many forms:  

By 1600, the very intellectual status of the chronicle had changed. Technological 
and social change had removed its reason for existence, and it ceased to provide 
an attractive medium for the representation of the past, becoming instead the 
raw material for media which could do that job better. Having lost its home in 
the now vanished monasteries, and found temporary shelter in the printers’ 
shops [in the mid to late Sixteenth Century], it dwelt now principally on the 
bookshelf, to speak to the general reader only from the footnote. An art had 
truly become an artefact.59 

 

Woolf reiterated these ideas with even greater force more than a decade later, writing: 

‘Ironically, the very instrument that had given the chronicle its widest readership [in the 

Fifteenth century], the printing press, also contributed to its “genrecide” [in the 

sixteenth].’60 Woolf not only neglects the fact that the English monastic movement 

remade itself abroad and continued or eventually recommenced the practice of 

chronicling, he ignores a flourishing and persistent early modern manuscript culture in 

which institutional chronicling continued. Rather than withering, chronicles flourished in 

manuscript. Within the English convents, monasteries and seminaries in exile the 

chronicle form enabled authors (writing anonymously or under their own name(s)) to 
 
59 ‘Genre into Artifact: The Decline of the English Chronicle in the Sixteenth Century’, Sixteenth Century 
Journal, 19 (1988), 321–54 (p. 54).  
60 Reading History in Early Modern England (Cambridge: CUP, 2000), chap. 1: ‘The death of the chronicle’, 
pp. 11–78 (p. 26). 
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articulate complex personal and communal histories and to develop a variety of self- and 

communal-writing strategies (see Chapters 2 and 5 which develop this theme). Perhaps 

due to his focus on the British tradition in England (as opposed to the wider archipelagic 

scene), Woolf overlooked the continental tradition into which the English Catholic 

institutions moved. Here, it was entirely natural for English institutions to maintain 

histories because that is what their neighbors were doing.61 

Woolf’s claim that the chronicle genre died is not only untrue, it could have been 

avoided, given that several early modern convent chronicles were available in print at the 

time that he was writing, among them the ‘Louvain Chronicle’ and Abbess Neville’s Annals 

of Five Communities (1909). Furthermore, some convent chronicles, and especially the 

‘Louvain Chronicle’, manifest Catholic resistance to the very cultural and generic changes 

that Woolf describes. Convent authors appropriated the chronicle form not only because 

it was convenient and useful for institutional record-keeping, but because it was a part of 

their medieval monastic heritage. The relative exclusion of exilic convent chronicles from 

the literary-historical canon is testament to the endemic erasure of Catholic history of 

which Woolf’s work is symptomatic. As this thesis attempts to demonstrate, such erasure 

is outmoded. 

 
61 In addition to the continental convent chronicles discussed by Lowe, Winston-Allen and Woodford, see 
the chronicle of the sixteenth-century Swiss nun Jeanne de Jussie, The Short Chronicle, ed. & trans. by C.F. 
Klaus, The Other Voice (London: University of Chicago Press, 2006) in which she recounts sieges and the 
physical breach of the community’s enclosure by local Protestants. Parts of this chronicle were printed in 
the early modern period. 
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Chapter 2: The ‘Bruges Chronicle’: 
Communal Accounting, Communal 

Biography, Subsumed Autobiography 
 

Both the ‘Louvain Chronicle’ and the ‘Bruges Chronicle’ (for the years 1629 to 1807) are 

the products of communal biography and subsumed autobiography, but their 

construction and content are radically different. Whereas the ‘Louvain Chronicle’ is built 

upon a framework of individual nuns’ stories and family histories knit together by Mary 

Copley to form a communal history of English Catholic recusancy and exile, the ‘Bruges 

Chronicle’ is focused more narrowly on convent life, and is mapped from a different 

source altogether: financial accounts. The influence of accounting is most apparent in 

‘Bruges Chronicle’ entries between 1629 and 1670, in which most entries end with a 

summary of the convent’s financial state. Two representative examples include the brief 

entry for 1632 which concludes: ‘This year we built a little brew house which was very 

necessary, the Religious finding great inconveniency and want of health, by the town 

beer; but this put us farther in debt’, and the entry for 1665, which concludes: ‘We this 

year had in Almnes at different times 309 florins from Sir John Webb, Mr Volder canon, 

Mrs Wright, Mrs Arundel, Mr Edward Hall, Mr Caryll, besides 1300 florins sent by Mr 

John Caryll for the seats in the Quire; What Sir John Webb gave was 300 florins for the 

Tabernacle’.1 As we shall see, the financial information in the chronicle became more 

precise over time as a direct result of the accounting system used by the Nazareth nuns 

becoming more sophisticated. 

This chapter explores the central question of this thesis—why would one tell 

these women’s life stories like this?—by examining how and why the ‘Bruges Chronicle’ 

was constructed out of financial accounts, and by whom. The argument for how, why 
 
1 Nazareth, TS ‘BC, 1629–1729’, p. 9 and p. 104. 
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and who unfolds around five facts: the first is that despite an eighteenth-century scribe’s 

claim that all Prioresses were chroniclers, I have uncovered evidence to the contrary. The 

second, related, fact is that the ‘Bruges Chronicle’ was begun sometime between 1642 

and 1647, at least thirteen years after the convent’s foundation, and the death of the first 

two Prioresses. The third, fourth and fifth facts are all interconnected. The third is that 

there were no formal accounts kept at Nazareth prior to 1639. Fourth, the nun who 

introduced formal accounting at Nazareth was brought from St Monica’s in 1639, and 

elected to the role of Arcaria precisely in order to redress the lack of accounting system. 

She trained the Prioress, Subprioress and Procuratrix in the new system, and the role of 

Arcaria was later enshrined in the convent ‘Statutes’. The fifth fact is that the chronicle 

could not have been written in the way it was if the author did not have access to the 

accounts from 1639 onwards, as well as a working knowledge of the convent’s financial 

situation pre-1639. It is highly likely, therefore, that the chronicler was one of the four 

above-mentioned post holders, each of whom had privy access to the convent accounts, 

and it is also likely that she was present at Nazareth from 1629. These facts will be 

examined in detail before I reveal my conclusions regarding the probable identity of the 

first Bruges chronicler.  

For all its attention to authorial identity, this chapter is not merely an exercise in 

uncovering an anonymous author; rather it demonstrates how seemingly mundane 

records such as accounts and chronicles could offer nuns an opportunity to achieve 

complex autobiographical expression and communal biography. While the ‘Bruges 

Chronicle’ lacks the narrative thrust and historical acuity of the ‘Louvain Chronicle’, it 

reveals a great deal about the world the nuns lived in, particularly the financial and social 

mores that shaped their relationships with benefactors of their own nation and their host 

nation. The first Nazareth chronicler shaped her narrative in response to a difficult 

financial reality for which she was partly responsible. Even long after the convent’s 



77 
 
 

finances were stabilized, and the first chronicler’s pen had passed to another, the legacy 

of her need to account—not just for the finances, but for herself and the Nazareth 

founders—continued to impact the style of later chroniclers, well into the Eighteenth 

Century.  

 

1 The facts 

1.1 Facts 1 and 2: Not all chroniclers are Prioresses; the chronicle was not started 

before 1642 

Anne Weston (1677/8–1738; BA215) was an industrious eighteenth-century nun-scribe 

at Nazareth. Her manuscripts include a six-hundred page volume of collected sermons of 

Lewis [Luis] Sabran S.J. (1652–1732; CE; ODNB), a friend of the convent and chaplain 

to James III; a copy of the ‘Life of Mother Margaret Clement’, and a copy of the ‘Bruges 

Chronicle, 1629–1729’.2 Weston includes a brief note in her chronicle volume which 

sheds light on Nazareth’s chronicling practices: ‘These Annals were copied by Sister 

Anne Weston, SubPrioress, about 1738, from the original volume written by each 

successive prioress from 1629 to 1729’.3 The Prioresses of Nazareth during the exile 

period were:  

Frances Stamford, in religion Frances (1595–1635; LA242), Prioress 1629–35  

 
2 Bruges, Nazareth, MS DS 45 a 128 Sabran sermons, and MS C.X.i ‘Life of Clement’. Three exile period 
manuscripts of the ‘Bruges Chronicle’ survive. Bruges, Nazareth, MS ‘CA Annals, vol. 1: 1629–1729’ (MS 
‘BC, 1629–1729’) is an eighteenth-century copy of the now lost original. It was made by Anne Weston 
whose manuscripts were all written with an iron-rich ink, probably of her own making, to produce a dark, 
bold easy-to-read script. In the case of MS ‘BC, 1629–1729’ the iron content is too high and the text has 
oxidized: each side of every leaf is eating its way through to the other, making it almost entirely unreadable. 
Therefore, I have used an early twentieth-century transcript of ‘BC, 1629–1729’ made by a Nazareth nun. 
Her principles of transcription were as follows: to preserve ye, yr, yt, yu, wch, wn, wt, wth; original spelling 
and punctuation and the use of capitals. I have silently expanded ye etc. She notes that there is no entry for 
the year 1641, that the manuscript jumps from page 165 to 168 and that a hole in pages 339–40 has 
obscured words which she supplies in italics; finally, there are two p. 396s. This transcriber uses ‘f’ to 
designate ‘folios’ but the manuscript is paginated, not foliated, I therefore use ‘p’. Page references refer to 
the eighteenth-century manuscript and not to the typescript. The second and third exilic chronicle volumes 
are Bruges, Nazareth, MS CA ‘Annals, Vol. 2: 1729–93’ (MS ‘BC, 1729–93’) and MS CX, ‘Annals, Vol 3: 
1794–1818’ (Nazareth, MS ‘BC, 1794–1818’). I am indebted to Pascal Majerus who shared his electronic 
transcripts of the ‘Bruges Chronicle’ with me. I have checked all quotations against the typescript and 
manuscripts. 
3 Nazareth, TS ‘BC, 1629–1729’, front paste down paper.  
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Mary Pole, in religion Mary (1582–1640; LA203), Prioress 1635–40;  

Helen Bedingfield, in religion Augustina (1604–61; LA023), Prioress 1640–61 

(Plate 22); 

Mary Bedingfield, in religion Mary (1630–93; BA019), Prioress 1661–93 (Plate 

23); 

Frances Wright, in religion Mary (1637–1709; BA228), Prioress 1693–1709;  

Lucy Herbert, in religion Teresa Joseph (1669–1744; BA101), Prioress 1709–444 

(Plate 24); 

Mary Darrell, in religion Mary Olivia (c. 1706–66; BA071), Prioress 1744–66 

(Plate 25); 

Elizabeth More, in religion Mary Augustina (c. 1733–1807; BA145), Prioress 

1766–1807 (Plate 26). 

The original manuscripts from which Weston copied do not survive. If they did we could 

compare hands in the ‘Bruges Chronicle, 1629–1729’ with profession vows or other 

documents, which provide samples of individual nuns’ hand-writing, in order to verify 

whether the chronicles were maintained by each Prioress. While we cannot substantiate 

Weston’s assertions for the first four Prioresses by comparing the chronicle with 

profession vows, her statement holds true for the original ‘Bruges Chronicle, 1729–93’ 

manuscript: Prioress Herbert’s hand runs from 1729 to 1742 (she stopped chronicling 

several years before her death); Prioress Darrell chronicles from 1742 to 1766, having 

taken over from Prioress Herbert before her death (Plate 27); and Prioress More 

chronicles from 1766 (taking over shortly before the death of Prioress Darrell) to 1807.5 

 
4 NB: I consistently refer to Herbert by her given name because she refers to herself as ‘Lucy’ in her 
printed devotional works (see Chapter 5).  
5 MS ‘BC, 1729–93’. Each Prioress’ hand is markedly different from her predecessor’s. Prioress Herbert’s 
in this volume has been verified against numerous autograph manuscripts in the convent archives, e.g., 
drafts of her printed works, such as A Method for Hearing the Mass; Prioresses Olivia Darrell and Mary 
Augustina More’s hands have been verified against their profession vows, Bruges, Nazareth, MSS 
‘Perpetual Vows, 1700–99’ folder 2, loose items. Their signatures also appear on the vows of women 
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The entries for 1709 to 1729 in Anne Weston’s chronicle manuscript share many 

linguistic and stylistic features with Prioress Herbert’s entries for 1729 to 1742 in ‘Bruges 

Chronicle, 1729–93’, and it is probable that Herbert was responsible for all chronicling 

during her Prioresship. Weston probably assumed all Prioresses maintained the chronicle 

on the basis that Prioress Herbert did so. However, closer examination of linguistic 

evidence in the ‘Bruges Chronicle, 1629–79’ for entries written between 1629 and 1661, 

in particular, suggests that nuns other than Prioresses occasionally maintained the text 

during the first eighty years of the convent’s existence.  

An early instance that suggests that Prioresses were not always responsible for 

chronicling appears in an entry written in late 1635, concerning Prioress Pole: ‘She 

arrived here on Saturday the 12 of the same month [May]. And on Tuesday, the 15 of 

that month, our Reverende Lord Bishop Servatius, confirmed her Prioress, and we all 

promised our obedience to her’.6 Like Prioress Throckmorton’s installation at St 

Monica’s, as described by Copley in the ‘Louvain Chronicle’, and countless other 

chronicle events rendered in the third person, the grammar of this phrase renders 

Prioress Pole the observed rather than the observer, and makes it unlikely that she was 

the author of this particular entry. That said, many of Prioress Herbert’s entries about 

herself do this as well, so this linguistic information is not enough on its own to rule 

Prioress Pole out as a chronicler.  

In order to rule Pole out, we must turn to fact two: as late as 1642 there is 

evidence the ‘Bruges Chronicle’ was written at a remove of some years from the events 

                                                                                                                                      
 
 
 
 
professed during their respective reigns using the formula: ‘These vows were received by the Archpriest 
above mention’d the [date] and by me [N N] prioress unworthy’. 
6 Nazareth, TS ‘BC, 1629–1729’, p. 18. 
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described, and not contemporaneously. In describing a benefactor in the entry for 1642, 

the anonymous chronicler writes:  

We must not omit in this place to record how the divine Providence this year 
raised us up a great benefactor one Mr Georges Kenneb, a gentleman of 
Tournais whose ancestors, as he told us, were of the kindred of St Thomas of 
Canterbury, [...He] brought us [...] this year, 12 pound flemish, in six english 
pieces, which Almnes and almost always in the same species, he brought us 
daily every quarter for several years after, as shal be shew’d hereafter.7 

 

This suggests several years passed between the first gift of alms in 1642 and the point at 

which this entry was composed. In the entry for 1647, and at various points thereafter, 

there is strong evidence that entries were written at the end of each year. The anonymous 

author for 1647 writes of scholar Mary Bedingfield, later Prioress Bedingfield, being sent 

back into England upon her mother’s request: ‘This is here recorded for a memory of 

her, hoping and expecting her return’.8 Mary Bedingfield returned in 1650, providing 

strong evidence that the ‘Bruges Chronicle’ entry for 1647 was written no later than 

1650, and probably in 1647. Taken together, these pieces of evidence demonstrate that 

neither Prioress Stamford nor Prioress Pole contributed to the surviving ‘Bruges 

Chronicle’ narrative. 

Prioress Augustina Bedingfield’s sole authorship of the ‘Bruges Chronicle’ for the 

period of her rule can also be called into question. She left Nazareth in 1654 for health 

reasons, amongst them a palsy, an ailment that might have made it difficult or impossible 

for her to write. The chronicler recounts Prioress Bedingfield’s trip with several members 

of the community as follows:  

[O]ur Reverende Mother Prioress, Sister Augustina Bedingfeld, having been 
long infirm, subject to a Palsie, and other cold infirmities, was counsel’d by 
Doctors and other friends to go to the Bathes of aquisgraine.9 Her uncle Mr 
Mathew Bedingfeld judging her life and health yet necessary for this our 
community, sent one to Bridges to treat with our Bishop about it, who 

 
7 Ibid., p. 34, emphasis added. 
8 Ibid., p. 47. 
9 Aix-la-Chapell (in French), Aachen (in German), from the Latin Aquisgrana. 
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understanding the Doctors opinion, and thinking it necessary to endeavour the 
preservation of her life, gave order she should make that journey, taking with 
her two other religious Sister Mary Gifford, our Procuratress, and Sister Mary 
Bedingfeld [as well as two scholars and a lay sister]  
 
Their return is described in this way:  
 
our Reverende Mother that evening having visited some cloisters in the town, 
was joyfully welcomed home by us, singing Te Deum in thanksgiving for her safe 
return.10 
 

Just as Copley’s description of the nuns leaving Louvain during the siege of 1635 makes 

it clear that the anonymous St Monica’s chronicler was one of those who stayed behind 

during the siege, the closing sentence of this passage suggests that the ‘Bruges Chronicle’ 

author was not one of the nuns who accompanied Prioress Augustina Bedingfield on her 

journey, nor the Prioress herself: the chronicler was one of those who welcomed the 

party home.  

 

1.2 Fact 3: no formal accounts at Nazareth pre-1639 

Between 1629 and 1639 accounting practices at St Monica’s and Nazareth diverged. St 

Monica’s developed a detailed system for keeping accounts and storing them in the ark—

a locked space or chest where important documents, money and goods were held—for 

posterity, while Nazareth used a less formal system, the exact details of which are 

unknown because the earliest records were not sufficiently detailed to be retained. 

During this decade St Monica’s attracted many new nuns, benefactors and alms, whereas 

Nazareth struggled to recruit, and consequently slipped into debt. There appears to be a 

direct correlation between Nazareth’s financial disorganization, and their inability to 

attract new recruits and sufficient alms. 

The Nazareth archive holds a copy of the St Monica’s accounts for the year 

1638/9 which were composed by Procuratrix Anne Worthington, in religion Anne (c. 

 
10 Nazareth, TS ‘BC, 1629–1729’, p. 63 and p. 67, emphasis added. 
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1598–1654; LA313). As we shall see shortly, these were probably brought to Bruges in 

1639 to serve as a model for accounting and financial reform (Plate 28). The St Monica’s 

sample accounts open with a list of alms received, followed by lists of expenditure by 

convent department: church, work chamber, kitchen, brew house, bake house, infirmary 

and so on. This model was used at both houses until the early Nineteenth Century. By 

1639 there was little sense in or possibility of Nazareth attempting to reconstruct ten 

years’ worth of expenditure on this model without any receipts, but there was an attempt 

to recall and write down the alms and debts of the period between 1629 and 1639. The 

relevant document contains the following notes of introduction and conclusion: ‘All the 

Almes given us Since the beginning of the Cloyster that can be remembred from the 

yeare 1629. Untill the yeare 1639’ and:  

Besides all thes almes we have hade neere 1330. florin almes by divers in the 
towne and other ways which are not named. All which moneys have binn Layed 
out in the reparation & other expences of the house of all which yearely 
account was made to the Co[n]vent, Which accounts are not now extant.11  

 

It is clear from these notes that the first ‘Reckoning’ was imprecise, but more importantly 

it suggests that there was an institutional memory lodged in the mind of at least one nun 

who had had financial responsibilities at Nazareth from an early date.  

 

1.3 Prelude to fact four: collaborative record keeping and the Big Four 

Many important convent texts at St Monica’s and Nazareth including chronicles, 

financial accounts, letters to patrons and clerics, books of governance, vita and antiphons 

were written by women in one of four important positions of authority: the Prioress, 

Subprioress, Arcaria or Procuratrix, whom I will refer to here as the ‘Big Four’. Together, 

these women were responsible for the bulk of administrative duties and most forms of 

record keeping in their convents. The current ‘Constitutions’ of Nazareth and Dove 

 
11 Bruges, Nazareth, MS Accounts a.1 (1639), p. 1 and p. 2. 
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Cottage reflect the ‘Big Four’ tradition. Clause N°178 stipulates that, ‘The Prioress must 

take care that the Annals of the monastery are kept up to date, and any interesting fact in 

the life of the community recorded. The chief benefactors are to be mentioned as well as 

all important business transactions of the house.’12 It was the case during the exile period 

(as now) that record keeping duties undertaken by the Big Four brought responsibility 

and confered power on the administrators to shape convent narratives and records for 

posterity.  

In some instances a woman’s record keeping duties in one genre might shape her 

work in another. This chapter presents evidence that the ‘Bruges Chronicle’ was shaped 

by an author with access to (and probably with responsibility for) the convent financial 

accounts. I argue that the first chronicler composed a convent history that is intimately 

bound up with her sense of its financial trajectory. Before I consider the precise 

relationship between the financial accounts and the ‘Bruges Chronicle’ I will first 

examine the collaborative way in which convent accounts were themselves constructed, 

and the specific roles and duties assigned to each nun who contributed to and signed off 

on these important financial documents.  

The 1629 ‘Statutes’ for Nazareth and St Monica’s13 describe the collaborative 

authority and individual responsibilities of four nuns whose roles involved some form of 

financial oversight or undertaking (these were the original Big Four postholders at 

Nazareth): the Prioress, Subprioress, Procuratrix, and an unspecified post-holder who 

held a key to the convent ark: 

The Mother and Subprioresse with one Sister more therto apoynted by the 
Convent, shall keepe under three keyes the Convents Seale indenters, & 
wrightings, and al that money that is reserved for the Use of purchasing Land or 
Rents; and every one of them /p.10/ shal be careful to keepe ther keye from 
being lost. And if any committ any thinge upon trust to be kept in the Cloyster, 
whether it be money or any thinge else, the Mother must understand of it, and 

 
12 Private information courtesy of Sister Mary Aline, Nazareth archivist. 
13 Bruges, Nazareth, MS Archives R.M. G.IV.a.1, ‘Statutes’ (1629), hereafter 1629 ‘Statutes’. 
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the Confessour, with the Subprioresse, and the procuratrix, and the other Sister, 
that caryeth the keye of the Arcke [...] And sometymes in the yeare shall the 
Mother with thos Sisters apoynted by the Visitour, consult, and conferre 
togeather with the Ghostly Father about the common estate of the howse, both 
in Spirituall and temporall, for the better furthering of the peace and profitt of 
the howse.14 

 

The 1629 ‘Statutes’ defined the duties of the Prioress and gave her the power to appoint 

other officers, such as the Subprioress and Procuratrix, while also ensuring a separation 

of powers: 

And to that end that the Mother might not be overcharged with the care of temporall things, 
and therby the lesse able to give herselfe to Spirituall things and to the Community she shal 
[...] comitt the charge of the Offices unto Such Sisters, as may be trusted, both with temporall 
and Spiritual things [...]she maye committ more then one Office unto one Sister. 
[...] but the Office of the Supprioresse, and the Procuratrix, shall not both be 
committed to one, and the selfsame person. But although the Mother have 
imposed part of the care of exteriour things unto her /p.9/ Officers, yet must 
she notwithstanding take care as well of temoral, as of spritual things, according 
as she is bound of Consience, for commonly through the continuall care and 
Diligence of the Superiour, all virtue is much furthered in the Cloyster.15 

 

The Subprioress (whose duties are stipulated in Chapter 2 of the 1629 ‘Statutes’) did not 

have financial duties, but she was privy to details of the convent’s financial affairs. The 

Procuratrix’s duties are detailed in the third chapter:  

This Sister shal diligently and carfully, writt up all that she receaved, and layeth 
out, and withall, take care of all exteriour things. And if ther be any thinge to be 
done that is of importance, or unaccostomed, she shall allways goe to the 
Mother, for advyse and councell and no great matters shall she undertake 
without leave.16  

 

The Procuratrix was responsible for securing funds from benefactors, dowries from the 

parents and guardians of professed nuns, and interest accrued from investments or rents. 

She was forbidden from making loans or laying out funds or alms without consulting 

with the Prioress. She was the only nun allowed to have a private chest or case with a 

 
14 1629 ‘Statutes’, pp. 9–10. 
15 Ibid., pp. 8–9, emphasis added. 
16 Ibid., p. 12. 
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lock and key in which to keep small goods and money, and she alone could distribute 

money to the Market Sister, Kitchen Sister (cook), Brewhouse Sister and others who 

needed to make purchases. She was responsible for monitoring the activities of these 

Sisters on a regular basis to ensure they were not wasting goods or money in their line of 

work. The Procuratrix was not only responsible for the upkeep of the house, but the 

management of the confessor’s room and board, which the convent was typically obliged 

to provide.  

The 1629 ‘Statutes’ established that the Procuratrix reported directly to the 

Prioress whenever she was requested to do so: ‘As often as the Mother shall aske 

reckning of her, she shal be ready to give her account of all that is committed to her 

charge’.17 She also reported to the convent at large: ‘Once a yeare shall the Procuratresse 

make a reckning before the whole Convent of all her recytes, and expenses, and of all 

that she oweth, or that is owing unto the Cloyster, and then desire to be disc^h^arged of 

her office’.18 In addition to stipulating her duties, this chapter acknowledged the 

pressures of the job of Procuratrix, and recommended a series of activities she should 

undertake to balance her temporal duties with her foremost calling to a life of prayer, and 

that she should step down from her role if she was not good at it, and pursue the inner 

life instead:  

being in Marthas office, [she] must take care of many things, yett shall she not 
alltogeather neglect her silence, and inwarde rest [...] she shal indeavour to 
recollect her distracted mynde which proceeds from her overmuch care of 
exteriour busyness, and to quiet it with reading some good thinge, with 
meditation, or with Prayer; and by that meanes to Laye up in the Clossett of her 
hart some good lesson, which now and then she might lovingly, and with 
edifycation impart unto the Sisters. But if she be found to be necligent, or a 
waster, or obstinate, and oftentymes admonished mendeth not, annother shalbe 
sett /p.15/ in her place; to that ^end that^ she that could doe no profitt to 
others, might so by retyring herselfe, worke her owne Salvation.19 

 

 
17 Ibid., p. 14. 
18 Ibid., p. 15. 
19 Ibid., pp. 14–15. 
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The story of Martha and Mary contained in Luke 10.38–42 sets up a dichotomy between 

prayer and physical labor, a dichotomy that has been used to justify the distinction 

between the laity and professional religious, as well as between choir and lay nuns. For 

centuries convents have been represented as places in which nuns can fulfil ‘Mary’s part’, 

but all convents have required full and part-time Marthas. Many convents operated a 

hierarchy, with the contemplative choir nuns at the top taking responsibility for praying 

and singing the Order, and lay sisters beneath them, explicitly professed to undertake 

manual labor, cooking, market-going and other tasks.20 While choir nuns might undertake 

some manual work and lay nuns prayed regularly, there was a clear divide between these 

two groups.21 However, as the description of the Prioress’ and Procuratrix’s duties imply, 

this split between worldly concerns and spiritual focus was subject to blurring even at the 

upper end of the hierarchy. Prioresses needed to deal with outsiders on a regular basis in 

order to maintain the financial health and pious reputation of their convents. Yet 

Prioresses also needed to function as spiritual guides and ‘mothers’ to their daughter-

nuns.  

The 1629 ‘Statutes’ deal with this paradox by devolving some of the Prioress’ 

duties to other nuns. The Procuratrix thus becomes Martha-in-chief, but she was also 

encouraged to embody Mary. Paradoxically, while she was to use reading, silence and 

prayer to recall herself to her inner life—her Marian side—she was also encouraged to 
 
20 For an analysis of how English nuns at several Benedictine communities in exile combined handy-work 
with the work of prayer see C. Walker, ‘Combining Martha and Mary: Gender and Work in Seventeenth-
century English Cloisters’, Sixteenth Century Journal, 30 (1999), 397–418. For a continental model and the 
disruption caused in a convent where nuns were performing neither Mary nor Martha’s part very well, see 
C. Harline, The Burdens of Sister Margaret: Inside a Seventeenth Century Convent (London: YUP, 2000); esp. chap. 
12 ‘Worldly Ways’, pp. 144–72 (pp. 150–2). 
21 This distinction was only dissolved by decree at the second Vatican Council: ‘That all the members be 
more closely knit by the bond of brotherly love, those who are called lay-brothers, assistants, or some 
similar name should be drawn closely in to the life and work of the community. Unless conditions really 
suggest something else, care should be taken that there be only one class of Sisters in communities of 
women. Only that distinction of persons should be retained which corresponds to the diversity of works 
for which the Sisters are destined, either by special vocation from God or by reason of special aptitude’. 
Vatican Council, ‘Decree on the Adaptation and Renewal of Religious Life: Perfectae Caritatis Proclaimed by 
His Holiness Pope Paul VI, on October 28, 1965’, clause 15. 
<http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat–
ii_decree_19651028_perfectae–caritatis_en.html> [accessed 2 February 2013]. 
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use the fruits of these activities to connect with other nuns and edify them about 

finances and practical matters—thus making a circle of her activities. The role of 

Procuratrix (like other convent roles, particularly that of Prioress and Subprioresses) was 

supposed to profit both the convent as a whole and the office-holder as an individual. As 

Martha, she was responsible for maintaining financial stability in her house—thus 

supporting all of the Marys—but she also needed to embody Mary in order to render a 

spiritual profit unto herself and others. This balance between Martha and Mary has some 

bearing on the construction of the ‘Bruges Chronicle’, as we shall see. 

 

1.4 Fact 4: Formalizing the role of Arcaria and completing the Big Four 

In 1639, Augustina Bedingfield transferred from St Monica’s to Nazareth following a 

successful lobbying campaign spearheaded by her aunt, Prioress Pole, and endorsed by 

the Nazareth nuns. Prioress Pole had attempted to bring her niece as part of the original 

arrangement for her own transfer to Nazareth in 1635, but it took four more years 

before she could affect Bedingfield’s transfer. Although the Nazareth chronicler never 

says so outright, it is clear that Bedingfield was brought over in order to address 

Nazareth’s financial problems, and to be trained for the Prioresship. Bedingfield’s family 

connections and patronage were significant, and thus worth appropriating from St 

Monica’s. So great was the belief that her presence at Nazareth would attract more 

benefactors and new professions, she came on the condition that her dowry remained at 

St Monica’s.  

Bedingfield was nominated to the post of Arcaria within a few weeks of her 

arrival. The role of Arcaria (root word ark) was implied in the 1629 ‘Statutes’, but only 

formalized at Nazareth upon Bedingfield’s nomination to the post, whereas at St 
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Monica’s the post had been part of the governance structure from the beginning.22 As we 

have seen in the previous section, the Arcaria served as a check and balance to the 

Prioress and Procuratrix by monitoring their financial activities and signing off on their 

written accounts. The formalization of the role of Arcaria and Bedingfield’s election to it 

was intended to address the convent’s persistent financial problems. The chronicler 

writes of Bedingfield’s appointment to the role of Arcaria in 1639:  

Some weeks after [her arrival at Nazareth], our Reverende Mother [Pole] sent 
for the Archpriest to take the convents voices for an Arcaria (hitherto we had 
not had any). Sister Augustina Bedingfeld was chosen Arcaria, and she this year 
drew out the Procuratresses reckoning /p.27/ after the form used at Ste 
Monica’s. This reckoning of our house l639, is the first that remains recorded in 
our convent.23 

 

Not only did Bedingfield’s arrival prompt the Nazareth community to formalize an 

important convent post it also marked a new era in accountancy.  

After she was elected Arcaria Bedingfield trained Prioress Pole and Grace 

Constable, in religion Grace (1606–73; LA069), the Nazareth Procuratrix from 1633–42, 

in a detailed accounting system which was being used at St Monica’s and which 

Bedingfield would have learned while serving as St Monica’s Arcaria. In 1640, 

Bedingfield was appointed Novice Mistress, another important role requiring her to 

oversee the spiritual and educational development of the Novices. Later that year, 

Bedingfield was elected Prioress after the death of her aunt, in which role she continued 

to introduce reforms and improve the convent’s temporal wealth.  

In the new ‘Statutes’ drawn up by Bishop Haudion of Bruges in 1643 and 

translated for the Nazareth community by Prioress Augustina Bedingfield in 1644/5 (the 

significance of which has been explored in Chapter 1 of this thesis), the role of Arcaria 

 
22 The title ‘Arcaria’ was not used at all English convents in exile, as evidenced by its absence in convent 
documents for the Benedictines, for instance. It is for this reason that it is not included in the WWTN? 
database (Caroline Bowden email to the author 29 January 2013). Equivalent posts did exist however, such 
as ‘Discreet’. See WWTN? for a list of nuns appointed to the role of ‘Discreet’. 
23 Nazareth, TS ‘BC, 1629–1729’, pp. 26–7. 
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was formally added to the list of convent officers. Other changes required the 

Procuratrix and Prioress to keep separate accounts throughout the year and to collate 

these and submit a copy of the combined accounts to the Bishop of Bruges. This change 

is recorded in the 1645 ‘Statutes’ and in a note appended to the accounts for 1643/4: ‘In 

the yeare 1643 our most Reverende Lord Bishop commanded the prioress to make her 

accounts in the end of the Procuratress Reckning, so that her acco^u^nts for the yeare 

1643 are joyned to the Procuratress reckning, and so from hence forward theye are to be 

found their [sic.]’.24 This resulted in greater centralization and collaboration amongst 

convent officers. The Prioress’ reckoning or the ‘Reverend Mother’s Reckoning’ allowed 

the Prioress to keep track of—and required her to report to the Procuratrix—the gifts of 

money and goods which she received from various benefactors, and which she could 

dispense during the year as she saw fit. Meanwhile, the Procuratrix was responsible for 

tracking all other expenditure and balancing the books and the Arcaria would then read 

these combined accounts, and all three post-holders would sign their names to the 

accounts submitted to their Bishop (Plate 29). Thus, the Bishop and the nuns created a 

more centralized system of accounting that promoted greater transparency.  

 

1.5 Fact 5: The chronicler had regular access to the accounts 

In 1647, the first year for which we can be certain that the ‘Bruges Chronicle’ was being 

written contemporaneously, Augustina Bedingfield was Prioress, Mary Altham (c. 1609–

51; LA004) was Subprioress, Grace Constable was Arcaria and Mary Gifford (c. 1601–

75; LA107) was Procuratrix. Of these women, Grace Constable had the most experience 

of financial matters at Nazareth, and she is also the most compelling candidate for 

chronicler. Constable professed at St Monica’s in 1625 at the age of nineteen and then 

transferred to Nazareth in 1629 as a founder member. She served in many high-ranking 

 
24 Nazareth, MS Accounts, a.1, p. 5. 
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positions: at St Monica’s she was Novice Mistress (dates unknown), and at Bruges she 

was elected Prioress in 1635 but was not instated by the Bishop because she was too 

young, according to Tridentine regulation. From 1633 to 1642 she served as Procuratrix, 

then as Arcaria from 1642 to 1655, and afterwards as Subprioress from 1655 until her 

death in 1673. Of all the Big Four post-holders to serve at Bruges between 1629 and 

1673, Constable had the longest period of service and most varied experience. While she 

served as Procuratrix Constable might have been too consumed with her tasks to write a 

chronicle, but as Arcaria, with relatively fewer responsibilities, and ongoing access to the 

accounts, she might have had the time and energy to undertake a communal history.  

According to her obituary in the ‘Bruges Chronicle’ Constable edified the 

community ‘by her vertuous and exemplar sweet conversation, and also by her works 

and labours in particular the writing many Antiphon books, and Mass books for the 

Quire which may serve for a perpetual memory of her diligence in that kind’.25 This 

excerpt makes no mention of other documents in which we know Constable had a 

hand—such as the accounts—and thus the absence of any reference to chronicling is not 

conclusive: ‘her diligence in that kind’ might encompass anonymous chronicling just as 

surely as it encompasses the accounts which survive in her hand and which bear her 

signature. Whatever the case, Constable was deeply engaged in creating the documentary, 

literary and musical fabric of her convent, and was central to its governance and record 

keeping.  

 

2 Accounts and financial regulation 

2.1 Accounts as auto/biography 

Before we analyze the chronicle or consider the Tridentine regulations that may have 

influenced Constable in her thinking about financial matters, we must first understand 

 
25 Nazareth, TS ‘BC, 1629–1729’, p. 118. 
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the significance of accounts as a genre that could enable self-expression and facilitate the 

construction of truthfulness.  

Adam Smyth enjoins us to reconceptualize financial accounts, almanacs, 

commonplace books and parish registers in early modern England as rich genres of 

autobiography, rather than mere ‘depositories of biographical fact’.26 Smyth asks, ‘When a 

writer wished to construct a record of her life, how did she incorporate attributes of 

financial accounting to project honesty? More broadly, how did certain conventions of 

financial accounting migrate into other kinds of life-writing, including the diary?’27 Smyth 

has convincingly argued that financial accounts offered a useful paradigm for giving an 

account of oneself and one’s soul:  

When individuals came to write accounts of their lives, the financial account 
provided one readily available template for truthfulness, a template which life-
writers might appropriate for their own projects. The structures and methods of 
financial accounting thus underlay many attempts to produce reliable records of 
the events of a life.28  

 
Smyth’s theories and methods of interpreting autobiography and accounting in 

Protestant England—as he applies these to the accounts and diaries of Samuel Pepys, 

and the ‘Great Books of Record’ of Lady Anne Clifford, to name only two examples—

may be fruitfully adapted and applied to other early modern authors and genres.  

While Smyth’s chapter on accounts as autobiography does not include Catholic 

authors, his analysis can easily be extended to them, as this chapter demonstrates. 

Moreover, Smyth’s theories of accounts as autobiography can be adapted to consider 

communal biography written by individuals or multiple authors (concurrently or 

sequentially) within institutions and groups. Finally, Smyth’s theories can be turned inside 

out, as it were, in an effort to identify an anonymous author’s subsumed autobiographical 

 
26 Smyth, Autobiography in Early Modern England (Cambridge: CUP, 2010), p. 58. 
27 Ibid., p. 60. 
28 Ibid., p. 4. Smyth outlines the larger tradition of self-accounting which grew from daily accounting 
books, and practices such as double-entry book-keeping. He acknowledges the broader and older 
European traditions of accounting, as well as British context for the autobiographical genres of the 
seventeenth century which form the focus of his own work. 
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act. This chapter asks why the ‘Bruges Chronicle’ was built upon the financial accounts, 

and concludes that the author had a deeply personal motivation for writing in the way 

she did. Under the cloak of anonymity, she gives an account of herself and Nazareth’s 

founders in which she identifies their collective shortcomings and attempts to set the 

financial and historical record straight. The chronicle is also a warning to future 

readers—an attempt to project advice, as well as honesty.  

 

2.2 Exilic convents and Tridentine regulation 

The English exilic convents’ financial standing and self-sufficiency was far more complex 

than it had been in medieval England. Not only were the nuns largely separated from 

their co-nationalists, and thus from their primary source of benefaction, they often lived 

in European cities that were periodically ravaged by war, famine, plague and other events 

that could disrupt the flow of financial aid to the convents. In order to understand the 

financial anxieties that informed successive authors of the ‘Bruges Chronicler’, we must 

briefly examine how Tridentine regulation applied to the convents. 

Articles devised at the Council of Trent in December 1563 stipulated that new 

religious houses should be built in urban centres and should not be financially 

burdensome to their host cities.29 This was particularly incumbent upon alien foundations 

such as the exilic convents, whose members were, at least notionally, expected to return 

home at some point.30 Tridentine prescriptions and the expectations of English nationals, 

that they would return home some day, combined to create an expectation among the 

Nazareth foundresses that they should be self-sufficient, as is evident in the first ‘Bruges 

Chronicle’ entry, for 1629:  

 
29 Walker discusses this in Gender and Politics, chap. 1: ‘Female Monasticism Revived: Foundations and 
Vocations’, pp. 8–38. On the enclosure and relocation of convents to urban centres see The Council of Trent, 
ed. and trans. by J. Waterworth (London: Dolman, 1848), Session 25, chap. 5, p. 240. 
30 For further discussion see ECIE, 1600–1800, ed. by J. Kelly, with C. Bowden and R.G. Williams (2013), 
V: Convent Management. See esp. Kelly, ‘Income’, pp. 9–14. 
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This cloister was begun in the time of the Infanta Elisabetha Eugenia and also 
with the consent of the Lord Dionysius Christophor sixth Bishop of Bridges; 
and of the Magistrates of the same Town, but with this condition, not to be 
chargeable to the town.31  

 

Like members of their host cities and dioceses, exile communities suffered losses during 

periods of siege, war, natural disaster, epidemic, and economic inflation, but they had 

additional worries, too. As Walker has demonstrated, English convents relied on their 

co-religionists and co-nationalists at home and abroad for the majority of their financial 

support, and these patronage networks were liable to be disrupted by war and 

government surveillance in England: ‘The Civil War period [...] highlighted the inherent 

weakness in the exiled monastic movement—the nuns’ economic situation’.32 This 

weakness was actually in evidence long before the English Civil War, for instance during 

the sieges of Louvain in 1572 and 1635 (see Chapter 1 of this thesis), but the Civil War 

resulted in the most protracted disruption of Catholic patronage networks. Walker 

demonstrates how the English nuns attempted to mitigate these weaknesses by 

performing two main types of ‘work’ or activity which allowed them to participate in 

financial systems and maintain political relevance. Nuns of all Orders undertook two 

kinds of work: ‘contemplative’ spiritual work such as prayer and performing the liturgy 

(aligned with Mary), and ‘active’ handiwork, such as book and manuscript production, 

painting, the fashioning of devotional objects and creation of edible goods (Martha’s 

role). Others, such as St Monica’s, Nazareth and the Paris Augustinians ran boarding 

 
31 Nazareth, TS ‘BC, 1629–1729’, p. 2. Isabella Clara Eugenia, Archduchess of Austria (1566–1633) joint-
regent of the southern provinces of the Low Countries with her husband Archduke Albert VII of Austria. 
The Archduchess was a generous benefactor of several English, Spanish and other continental convents. 
She had claims to the English and French thrones, but these were never gained. When Albert died in 1621 
she joined the third order of the Franciscans. Rubens painted her in 1625 dressed as a Poor Clare nun. The 
sixth Bishop of Bruges was Denis Stoffels (Bishop from 1622–9). He negotiated the terms of the new 
foundation with St Monica’s, but died in July of 1629, less than two months before the first nuns arrived at 
Nazareth. 
32 For fuller discussion of the economic relationship between convents and their patrons see Walker, 
Gender and Politics, esp. chap. 3: ‘The Monastic Economy: Prayer and Manual Labour’, pp. 74–101. She 
gives several examples of convents afflicted by war and the freezing of their assets. She discusses the 
Benedictine houses at Ghent and Dunkirk in the 1640s and 1650s, but makes no mention of Nazareth. 
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houses and schools for English and local children, while convents of other Orders ran 

hospitals.33 The Nazareth accounts offer ample evidence that the nuns received alms for 

both contemplative and active work, from locals as well as English expatriates and 

recusants. In the 1644, in the subsection of the accounts drawn up by the Prioress (‘Our 

Reverend Mothers Reckening’) we find alms (florins) given in return for prayers: ‘In 

primis from Jouffrow Juider to praye for the soule of her Mother__15__0__0’ and ‘Item 

given by Nicolaus the Printer__24__0__0’ listed under alms received. In the section on 

convent expenses we find ‘Layd out for silke to make things, and in pictures and in 

diverse thinges to give our Benefactors__77__2__ii’.34 Clearly, both active and 

contemplative works were important to the convent’s solvency.  

Walker has convincingly argued that nuns were able to perform active and 

contemplative work without breaking their vows or Tridentine regulation, but makes a 

less convincing case when she argues that begging was strictly prohibited.35 St Ursula’s, St 

Monica’s and Nazareth nuns received permission to beg under extreme circumstances 

when regular sources of income dried up.36 Although many convents were self-sufficient 

for periods of time, sometimes they became so impoverished they had to have recourse 

to their local Bishops, Archbishops and magistrates whom they asked for money, tax 

relief and occasional permission to beg for alms in their locality. Prioress Clement of St 

Ursula’s begged for alms for several years over the course of the Eighty Years War, and 

Mary Copley describes in detail how St Monica’s nuns were required to beg by proxy in 

1644, during the Thirty Years War. The nuns used a clerical contact to alert local priests 
 
33 See Ibid. 
34 Nazareth, MS Ark Reckonings Alms II, 1639–50, p. 40. See also alms received between 1629–1639; 
‘Arck Reckonings’ for 1639–45; 1650–8; and 1693–7. English, Flemish and French benefactors are in 
evidence throughout the convent accounts and in Nazareth, MS F.I.b, ‘Dirge Book’ listing the number of 
masses to be sung for dead benefactors and convent associates each year. 
35 Gender and Politics, chap. 3, and chap. 4: ‘Beyond the Cloister: Patronage, Politics and Society’, pp. 102–
15. 
36 The accounts selected by Kelly in ECIE, 1600–1800, V which range from Augustinian, Benedictine and 
Carmelite houses, do not contain any references to begging. However, this is only a small sample of the 
surviving data and it is not possible for me to say at this stage whether or not begging was undertaken and 
recorded at other convents. 
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at St Peter’s and St James’ churches in Louvain, and the surrounding parish, that they 

were in need of alms. Priests at these churches encouraged the townspeople to donate 

alms to St Monica’s by describing the nuns’ want in detail during their sermons. People 

contributed food, livestock, firewood and money to St Monica’s, but the convent was 

encouraged to go further: ‘the Abbot of St Gertrud did even hartten our [lay] sisters to 

beg, saying that they should not be ashamed for it was no disgrace for religious persons 

to go a begging’.37 Fewer than one hundred years after Trent clerics and the women in 

their care were willing and able to bend Tridentine law without repercussions from 

Rome.  

 However, just because the rules were bent under certain circumstances it does 

not mean that nuns felt confident asking for tax breaks or alms during the early years of 

their foundation. According to the first anonymous Bruges chronicler (likely Constable), 

during its first decade Nazareth attempted ‘not to be chargeable to the town’ of Bruges, 

but by 1631, within two years of the foundation, Nazareth was struggling financially as a 

result of financial mismanagement, disease and the death of nuns, whose annuities and 

life rents ceased at death: ‘It pleased God in this year to visit us with much sickness 

which was a hard tryal by reason of the great inconveniences and poverty of the house, 

and our debts encreased much, and we were constrain’d to take up more money upon 

interest’.38 The grammatical structure of this chronicle entry brings home the burden 

weighing on the nuns with its insistent ‘and…and…and’, while the opening ‘It pleased 

God’ attempts to contextualize the nuns’ suffering as part of a Divine plan. The ‘Bruges 

Chronicle’ obituary note for Prioress Frances Stamford (d. 1639) includes an explanation 

concerning the convent’s unsteady financial situation during the early years and proffers 

a warning to readers about how to avoid repeating her errors:  

 
37 Douai, MS C2 ‘LC, 1535–1836’, pp. 498–9. Hamilton [and Lambert’s] edition ends just before this part 
of the narrative.  
38 Nazareth, TS ‘BC, 1629–1729’, p. 8. 



96 
 
 

Want of experience in the beginning made her somthing fail in the well ordening [sic.] of the 
temporals; which towards the end of her days she perceived and would have 
amended if life and health had permitted but she grew very infirm, [...] Her 
tryals were many, and her patience great, having had both the afflictions of war 
and plague, and we may say in some sort of famine also, thro’ the extream 
poverty of the house. The debts of the cloister very much afflicted her, which 
were near five hundred pounds Starlin, neither in all the time of her 
government had she any comfort or assistance from any of her friends.39 

 

This entry and many others underscore the phenomenal burden of responsibility that fell 

on elected convent officials, such as Stamford and Constable. These women typically had 

no formal training in institutional or business financial management, and while some may 

have been privy to their mother or father’s letter writing and financial dealings, very few 

would had hands-on experience of secular household management, where they might 

have learned basic accountancy and budgeting. Elizabeth Shirley’s experience of 

managing her brother’s household is one of the few identifiable instances of a St 

Monica’s or Nazareth nun coming to the convent with a financial background: ‘having 

had in the world experience of temporal things [she] was the willinger to set her helping 

hand’40 to generate capital and find a new house in Louvain for an all-English 

foundation. Other nuns with a similar financial background would have included wives 

released from vows of marriage, and widows, though few if any rose to Big Four 

positions at either St Monica’s or Nazareth.  

 

3 ‘Subsumed Autobiography’ and the first Bruges chronicler 

The ‘Bruges Chronicle’ reveals an author who was anxious about her convent’s financial 

mistakes and the relative disarray of the accounting system before 1639, as well as her joy 

at the convent’s financial recovery under Prioresses Pole and Bedingfield. In this section 

 
39 Ibid., p. 16, emphasis added. 
40 Douai, MS C2 ‘LC, 1535–1836’, p. 40. 
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we shall see how the first Bruges chronicler conveys Nazareth’s financial recovery, and 

why her style and the content of her entries suggests that she is Grace Constable.  

 After the death of Prioress Stamford, Constable was elected her successor but 

the Bishop of Bruges refused to instate her. The Nazareth nuns and the Bishop of 

Bruges then asked for a suitable Prioress to be sent from St Monica’s, which, as the 

mother house, was still considered responsible for the survival of Nazareth. The ‘Bruges 

Chronicle’ records that Mary Pole was elected by the Nazareth nuns but ‘made great 

difficulties to accept the charge, not only for the burden of Superiority, but also by 

reason of the poor condition of the house and the debts, for which we paid yearly 

interests’.41 Pole was one of those rare women who had prior experience of domestic 

household management, and her financial acumen may have played a large part in her 

election. After much persuasion Pole was transferred to Bruges and instated as the 

second Prioress of Nazareth in May 1635. A few weeks later, half of the St Monica’s 

community arrived in Bruges to take refuge during the Siege of Louvain. After their 

departure, Prioress Pole decided to try her luck begging in Bruges. Notice how the 

chronicler paints a scene in which the Prioress speaks to the Procuratrix about her 

decision, apparently while they are alone in the kitchen: 

coming from her prayer on St Bernard’s day (which was about four days after 
our [St Monica’s] nuns were gone) she went into the kitchen to our Procuratress 
[Grace Constable] and told her she was strongly moved to go a beging, and to 
begin that day: and presently she sent two sisters to the Abbey of Dunes, where 
they kept Solemn feast of St Bernard. The sisters were very charitably relieved, 
and sent home well loaden with flesh and bread. This encouraged our 
Reverende Mother to persevere a beggar; and she sent our sisters to several 
other places. Some relieved them, others at first spoke harshly to them, thinking 
we dissembled and that we were not truly in want, yet after a while we had 
many friends, and some advised us to put up a request to the town, declaring 
our necessities, and craving license to beg. To which the Town giving no 
answer, we presumed to take silence for consent, and continued beging. 
Nobody contradicting it. In a short time we had many benefactors who weekly 
gave us bread sufficient for our whole convent; besides also flesh sometimes, 

 
41 Ibid., p. 17. 
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and other things. And at the end of this year we had as much Almnes in money 
as came to 276 florins.42 

 

At the start of this passage Prioress Pole’s actions are linked to prayerful inspiration and 

her personal relationship with God. This then gives way to a description of the 

interaction between the nuns and their benefactors, consisting of fellow religious as well 

as lay people. The chronicler traces the nuns’ transformation in the eyes of their 

neighbours from rich foreigners, to ‘beggars’, to ‘friends’. This shift was crucial, not only 

to the survival of the convent, but also to the way that the chronicler wrote about her 

community and herself in subsequent entries. 

After Prioress Pole’s first successful attempt at begging, the nuns and their 

neighbours became more closely connected. Although anxiety about the house finances 

continues to echo down the years and in future chronicle entries, hereafter the 

chronicler’s sense of a social safety net is palpable, particularly by the time of Prioress 

Pole’s death in 1640:  

She was always zealous of regular discipline, and examplar in the observance of 
order; and both beloved and fear’d in her community; much respected and 
beloved by strangers and with her prudent and affable conversation gain’d 
many friends to the cloister, and [by] this means procured Almnes wherewith 
the great poverty of the house was relieved. And by her careful ordening [sic.] 
of things the expenses were moderated /p.30/ and before her death all debts 
paid.43 

 

Prioress Pole’s leadership pulled Nazareth back from the brink of financial failure, but 

they were still not clear of old debts. On her deathbed, Pole all but anointed her niece, 

Augustina Bedingfield, as her successor:  

[she] dyed most peaceably with great signs of content: expressing many times in 
her sickness how truly willing and resigned she was to die, since God had granted 
her the comfort to leave here behind her Sister Augustina Bedingfeld, foreseeing 
as it were that she would succeed her in her office.44  

 
42 Ibid., p. 20. 
43 Ibid., pp. 29–30. 
44 Ibid., p. 30. 
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Prioress Pole’s calculated decisions to improve the financial situation of her house, 

including the decision to beg for alms and suggest her niece as a natural successor, are 

depicted by the chronicler as flowing from Divine inspiration.  

 Unsurprisingly, given her financial capacities and her aunt’s deathbed show of 

preference, Bedingfield was elected Prioress in 1640. During her Prioresship (1640–61) 

she made significant advances in developing the convent’s relationship with local officials 

and other benefactors. The following extract from the chronicle entry for 1641 details 

the feast celebrating her election as Prioress, the gifts given to her, and the special 

permission granted to benefactors to enter the cloister on that occasion: 

When all the Solemnity was ended the Vicariats went all to dinner in the father’s 
Hall, and with the Reverend Dean’s leave the Lady d’Eggermont an especial 
benefactress of our house with two other gentlewomen our particular friends, 
enter’d the enclosure, and din’d in our Refectory with the new Prioress and our 
convent. The Vicariats gave the dinner, and when they had dined also enter’d 
the enclosure again, and visited the house, which the Dean Procured, who had 
recommended it to some of the town. The Burgemesters of the city sent to the 
new Prioress, and presented her with wine; as the custome is here to persons of 
quality, and richer cloisters at the confirmation of new superiors, or benediction 
of Abbesses: it having thus pleased our dear Lord to honour his poor servants, 
and He will not fail to reward the Magistrates of the town, and prosper them 
for their charity to strangers. By this example, the Burgemesters of the free, a 
few days after presented the new Prioress with as much wine as those of the 
town had given. The next day after the election with an especial leave from the 
Dean granted as a singular favour, the Lady of St John’s hospital, a great 
benefactress to our house, enter’d our enclosure, and dined in our Refectory.45 
 

Prioress Bedingfield’s appointment coincides with a distinct shift in tone within the 

‘Bruges Chronicle’, as if her election marked the community’s or the chronicler’s new 

sense of worth and value in the eyes of benefactors. She still uses the term ‘strangers’ 

here and elsewhere to describe the nuns, but she also uses the term ‘friend’ more 

frequently, and it is evident that Nazareth profited by having a leader considered to be a 

‘person of quality’. 

 

 
45 Ibid., pp. 32–3. 
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3.1 Expansion and new benefaction 

Prioress Bedingfield initiated an extensive program of building work to expand the 

convent, which finally provided each nun with a proper cell of her own, rather than the 

temporary curtained-off spaces they lived in from 1629 until the 1640s. In the long run, 

the building works created more private space within the convent—allowing each nun 

her own room—but in order to undertake the work the nuns needed to apply for special 

permission to break their enclosure to allow builders in. This brought them into greater 

contact with outsiders of all kinds, a fact which is referenced several times in the ‘Bruges 

Chronicle’. While this was disruptive, it also allowed the nuns to develop new 

relationships with locals who were keen to support the building work and make their 

mark as patrons of the new convent. According to the accounts and the chronicles, locals 

paid for various aspects of the new buildings, and were present at the laying of the new 

foundation stone. 

By 1657, when the nuns’ English patronage networks were under strain from the 

English Civil War and the ongoing surveillance of Catholics under Cromwell, Nazareth 

began to accept local women into their community: ‘This year at the request of some of 

our friends in the town, we began to /p.74/ receive flemish convictresses, and we had 

seven or eight before the end of the year.’46 This expansion was particularly significant 

for Nazareth in the long run, as we shall see in the next section of this chapter. 

All told, Prioress Bedingfield’s financial capabilities, and her personal status as a 

powerful nun from a well known recusant family, helped her to attract many new 

professions and benefactors during her tenure, while her willingness to open the convent 

to locals contributed to the convent’s long term survival. In her obituary notice in the 

‘Bruges Chronicle’ she is described as ‘our foundress /p.93/ in point of temporals, and 

much more for spirituals in which she was truly zealous to advance all both by word and 

 
46 Ibid., pp. 73–4. Convictress was the first rung on the ladder to a religious vocation. 
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example’.47 Grace Constable, who learned a proper system of accounting from 

Augustina, and who served alongside her as Procuratrix, Arcaria and Subprioress, is a 

likely author of that phrase. Read in this light, the ‘Bruges Chronicle’ is a communal 

biography expressed with the benefit of hindsight (a common feature of such accounts), 

through the poignant experience of a woman who saw her convent suffer hardship (a 

distinctive feature of the ‘Bruges Chronicle’). The hardship endured at Nazareth was 

partly the result of Constable’s own inexperience as a financial manager. 

 The argument for Constable as a chronicler is enhanced by internal textual 

evidence that suggests that the chronicle was written by someone who was at the 

convent from the beginning, and who could have filled in the financial back-story even 

without the formal written accounts, of which we know there were none before 1639. 

The ‘Bruges Chronicle’ is a communal biography with a special focus on financial 

matters. It has great interest as a document worked up from financial accounts, and is a 

robust example of how Smyth’s theory of accounts as autobiography can be extended to 

Catholics, institutions, communal biography and subsumed autobiography undertaken by 

anonymous authors. The ‘Bruges Chronicle’ not only tells the story of Nazareth as a 

convent, it is the subsumed autobiography of a leading post-holder—a Martha-figure—

who traces the course of her career of service as a professional woman religious saddled 

with profound financial responsibilities.  

 

4 Continued significance of financial reporting in later ‘Bruges Chronicle’ 

entries  

Anne Weston’s 1738 copy of the ‘Bruges Chronicle, 1629–1729’ was designed to be a 

monument to the first hundred years of Nazareth’s existence. Why she undertook the 

work in 1738 is uncertain, but it was clearly designed as a ‘double jubilee’ volume, taking 

 
47 Ibid., p. 93. 
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stock of the convent’s foundation and progress during its first century, for the benefit of 

the community in generations to come.48 Prioress Herbert, whose building and printing 

activities did so much to shape the convent during her leadership (see Chapter 5), may 

have commissioned Weston to copy the chronicle. Prioress Herbert certainly had a sense 

for how to mark history, erect monuments to people and events, and promote her 

convent through manuscript production, printing, and building projects. A new, legible 

copy of the house chronicle might have been her attempt to foster an awareness of 

collective history amongst her nuns. The chronicle would also have appealed to secular 

friends of the convent such as Prioress Herbert’s wealthy and well connected family 

members, who were patrons of and frequent visitors to the convent, as the ‘Bruges 

Chronicle’ and accounts reveal.  

 

4.1 Jubilee play 

The entry for 1729 describes the convent’s anniversary in detail, ranging from the 

religious services to the more light-hearted, celebratory acts surrounding the occasion. 

The entry reveals that Prioress Herbert and her nuns read the early chronicle entries and 

found them to be a source of literary, dramatic and spiritual inspiration:  

In time of Supper we had a little /p.452/ pious representation. The Angel 
Guardian of the house adress’d a speech in verse to our Reverende Mother, and 
invited her Reverence and the community to go and meet the Angel Guardians 
of our ten Foundresses at the great crucifix in the Garden. Her Reverence 
presently rose up, and was led thither by that Angel, the whole community 
following. When we came to the Garden door, we were forced to stop till the 

 
48 Another example of a jubilee volume is the anonymously authored ‘Short Colections of the beginings of 
our english monastery of Tersians in Antwerp with some few perticulars of our dear deceased religious’ 
written at the Carmelite convent in Antwerp to mark the convent’s centenary and the discovery of the 
uncorrupted body of Mary Margaret Wake, in religion Mary Margaret of the Angels (1617–78, AC124), in 
1718. Hallett has identified the author of the MS as Mary Howard, in religion Mary Joseph of St Teresa 
(1688–1756, AC069; Prioress 1735–50), see ‘Shakespeare’s Sisters’, pp. 139–5; Hallett, Lives; and K. 
Daemen-de-Gelder, ECIE, 1600–1800 (2013), IV: Life Writing II, which contains the full text and images 
of several painted portraits of nuns from ‘Short Colections’. Howard developed her chronicle from the 
extant papers of deceased community members, and dedicated her work to someone beyond the convent, 
Thomas Percy Plowden (1672–1745), who had been commissioned to write a biography of Mary Margaret 
Wake after the discovery of her uncorrupted body. The manuscript is preserved in Antwerp, Felixarchief, 
MS KK 1018, ‘Engelse Theresianen, Kloosterkroniek’ (Carmelite Annals, 1620–1721). 
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workmen had shot off the canons, after that salutation we went on; and found 
at the crucifix ten of our best voices dress’d like Angels. Each Angel said some 
verses which gave a brief account of his Pupil according to what we find written 
of our foundresses at the begining of these Annals, exciting us to imitate their 
vertues that we might partake of their crowns. Then all the Angels together 
sung the hymnes of the holy cross and the salve Regina in English: after that the 
Angels distributed to each of us a crown and a heart of March-pan49: these were 
given us by our Reverende Mother, the heart as an emblem of her affection to 
each /p.453/ of us, and the crown as a symbole of those we may hope for in 
heaven if we happily finish our course upon earth.50 

 

Plays were an important part of convent jubilee celebrations throughout the medieval 

and early modern periods, and could offer opportunities for nuns to reconnect with their 

past.51 Some plays were based on biblical themes, while others were drawn from 

foundation narratives and annals. Interestingly while Nazareth relied on their 

comparatively non-narrative annals the St Monica’s nuns, who had highly literary 

chronicles, marked their first jubilee with ‘a fine play by the young religious of the Ten 

Virgins, the five wise & the five foolish’.52 There is no recorded explanation as to why 

either convent chose to perform the play they did but it is possible that the ‘Bruges 

Chronicle’ invited creative treatment precisely because it was lacking in narrative, while 

the ‘Louvain Chronicle’ may have been frequently read aloud at St Monica’s in part 

because it was written in a compelling narrative fashion. The St Monica’s nuns could 

thus have been more familiar with their chronicle, and this familiarity could have caused 

them to be less inclined to dramatize it. 

 
49 Marzipan. 
50 Nazareth, TS ‘BC, 1629–1729’, pp. 451–3. 
51 For chronicle references to original plays and performances of scriptural adaptations at Italian convents, 
see Lowe, Nuns’ Chronicles, chap. 7: ‘Cultural creativity and cultural production’, pp. 263–317, esp. 263–4. 
For medieval French analogues see O. Robinson, ‘Chantilly, Musée Condé, Ms. 617: Mystères as Convent 
Drama’, in Les Mystères: Studies in Genre, Text and Theatricality, ed. by P. Happé and W. Hüsken (Amsterdam: 
Rodopi, 2012), pp. 93–118, in which she deftly interweaves manuscript and textual analysis to suggest the 
ways in which convent plays based on biblical themes were created, used and adapted by nuns, and argues 
that convent plays offer a specifically ‘female devotional point of view’. See also K. Matthews, ‘Textual 
Spaces/Playing Spaces: An Exploration of Convent Drama in the Abbey of Origny-Sainte-Benoît’, 
European Medieval Drama, 7 (2003), p. 69–85 (cited in Robinson, p. 94, n. 4).  
52 Douai, MS C2 ‘LC, 1535–1836’, p. 621 in the entry for 10 February 1659. 
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Nazareth’s foundation narrative in the ‘Bruges Chronicle’ is pretty thin, 

consisting of a few hundred words in the 1629 and 1630 entries naming the foundresses, 

briefly describing their journey from St Monica’s, and the roles they were assigned or 

elected to upon arriving in Bruges. The brevity of the account, and the overall paucity of 

narrative or storytelling features in the early entries of the ‘Bruges Chronicle’, helps to 

explain the introduction of the guardian angels motif and the gift of the marzipan hearts. 

The Nazareth jubilee performance transforms a rather mundane list of facts from the 

chronicle into a dramatic encounter between members of the Nazareth community of 

1729 and the foundresses of 1629. The angel-actors embody the convent’s collective past 

and the gift of the marzipan hearts symbolically unites past and present through the love 

of the current Prioress, Lucy Herbert, for her daughter-nuns. Herbert was particularly 

interested in angels, as evidenced by her printed works (details discussed in Chapter 5) 

and the manuscript amendments she made to them.53 In one heavily annotated and 

expanded volume of her Severall Excellent Methods of Hearing Mass (1722) Herbert adds a 

prayer in which she calls upon Christ, God, the Holy Ghost, Mary and then ‘Holy Angel’ 

whom she invokes 24 times, each time emphasizing a different facet of the Angel: ‘holy 

Angel Guardian / Holy Angel my prince / Holy Angel my admonitour / Holy Angel my 

Consultour / Holy Angel my tutor / Holy Angel my Procuratour / Holy Angel my 

Lover’ and so on.54 The facing page contains ‘A Prayer to St michael & the Angels 

deputed by God for the [aid] of this house & ot [sic.] each in it’. Clearly, angelology was 

significant to Herbert’s life of prayer and her interest in angels as intercessors permeated 

the convent’s cultural, literary and dramatic productions.  

 
53 Herbert’s theology was particularly influenced by Jesuits such as Luis Sabran. On the significance of 
guardian angelology amongst Jesuits see T. Johnson, ‘Guardian Angels and the Society of Jesus’, Angels in 
the Early Modern World, ed. by P. Marshall and A. Walsham (Cambridge: CUP, 2006), pp. 191–214. On 
English angelology see L. Sangha, Angels and Belief in England, 1480–1700 (London: P&C, 2012). 
54 MS Archives R.M.E.VI Severall Excellent Methods of Hearing Mass (Bruges: John de Cock, 1722), with MSS 
additions. 
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Staging the performance in English, as opposed to Latin, allowed the Nazareth 

nuns to share their foundation story with non-Latinate members of their convent, such 

as the eleven lay nuns and white Sisters (not all of whom were necessarily non-Latinate, 

but most of whom would have been) and English friends attending their celebration. By 

holding this part of the event in the garden, they were including the local workmen, 

friends and neighbours, many of whom would not have been fluent in English, but who 

were partaking in the festivities nonetheless and making their own festive contributions 

on the other side of the convent walls. Prioress Herbert’s description of the workmen 

and neighbours’ reaction to the jubilee is testament to the degree to which the convent 

had become a key player in the local economy and spiritual life of Bruges:  

As soon as it grew dark our neighbours set up lights, and made bonfires in the 
street, and there was great noise /p.454/ and rejoicing tho’ we had not then 
given them any thing; my Lord Bishop having advised our Reverende Mother 
not to give them drink for fear of a noise and tumult, and our Reverende 
Mother’s inclination was to have this Jubilee only a festival of devotion and 
merriment amongst our selves and some few friends but finding our neighbours 
so kind without encouragement, her Reverence order’d two Barrils of beer 
which were placed at different houses in the street on the octave day; and then 
they set up lights again on our walls, and drank and danced, and sung till late at 
night. The Beer was distributed by the neighbours at whose houses it was 
placed, so that we had not the trouble of it. We also gave two hundred pen’orth 
of bread privately to poor neighbours.55 
 

After a century of cultivating relationships with their neighbours, serving as patrons of 

the arts and local artisans, builders and merchants, as well as providing bread to the poor, 

the nuns found themselves the objects of celebration and cheer, apparently to their 

surprise. 

 

4.2 Jubilee accounts 

The jubilee also afforded the nuns the chance to reflect on their links to St Monica’s 

through material objects, and the foundresses’ original journey to establish Nazareth:  

 
55 Nazareth, TS ‘BC, 1629–1729’, pp. 453–4. 
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Our Lady’s Altar at the end of the Dormitory has an image of our Lady upon it, 
which is said to have been brought from Lovain by our Foundresses. At this 
Altar we therefore sung our /p.455/ Lady’s Litany in musick on the Jubilee 
Day, and every day of the octave we sung Sancta Maria succurre miseris, etc. at the 
same Altar.56 

  

The rich portrait of the jubilee day is followed by a list of the benefactions and alms 

given to the convent from its beginning:  

Thus ended the first hundred years from our foundation, but our Reverende 
Mother do’s not think the Annals compleat wthout a grateful Memorandum of 
all our benefactors, therefore (as near as we can find out) here follows a 
catalogue of all the presents made to this House since the begining of it, such 
things only omited which are set down in their proper places of these 
chronicles.57 

 

The ‘catalogue of the presents which have been made to this house since the foundation, 

both by our religious and their soecular [sic.] friends’58 is broken into categories like those 

in the accounting format brought from St Monica’s by Augustina Bedingfield, e.g., ‘To 

the church’, ‘To the garden’, and so on. Gifts are listed as the inverse of expenses, so 

rather than ‘Of the dormitory’ we have ‘To the Dormitory’, and ‘To the work chamber’ 

where gifts included: 

 
The Lady Nithsdale gave the silver heart that hangs on our Lady’s arm. 
 
Sister Mary Havers gave the chairs. 
 
Sister Helen Andrews gave the two great Landscips of our holy father’s life. 
 
Our Reverende Lord Bishop Henry van Susteren gave us his picture. 
 
Mr Sykes gave us the great picture of the descent of our Lord from the cross, 
and the picture of our holy father at length.59 

 
56 Ibid., pp. 454–5, italics added. 
57 Ibid., p. 456. 
58 Ibid., p. 456. A similar list of benefactions and dowries from the Carmelite convent at Lierre has been 
edited by Kelly: ‘Carmelites: “Receipts and Benefactors’ Book”’, in ECIE, 1600–1800, V, pp. 139–70. 
59 TS ‘BC, 1629–1729’, p. 464. Lady Nithsdale was Winifred Maxwell, née Herbert, countess of Nithsdale 
(1672–1749; ODNB), she was the younger sister of Prioress Herbert; Mary Havers, in religion Mary (c. 
1664–1733, BA099); Helen Andrews, in religion Helen (c. 1665–1728, BA004); Bishop Hendrik Jozef van 
Susteren, fourteenth Bishop of Bruges (Bishop from 1716–42. d. 1742); Mr William Sykes, father of Anne 
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Through their accounts, chronicle, and material objects, such as the altar painting, 

Nazareth nuns celebrated their links to religious and secular benefactors, family members 

and St Monica’s. Prioress Herbert’s depiction of the jubilee celebrations and her list of 

the gifts to the convent over its first century not only draws on, but draws together, the 

history of Nazareth. Accounts were an important component for the earliest Bruges 

chroniclers in telling their story, and Prioress Herbert was just as sensitive to material and 

monetary accounts as a from of self- and communal-accountancy a century later.  

 

5 Chronicling and accounting during the French Revolution 

Prioresses continued to engage with earlier portions of the ‘Bruges Chronicles’ and 

accounts throughout the Eighteenth Century, creating entries full of fascinating financial 

information that drew directly on the convent accounts. One of the last entries written 

during the exile period, by Prioress More for the year 1792, appears to suggest her 

complete ignorance of the contents of the early chronicles and Nazareth accounts, but 

this was an intentional obfuscation in the face of a difficult political situation:  

Aprill May [1792] 
 

On the 16 The Secretary of the Clergy wrote to all the Convents desiring them to 
send to him the same Statement of their Accounts that they gave up to 
Government under Oath in the year 1786. Reverend Mother receiv’d the same 
orders from him. She answer’d his letter in as civil terms as possible, but told him 
she thought it hard we shou’d be included being Strangers: that all our Revenues 
came from England, that we have no immoveables except the ground on which 
our Convent & Church is built: that we have a large Family maintain’d by english money: 
that we draw Strangers to the Town who spend the same. That in the overthrow of 

                                                                                                                                      
 
 
 
 
Sykes, in religion Ann Augustine (c. 1701–73, BA188), Mary Sykes, in religion Mary Michael (c. 1695–1778, 
BA189), and their sister Elizabeth Sykes, in religion Elizabeth Teresa (c. 1690–1747, AP128), who joined 
Nazareth as a convictress before joining the Poor Clares at Aire. According to the ‘Bruges Chronicle’ entry 
for 1725 Mr Sykes ‘dyed at the House over against our Gate’ on the 11 January and was buried at the 
church of the Carmelites in Bruges. 
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Religion in France our English Convents are exempt from all their new pecuniary 
/p.342/ charges, & have even the Protection of the National Assembly, & 
therefore she hoped the same justice from the Clergy here as yet Catholic. That 
since our Foundation in 1629 we have only been twice asked for a gratuite gift, which we only 
gave once in gratitude for the Peace & tranquillity we enjoy’d many years under this government, 
that by the same motives we now offer’d a Sum once paid, & their acceptance of 
it under this free denomination would give us pleasure & to our Friends in 
England also. We received no answer, & heard no more of this affair.60 

 
Prioress More’s letter to the clergy belies the extent to which Nazareth was bound to its 

locality through the exchange of goods, services and alms, while other portions of her stint 

in the ‘Bruges Chronicle’ demonstrate her knowledge of past gifts, debts, and investments, 

as well as Nazareth’s ongoing exchange of alms with Flemish locals—Nazareth providing 

bread to the poor, and Flemings providing gifts of food, wood and money to the convent. 

In addition to these exchanges, Nazareth continued to house local pensioners, and the 

convent school continued to receive pupils, even after the French Revolution. Among the 

pensioners listed in the chronicle entry for 1786, the year for which the secretary of the 

Clergy was demanding accounts, there are Flemish natives and girls from mixed families: 

‘Mad’lle Meurant from Ostend’, ‘Mad’lle Mene from Ghent’, ‘Mad’lle Vanden Clooster of 

Bruxells’, and ‘The 2 Miss Hans from Ipres. Their Mother is English, their Father a 

Flemming’, to name only a few.61 As the keeper of the chronicle in this period, Prioress 

More would have known the extent to which Nazareth dealt with continental and local 

families, as well as British recusants and exiles. We can now observe, with the benefit of 

more than two hundred years’ hindsight, that Bruges Prioresses from Pole to her present-

day successor have understood the importance of cultivating relationships with the local 

community and the English Catholic community. Without the support from these 

communities over the centuries, Nazareth could not have survived into the Twenty-first 

Century.  

 

 
60 Nazareth, MS ‘BC, 1729–93’, pp. 341–2, emphasis added. 
61 Ibid., p. 301. 
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6 Conclusion 

English nuns throughout the exile period correlated their financial situation with divine 

appraisal: solvency was a sign of favor, penury a sign of moral failing. A Poor Clare 

chronicler from the English convent at Rouen describes her community’s receipt of alms 

from Cardinal Mazarin in 1645 as a gift from Divine Providence, delivered just as the 

Rouen nuns’ English compatriots were vacating the locality to return to England and 

Paris, thus dramatically reducing the community’s major source of alms income. Had the 

Cardinal not donated alms, the Rouen foundation might have folded:  

 This unexpected liberality [from the Cardinal], & perticular mindfulness of our 
heavenly Father of his poor exiled children, made them presently enter into 
themselves, & check their little faith with these words of our blessed Saviour: 
Modicae fidei quare dubitasti; as also to acknowledg & see cleerly that their 
settlement & maintenance, was not to be expected from their friends or any 
humane creature, but only from his divine providence, which did in all their 
necessitys so mercifully relieve them, above all humane [sic.] expectation.62 

 

According to this view, alms-giving is an act of God, not man; alms arrive because God 

approves of the convent, and the exodus of human friends should not be read as 

condemnation of the new community.  

Like the Rouen chronicler, Nazareth chroniclers throughout the exile period used 

the evidence of financial stability or its absence as a hermeneutic key to interpret their 

relationship with the Divine. Yet while the appearance of pecuniary information in 

convent chronicles is not unusual, the pattern and frequency of financial reporting 

amongst the Bruges chroniclers is so pronounced as to be deemed one of the chief 

themes of the work between 1630 and 1709, and a lesser theme during the Eighteenth 

Century. Entries for the years 1630 through 1709 usually summarize the convent’s 

financial state by recording the amount of alms received for a given year and/or the 

 
62 ECIE, 1600–1800, ed. by C. Bowden, I: Rouen Chronicle (2012) ‘The fifth Chapter Of a great Alms which 
Cardinal Mazarin sent them & of the cloathing of Mrs. Margaret Simmons’, p. 30. Bowden glosses Modicae 
fidei quare dubitasti as follows: ‘Matthew 14. 31: ‘O thou of little fait, why dids’t thou doubt?’ (see p. 300, n. 
72). 
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amount of debt the convent was in. Entries also record principal benefactors for the 

given year, the amount of money received or expected on behalf of newly professed 

nuns, and the use to which their dowries were put.  

  The drive towards financial stability and growth on the part of successive 

generations of Nazareth nuns shaped the community’s sense of itself as both a 

specifically English convent in exile, and as a player in its local economy. Financial 

arrangements between the nuns and their myriad benefactors, including local Catholics, 

Flemish clergy, and the nuns’ fellow exiles, were crucial to the convent’s survival and 

reputation.  

The transformation of financial data in the Nazareth accounts into a history in 

the ‘Bruges Chronicle’ robustly demonstrates that accounts and chronicles were textual 

arenas in which author-nuns could articulate their perception of Divine Providence and 

favour towards their convent. The chronicle was also an arena in which an anonymous 

author could write about the burden of financial management and mismanagement. 

Convent chronicles reveal much about authorial self-fashioning and the responsibilities 

and literary possibilities open to the communal historian. The ‘Bruges Chronicle’ and 

other anonymously authored convent texts can be read biographically as well as 

autobiographically. In instances where we can establish an author’s identity we can use 

this information to better understand her chronicle entries. Prioress Herbert and Prioress 

More’s chronicle stints are best understood as products of their careers as Prioresses. In 

instances where we cannot make a positive authorial identification, we can still attend to 

possible instances of subsumed autobiography, asking: Why is this text written this way? 

What is at stake here? Who might have wanted the chronicle to record events in this 

particular fashion? Convent chronicles are not neutral repositories of fact, even when, or 

perhaps especially when, they are the product of an anonymous author’s pen.  
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Chapter 3: The Letters of Winefrid 
Thimelby: ‘A pattern how to dye’ 

 
‘Our saviour Jesus Christ, to whom you have dedicated your self 
says to you: follow me, & let the dead bury their dead: let 
worldlings deal in worldly affairs’.1 
 
‘I know not how in conscience I can thanke you for the last bounty 
of your letter since it tyes faster those knotts of love to somethinge, 
I must leave when I dye; which by age can not be far of, yet farther 
then I wish, if it be but till tomorrow [...] Whensoever therfore you 
write to me pray for mee, that I may not sincke in that stream of 
pleasure, but that it may cary me on to the maine ocean wher we all 
may happily drowne together’.2 

 

The letters of Winefrid Thimelby attempt to teach her family members why she left the 

world behind and how they should conduct their lives within it, in order for them all to 

be reunited in the afterlife. Thimelby’s recipients were of a literary bent, and her own 

letters, which exhibit highly expressive poetic language, participate in a broader 

phenomenon of familial literary production of poetry, life-writing and letters. Her letters 

were preserved among a collection of Aston-Thimelby papers discovered by Arthur 

Clifford, an Aston-Thimelby descendent, in the early 1800s, and have typically been 

analyzed within the family context.3  

 
1 Douai, Box W.M.L.Q., MS Q42, ‘Instructions for a Religious Superiour Penned & presented to the 
Reverend Mother N:N: upon the day she was installed Prioress at St Monicas in Lovaine’, p. 92. 
2 Winefrid Thimelby to Herbert Aston, 1674. See London, BL MS Additional 36452, fol. 100r A. Clifford, 
Tixall Letters; or The Correspondence of the Aston Family, and Their Friends, During the Seventeenth Century, 2 vols 
(London, 1815), II, Letter LXXVII, pp. 94–5. 
3 The original family letters are preserved in London, BL MS Add. 36452, among six volumes of Aston 
papers (MSS Add. 36444–52). The Aston letters were purchased by the British Museum in 1899 because 
they contained papers pertaining to the ambassadorial services of Sir Walter Aston (1584–1639; ODNB), 
first Baron of Forfar, resident ambassador to Spain from 1620 to 1623 and again in 1635 to 1637, during 
which time he was attempting to negotiate the Spanish match between Prince Charles and the Infanta 
Maria Anna, daughter of Philip III of Spain. Though not the main attraction at the time of purchase the 
family papers are mentioned in the BM acquisition records of 1900 (private correspondence, Frances 
Harris, email to the author, 5 February 2010). Some of the family papers have been edited by A. Clifford, 
Tixall Poetry (Edinburgh: James Ballantyne and Co., 1813) and TL (1815). The arrangement of BL MS Add. 
36452 suggests that the BM cataloguer was familiar with TL: the MS volume reflects the ordering of the 
printed volume. The manuscript sources for TP have not fared as well as the letters, being scattered at the 
Tixall estate sale in 1899. Only a few sources for TP have been traced in public repositories. These include 
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Thimelby’s poetic letters frequently deploy opposites and contradictions, such as joy at 

being alive and longing for death, bitterness and sweetness, absence and togetherness, to 

convey her complex inner emotional landscape—a landscape very much informed by her 

life as a nun. Central to her concept of familial love was divine love; central to her choice 

of absence from her family, by dint of joining a convent in exile, was her conviction that 

this voluntary double-self exile, from home and from ‘the world’, would result in a 

permanent reunion with her loved ones in the afterlife. 

 It is a commonplace observation that medieval and early modern nuns and 

anchoresses, upon entering their enclosures, became metaphorically ‘dead to the world’ 

in order to enter into a spiritual marriage with Christ that would (hopefully) lead them to 

heaven.4 Yet while enclosed, professional religious were expected to pray not only for 

themselves, but others, including their friends and family, and, in the case of the English 

exiles, the reconversion of their homeland. Little work has been done to explore how 

this ‘death’ shaped writing by early modern English nuns in exile. This chapter examines 

                                                                                                                                      
 
 
 
 
a commonplace book by Walter Aston, now held in Staffordshire, William Salt Library, MS D988; a verse 
miscellany containing poetry copied from print and manuscript sources, with some original poems, New 
Haven, Yale University, Beinecke Library, Osborn MS b.4 ‘Herbert Aston’s miscellany’, c. 1634; and the 
verse miscellany of Constance Aston Fowler, Huntington Library, San Marino, CA, MS HM904, which has 
been edited by D. Aldrich-Watson, The Verse Miscellany of Constance Aston Fowler: a Diplomatic Edition, 
Medieval & Renaissance Texts & Studies, 210 (Tempe: Arizona Center for Medieval and Renaissance 
Studies in conjunction with Renaissance English Text Society, 2000). Hackett overturns several of Aldrich-
Watson’s claims about authorship and scribal activity in HM904. She has conclusively demonstrated that 
Gertrude Aston Thimelby is not Hand B and, in collaboration with C. Brown, she has identified Hand B 
as priest William Smith. I provided Hackett with crucial evidence of Gertrude Aston’s hand (her St 
Monica’s profession vow), in aid of this argument. See Hackett, ‘Women and Catholic Manuscript 
Networks in Seventeenth-Century England: New Research on Constance Aston Fowler’s Miscellany of 
Sacred and Secular Verse’, Renaissance Quarterly, 65 (2012), 1094–1124; Hackett ‘Unlocking the Mysteries 
of Constance Aston Fowler’s Verse Miscellany (Huntington Library MS HM 904): The Hand B Scribe 
Identified’; and C. Brown, ‘William Smith, Vere Southerne, Jesuit Missioner, and Three Linked Manuscript 
Miscellanies’ both in Miscellanies in Early Modern England, ed. by J. Eckhardt and D. Starza Smith 
(Ashgate, forthcoming). 
4 On anchoritic spirituality and ritual and the metaphorical interment of professional religious see S. 
Horner, The Discourse of Enclosure: Representing Women in Old English Literature (Albany, NY: State University 
of New York Press, 2001) and L. Herbert McAvoy, Rhetoric of the Anchorhold: Space, Place and Body Within the 
Discourses of Enclosure, Religion & Culture in the Middle Ages (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2008) and 
Anchoritic Traditions of Medieval Europe ed. by L. Herbert McAvoy (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2010). 
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how the exigencies of Thimelby’s death to the world nourished her epistolary exchanges 

with her Aston-Thimelby relatives in England, as well as the ways in which death and 

love featured in their poetry, letters and life-writing.5 This work contributes to a 

flourishing conversation about Aston-Thimelby literary production, but also speaks to 

broader issues about nuns’ literary endeavors, and how their convent experiences shaped 

them as authors. 

 

1 Background 

Winefrid Thimelby was the daughter of Mary Brookesby (d.c.1628) and Richard 

Thimelby (d.1622/3), ardent recusants of Irnham Hall in Lincolnshire, where she was 

born in 1618, the penultimate child of fourteen, of whom ten survived into adulthood. 

According to the ‘Louvain Chronicle’, which contains the only known account of her 

early life, Thimelby was first moved to become a nun when she overheard her father tell 

her mother he hoped that at least one of their children would become a professional 

religious. After her father’s death, however, Thimelby’s sense of vocation faded for a few 

years. An unnamed household priest encouraged her to join St Monica’s, but she was 

uncertain about her vocation until after his death and the death of her mother, when she 

was about eleven years old. At that juncture she and her younger sister, Frances (c.1619–

45; LA260), asked their older brother, John, if they could go to St Monica’s and he 

arranged their passage and maintenance. The Thimelby sisters entered the convent as 

convictresses in 1630 at the ages of twelve and eleven, respectively. Nothing is known of 

their lives between 1630 and the siege of Louvain in 1635, when they, along with half of 

the St Monica’s community, took refuge in Bruges between mid-June and late-August.6 

 
5 This chapter builds upon my recently published mini-edition of letters, ‘Thimelby-Aston Literary 
Exchanges: ‘Itt imports not wher, but how wee live’ in ECIE, 1600–1800, ed. by Hallett, III, pp. 263–72. 
6 Douai, MS C2 ‘LC, 1535–1836’, pp. 409–27. See Van Hyning, ‘Naming Names’ for evidence that the 
Thimelbys went to Bruges. Copley records that the last of the St Monica’s exiles returned to Louvain on 
23 August 1635, just five weeks before Thimelby’s profession. 
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Shortly after their return to St Monica’s, Thimelby professed as a choir nun on 30 

September 1635 (Plate 30), but Frances returned home to England due to ill health. 

Little is known of Thimelby’s life between 1635 and her first surviving letters in 1658. 

She is next explicitly mentioned in the ‘Louvain Chronicle’ upon her unanimous election 

to the role of Prioress in 1668, a role she served in until her death in 1690. According to 

a nineteenth-century chronicler:  

She was universally loved & regretted & we have to lament that the particulars 
of her wise government are buried in oblivion by reason the books were left at 
Louvain during the sad time of 1793. She was always called by ancient nuns 
down to our time ‘The most beloved of all the Mothers’.7 

 

The paucity of surviving convent material has prompted the majority of scholars to read 

Thimelby’s letters within the Aston-Thimelby family or lay context. While this has been 

fruitful, I choose to situate Thimelby in her convent context because this enables us to 

better understand her letters and the body of advice they contain. 

  Other than Thimelby’s letters to her family members there are only a few 

surviving documents in her hand. These include two letters from her addressed to local 

clerics held at the diocesan archive in Mechelen, in which she requests less interference 

from clerics outside the convent, and asks that the house confessor be given more 

power; a book of ‘Constitutions’; a book listing issues voted on by the choir nuns; some 

financial accounts and her profession vow, all of which are in the St Monica’s papers at 

Douai Abbey. The family letters, more than the other surviving documents, reveal 

Thimelby’s powerful and compelling voice, and offer us a glimpse of what her daughter-

nuns may have experienced when they read her writing, listened to her teachings in 

chapter, and lived under her government.  

 

2 The Tixall-Irnham circle 

 
7 Douai, MS C2 ‘LC, 1535–1836’, pp. 633–4. 
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The Astons and Thimelbys were neighbors and social equals, but they suffered 

disproportionately for their recusancy. The Thimelbys were life-long Catholics and the 

Irnham estate was heavily fined throughout the Seventeenth Century.8 In contrast, Sir 

Walter Aston, head of the Tixall estate, was a Protestant until the 1620s. He had been 

dubbed Knight of the Bath in 1603 by James I at his coronation, but despite pledging his 

allegiance to the Protestant king, Aston converted to Catholicism while on his first 

ambassadorial mission to Catholic Spain. He was formally pardoned by James I for his 

‘lapse’ in 1623, and all recusancy fines against him were remitted.9 I have not found any 

evidence of a connection between the Astons and the Thimelbys prior to the 1630s. The 

families were first connected by the marriages of Katherine Thimelby (1617/18–58; 

Orlando)10 and Herbert Aston (bap. 1614, d. 1688/9; ODNB) c. 1638, and Henry Thimelby 

(1609–55) and Gertrude Aston (1617–68; LA262; ODNB; Orlando) in 1645. Perhaps 

because of the differences in their fortunes, four of the ten Thimelby children to survive 

into adulthood became professional religious, including Richard, Edward, Winefrid and 

Frances, whereas only two Astons undertook religious vows in the Seventeenth Century: 

Gertrude Aston Thimelby, as a widow, and Katherine (Keat) Aston, in religion Katherine 

(b. c. 1646, p./d. 1668; LA008), daughter of Katherine and Herbert.11 Winefrid 

Thimelby’s letters concern the spiritual welfare of this close-knit group. 

 

2.1 Tixall Poetry and Tixall Letters 

 
8 T.B. Trappes-Lomax, ‘The Owners of Irnham Hall, Co. Lincoln and Their Contribution to the Survival 
of Catholicism in That County’, Lincolnshire Architectural and Archaeological Society: Reports and Papers, 9 (1962) 
164–77. 
9 H. Hackett, ‘The Aston-Thimelby Circle at Home and Abroad: Localism, Englishness, and 
Internationalism in the English Catholic Community’, in Region, Religion and Renaissance Literature, ed. by D. 
Coleman (Farnham: Ashgate, 2013), pp. 123–38. 
10 See also ‘Aston, Katherine Thimelby’, Encyclopedia of British Writers: 16th, 17th, and 18th Centuries, ed. by A. 
Hager (New York: Facts on File, 2005), pp. 391–2. 
11 Keat/Katherine is sometimes spelled with a C, as in WWTN?, but the letters all use K. 
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Clifford relates his discovery of the Aston-Thimelby papers in a preface to Tixall Letters, 

recounting how, with the help of an unnamed family housekeeper at Tixall, he tracked 

down an oak chest filled with significant family papers:  

It was a bumper, brimful, and overflowing; while the enormous mass appeared 
to consist of papers, of every sort, and size: the surface of which was most respectably, 
defended by a deep, and venerable layer of literary dust. Summoning up resolution 

     
------- I bent 

    Each corporal agent to this terrible feat;*  
 
and, drawing a chair to the side of the trunk, I sat down, with a full 
determination of thoroughly exploring its contents; and resolved, not to let a 
single scrap of paper pass without examination, and without satisfying myself, 
as to the nature of the manuscript in contained.12 
 

From the outset, Clifford invited his readers to consider the Tixall papers as literary 

productions. Not only are the papers swathed in ‘literary dust’, but his own act of 

discovery is framed in literary terms when he adapts an iconic, catalyzing scene from 

Shakespeare’s Macbeth in which the king assures Lady Macbeth that he will assassinate 

Duncan: ‘I am settled, and bend up / Each corporal agent to this terrible feat’ (Macbeth, 

I.7.79–80). This is an unfortunate, if amusing, choice of lines, given the number of 

textual ‘murders’ Clifford commits.  

I call Clifford a textual murderer, but he was a good transcriber. His murders 

consist of willful omission. Despite his stated enthusiasm for every ‘single scrap’ of his 

ancestors’ literary activity, Clifford omits parts of letters—in one instance, an important 

poem fragment on the back of a letter—often without editorial explanation or 

acknowledgement. Both Clifford’s decision to publish his family papers and his silent 

omissions can be attributed to his thesis that, for centuries, the Astons, Thimelbys and 

their descendants had participated in a literary network that kept Catholicism alive in the 

Lincolnshire and Staffordshire areas. Where letters or poems trouble this guiding 

paradigm of Catholic virtue and literary production, Clifford omitted them.  

 
12 TL, II, p. 1, emphasis added. Clifford’s footnote is denoted ‘*’ and reads: ‘Macbeth’. 
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By bringing these omissions to light, and by focusing on Thimelby’s convent 

letters, as opposed to the manuscript miscellanies and letters of the Astons, I argue that 

we discover a new dimension of the Aston-Thimelby family’s literary production—one 

which enriches our understanding of what it meant to be English and Catholic in the 

Seventeenth Century for professional religious women, as well as for lay recusants.  

 

2.2 Thimelby’s letters and a now-lost devotional manual 

Thimelby probably wrote to her family annually between 1630 and 1689, but only her 

letters written between 1655 and 1689 are known to survive.13 As we shall see in more 

detail in the next section, nuns typically only wrote personal letters once or twice a year. 

Thimelby’s epistles were sent to various recipients, including her older sister, Katherine 

Thimelby Aston, Katherine’s husband, Herbert Aston, and their children (Thimelby’s 

nieces and nephews) Gertrude (Gatt), Katherine (Keat) and John (Jack), as well as 

Elizabeth Cottington, daughter of Thimelby’s older brother John, heir to the Thimelby 

estate. In addition to letters, Thimelby occasionally sent her family material objects 

including: a lock of her hair; her portrait, which the Astons commissioned and paid for, 

and at least one book of meditations and prayers for Gatt, the whereabouts of which are 

now unknown. Clifford’s transcription of the ‘Advice to the Reader’ from Thimelby’s 

devotional collection titled, ‘Meditations of the principal obligations of a Christian, taken 

out of the scriptures, councils, and fathers’, sheds light on Thimelby as a spiritual advisor 

within the family circle, and it reveals one function of her written work: 

these meditations and prayers are not built upon vain and barren thoughts, 
neither do they endeavour to make us believe ourselves saints, for having 
joined a superficial exercise of devotion, to all the passiens [sic.] and interests of 
the world: but they tend to establish in our souls a solid piety, which hath for 
its foundation a true change of manners, and a government of life; which may 

 
13 In the preface to TP Clifford refers to ‘some sixty or seventy very beautiful letters addressed to Herbert 
Aston’ (I, p. xxv) from Thimelby of which only thirty nine were edited for TL, and which correspond to 
those now housed in the BL. However, TL, II indicates that it contains all of Thimelby’s letters. 
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be worthy of the name we bear [of Christians], and not imaginary resolutions, 
of which we never see any fruit.14 

 

As we shall see, Thimelby’s letters, like the ‘Meditations’, are best categorized as a body 

of advice centered on the themes of spiritual love, prayer, right living and death. At times 

she explicitly pushed back against the Aston-Thimelbys’ representations of love in their 

work and their manifest belief in their own piety which she feared would damage their 

chances of getting into heaven. Thimelby’s emphasis on right living and right dying recur 

throughout her letters and form a crucible for some of her most accomplished 

metaphorical expression.  

In arguing that Thimelby’s primary goal in writing was to teach her recipients how 

to live and die well, I am essentially arguing for her orthodoxy. In so doing I depart from 

the small body of existing scholarship about her letters which portrays her as a 

sensational rule-breaker. I depart, in particular, from Julie Sanders’ suggestion that 

Thimelby’s letters to Herbert Aston have a romantic dimension;15 Mareile Pfannebecker’s 

assertion that Thimelby developed a discourse of love and debt to solidify her role within 

the family for the sake of gaining power and articulating her identity;16 and Claire 

Walker’s claims, upon which Sanders and Pfannebecker built, that the letters ‘irrefutably 

breached clausura’ in their expressions of interest, warmth, love and concern for family 

members.17 Although Walker acknowledges that ‘the Prioress sought to bring her loved 

ones closer to God through her letters’ and concedes her evident ‘satisfaction with her 

monastic life’ she consistently asserts that Thimelby was overly attached to the world and 

 
14 TL, II, pp. 3–4. 
15 Sanders, ‘Tixall Revisited: The Coterie Writings of the Astons and Thimelbys in Seventeenth-Century 
Staffordshire’, in Women Writing 1550–1750, ed. by J. Wallwork and P. Salzman (Bundoora: La Trobe 
University, 2001), pp. 47–57. 
16 ‘“Love’s Interest”: Agency and Identity in a Seventeenth-Century Nun’s Letters’, Literature Compass, 3 
(2006), 149–58. 
17 ‘“Doe not supose me a well mortifyed Nun dead to the world”: Letter-Writing in Early Modern English 
Convents’, in Early Modern Women’s Letter Writing, 1450–1700, ed. by J. Daybell (Basingstoke: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2001), pp. 159–176 (p. 174). 
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that her letters were unorthodox in their degree of attachment to family.18 While Walker 

has made several valuable observations about the Aston-Thimelby letters and the English 

convents in general, these particular assertions outlined here are the by-product of 

Walker’s fundamental misreading of the underlying goal of Thimelby’s letters: to get her 

recipients to heaven. 

 

3 The Prioress and the Confessor 

Walker claims that ‘[English nuns’] letters—not just Thimelby’s—confirm that far from 

“dying to the world”, [they] clung to it for personal, practical and political reasons’ and 

that their letters, including those about business affairs, convent finances and related 

matters, ‘constituted not simply the physical, but also the psychological breach of 

clausura’.19 Walker examines Thimelby’s letters in light of a guidance manual written by 

St Monica’s house Confessor, Richard Johnson (1603–87), and presented to Thimelby on 

the occasion of her election as Prioress in 1668.20 Johnson wrote ‘Instructions’ prior to 

the sudden and unexpected death of Thimelby’s predecessor, Magdalena Throckmorton. 

He clearly had a number of long-standing concerns about the way the convent was 

administered, and hoped to work with Throckmorton’s successor to bring about change: 

[The Convent’s] disorders are many & great; I mean not crimes against the law 
of God, or your essentiall vowes, but great breacehs [sic] of Cloister laws, your statutes. 
the cause of these disorders is want of government: for tho your Monastery was 
defective in order from its beginning; yet it is still grown wors, ill government 
by little and little so impayring it, that it is now reduced almost to nothing, lastly 
the readiest, if not the only means to remedy these disorders, is to begin with 
the Superiour, as the head, & by her to cure the whol body21 
 

There are three preliminary points to be made about this passage and ‘Instructions’ 

before we consider Johnson’s guidance on letter-writing. First, Johnson’s proposed 

reforms throughout ‘Instructions’ were closely modeled on the convent ‘Statutes’ of 
 
18 Ibid., p. 168. 
19 Ibid., pp. 174 and 167. 
20 Bellenger, English and Welsh Priests, 1558–1800, p. 121. 
21 Douai, Box W.M.L.Q., MS Q42, ‘Instructions’, p. 4, emphasis added. 
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which he was not an over-zealous interpreter, but, rather, a careful and balanced judge—

his guidance about clausura is taken directly from the ‘Statutes’ and Tridentine 

regulations. Second, there were precedents within St Monica’s own history for tightening 

up lax regulation of convent life, most notably in the reforms enacted by Prioress 

Clement at St Ursula’s in the 1570s (see ‘Introduction’). Third, I have recently discovered 

that Prioress Throckmorton and Johnson were accused of holding Jansenist views based 

on the 1640 posthumously published writings of Cornelius Jansen, Bishop of 

Ypres (1585–1638), in which he argued that humans are fundamentally corrupted by 

original sin and only able to achieve grace through God, beliefs that came uncomfortably 

close to the Calvinist and Lutheran beliefs in Predestination and the power of the human 

will. Johnson and Throckmorton were accused of leading St Monica’s into unorthodoxy, 

an accusation that is recorded only obliquely in a scrappy chronicle manuscript that does 

not appear to be related directly to the ‘Louvain Chronicle’ narrative of Mary Copley 

(1535–1660). This vital information appears in an obituary of Prioress Throckmorton 

which lists her tribulations: ‘2d Was from the false accusation that the holy Father & 

Community where Jan___ts [Jansenists] This Especiely Was raised at Ghent and both 

Reverend Mother & the holy Father had Endless troubles in Consiquence’.22 There are 

no other references to these events in the surviving convent papers, but it is likely that 

Johnson’s concern for the convent’s disorder stemmed in part from these accusations 

and the more than usual scrutiny the convent would have come under while they were 

being investigated. If this is the case then his eagerness to enact reform on the basis of 

the convent’s existing ‘Augustinian Rule’, ‘Statutes’ and ‘Customs’ should be read as a by-

product of the negative attention Johnson and the nuns received when they were accused 

 
22 Douai, Box W.M.L.C., MS C1, ‘Very Old Chronicle’, p. unnumbered. 
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of Jansenism. ‘Instructions’ constitutes his attempt to reform the house in partnership 

with a newly elected Prioress, and thus put St Monica’s beyond reproach.23  

Prioress Thimelby was a good record keeper and a reformer in her own right. 

Whether this was in part because of the Jansenist controversy at St Monica’s is unclear, 

but what is certain is that she worked closely with Johnson and appears to have held him 

in high regard. In addition to working closely with Johnson, Thimelby may have 

introduced a new kind of record keeping initiative. As of 1669 we find ‘Chapter Book’ 

manuscripts containing a mixture of financial information, profession notes and 

obituaries, documents that were not only important for record keeping at the convent, 

but which would have been useful for future chroniclers.24 The original manuscript 

started by Thimelby in 1669 was used by the community until 1810. 

 

3.1 Letters and clausura 

‘Instructions’ advocates reform in numerous aspects of convent life, among them stricter 

clausura in three areas: better keeping of the grate between the convent parlor and the 

outside world; more careful selection of which lay sisters could go to market on behalf of 

the community; and closer monitoring of letter writing. Johnson delineated two 

epistolary categories—business letters and personal letters—and advised the Prioress as 

to how to conduct her own correspondence and monitor that of the nuns in her care. 

Walker adjusts Johnson’s categorizations and adds a third called ‘family news’ which she 

describes as a fusion of business and personal letters.25 I will outline Johnson’s epistolary 

categories before turning to an analysis of Walker’s argument and Thimelby’s letters. 

 
23 For further information on Cornelius Jansen, Bishop of Ypres (1585–1638) see J. Forget, ‘Jansenius and 
Jansenism’ in CE <http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/08285a.htm> [accessed 15 Oct 2013]. 
24 Douai, Box W.M.L.M., MS M1 ‘A Recorde of all thinges determined by plurality of voyces in the 
chapters of busines In the Inglish Monastery of St Monica in Louvaine’. Parts of the manuscript are in 
Thimelby’s hand. 
25 “‘Doe not supose”’, pp. 159–76. 
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Johnson advises that the Prioress should deal with all business concerning building 

projects, new recruits, dowries, patronage, masses, burials, schooling and governance. All 

matters ‘not pertaining to the Procuratrix’ (meaning money matters) must be answered 

by the Prioress, who should respond with brevity and civility to all external 

correspondents.26 ‘Instructions’ makes clear that such letter-writing could occupy a 

Prioress on a regular basis without bringing her into danger of breaching house ‘Statutes’. 

As for private letters, Johnson advised that ‘with near friends & kindred you may once or 

twice a year shew a willing correspondence, if it be of their parts desired, not els, for you will 

not believe how unwellcome Nuns letters are to worldly persons, when undersired’.27 In 

Johnson’s view solicited personal letters could be solicitous in their turn, but a nun 

should not write at all if her recipients are not eager to hear from her.  

In the event that a nun had willing recipients, Johnson had stern advice governing 

the content and thrust of her letters: 

having left your own occasions togeather with the world to live retiredly in 
solitude with God alone, were it not worse then follie to busie your self with the 
employments of other persons, how near or dear soever: Our saviour Jesus 
Christ, to whom you have dedicated your self says to you: follow me, & let the 
dead bury their dead: let worldlings deal in worldly affairs.28  
 

Nuns were supposed to pattern their love of other human beings, as well as their own 

personal sacrifices, on the life of Jesus. Though they were not expected to die on a cross 

or undergo martyrdom it was understood that their death to the world was a significant 

sacrifice that needed careful cultivation to retain its potency over time. Yet isolation is 

not the end of the monastic life, rather, it is a means by which the nun makes physical 

and mental space to pray for herself and others. Johnson’s emphasis on leaving ‘worldly 

affairs’ to worldly people is not an injunction against retaining contact with friends and 

 
26 ‘Instructions’, p. 92. 
27 Ibid., p. 92–3, emphasis added. 
28 Ibid., p. 92. 
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family, but an attempt to guide the nuns to focus on the souls and religious lives of their 

lay correspondents.  

Even within the bounds of Johnson’s proscriptions he and the nuns of St Monica’s 

understood that letter writing was fundamental to the survival and basic functioning of 

their convent. Nuns were permitted to write to their friends and family about themselves 

and their convent, and they were permitted to ask after family members’ health and 

spiritual welfare in order to pray for them. This is not to say that there were no tensions 

within St Monica’s or, indeed, other early modern convents, between nuns and their male 

superiors as to the definitions, role and extent of clausura legislation and letter-writing 

guidelines—there certainly were—but letters were a sanctioned form of communication 

between nuns and outsiders. Letters had the power to bind and bridge secular and 

conventual spheres—they were the veins through which vital communication, money, 

support and information flowed.  

 

3.2  ‘doe not suppose’ 

Walker’s thesis about the nature of early modern nuns’ epistolary practice is largely 

predicated on a single, somewhat inscrutable, letter from Thimelby to a recipient whose 

identity is unknown because their name was torn when the seal on the letter was broken, 

and because no address appears on the back of the letter. Its presence in the Aston-

Thimelby family papers suggests it was probably addressed to Herbert Aston or one of 

his children, but we cannot be sure. Walker juxtaposes what she deems to be Johnson’s 

‘ominous’ warnings about maintaining clausura with ‘flamboyant’ passages from 

Thimelby’s letter(s), arguing that she wrote with flagrant disregard for ‘Instructions’:  

The gregarious Prioress [...] insisted that it was impossible for religious women 
to eliminate worldly connections and affections, writing ‘doe not suppose me a 
well mortifyed Nun dead to the world’ [...] She sought her nieces as scholars 
and future nuns in her cloister, intimating that their presence would connect her 
more closely to her widowed brother-in-law and relations in England. While 



124 
 
 

none were so explicit as Thimelby, other religious women maintained close ties, 
often participating in family business.29 

 
Of Thimelby’s thirty-nine surviving letters, the undated missive containing the line ‘doe 

not suppose me a well mortifyed Nun dead to the world’ best fits Walker’s argument and 

she quotes from it liberally, largely to the exclusion of Thimelby’s other letters. Yet the 

exact topic of the letter and worldly issues to which it alludes are unclear. The letter 

concerns Eliza Cottington, Thimelby’s niece, and begins:  

I never had more impatience in your silence (which is great expression) then in 
present Circumstances, for I suffer much in fear least our lov’d pride in 
Cottington will bee severely humbled. for god sake lett me know my part that I 
may act it well, naturally I am sure I shall, whither it bee joy or greife. tell me 
therfore is she won and so undon, or has envie onely disguised her? how faine 
wod I beleive this last and how hartely could I forgive that crime, na[y] how 
doe I wish it had been comitted though I wear to undergoe the pennance dew 
to itt. tell me quickly but largely all the story. doe not supose me a well 
mortifyed Nun dead to the world for alas tis not so, I am alive and [...] as nearly 
concern’d for thos I love as if I had never left them and must shar in all ther 
fortunes wither good or bad.30  

 

Not only is this letter’s recipient obscure, so is its meaning. In the opening line it is clear 

that Thimelby is impatient for news, but what is the recipient’s ‘great expression’? Is it 

their usual silence—meaning a disinclination to gossip or to send too many letters—and 

is she now asking them to abandon that practice and share news on this particular 

occasion or is the recipient’s silence expressive, as in, should Thimelby understand events 

on the basis of their silence? Thimelby’s tone is remarkably confident: she believes she 

will be able to respond to circumstances and play her part, whatever it is, so long as she 

gets a clear picture of what has happened. The rhyming of ‘won’ and ‘undon’ is striking 

and unusual to convey the more familiar coupling of won and lost. Both words suggest 

that Cottington has been wooed or raped (spanning the range of meanings from the legal 

 
29 ‘“Doe not supose”’, p. 69. Walker’s claim that other nun letters-writers were not so explicit in their 
expressions of love as is Thimelby does not bear up in the face of newly edited convent letters from the 
Conyers and Huddleston family circles. See V. Van Hyning, ed. ‘Poor Clares of Aire: Correspondence of 
the Conyers Family’ in ECIE, 1600–1800, ed. by Hallett, III, pp. 273–84; and ‘Letters to and from Bruges, 
Lisbon and Paris: Correspondence of the Huddleston Family’, Ibid., pp. 295–306.  
30 BL MS Add. 36452, fol. 78r; TL, II, ‘Letter LVI’, pp. 44–6 (p. 44). 
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sense of carried off to sexually attacked), and will be undone or undermined by the 

scandal, but what exactly that is, is not clear. Thimelby’s profession of ‘lov’d pride’ in 

Cottington is problematic, given that pride is ranked as one of seven deadly sins 

according to Scripture. And then we come to the question of what is the ‘this’ in which 

Thimelby would prefer to believe—that Cottington is undone or that people are talking 

about her—‘envie onely disguised her?’ Is the crime for which Thimelby is willing to do 

penance gossip and rumormongering or is she willing to do penance for Cottington’s 

crime, whatever that may be?  

Without having the answers to these questions we cannot fully appreciate the 

scale or meaning of the lines that Walker has chosen to predicate so much upon. Yes, of 

course Thimelby is clearly interested in a worldly event, but her interest might not have 

been as inappropriate to her position as a nun as Walker makes out. Her concern might 

have arisen from any number of causes—perhaps Cottington was supposed to come to 

St Monica’s and make trial to be a nun but these rumors or events have precluded her 

from doing so; perhaps Cottington had scuppered her marriage prospects and was 

destined to a life of scandal; perhaps she declared herself an atheist or a convert to 

Protestantism. These are mere speculations on my part, but I offer them in order to 

underscore that there was a vast range of possible causes for Thimelby’s concerns. We 

cannot assume from this opaque letter that her anxieties for Cottington were 

inappropriate to her station in life or role within the family.  

Thimelby’s next letter in BL MS Add. 36452 is to Herbert Aston and touches on 

the Cottington affair again. This does not shed much more light on the Cottington 

drama, but it does reveal something about Thimelby’s role in the family network: 

your letters are never in this world to be answered, I referr you therfore till we 
meet in the Vale of Josaphat. ther you’l receive reward of all your unwearied 
Charities and unchangeable kyndnis to a poor unworthy sister, yet this comfort 
your pietie may reap from the present circumstances, that notwithstanding my 
great stock of selflove, which naturally inclines to sadnis, in the neglect of frinds 
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(which now I experienced in our once dear Cottington) I find my self, so 
chearish’d by your lovid kyndnis, and so filld up by it, thers no rome left for any 
repyning thought for it apears most unreasonable to covett more ^from any^ 
when I cannot corishpond [sic.] in any visible maner with half that I receive 
from you. therfore as I intimated before I defer geving accoumpts tell we meet 
in etternitie, I must intreat youl teache your Girls the same patience for really I 
can in [{tear} no way] express my self what I am whyls but {tear}tty beleive 
none live[s] that more loves you and yours then your poore Sister Win 
/m./Keat trusts me with her duty and with reasen for sure I am none wod take 
more car it shuld not mischary [sic.] therfore receive it whol intire and sound 
for so she gave it me as lykewyse her love to all her brothers and sisters31 

 

Thimelby assures Aston that while she cannot repay him for his charity in this lifetime, 

she will repay him in eternity: only when they stand in the Vale of Josaphat on judgment 

day will he be able to see the extent of her love for him, and the extent to which she 

appreciates his charity.32 This theme of deferred payment and indebtedness punctuates 

Thimelby’s letters to her family members.33  

Not only is Thimelby unable to repay her brother-in-law’s charity while she lives, 

she cannot answer each of his letters. I read the line ‘I cannot corishpond [sic.] in any 

visible maner with half that I receive from you’ as a reference to the restrictions on the 

number of letters a nun could send each year, and the apparent absence of limits on the 

number of letters she could receive. In other words, Thimelby was observing the 

limitations imposed by the convent ‘Statutes’ and Johnson’s ‘Instructions’ and ending 

her correspondence with Aston for that annual cycle. In the meantime, all Thimelby can 

offer is her love and prayers. She closes her letter with two superlatives—no one loves 

Aston and his kin more than she does, and none could be a better or more faithful 

messenger of Keat’s love. What Thimelby is unable to say on paper she makes up for in 

prayer: this theme permeates her correspondence.  

 
31 BL MS Add. 36452, fol. 79r–v, fol. 79r; TL, II, ‘Letter LVII’, pp. 48–9. Thimelby’s reference to her niece 
Keat Aston helps us to date this letter to sometime between 1658, when Keat made trial at St Monica’s, 
and 1668 when she died. 
32 The Vale of Josaphat is referred to in the prophecy of Joel 3. 12, and elsewhere. 
33 See Pfannebecker, ‘“Love’s Interest”’. This is a flawed account of the Tixall circle, but it contains some 
valuable insights, including an analysis of Thimelby’s use of the language of indebtedness. 
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4 Some kinds of love 

Explorations of the articulation of spiritual, familial and conjugal love have produced 

some of the best and worst scholarship about the poetry and letters of the Aston-

Thimelby circle.34 In the remainder of this chapter I will outline the existing scholarship 

about these themes, and then propose new ways of examining the function of love in the 

Aston-Thimelby corpus. In particular, I will attend to the links between love and death in 

Thimelby’s epistles. I will examine how her confidence in her own love for family 

members, and her belief that this love would be revealed on judgment day, links to her 

conceptualization of death, purgatory, heaven and hell. This section examines the special 

role of Thimelby’s enclosure and observance of clausura as per Johnson’s ‘Instructions’, 

which, I argue, rendered her an important member of the family circle.  

As Jenna Lay argues so convincingly, we find the root configurations of love that 

Thimelby deploys in her letters in the poetry of John Donne and Robert Southwell. Lay 

argues that female recusants’ and nuns’  

writings on faith and family engaged the discourses of romantic love and, in so 
doing, adapted Southwell’s poetic theory [adapted from a Petrarchan model] for 
seventeenth-century literary and religious practice. [...] In the letters of the 
Aston-Thimelby circle, such ties are expressed figuratively: while they did not 
follow Southwell in disparaging secular verse, references to poetry and 
metaphorical explorations of love and faith in the letters nonetheless reveal that 
writers such as Constance Aston Fowler, Katherine Thimelby Aston, and 
Winifred Thimelby were engaged in a project that expanded Southwell’s 
exploration of the available and appropriate languages for earthly attachments 
and religious devotion.35 
 

 
34 The work of J. LaBelle, ‘“A True Love’s Knot: The Letters of Constance Fowler and the Poems of 
Herbert Aston’’, Journal of English and German Philology, 79 (1980), 13–31; J. Lay (see below); and S. 
Chowdhury, ‘Dissident Metaphysics in Renaissance Women’s Poetry’ (Brighton: University of Sussex, 
2013) are particularly strong examples, while Pfannebecker’s is the weakest to date. 
35 Lay has kindly allowed me to read her chapter ‘Recusant Poetics: Catholic Women’s Literary 
Communities’ from a forthcoming monograph, working title: Beyond the Cloister: Catholic English Women and 
Early Modern Literary Culture based on her doctoral thesis, ‘“They Wil Not Be Penned Up in Any Cloister”: 
Catholic Englishwomen and Early Modern Book Culture’ (Stanford, CA: Stanford University, 2009). 
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While the Aston-Thimelby women writers and Herbert Aston operated within this 

shared discourse, Thimelby’s letters, more than theirs, convey a concern that human love 

should enable rather than hinder people’s ability to live in a godly way and reach heaven. 

Thimelby’s ‘appropriate languages’ flow from her professional life as a nun. Rather than 

psychologically ‘breaching clausura’ as Walker has argued, Thimelby’s letters enabled her 

to extend the conventual discourse of love and eternity to her less rigidly religious family 

members. 

In the second letter concerning Cottington (MS Add. 36452, fol. 79) Thimelby 

articulates two significant dimensions of her love for family, which recur elsewhere in her 

epistles and consistently inform her writing on themes connected to love, death and 

eternity. First, she simultaneously insists that she cannot fully express her love and thanks 

to Aston, in part because of the limits on the number of letters she could send each year, 

and in part because of the limits of verbal expression: words cannot contain her love. 

And yet, as we have seen, she insists that she loves him and his family more than anyone 

else does. Thimelby thus claims to love in a manner that is at once incomplete and 

overflowing; insufficient and over-sufficient, inexpressible and insistently expressed.36  

We encounter similar paradoxes throughout Thimelby’s letters, often when she 

reflects on life and death. In one letter Thimelby writes to Aston of his daughter Keat’s 

ill health during her initial trial of the religious life at St Monica’s, reflecting that God in 

his wisdom ‘sweetly tempers my joyes which otherwise would passe the bounds of 

moderation for had she health I shuld fynd too much comfort in this worlds 

banishment’.37 When Keat returns home to recover her health her aunt promises Aston 

to ‘soe in teares that I may reape in joy’38—she will willingly suffer if the result is Keat’s 

 
36 I am grateful to Jenna Lay for suggesting the final pairing in this sentence. 
37 BL MS Add. 36452, fol. 71r, August 2 [1658]; TL, II, ‘Letter XLIX’, pp. 27–8 (p. 27). 
38 BL MS Add. 36452, fols 75r–v, 75r; TL, II, ‘Letter LII’, pp. 35–7 (p. 36). 
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improvement and return. Upon receiving news from Aston of Keat’s safe arrival and 

progress in England, she writes: 

what a strange mixture is this world of joy and greife, or rather what a weaknis 
I, so quickly moved by either, my last to you had more of teares then incke. in 
this I know not how enouf to speak my joys that sweet keat is well with you. 
see see [sic.] a copius subject for your prayers and pitty o lett them gaine for me 
an equall love to god in all his wills, If my want of this is justly punished by 
keats absence but I am confident god will retorne that mercy to mee and I hope 
quickly too39 

 

Even if Thimelby struggled at times to moderate her feelings for her family, her letters 

do not indicate that she lost sight of the ultimate goal: an eternal family reunion. 

Moreover, there is evidence that she was able to convince Aston of the necessity of self-

inflicted loss and separation for the sake of long-term happiness and spiritual gain. Only 

two of Herbert Aston’s letters survive. One of these was addressed to Keat, and was 

written after her return to St Monica’s. It echoes Thimelby’s language of willing sacrifice:  

My Deare Girle  
 

 I receaved the other day a lettre [sic.] from you with out date it told in short all I 
desire to heare that you love & are so much beloved by your reverend Mother, had you paid 
her less respect & affection you had so far strayed from reason & Truth & had 
she been less kind to you she had made an ill returne to me for my greatest 
expression of kindnes I was capable of: my parting with you which but for 
Gods sake your owne & hers I should not have done, so good & dutifull a child 
you have bin ever to me that I know not how better to requite you then to quitt my owne 
private interest & contentment for your advantage which you must needs reape from so lovely 
loving & beloved a directrix she will soone instruckt you how inconsiderate all joyes of sense 
are & teache you quickely to shake of all resentments of nature for those of Grace so infinitely 
preferrable, not so much as remember you had a father but /fol.73v/ by reflection 
of your love by which he abandons himselfe for you;40 

 

Aston’s use of ‘requite’ and ‘quitt’, ‘lovely loving & beloved a directrix’ reveals a 

proclivity for consonance and verbal play which we find throughout the Tixall corpus, 

and Thimelby’s letters in particular. On the basis of this letter (an admittedly limited 
 
39 BL MS Add. 36452, fols 76r–v, fol. 76r, dated ‘Jan. 8’; TL, II, ‘Letter LIII’, pp. 38–9 (p. 38), emphasis 
added. 
40 BL MS Add. 36452, fol. 73r–v, 73r; TL, II, ‘Letter LI’, pp. 32–4 (pp. 32–3). Clifford notes that this is one 
of only two surviving letters written by Herbert. This letter is folded and addressed, and bears the stains of 
a seal. It may have been Aston’s original, returned to him upon the death of his daughter. 
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sample) and others in Tixall Letters, including those by Thimelby Aston and Aston’s 

sister, Constance Aston Fowler (1621?–64)41, we see that the family deployed poetic 

language and word play strategically when attempting to convey their most important 

feelings and opinions. Poetic phrasing signals to the reader that s/he should take note, 

and that the writer is trying to convey something of the utmost seriousness. This general 

habit among the Aston-Thimelbys reaches its apogee in Thimelby’s letters: given that she 

could write only once or twice a year, her letters are given over almost entirely to tightly 

formulated poetic expression, which, within the poetic code of the familial discourse, 

demand her recipients’ full attention.  

 

5  ‘methingkes I shuld be hapior diing’ (and so should you) 

5.1 Longing for eternity, relishing absence 

Almost all of Thimelby’s surviving letters to her kin make mention of death in abstract 

or literal ways, and sometimes both. Death, loss and separation from loved ones were 

not simply causes for sadness in Thimelby’s case: death was liberation—‘that gate of 

lyfe’42—and life was a preparation for passing through the gate—life was a journey 

towards death. Some of these metaphors are borrowed from a wider Christian context, 

of course. As Lucinda Becker notes in her article about representations of early modern 

women and death, ‘Religious instruction books stressed the need for life to be a journey 

towards death, a preparation for the afterlife, and a good death was a way of showing 

that this had been achieved’.43 Thimelby’s letters and the theology they manifest are 

inflected by this wider tradition, but they also reflect the specific realities of her life as a 

nun. Her metaphorical and literal meditations on her own death dovetail with her 

manifest desire to lead and instruct her friends and family to live in a manner that would 
 
41 Dates given by Hackett in ‘Women and Catholic Manuscript Networks’, p. 1049. 
42 BL MS Add. 36452, fol. 87r, TL, II, ‘Letter LXV’, p. 66. 
43 ‘The Absent Body: Representations of Dying Early Modern Women in a Selection of Seventeenth 
Century Diaries’, Women’s Writing, 8 (2001), 251–62 (p. 263). 
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allow them all to meet in heaven, or, to use her phrase: in that ‘ocean wher we all may 

happily drowne together’.  

 Thimelby’s earliest surviving meditations on death concern her younger sister 

Frances. During the first three years of Thimelby’s profession, Frances remained in 

England for health reasons, but returned to St Monica’s in 1638 in order to become a 

nun. In 1643 she fell ill again and was removed to the English Ursuline convent in Liège 

in the hopes of improving her health. When it was feared she was dying she professed as 

an Ursuline nun on the condition that, should she recover, she would rejoin her sister 

and the community at St Monica’s, but she died in Liège on 21 April 1644. Both convent 

communities sang masses for her soul, suggesting that she was considered a member of 

the St Monica’s community in spirit, if not in reality.44  

Thimelby’s initial reaction to the death of her younger sister is unknown, but in 

one of her earliest surviving letters to her older sister, Katherine, written sometime 

between 1656 and 1658, more than a decade after Frances’ death, Thimelby invokes her 

in a marginal postscript: ‘I injoy my health methinckes but too well sence itt delayes my 

meeting with my sister franck. however know I am won of the hapiest persons living. 

though still methingkes I shuld be hapior diing’.45 Thimelby’s statement of good health 

and enjoyment of her convent life simultaneously conveys her physical and mental well-

being, surely a point of interest to her sister, as well as her spiritual longing for the 

afterlife, a longing she clearly hopes to cultivate in her recipient as we shall see in further 

quotations from this and other letters (below). In the short space of a few sentences 

Thimelby moves through two cycles of affirming life and longing for death. Her ability 

to move seamlessly between the two states of mind—joy and longing—bitterness and 

sweetness—is a hallmark of her epistolary style.  

 
44 Douai, Box W.M.L.C., MSS C15–C19, ‘Little Chronicles’, MS C19, p. unnumbered. 
45 BL MS Add. 36452, fol. 63r; TL, II, ‘Letter XLI’, pp. 9–11; ‘Thimelby-Aston Literary Exchanges’, ‘Letter 
1’, pp. 267–8. 
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Interestingly, Clifford identifies ‘Franck’ as Thimelby’s living sister-in-law, 

Frances Pershall, but the context of the letter points overwhelmingly to Thimelby’s 

longing for the deceased Frances Thimelby and the here-after.46 Good health would not 

have prevented her from seeing a living relative, after all. Clifford’s misreading overlooks 

the importance of death and the afterlife in Thimelby’s letters. Although she loves her 

living relatives and is solicitous of them, she longs for the dead and hopes to teach her 

living relatives to do likewise.  

Later in the same letter Thimelby explores the tensions between presence and 

absence, and the necessity of her own death to the world: 

it is my dayly comfort to remember how fast we approach each other: & that 
every moment dispatches some part of the way, this makes me content with 
present absence nay even love it forgive the sound of that last word & consider 
the sence of it [...] really Sister you cannot imagin how much the memory of you 
givs increase of very solid joys, for when I looke upon the condition I might 
have expected or hoped for in the world, me thinks I am so sorry twas noe 
better noe greater that so I might have left & contemed something worthy my 
pretentions but when I cast my eyes upon the tresures of my loved freinds & in 
perticular your sweetest selfe I grow hugely comfordted because Ile not allow 
the world could give me better, I meane kinder dearer therefore you must give 
me leave to love our seperation because it helps to secure an eternall mutuall 
injoying47 

 

Taken at face value, this letter implies that Thimelby chose the convent because she did 

not have a fortune or marriage prospects, making her choice to profess one between the 

convent and spinsterhood, rather than a choice between betrothal to Christ and earthly 

marriage. This interpretation may be true, in part, but Thimelby is no Heloise nor 

Arcangela Tarabotti—two author-nuns enclosed against their better judgment and will, 

respectively, whose writings capture their longing for different lives.48 Thimelby’s letters 

 
46 Clifford notes: ‘Frances Aston, wife of Sir William Persall; of Canwell, near Lichfield. His first wife was 
sister to Mrs Winefrid Thimelby’ in TL, II, p. 10. For further biographical detail see ‘Thimelby-Aston 
Literary Exchanges’, ‘Letter 1’, pp. 267–8. 
47 BL MS Add. 36452, fol. 63r; TL, II, ‘Letter XLI’, pp. 9–11; ‘Thimelby-Aston Literary Exchanges’, ‘Letter 
1’, pp. 267–8. 
48 Tarabotti’s printed letters clearly illustrate her frustration with the forced claustration of herself and 
other nuns. See A. Tarabotti, Lettere familiari e di complimento (Venice: 1650) and M. Kennedy Ray, ‘Letters 
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do not read like those of a frustrated young woman, but a nun trying to live according to 

the life she chose. Because she does not suffer the pangs of material loss or longing for a 

suitor left behind, she must take comfort in other forms of loss: miscarried letters, 

physical absences from family members and unexpected silences. These absences 

counterbalance her professions of happiness in the convent and her good health.  

 In an undated letter to her niece Gatt (written sometime between 1660 and 1674, 

on the basis of internal evidence in the Tixall papers), Thimelby confesses that she 

struggles with Gatt’s choice to live in the world instead of becoming a nun, which has 

resulted in their separation. Thimelby confesses that she, like Keat, harbors ‘resentment 

of thy absence’ but that this is the product of a ‘weak hart’, and moves on to concede 

that ‘itt imports not wher, but how wee live’—an acknowledgement that lay people and 

nuns can gain heaven by different paths.49 Indeed, Thimelby deploys the metaphor of 

runners in a race who travel to the same goal, but cannot see one another until they cross 

the finish line. Throughout this missive she plays with concepts of absence: ‘I make a 

shift to meete thee in a corner every night after Mattins wher though I can not speake 

with thee I am allowed to speake for thee as much and as longe as I will and if it prove 

/m./ not so pleasing yet I know tis more profitable’.50 Thimelby collapses time and space 

and ‘meetes’ her niece through prayer, wherein she may speak at great length on her 

behalf to God, in her absence. In this single letter, written to reassure Gatt of her 

ongoing love and concern for her, Thimelby gives us a glimpse of how she, and nuns like 

                                                                                                                                      
 
 
 
 
from the Cloister: Defending the Literary Self in Arcangela Tarabotti’s “Lettere Familiari e Di 
Complimento”’, Italica, 81 (2004), 24–43 <http://www.jstor.org/stable/27668873> [accessed 13 
December 2011]; P. Abelard and Heloise, The Letter Collection of Peter Abelard and Heloise, ed. by D.E. 
Luscombe and B. Radice (Oxford: OUP, 2013). 
49 BL MS Add. 36452, fol. 95r; TL, II, ‘Letter LXXIII’, pp.85–7; ‘Thimelby-Aston Literary Exchanges’, 
‘Letter 4’, p. 271. 
50 Ibid. 
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her, used prayer to connect with absent loved ones. It is at once hallmarked by what 

Walker might describe as clausura-breaking confessions of longing, but really this 

outpouring is a vehicle for advice:  

Live freely in the world but guar garde thy hart from loving itt for thats forbid 
because it passeth cast not therfor away a portion of thy immortall soule upon 
any thing transitory fix all thy love on god and then doe what thou wilt sweet 
Chyld for I am unchangebly thyn for ever.51  

 

Not only does Thimelby acknowledge that Gatt’s choice is viable, she reassures her of 

her love in this life and the next.  

 

5.2 The death of Katherine Thimelby Aston 

The deaths of several family members and the prospect of losing others gave rise to 

some of Thimelby’s most profound meditations on absence, life, death and love, but 

these meditations also occasionally betray her impatience with lay family, whose belief in 

the piety of their loved ones could be dangerous. We see this not only in the above-

quoted ‘it is my dayly comfort’ letter from Thimelby to her older sister, but in Thimelby’s 

letters of consolation to her newly-widowed brother-in-law, Herbert Aston, which follow 

her correspondence with her sister in MS BL 36452 and Tixall Letters.  

On 9 July, 1658 Katherine Thimelby Aston died at Bellamore, the home Herbert 

Aston had built for her as a wedding gift. Aston wrote an account of her death and 

shared copies of this mini-vita with family and friends.52 He may have sent a copy to 

Thimelby—she certainly makes reference to a letter from him, in which he speaks of her 

sister’s death. The closing passage is representative of the tone and content of the vita. In 

it, Aston reflects that the beautiful, clear day on which his wife died was a portent of her 

easy path to heaven:  

 
51 Ibid. 
52 Aston’s autograph manuscript appears in BL MS Add. 36452, fols 53r–58r; ‘An Account of the Death of 
the Honourable Mrs Herbert Aston. 1658’, TL, I, pp. 179–200. 
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even this morning was an evidence of the blessed attendance that accompanyed 
this happy soule, in her ascent into heaven, for a more calme serene pleasant or 
more glorious morning could not be, a true mirrour, that represented to us, 
both that lovely serenity of mind, and that transcendent glory she now possesceth in 
Heaven. God gave her here so cleare an insight and knowlidge of Heavin, that she consumed 
in the desire of a full fruition; and had allways that violent aversion, and just sadness at the 
vaine amusements and seduced condition of most in the world, that she languished away in this 
holy resentment; so that she did not only, all her life time, exactly observe the 
devine precept of love to God and our neighbour, (the compendium of all our 
religious dutyes) but dyed a martyr to both.53 
 

Every feature of this passage is at once commonplace in the broad Christian 

hagiographical tradition, and potentially alarming for a professional Catholic religious 

person, such as Thimelby, whose primary concern was her sister’s soul. Aston represents 

his wife as a ‘martyr’ and semi-recluse suffering ‘holy resentment’—a woman who was 

not of this world, and thus easily able to transcend it for the glory of heaven. He asserts 

that in the last seven or eight days of her life she became abstracted from the world, even 

from her family (a common trope), in order to pray ceaselessly and thus completely 

prepare herself for death. Aston’s characterization of his wife is indebted to 

representations of English lay women, including Protestant representations of 

motherhood and wifely perfection, as well as Catholic representations of quasi-saintly 

female piety at death.54  

One can only imagine what Thimelby, as an enclosed nun, might make of the 

description of her sister as a ‘retiring’ saintly figure who disdained the world, when she 

was in fact the mother of ten and a fixture of Catholic gentry society in Staffordshire and 

Lincolnshire, presiding over an extensive estate. What is clear is that Thimelby worried 

that her sister’s soul was endangered by Aston’s belief in her sanctity, a belief that could 

blind him to the possibility that her soul might be languishing in Purgatory.55 In response 

 
53 BL MS Add. 36452, fol. 58r; TL, I, p. 200, emphasis added. 
54 See Becker (2001); and P. Crawford, ‘The Construction and Experience of Maternity in Seventeenth-
Century England’, in Women as Mothers in Pre-Industrial England: Essays in Memory of Dorothy McLarne (London 
and New York: Routledge, 1990), pp. 3–38. 
55 Several years after Katherine’s death her brother Richard Thimelby translated Étienne Binet’s Purgatory 
Surveyed (Paris, 1663). 
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to the news of her sister’s death, Thimelby expresses anxiety for her sister’s soul, rather 

than grief, and anxiety for Aston, who appears to have fallen into a depressive state 

during which he was unwilling to leave the house, and appears to have been suicidal. She 

urges him to think of his children, to live for their sake and embrace suffering because 

‘tis saufest living when we least injoye’.56 Other relatives also attempted to comfort 

Aston, and letters dating to 1658/9 demonstrate their collective efforts to draw him out 

into society again.57 Yet Thimelby’s concern was not just for Aston, her nieces and 

nephews: her first letter concerning her sister’s death (and possibly written in response to 

the vita) urges Aston to tell her brother, Henry Thimelby, about their sister’s passing, in 

order that Henry could pray for her and probably pay for prayers to be said in her 

memory at St Monica’s or elsewhere. Thimelby apologizes for making this request, but 

adds: ‘I am so frayd your too kynd censure of my sister shuld occation you less praye for 

her’.58  

Significantly, Clifford omits this line. It could have been a mistake, but I believe 

he omitted it because Thimelby’s concern for her brother-in-law’s laxity upsets Clifford’s 

presentation of Aston as a pious, learned husband. To print this line is to acknowledge 

the complexity and messiness of a lived faith shared by family members from different 

professional religious and lay backgrounds: to suppress it is to deny the important 

function of professional women religious as advisors.  

 

5.3  ‘Oh doe not Dye’: Donne, death and Clifford’s omissions 

The most significant omission made by Clifford in Tixall Letters (on the basis of what 

survives in BL MS 36452) also appears to concern the death of Thimelby Aston, a 

statement that requires some explanation. Clifford’s omission consists of a poem 
 
56 BL MS Add. 36452, fol. 67r; TL, II, ‘Letter XLV’, pp. 20–1 (p. 20). 
57 TL also includes missives from Henry Thimelby, Constance Aston Fowler and Walter Aston II, among 
others, concerning Aston Thimelby’s death and Aston’s struggles to deal with her death. 
58 BL MS Add. 36452, fol. 64r; TL, II, ‘Letter XLII’, pp. 12–13. 



137 
 
 

fragment composed by Aston on the back of an undated letter from Thimelby to him, 

written sometime between August 1658 and 1668, the decade between the deaths of 

Katherine and Keat Aston, and probably closer to the beginning of that period. In this 

section, I will explore the relationship between Thimelby’s letter and Aston’s poem, as 

well as previous and current scholarship concerning the two.59  

Lay suggests that Thimelby’s letter was not written immediately in the wake of 

Thimelby Aston’s death, and this has a bearing on her analysis of the poem fragment and 

the letter upon which it appears, as we shall see momentarily. The letter itself ends with 

these beautiful lines:  

[h]ow shall I reckone the houres, how shall I fall out with tyme for ever, [n]ow 
as too slowe, then I am sure too quicke, after that, scarce to bee indured, except 
sweet Keate prevaile to reconcile us, for a whyle. how ever tis my comfort time 
distroyes itt selfe, whylest itt tiraniseth over us, we are sure to outlive itt and 
dying live60  

  

Lay suggests that this letter concerns a future meeting (e.g. if Aston was to accompany 

Keat to the convent), but I believe that Thimelby may be referring to a future meeting in 

the afterlife and the strange fluctuations of time between the present and that inevitable, 

but unforeseeable moment. Time will drag, then speed up and occasionally it will be 

unbearable. Not only do they have to bear the weight of separation from one another, 

but from God and from dead loved ones, such as Thimelby Aston. When Keat was 

residing at either St Monica’s or Bellamore, or travelling between the two, she served to 

unite her aunt and father, to draw tighter the bonds of kinship and helped to allay 

Thimelby’s own sense of absence from the world—a theme which we have already seen 

 
59 Clifford published this letter without the fragment, TL, II, ‘Letter XXXIV’, p. 24. V.E. Burke was the 
first scholar to edit the fragment, see ‘Women and Early Seventeenth-Century Culture: Four Miscellanies’, 
The Seventeenth Century, 12 (1997), 135–50 (p. 139). I mistakenly omitted Burke in ‘Thimelby-Aston Literary 
Exchanges’ and stated, wrongly, that my edition was the first to present the fragment. Our transcriptions 
differ slightly. 
60 ‘Thimelby-Aston Literary Exchanges’, ‘Letter 2’, p. 269. 
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her comment on in letters quoted above. And yet, even when Thimelby took comfort in 

that joy, she saw the bitter side too: ill health and the inevitability of death. 

In the fragment that appears on the reverse of Thimelby’s poetic reflections on 

time and the afterlife Aston composed a response or riff on John Donne’s ‘A Feaver’ 

which is, among other things, a meditation on time, love and illness. ‘A Feaver’ first 

appeared in print in the posthumous collection titled Poems (1633), a copy of which is 

listed in the Tixall library sale catalogue printed by Sotheby’s and co. in 1899.61 The 

presence of this particular volume in the 1899 sale catalogue is not conclusive proof of 

its presence at Tixall in the Seventeenth Century, but it is clear that the Tixall group were 

reading and responding to Donne in some form.62  

My argument that Aston’s fragment is about his dead wife stems from his 

misremembering or intentional reconfiguration of the title ‘A Feaver’ to ‘Dr Donne to 

hi[s] wife’, a change that alters the status of the female addressee and male speaker of the 

original in which they were mistress and devotee, or patron and poet, not wife and 

husband. This change suggests that Aston was consciously or unconsciously 

appropriating Donne’s original for his own purposes as a recent widow. Lay argues in 
 
61 Poems, by J.D. With elegies on the authors death (London: Printed by M[iles] F[lesher] for John Marriot, 1633). 
‘A Feaver’ appears on pp. 209–10. See EEBO, 
<http://gateway.proquest.com.eresources.shef.ac.uk/openurl?ctx_ver=Z39.88-
2003&res_id=xri:eebo&rft_id=xri:eebo:image:22691:109> [accessed 9 December 2013]. The Tixall Library 
Catalogue of Valuable Books & Manuscripts Late the Property of Sir F.A.T.C. Constable, Bart [...] Formed Originally 
by Sir Walter Aston, First Lord Aston, Ambassador to Spain Temp, K. James I (London: Sotheby, Wilkinson & 
Hodge, 6 & 7 November 1899), item 206, p. 18. 
62 The degree of creative appropriation and riffing within the Tixall circle was first noted by Burke who 
writes that their ‘engagement with Donne stretched from allusion and imitation to response’, in ‘Women 
and Early Seventeenth-Century Culture’ (p. 139). Aldrich-Watson notes the significance of Donne, while 
Lay discusses Tixall poetic adaptation and response to Southwell and Donne. She explores Aston’s Donne 
riff in ‘Recusant Poetics’ (forthcoming). Hackett explored riffing in the Tixall circle in an unpublished 
article which I had the privilege of reading in 2011, in which she argued that the Hand B scribe in Fowler’s 
miscellany might have been the priest William Habington. She noted the Tixall group’s ‘creative 
emulations, adaptations and appropriations of ingredients from Habington’s works’. She too, remarked on 
the Donne fragment: ‘Such verses are composite entities: under our modern conventions of authorial 
attribution, Herbert’s lines could not be defined as part of the Donne poem; yet they could not stand alone 
to exist without it. Both this hybrid composition and the Habington-like poems in Constance’s miscellany 
remind us of the miscellaneous nature, on every level, of the materials in verse miscellanies’. On the 
phenomenon of poetic riffing in seventeenth-century miscellanies more broadly see A. Smyth, 
‘Commonplace Book Culture: A List of Sixteen Traits’, in Women and Writing, c. 1340–c. 1650: The 
Domestication of Print Culture, ed. by A. Lawrence-Mathews and P. Hardman (York: York Medieval Press, 
2010), pp. 90–110. 
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her forthcoming work that we need not read this fragment as autobiographical, but I am 

inclined to do so on the basis of Aston’s treatment of the title. The fragment is as 

follows: 

Dr Donne to hi[s] wife63 
 
Oh Doe not Dy for I shall hate 
All women so when you are gone 
That you I shall not celebrate 
When I remember you were one 
 
  By another to [illeg.] 
Oh doe not Dy, for I shall love 
All women so cause you were one 
Till That I ^to you^ must neede unconstant prove 
& be in Love with every one 
& thinke them many what you were alone  
& fix some Idoll in your throne 
Thus in reprobate my ^illeg. doe^ prove 
& fix sum Idoll in her your throne 
That I perhaps ^Apostate^ unc[illeg.] prove 
& fix 

 

In Donne’s ‘Feaver’, the male speaker says his mistress’ fever will raze the world because 

her body in fact is the world and her life is its soul. Aston’s re-writing of the poem 

radically subverts the original and introduces a new element: love of his dead or dying 

wife will lead him to love other women, because they remind him of her. This in turn 

leads him to a state of guilt, even apostasy and a fall from grace. Aston’s speaker, unlike 

Donne’s who ‘had rather owner be | Of thee one hour, than all else ever’64 fears that his 

love will dissipate beyond his beloved and ‘fix sum Idoll in her your throne’ instead. His 

beloved is not superlative; her properties are mirrored in other women and he fears she 

will be supplanted. 

Aston’s engagement with this poem, however much he changed it, takes on new 

meaning when we consider Donne’s second stanza, containing the lines: ‘But yet thou 
 
63 BL MS Add. 36452, fol. 69v; ‘Thimelby-Aston Literary Exchanges’, ‘Letter 2’, p. 269; Burke, ‘Women 
and Early Seventeenth-Century Manuscript Culture’, p. 139; ‘& be in Love with every one’ should be 
underlined as it is here, not struck through as in my edition. This error arose at proof stage. 
64 ‘A Feaver’, Poems (1633), p. 210, ll. 27–8. 
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canst not die, I know | To leave this world behinde, is death’ (ll. 6–7)—a sentiment that 

Thimelby would have radically disagreed with. The appearance of this fragment, which 

suggests that Aston was experimenting or even struggling with questions of death, loss, 

fidelity, and the role of the widow, on the back of this letter—which asserts that ‘we are 

sure to outlive [time] and dying live’—stands as a poignant testimony to the variety of 

early modern Catholic responses to death. Whether Aston was consciously over-writing 

or writing against his sister-in-law’s theological meditation in her letter, his poem 

fragment articulates a view of loss contrary to hers.  

The letter and the fragment represent opposing philosophies and theologies of 

death, life, time and love, yet together they form a unit bound by their material 

collocation, and therefore we must read them together. Margaret Ezell’s observations 

about fragments in the Tixall papers and Clifford’s remarks about them in his printed 

editions supports my point: ‘the “backs” of letters not only served as scratch paper, as 

Clifford suggests, but clearly also were means of transmission and of preservation of 

these single pieces’.65 While Clifford may have neglected this fragment as incomplete or 

inappropriate, Aston’s placement of it on the back of a cherished letter suggests that he 

intended for the poem to survive.  

 

6  ‘A pattern how to dye’: The Prioress and the Confessor, II 

One of Thimelby’s last letters is directed to her nieces and nephews at Bellamore and 

Tixall, written c. 1686/7. In it, she encourages them get used to the idea of her death, and 

specifically the absence of her letters, through which they had come to know her over 

time:  

I confess twas my designe to wean both my self and you from that satisfaction 
for now my age tells me I have not long to live therfor my dear sweet chillderen 
I wod have you remember me onely in your prayers Ile doe the same by you yet 

 
65 Social Authorship and the Advent of Print (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1999), p. 27. 
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if a letter com from you I owne t’will be a pleasant distraction, and I will be sure 
to give you another, but this will pass, lett our constant labour bee who shall 
runn swiftest towards the happy eternity for nothing in this world but may 
advance our speed if we know how to make right use of itt.66 

 
Through the use of metaphor, vivid imagery and direct exhortation, Thimelby outlines 

the appropriate spiritual path for the youngest generation of Astons and Thimelbys, just 

as she has done for their parents and grandparents over the last three decades and more. 

The power of letters for the nun and for her recipients is clearly articulated: so precious 

are these documents to all concerned that they must ‘wean’ themselves from the pleasure 

of letters and embrace prayer instead, and better to do so before she has really died. Just 

as Thimelby used prayer to ‘meete’ Gatt after she had left the convent, so the Aston-

Thimelby children must meet their aunt through prayer, in the absence of letters, and 

after her death.  

 In the same missive, Thimelby refers to two father figures: Herbert Aston and 

Richard Johnson. She commends Aston as a spiritual and natural father to his children, 

and frankly proclaims her desire to die before him because she cannot bear the thought 

of outliving him, insisting she would be ‘unable to give you any comfort’.67 While 

Thimelby has consistently proclaimed the efficacy of prayer, and propounded the 

strength and unstinting nature of her love, she also claims that there are limits to the 

crosses she can bear (her metaphor). Then, in closing out her letter, she turns to the 

news of Johnson who was in the grip of his final illness, and impatient for death: ‘ould 

dear Father lives now I thinck onlely to give us a pattern how to dye’ she writes, and 

describes him as ‘cherful tha in the expectation of death’.68 Thimelby in turn offered that 

 
66 BL MS Add. 36452, fol. 103r–v, TL, II, ‘Letter LXXIX’, pp. 98–100; ‘Thimelby-Aston Literary 
Exchanges’, p. 272. 
67 BL MS Add. 36452, fol. 103r; TL, II, ‘Letter LXXIX’, pp. 98–9; ‘Thimelby-Aston Literary Exchanges’, p. 
272. 
68 BL MS Add. 36452, fol. 103v; TL, II, ‘Letter LXXIX’, p. 99; ‘Thimelby-Aston Literary Exchanges’, p. 
272. 
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pattern to her readers, just as she had done in nearly ever letter to her family written over 

the last three decades. 

 
7 Conclusion 

 
Though sometimes evidenced for their seeming irregularity and ‘flamboyance’, 

Thimelby’s letters are in fact some of the best examples of how a nun could strike a 

balance between leaving the world behind and praying for those still in it. The theological 

content of her letters and an anonymous nun’s description of her final Chapter (see 

quotation below), combine to offer us insights into how Thimelby interpreted her dual 

role as custodian of the nuns of St Monica’s and the souls of her family members in 

England: 

as her last advice She Recommended to Us above all things to Love and 
practice retirment and to keep a strict Gaurd [sic.] Upon Our Lips it being the 
Chief thing of Our Vocation. and Not only an Exteriour retirment but principly 
to to [sic] Withdraw our thoughts from wondering on Unnecssary Objects. 
fixing our Whole Mind to God Allone Amen69 
 

In light of the analysis presented in this chapter it is no longer possible to read either 

‘Instructions’ or this chronicler’s words simply as evidence that early modern nuns were 

made to withdraw from the world. Thimelby understood enclosure as a means to foster 

prayer, and as just one of many routes in the ‘race’ to the afterlife. Even if hers was the 

only race she could witness, she did not lose sight of other peoples’ journeys. Thimelby’s 

epistles display literary and theological complexity worthy of scholarly attention, not least 

because they achieve their complexity within the formal constraints of the convent as 

articulated in Johnson’s ‘Instructions’ and other institutional governance documents.   

 
69 Douai, Box W.M.L.C., MS C1, ‘Very Old Chronicle’, p. unnumbered. 
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Chapter 4: Catherine Holland: Augustinian 
Autobiography 

In his influential study of seventeenth-century British autobiography Paul Delany asserts 

that there were only three Catholic autobiographers, and that only three British writers 

were directly influenced by Augustine’s Confessions. According to Delany, the most 

noteworthy English Catholic autobiographers were the Jesuit priests John Gerard (1564–

1637; ODNB), William Weston (1549/50–1615; ODNB) and the Catholic convert, Jesuit 

and translator, Sir Tobie Matthew (1577–1655; ODNB), while Catholic laymen 

‘produced no religious autobiographies during the seventeenth century’.1 Unlike many of 

his predecessors, contemporaries and successors, Delany devoted space to women’s 

writing (albeit ghettoized into a single chapter), but he excluded Catholic women. This 

choice fits a twentieth-century tendency to focus on early modern Protestant and 

Dissenting women writers to the exclusion of Catholic women, a trend that has ensured 

the relative obscurity of Catholic women’s life-writing in general.2 Thus, while the study 

of autobiography has expanded exponentially over the last century to encompass many 

forms and a wider variety of writers, few Catholic women, and still fewer nuns, have 

been recognized for their contributions to diverse genres of self-writing.3 The British 

autobiographers identified by Delany as possessing direct knowledge of Confessions 

include Sir Tobie Matthew, S.J.; the surveyor, mathematician and evangelical Protestant 

convert, Richard Norwood (1590–1675; ODNB), and Robert Blair (1593–1666; ODNB), 

a Church of Scotland minister: ‘It was on the Continent, rather than in Britain, that 

 
1 P. Delany, British Autobiography in the Seventeenth Century (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1969), p. 46. 
2 See for instance A.R. Burr, Autobiography: A Critical and Comparative Study (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 
1909), esp. ‘Religion’, pp. 228–65. 
3 Exceptions to this claim include Dolan, ‘Reading, Work, and Catholic Women’s Biographies’ and 
‘Gender and the “Lost” Spaces of Catholicism’, Journal of Interdisciplinary History, 32 (2002), 641–665; 
Hallett, Lives and Witchcraft and Latz, Neglected. 
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[Augustine’s] true disciples appeared—notably those oddly-assorted geniuses, St. Teresa 

and Jean-Jacques Rousseau.’4  

The conversion narrative of Catherine Holland (1637–1720), a nun of Nazareth, 

contravenes both of Delany’s conclusions: first, that British women Catholic 

autobiographers did not exist, and second, that there were only three seventeenth-

century British autobiographers with direct knowledge of Confessions. Holland’s narrative 

titled ‘How I Came to Change My Religion’ (‘Change’) is closely mapped onto Confessions 

and her identification with Augustine, the father of her Order, is fundamental to her 

literary self-construction. The text is preserved in a unique, non-autograph manuscript 

alongside several occasional prayers written by Holland between c. 1662 and 1714.5 These 

include prayers marking Holland’s conversion, her first confession, and Jubilee; ‘A Prayer 

I made to obtain a true Knowledge of my self’; two lists: ‘My Motives why I undertook 

to engage myself in Religion’ and ‘The chiefest Reasons Why I became a Catholick’; in 

addition to short prose reflections such as, ‘The interiour Discourses of my Mind after I 

was professed’, and a short untitled poem, which closes the volume. Many of these 

compositions are inflected with Augustinian themes, such as the function of grace in 

salvation; the difficulty of conversion; the machinations of God’s will and the perversity 

of the human will, to name only a few. 

‘Change’ is dated to 20 September, 1664, just two weeks after Holland’s 

profession day, and dedicated to the nuns of Nazareth:  
 
4 Delany, p. 32. 
5 Durrant believed the manuscript of ‘Change’ to be autograph: ‘The bold and firm hand of the MS. [...] is 
quite in conformity with what the story of her conversion reveals of her character’ (p. 272). It is actually 
scribal; examples of Holland’s hand appear in her devotional translations: ‘A Pleasant Treatise of the 
Illuminated Shepheard And his Spirituall Travels, on Christmas Eve; or rather, a Short and Compendious 
Discovery of the Beauty of vertue, and the deformitie of vice: Compiled By the Illustrious Lord. the Lord 
Bishope Don Johne of Palasex and Mendoca. Translated out of Duch by Catherin Holland Religious of 
the order of Glorious St Augustine; In the yeare of our Lord; i674 [sic]’, Nazareth Archive, Bruges, MS 
Arch. R.M.C. II. h; and her translation of M. Boutauld S.J. (1607–88), Un Méthode Pour Converser Avec Dieu 
(Paris, 1679) found in BL MS Harley 3148, ‘A Methode to Converse with God Writen in french & 
Translated into English / Catherine Holland, ocbr: 20; 1683’. ‘Change’ contains text that was penned by 
Elizabeth More, in religion Mary Augustina (c. 1733–1807; BA145), the eighth Prioress of Nazareth, which 
gives a terminus ante quem of 1807 for the whole volume. The text is clear with few corrections or deletions 
and was probably designed as a reading copy for the convent library. See Plates 31 and 32. 
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To the Cloyster of Nazareth. The following things I write down to Almighty 
Gods Honour and Glory. This is a brief Narration of the Manner of my 
converstion to the Catholick Roman Faith, with the Reasons why I forsook the 
Protestant Heresy. [...] To the End to give the World to understand that I 
changed my Religion not rashly, without Grounds, or by Perswasion, I will 
leave here behind me in my own Hand the Manner how, and the Reasons why, 
I was converted [...] /p.2/ I were unpardonably ungrateful should I not declare 
[God’s] great goodness towards me, who went (as I may say) seeking me, whilst 
I went seeking my own Ruin, & fled from him; [...] /p.3/ I will set down every 
thing as it happened to me, and that with all Manner of Simplicity and Truth. 
Let this invite you to peruse, with the same Spirit the following Truths. 
Farewell.6 

 

Holland envisions a hostile or suspicious audience composed of her fellow nuns as well 

as readers in ‘the World’—a phrase that suggests her hope or belief that the text might 

gain a wider lay audience over time—who might doubt the authenticity of her 

conversion. This text is not so much a gift to her community as a rite of passage from 

the world into the convent.  

Holland’s literary strategy for overcoming suspicions that she acted rashly was 

twofold. First, she aligned herself with Augustine, whose own conversion was far from 

straightforward, and second, she framed her journey towards the veil as a journey 

towards ‘The Truth’ (Catholicism). This journey is distinctly seventeenth-century in its 

emphasis on the phrase ‘liberty of conscience’; Holland’s attentiveness to early modern 

polemic; and in the particular challenges she faced as the daughter of a Protestant father, 

Sir John Holland, first baronet (1603–1701; ODNB), the moderate MP for Norfolk, and 

a Catholic mother, Alathea Sandys (d. 1679).7  

‘Change’ is one of very few first person autobiographies to survive from the 

English convents in exile and the only example known to survive from St Monica’s, 

Nazareth or the Augustinian convent of Our Lady of Syon in Paris.8 That Nazareth 

should be the convent to house the only surviving first person autobiography of a 

 
6 ‘Change’, p. unnumbered to p. 3; Durrant prints some of the text in Link, ‘A Conversion’, p. 272. 
7 I refer to Holland’s father as ‘Sir John’ so as to avoid confusion. 
8 For examples of Carmelite auto/biographical life-writing see Hallett, Lives. 
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convert from among the English Augustinian convents in exile is all the more remarkable 

because of the distribution of converts between them. Between 1550 and 1800 St 

Monica’s attracted fourteen converts, more than any other single house, whereas 

Nazareth attracted five and Syon only three.  

‘Change’ is a rare and important English Catholic conversion narrative, but it 

should not be studied in isolation from contemporary Protestant and Dissenting 

literature, lest its place in a broader trend of early modern conversion narratives is 

obscured. ‘Change’ is the product, in part, of a particular historical moment of religious 

controversy and complexity that came to a head in civil war era Britain, and shares 

themes with texts across the confessional spectrum. To illustrate this point I briefly 

compare ‘Change’ with the conversion narrative of Mary Penington, an early Quaker 

who, like Holland, used her conversion narrative to communicate to her new community 

the ways in which she had identified true religion and discerned God’s will for her life. 

Though radically different in their confessional practices and outlook, Holland and 

Penington deployed life-writing for the same end: as a means of articulating belonging to 

a chosen religious group. 

 

1 Encounters with Augustine 

As a Novice preparing for her profession Holland would have read the ‘Augustinian 

Rule’, the convent ‘Statutes’ of Nazareth, and various theological works in the convent 

library including texts by or about Augustine. The convent library at Nazareth holds 

numerous translations of Augustine’s works, and many of these show signs of use, 

including marginalia and nuns’ inscriptions.9 Holland would have heard books read aloud 

 
9 For instance: Nazareth Convent Library, FA 17 a 1, Les Confessions de Saint Augustin traduites par le R. P. de 
Ceriziers (Paris: 1693) bears two nuns’ signatures on the first flyleaf, recto: Mary Huddleston, in religion 
Mary Barbara (1708/9–1757; BA114) signs her name, as does Mary Darrell, in religion Mary Olivia 
(1706/7–1766; BA071): ‘Olivia Darrell 1733’. FA 19 a 23: Les Soliloques, Les Meditations et le Manuel de S. 
Augustin, translated from the Latin edition by the brothers of the Congregation of S Maur by the translator of the sermons of 
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at meal- and work-times, and heard sermons by the house Confessors and local curia. 

Surviving sermons and prayer treatises from Nazareth and St Monica’s demonstrate that 

Augustine’s psalm commentaries, meditations on time, and Confessions were frequent 

topics of exegesis throughout the exile period. For instance, a small devotional book 

made for the St Monica’s nuns by their ‘freinde. and. humble Servant~F.G’., probably an 

extraordinary Confessor or visiting cleric, invokes Augustine on page one as ‘holly 

Father’ and ‘my patrone [...] whos Vertue & doctrine, is, or should. by [sic.] your 

inheritance’. F.G. writes that the gift of advice he gives them does not flow from him, 

but from Augustine: ‘[I] only deliver up to you what is to me instructed, for that end, if 

you desire; to by [sic] childeren worthy such. a Father you must take his life for your. 

example. his doctrine for your guide, both admirable, both sublime’.10 In this milieu, 

Holland’s engagement with Confessions in ‘Change’ is hardly surprising, but we cannot 

assume she did not first encounter Augustinian texts while growing up in a Protestant 

household.  

From the earliest years of the religious reformations of the Sixteenth Century, 

Protestants and Catholics debated whether the Primitive Church was a direct antecedent 

of the Roman Catholic Church or whether the emerging Protestant traditions were 

reviving the Primitive Church after a period of corruption. Were key elements of Roman 

Catholicism—specifically the office of the Pope; the Latin Mass; monasticism; the 

veneration of relics, saints and the Virgin Mary—corruptions or continuations of the 

past? In efforts to answer these questions, early modern writers of various training and 

                                                                                                                                      
 
 
 
 
Saint Augustine (Paris: Jacques Collombat, 1696) is inscribed on the front pastedown paper by Mary Havers 
(1664/5–1733; BA099): ‘Maria Haver, 1700’. Nothing pertaining to Augustine in the current library 
holdings can be definitively dated to the Nazareth collection before 1693 on the basis of inscriptions, but 
there are a number of earlier works in the convent collection now which could have been there during 
Holland’s novitiate. 
10 Douai, Box W.M.L.Q., MS Q28 ‘Vox Dicentis Clamatis’, pp. unnumbered. 
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backgrounds, genders, confessions, nationalities and social status looked to the Patristic 

authors for answers; Catherine Holland was among them.  

During the first two decades of the Seventeenth Century Augustine’s works were 

translated into English and printed for the first time, and consequently played an even 

greater role in this debate than in previous decades. One authorial exchange that 

exemplifies the battle to claim Augustine centered upon an English translation of 

Confessions undertaken by one of the seventeenth-century British men identified by 

Delany as having read Augustine—the Catholic convert Sir Tobie Matthew (while he 

was based at St Omer)—the son of the assiduously anti-Catholic Tobie Matthew (1544?–

1628; ODNB), Archbishop of York.11 Matthew’s translation of Confessions, printed in St 

Omer in 1620, was the first printed English translation of all thirteen Books of 

Confessions, and ran to 800 pages.12 It is possible that Holland encountered this version 

once she joined Nazareth, but probably not before then. The preface is addressed to ‘the 

Pious and Courteous Reader’ including ‘both Catholikes, and Protestants’—but 

denounces previous Protestant translators of Augustine’s writings in no uncertain 

terms:13  

This Saint hath been particulerly ill used by his Translatours both of the books 
de Civitate Dei, and those also of his Meditations; out of which, the seveeral 
Translatours, have boldly, & sacrilegiously [sic], stolne [sic] out those passages, 
which might declare to any man that were bot halfe blind, that the beliefe and 
practise of S. Augustine, and the Church of his tyme, were fully agreable to that 
of the Catholike Roman Church at this day; as that of our Adversaryes is wholy 
different.  

 

 
11 In his role as a Jesuit priest and missionary Matthew ministered to several English convents in exile 
including the Benedictine convent of Ghent, an offshoot of the Brussels foundation formed by nuns who 
desired Jesuit spiritual direction. He authored lives of several nuns, including the Ghent foundress 
Elizabeth Knatchbull, in religion Lucy (1584–1629; BB107). For one version of this text see ‘The Life of 
Lucy Knatchbull’ in ECIE, 1600–1800, ed. by Hallett, III, pp. 159–217. 
12 The Confessions of the Incomparable Doctour S. Augustine, Translated into English. Togeather With a Large Preface, 
Which It Will Much Import to Be Read Over First; That so the Booke It Selfe May Both Profit, and Please, the Reader, 
More, ed. by T. Matthew ([St Omer], 1620). 
13 Ibid., p. 1. 
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The marginal gloss on this paragraph stresses the point: ‘How ill S. Augustin hath beene 

used by Protestant Translatours’.14 For Matthew—as for many Catholics—Augustine, 

the Church Fathers and the saints were all members of a single Church that had changed 

over time, but which had essential continuities. To Matthew, opponents espousing the 

view that the Pope was not God’s infallible instrument on earth; that the Latin Mass was 

abominable; and that Catholic doctrinal beliefs—in transubstantiation, for instance—

were superstitious add-ons without roots in the Primitive Church, were wilfully ignoring 

historical precedents and manipulating textual evidence.  

Six years after Matthew printed his translation of Confessions, the Protestant Dean 

of Exeter, Matthew Sutcliffe (1549/50–1629; ODNB), responded to it in The unmasking of 

a masse-monger. Who in the Covnterfeit Habit of S. Augustine hath cunningly crept into the Closets of 

many English Ladies. Or, The vindication of saint Augustines Confessions, from the ... calumniations 

of a late noted apostate (1626). As the title alone demonstrates, Sutcliffe attacked Matthew 

on multiple fronts: as one who monetized (mongered) the moment of communion 

between God and penitents and insinuated himself between the penitent and God; as 

one who falsely assumed the habit of St Augustine’s order; as a sexual predator and as a 

liar. Sutcliffe has been described by Nicholas Cranfield as violently anti-Catholic: ‘Again 

and again Sutcliffe’s writings display a neurotic fear of the power of Rome to subvert. 

They rarely progress beyond xenophobia and violent anti-Catholicism, though they also 

show that he had read widely.’15 Sutcliffe was by no means alone in his virulence of 

expression, and the tenor of his works is not unusual for the period. Nor was Tobie 

Matthew’s treatment of Augustine as a proto-Catholic unusual. Protestants and Catholics 

in the period accused one another of mistranslating the Bible, patristic authors and the 

wording of basic, creedal prayers. The result was a lively body of literature, much of it 

 
14 Ibid., p. 7. 
15 N.W.S. Cranfield, ‘Sutcliffe, Matthew (1549/50–1629)’, ODNB, 2004; online edn, January 2008 
<http://www. oxforddnb.com/view/article/26792> [accessed 3 May 2013]. 



150 
 
 

available in cheap print formats, from which early modern Christians could derive 

arguments to support their faith of choice, not to mention the extensive body of 

sermons, preached and printed, which did so much to shape the confessional landscape 

of the period.16  

 
2 Confess ions  as a tri-partite model 

 
William Spengemann identifies three phases of development in Confessions which, he 

argues, correspond to three distinct autobiographical modes that have shaped the 

development of autobiography from Dante to Hawthorn. Spengemann did not apply his 

analysis to women writers, and this study of ‘Change’ may be the first to extend his 

methodology to a woman’s autobiography.  

Spengemann identifies three parts in Confessions, each of which performs a 

different aspect of self-analysis and literary self-construction. Part I (Confessions Books I 

through IX) ‘is characterized by an Augustine who has already seen the light, and “stands 

upon the fixed point of immutable truth and looks back” at his former, sinful self’ which 

Spengemann designates ‘historical self-recollection’.17 Part II (Books X–XII) no longer 

focuses on the story of Augustine’s past life, but turns to three themes: memory, time 

and creation, which Spengemann terms ‘philosophical self-exploration’:  

No longer do we have two Augustines, one trapped in time and the other 
standing alongside it. Now, the Augustine who lives the life and the one who 
recounts it are the same person, and that person finds himself once again in an 
uncertain, temporal condition, between past conversion and the ultimate 
redemption he seeks. If the import of part one depends upon the narrator’s 
standing still in the presence of an unchanging truth already known, the success 
of part two depends on his ability to move rapidly through his changing 
thoughts toward a truth which is yet unknown.18  

 
16 For further discussion see F. Heal, ‘Appropriating History; Catholic and Protestant Polemics and the 
National Past’, Huntington Library Quarterly, The Uses of History in Early Modern England, 68 (2005), 109–
32, who argues that as the polemical debate moved from manuscript into print: ‘Protestant writers had to 
think harder, and manipulate their material more ingeniously, to achieve an effective account of their 
church in time.’ (p. 115). 
17 Forms of Autobiography, esp. ‘The Formal Paradigm: The Confessions of St Augustine’ in which 
Spengemann delineates his tripartite reading of Confessions (esp. pp. 1–2). 
18 Ibid., p. 1. 
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Part III (Book XIII) culminates in ‘poetic self-expression’ and continues to interrogate 

some of the questions raised in Part II, and in particular, to meditate on creation and 

whether the Bible can be taken literally. Augustine moves from philosophical 

interrogation and ‘confesses directly to God his conviction that faith itself is wisdom’.19 

Part III, Spengemann argues, digests the themes of Part II in greater detail, and 

culminates in Augustine’s conclusion that, as Spengemann puts it, ‘time, change, and 

ignorance are the inescapable conditions of our mortality, [but] when redeemed by faith, 

time can symbolize eternity, inquiry can adumbrate knowledge, corruption can mirror 

grace, the created can glimpse its creator, and the conditional can find, in the fleeting 

instant, its absolute ground’.20 In other words, flawed though our human existence may 

be, once the autobiographical subject has embraced faith and belief in God, s/he can 

have glimpses of eternity. 

‘Change’ predominantly models the ‘historical self-expression’ of Confessions (Part 

I), and occasionally meditates on the nature of being and creation that characterizes Part 

II. Holland successfully performs the Augustinian feat of simultaneously occupying the 

position of the narrator, who has already undergone conversion, and the subject of the 

narration who is undergoing conversion. Holland also engages with questions of whether 

Scripture is literal, a manoeuvre that aligns her text with Spengemann’s Part III—

Augustine’s meditation on the metaphorical nature of Scripture. That said, while Holland 

uses Confessions as a model for conveying the biographical details of her life, and an 

interpretive key for discussing the theological issues of her day, she does not follow 

Confessions slavishly at any stage.  

 

3 Part I: ‘historical self-recollection’ 

 
19 Ibid., pp. 1–2. 
20 Ibid., p. 2. 
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3.1 M/mother and F/father figures 

‘Change’ opens with a description of mother’s (or nurse’s) milk, an image that recalls—

but crucially transforms—an early passage in Confessions, in which Augustine describes his 

mother’s and nurses’ impulse to give him milk as God’s will ‘distributed deep in the 

natural order’.21 The life-giving impulse is God’s, while humans are vessels acting in 

accordance with God’s laws. The image that Holland offers is less wholesome: the breast 

milk sustaining her human life is tainted with error, sin, corruption and heresy: 

I having had the ill Fortune even with my Milk, to suck in Heresy, I was bred 
up in the Same by a severe Father; who tho’ an earnest Protestant, Self-Interest, 
& to advance his Fortune, made him take to Wife a Catholick Lady, whose 
Riches made her Religion tolerable; yet much more /p.5/ was it laudable, since 
it taught her so much Goodness and Virtue, as I have heard him say she was 
the Mirrour of Wives, and would often times admonish me, saying, imitate 
Your Mother, (putting in this Clause) in all Things but her Religion.22  

 

One fruitful way of analyzing Augustinian influences in ‘Change’ is through Holland’s 

portrayal of her relationships with mother and father figures, and the nature of her 

obedience to them.23 M/mother and F/father figures include her biological parents, as 

well as her adoptive father, Henry Howard, sixth Duke of Norfolk (1628–84; ODNB). 

The duke was Sir John’s friend and political patron, and he was a Catholic. He adopted 

Holland after her father disowned her for running away to Nazareth, while Sir John 

adopted the eldest Howard son after he converted to Protestantism. Holland also sought 

out spiritual parent figures including: two London-based Jesuit priests; two Prioresses of 

Nazareth; God the Father, and Augustine—the Father of her monastic Order who also 

served as an authorial father-figure, and as a model of conversion.  

 

3.2 Liberty of Conscience 

 
21 Augustine, Confessions, trans. by H. Chadwick, Oxford World’s Classics (Oxford: OUP, 1992; repr. 2008) 
Book I, vi (7), p. 6. 
22 ‘Change’ pp. 4–5; Link, p. 273. 
23 Booy, Personal Disclosures: An Anthology of Self-writings from the Seventeenth Century (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2001), 
groups extracts from ‘Change’ under Section 2: ‘Parents and Children’, pp.119–23. 
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In 1640, when Holland was three years old, Sir John was called upon by two fellow 

parliamentarians to ‘purge’ his household of Catholics: Alathea’s Catholicism was well-

known in the public sphere.24 He responded by defending his wife’s right to practice 

Catholicism, and the rights of all people to exercise liberty of conscience: 

Consciences (Mr Speaker) are in the Hands of God & hee Governs & guydes 
them according to his good will and pleasure, they are not to be compelled, 
they are not to bee enforced, they are only to be fayerly treated & perswaded & 
herin I have not been want[ing] nor shall I nor doe I doubt but God in his good 
time will open hir eyes & shee shall see the light in the meantime I thinke it Part 
of my Duty with patience & Humility to wayte Gods leysure25 

 

Throughout Sir John’s career he promoted personal liberty of conscience, but advised 

against the repeal of the Penal Laws and the Test Acts which barred Catholics from 

holding public office.26 This is a striking feature of his political stance, given that his 

close friend and patron was Henry Howard, sixth Duke of Norfolk, a well known 

Catholic who was barred from public office on religious grounds. This 1640 speech was 

printed and circulated widely in 1641 and also survives in several autograph manuscripts. 

In one of these, Sir John notes that it served as a ‘shield and banner’ for him—and 

presumably his family—during the 1640s and 1650s.27 If this speech did serve to protect 

him, Sir John still sent his family into exile to Holland in 1641, when Catherine was four 

years old. His decision to extend liberty of conscience to his wife was a significant factor 

in the family’s political exile. 

The phrase ‘liberty of conscience’ was ubiquitous within religious and political 

debate in this period and deployed by politicians, philosophers and theists of all 

persuasions—including Catherine Holland. The OED entry records uses of the phrase in 

texts penned by men across the political spectrum (women writers are not included in 

 
24 The parliamentarians were the Calvinist puritan Sir Robert Harley [Harloe] (bap. 1579, d. 1656; ODNB), 
seconded by Richard Hampden (bap. 1631, d. 1695; ODNB).  
25 Oxford, Bodleian, MS Tanner 239, fol. 15r, transcription mine, emphasis added. 
26 For detailed analysis of Holland’s political career and moderacy see J. Miller, ‘A Moderate in the First 
Age of Party: The Dilemmas of Sir John Holland, 1675–85’, English Historical Review, 114 (1999), 844–74. 
27 Bodleian, MS Tanner 239, fol. 15v. 
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the entry), beginning with Nicholas Ridley (c. 1502–55; ODNB), Bishop of London and 

Protestant martyr: ‘They redemed libertie of conscience with the bondage of the bodie’, 

in Certein godly, learned, and comfortable conferences (1556); followed by John Hay (1547–1607; 

ODNB) a Jesuit: ‘Quhy in the beginning of your new Evangell [sic.] preached the libertie 

of conscience’ in Certaine Demandes Concerning the Christian Religion (and Discipline) (1580); 

and in Richard Johnson’s (fl. 1592–1622) translation of Giovanni Botero’s An historicall 

description of the most famous kingdomes and common-weales in the worlde (1601) in which the 

Catholic king Charles V of Spain is described as granting ‘liberty of conscience’ to his 

Protestant subjects in Holland and Zeeland because it was too difficult and costly to 

continue waging wars against them on the grounds of religion.28 The phrase punctuates 

‘Change’ half a dozen times and lies at the heart of Holland’s disobedience to her father 

and her reasons for becoming a nun. When Holland ran away from her family home in 

1662 she wrote two letters: 

the one to my Father to beg his Blessing, and Pardon for my going away 
without his Knowledge, telling that Nothing but the Love of God, and Liberty 
of Conscience /p.142/ should ever have made me separate my self from his 
Obedience; and withal desired him not to lay my Departure to my Mother’s 
Charge; for it was [as] great a Secret to her, as to himself [...] In the Letter, I writ 
to my Mother, who I knew would be overwhelmed with Sorrow to part with 
me, & on the other Side, no less joyed to have one Child /p.143/a Catholick, & 
Religious, I comforted her by telling her how happy I should be in the Place I 
was going to, acquanting her with my Intentions of being Religious.29 

 

Evidently Holland believed that joining a convent was the only way she could achieve 

liberty of conscience, though it should be noted that her father offered to extend this 

liberty to her after she ran away to Nazareth on the condition that she returned home to 

England, an offer she declined. By the time Sir John was willing to afford his daughter 

 
28 ‘liberty’, n.1, 2c OED, OUP online 
<http://www.oed.com.eresources.shef.ac.uk/view/Entry/107898?rskey 
=ldyvMW&result=1&isAdvanced=false> [accessed 3 December 2013]. 
29 ‘Change’, pp. 141–3; Link, p. 301. I have not yet discovered any trace of John Holland’s personal papers, 
though his political papers are housed at the BL and Bodleian, nor have I uncovered traces of Alathea 
Sandys Holland’s papers. 
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her liberty, she had joined a monastic community that required her to shift her allegiance 

to different parent figures: the Prioress became her spiritual mother and the house 

Confessors were her spiritual fathers. 

 

3.2 John Holland’s monstrous birth 

In an era of disruptive political and social change that encompassed a regicide and a 

series of civil wars, parentage metaphors were used by writers and orators to explore 

loyalty, political allegiance, social order, succession and state religion. Parentage 

metaphors were deployed in popular literature to understand the ramifications of the 

civil war period, just as these metaphors appeared in earlier periods of unrest and 

upheaval in preceding centuries.  

Sir John was the object of at least one political poem that focuses on social 

disorder in the period immediately preceding the regicide, and I have uncovered 

evidence that Catherine Holland’s co-religious may have been familiar with it (see 

below). Sir John was a moderate in matters of religion and taxation and believed that it 

was possible to strike a balance of power between Parliament and monarchy. He served 

as a parliamentary commissioner at the Treaty of Oxford in 1643, but joined his family 

abroad after talks between Charles I and parliament broke down. He wanted no part in 

the regicide and eschewed alignments with those who perpetrated it. Despite his 

moderacy, or perhaps because of it, Sir John was an object of scorn for fierce anti-

monarchists as much as for loyalists, as evidenced by the unflattering depiction of him 

by the poet Thomas Weaver (1616–62; ODNB) in ‘The generation of vipers’. The poem 

begins: 

No pedigrees nor prodigies 
of antient times I tell 
Nor of strange things the Parliament 
In former yeares befell 
Nor how an Emp’rour got a King 
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And a’ King begott a prince 
But you shall heare what pedigrees 
Have beene begotten since 
 

Each remaining stanza charts monstrous begats in the political pedigree of civil war era 

England: the country, Weaver laments (or rails) is no longer a land of royal succession, 

but a land in which common citizens and politicians create new and treasonous political 

systems through ungodly unions: 

4 
This roundhead got a Citizen 
That great tax bearing mule 
This mule begot a Parliam:[entary] asse 
This Asse begot a foole 
/fol.48r/ 
Some say this foole begot Warwicke 
Though Rich gave him his whole land 
And faith Lord Rich got Gods [sic] knowes who 
And God knowes who got Holland 
 
 5. 
This Holland surplices got downe 
And all church rights that were 
He hath petitions enough each day 
What needs he the Lords prayer 
And tis no wonder its cry’d downe 
And this too much the rather 
Since Pim & he that bastards are 
Are asham’d to say our Father.30 

 

Apparently, Sir John’s political and religious positions are so confused, so ungodly, 

Weaver does not even know where he is coming from—who begat him politically. He 

goes one step further: not only is Sir John’s pedigree opaque, he is so divorced from the 

natural order of things he cannot even say the Lord’s prayer. He has neither political 

parentage nor a relationship with God the Father. 

This version of the poem is taken from a poetical miscellany compiled by 

Herbert Aston, Prioress Winefrid Thimelby’s brother-in-law. The miscellany contains a 
 
30 New Haven, Yale University, Beinecke Library, MS Osborn MS b.4 ‘Herbert Aston’s miscellany,’ 
compiled c. 1634–55; fols 47–8, transcription mine, emphasis added. T. Weaver, Songs and Poems of Love and 
Drollery (London: 1654). 
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number of hands in addition to Herbert’s, suggesting a circle of readership and multiple 

authorship. Alongside copies of contemporary printed verses it contains a number of 

original poems about members of the extended Aston family, including one about the 

convert and later nun, Frances Weston.31 Hackett observes that this miscellany ‘asserts 

royalist allegiance by including a number of satires against Puritans and Parliament’ and 

that its literary content ‘declare[s] a desire to identify with and participate in court 

culture’.32 The appearance of ‘Generation of Vipers’ in Herbert’s miscellany suggests that 

John Holland was known to some English Catholic readers including Holland’s 

contemporaries. The Astons are representative of those members of ‘the World’ to 

whom Holland directs ‘Change’ in the preface. No doubt her conversion, her act of 

disobedience to her Protestant father, and her adoption by a prominent Catholic would 

have interested the families of nuns at Nazareth and St Monica’s, on a political level. 

‘Change’ sets out to prove, among other things, that even if Sir John did not know his 

Father, Catherine Holland did.  

 

3.3 Catherine Holland’s early life and education 

The Hollands had six sons and five daughters. Alathea was permitted to educate the girls 

when they were very young, but Holland was too unruly and so her father undertook the 

task of educating her, as well as her brothers.33 In order to ensure their Protestant 

education, Sir John left Protestant friends in charge of teaching while he was away. The 
 
31 ‘To the Lady Frances Weston’, Ibid., fols 8v–9r. Frances Weston, in religion Frances Collet (1634/5–93; 
RP195), daughter of Jerome Weston 1605–63; ODNB), 2nd earl Portland, and Frances Stuart (d. 1645). 
Her sisters Elizabeth and Catherine Weston were also Poor Clares and they were cousins of Gertrude 
Aston Thimelby and Winefrid Thimelby. See family trees in WWTN? 
32 ‘The Aston-Thimelby Circle at Home and Abroad’, pp. 123–38 (p. 132). 
33 It was highly unusual for fathers to educate their daughters to this degree during the seventeenth 
century. The job of educating girls in gentry families typically fell to their mothers or wealthy and capable 
relatives who might take children into their home for the purpose of educating them. See P. Demers, 
Women’s Writing in English: Early Modern England (London: University of Toronto Press, 2005); Bowden 
argues that many more women in the period may have acquired ‘functional literacy’ at elementary schools 
or in informal home schools. Most teachers of girls and young women were women: ‘Women in 
Educational Spaces’, in The Cambridge Companion to Early Modern Women’s Writing (Cambridge: CUP, 2009), 
pp. 85–96; and K. Charlton, Women, Religion and Education in Early Modern England (London: Routledge, 
1999), esp. chap. 7: ‘Mothers as educators’ pp. 188–240. 



158 
 
 

Holland household offers a useful counterpoint to the Catholic education lauded by 

Copley in the ‘Louvain Chronicle’ (see Chapter 1). Holland depicts him as a harsh 

teacher whom she resented in her childhood, but later came to understand as an 

instrument through which God acted in breaking her will—a necessary step down the 

long road to conversion and towards the convent, where submission to God and 

superiors, as well as manifesting self-control, are vital to the individual and the 

community:  

 My Father observing [my wilfulness], and that I was an Opiniatour [sic.], and 
very crafty, often abusing my mild Mother’s Goodness, took me under his own 
Tuition [...] and often told me he would break my Will, or my Heart; and was 
very sever [sic.]to me, feeding me, whilst I was in my Minority, with a Bit and a 
Knock; although then, I thought it hard Usage; yet since, I have blessed him for 
it; for had I had an indulgent Father, I had been ruined. Yet notwithstanding his 
strict Watch I often cozened him, and got my Will in secret; taking Delight to 
eat the forbiden Fruit, to the admiration of some that knew how severe he 
was.34 

 
Holland recounts her inability to learn Protestant catechisms as a child, for which she 

was punished by her father: ‘if I learnt not my Catechism, [he] debarred me from my 

Meat, and if I remembered not the Sermons, [...] I was made to write them down [...] I 

grew even desperate and weary of my Life, and was twice /p.13/ tempted to put a 

Period to these my tedious Days by making away with myself, which divine Providence 

prevented’.35 This extract clearly invokes Confessions, Book I, 17–24 in which Augustine 

recounts the difficulty he had in learning Greek poetry and drama, and the canings he 

endured as a result. While condemning corporal punishment as base and futile, 
 
34 ‘Change’, pp. 10–11; Link, p. 274. 
35 ‘Change’, pp. 12–13’ Link, p. 274. For a comprehensive discussion of the perception of suicide in early 
modern England, its prevalence, popular and legal responses to it, and its role in literature see M. 
MacDonald and T.R. Murphy, Sleepless Souls: Suicide in Early Modern England, Oxford Studies in Social 
History (Oxford: OUP, 1990): ‘The absolute unlawfulness of suicide was stressed in sermons, devotional 
works, treatises, and didactic literature by writers of every hue in the Protestant theological spectrum’. 
They quote Lancelot Andrewes, the anti-Calvinist: ‘It is worse than beastly to kill or drown or make away 
with ourselves; for...the very swine would not have run into the sea but that they were carried by the devil” 
[Andrewes, The Works (Oxford, 1854), vi. 219]. Following the example of Augustine, Protestant writers 
repeatedly declared that self-murder was contrary to divine law’. pp. 31–2. They also discuss John Foxe’s 
inclusion of ‘self-murderers’ in Actes and Monuments (London: John Day, 1563). As the seventeenth century 
progressed and Puritan sects emerged, ‘the struggle between Protestant and Catholic developed into a 
more complex and volatile rivalry’ when the Church of England split ‘the religious politics of self-murder 
came increasingly to focus on the pernicious effects of predestinarian doctrines’, p. 64 
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Augustine interprets these early conflicts as instances of God’s intervention in his life: 

‘Lord my God, I sinned by not doing as I was told by my parents and teachers. For later 

I was able to make good use of letters, whatever might be the intention of my adult 

guardians in wanting me to learn them’.36  

Holland’s depiction of her suicidal episodes are crafted to reveal God’s presence 

in her early life and the influence of her mother’s Catholicism, despite Alathea’s loyalty 

to her husband and their agreement that she would not actively teach their children 

Catholic doctrine. Holland asked her mother ‘if such as were Authors of their own 

Death went to Heaven; she answered me, no, they were damned because they did an Act 

contrary to God’s Will’.37 Alathea’s words recur to Holland while she stands on a 

window ledge, considering the jump, and these are followed by the thought that God 

might not allow her to die, but only to be maimed. The fear of being lame if she fails or 

hell-bound if she succeeds causes Holland to retreat from the ledge: ‘These Thoughts 

passed not as ordinary Thoughts do, but they were so lively, and made so deep an 

Impression, as they seemed rather an Admonishment from Heaven’.38 After this episode, 

Holland says she became a more compliant student ‘and walked through the Briars of 

Tutorship until I got Capacity enough to see that it was better bending than breaking’.39 

 

3.4 Spiritual M/mothers and F/fathers  

Holland’s relationship with her parents and her struggle to understand the nature of 

obedience are central to her journey toward the veil, but other parent figures and 

questions of loyalty abound in ‘Change’. Other father figures include two London-based 

Jesuit missionaries whom Holland sought out as spiritual fathers after announcing her 

conversion to her parents, when she was in her early twenties. The Jesuits provided her 

 
36 Confessions, Book I, x (16), p. 12. 
37 Link, p. 275. 
38 Ibid., p. 275. 
39 Ibid., p. 275. 
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with books and guidance, and intended to aid her in her escape to Nazareth, but were 

ultimately ordered not to help by their own spiritual father—the Jesuit provincial 

Edward Leedes, alias Courtney (1599–1677; ODNB)—who commanded them not to 

meddle with the Hollands, for fear of Sir John’s retribution. Given Sir John’s complex 

political career—as a moderate and royalist with a Catholic patron, yet still someone who 

opposed the repeal of the Penal Laws and the Test Acts—one better understands 

Leedes’ unwillingness to help Holland escape to the continent, while sympathizing with 

her outrage at his interference and refusal to help. Holland recalls her decision to 

transfer her hopes from men to God: ‘if Man will not help me, I am sure God will; I can 

not undo what I have done; I will go, though I should wade through the Ocean’, to 

which one of them replied ‘I think thou are more than a Woman’ and ‘bid me do in 

God’s Name what I would; but he could only pray for me’.40 Holland wrote Courtenay a 

‘tart’ letter invoking other father figures and demanding whether ‘his Reverence did 

think that his holy Father St: Ignatius, or St Francis, or any of the former Saints, would 

have [...] left a Soul in so great Danger? [...] Yet Notwithstanding it should not 

discourage me, for go I would’. He wrote back, asking why the Jesuits should risk 

themselves if she ‘had Courage enough to do it alone’?41 Mary Ward (1585–1645; 

ODNB), the founder of the Institute of the Blessed Virgin Mary, an apostolic order 

based in England and modelled on the Society of Jesus—and one of the muliera forta 

championed by David Wallace—could have exchanged anecdotes with Holland about 

being abandoned by Jesuits just at the moment when she, like Holland, most required 

support in order to embark on her religious life.42 Indeed, their stories and writings 

rebuke members of the Society of Jesus for their failures and tepidity, while also offering 

readers an alternative model of female-led spirituality and community.  

 
40 ‘Change’, pp. 131–2 ; Link, p. 299–300. 
41 ‘Change’, pp. 133–4; Link, p. 300. 
42 D. Wallace, Strong Women: Life, Text, and Territory 1347–1645 (Oxford: OUP, 2011), Chap. 3: ‘Holy 
Amazon: Mary Ward of Yorkshire, 1585–1645’, pp. 133–200, esp. pp. 138–41. 
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Holland found better aid from spiritual mothers who helped her achieve her 

desire to become a nun—Augustina and Mary Bedingfield—two successive Prioresses of 

Nazareth with whom Holland corresponded between 1656 and 1662, years during which 

she travelled between Bruges, Bergen-up-Zoom and London, much as Augustine led a 

peripatetic existence in his twenties. After the death of Prioress Augustina Bedingfield, 

Prioress Mary Bedingfield inherited the correspondence. After she was abandoned by 

the Jesuits, Holland wrote to Prioress Mary Bedingfield in distress, and recounts 

receiving a letter in return ‘to come with all Speed, and that she would receive me with 

open Arms’.43 Bedingfield also provided Holland with an accomplice for her escape. 

When Holland arrived in Bruges she had no ‘portion’ or dowry, but the convent took 

her in the hopes that her father might eventually be persuaded to provide one. 

According to the ‘Bruges Chronicle, 1629–1729’, Alathea Holland sent some support: 

‘[we relied] upon her honorable Mother for her maintenance’.44 However, it was only 

through the persuasion of Henry Howard that Sir John provided money equivalent to a 

dowry to Nazareth:  

[The Duke] did me the Honour as to adopt me his Daughter, and told my 
Father; that, if so be, he would not give me a portion, he himself would give me 
One. My Father did reply that /p.158/ I had forsaken him, and strayed from 
his Obedience, and that consequently I did not merit a portion, nor could 
demand none.45  

 

Yet Sir John would not allow his friend to pay the dowry, given that he had the funds. In 

light of his view that his daughter had disobeyed him, he made a donation of alms to 

Nazareth, rather than a dowry, a symbolic gesture which reflects his disapprobation of 

Holland’s decision: alms remunerate the convent for their costs, rather than directly 

endorsing his daughter’s chosen profession. Holland writes:  

 
43 ‘Change’, p. 135; Link, p. 300. 
44 Nazareth, TS ‘BC, 1629–1729’, p. 98. 
45 ‘Change’ pp. 157–8; Link, p. 304. 
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I did not care what he called what he sent, a Portion, or an Alms; I was 
sufficiently joyed it enabled me to make my Profession. and then my Mother, 
[...] supplied other Charges, and was very kind to me until her Death. [...] The 
happy day of my settlement being come [...] the Duke came to my Profession, 
and so gave me, instead of my Father, to /p.160/ God46  

 

Holland transfers her allegiance from her blood family to her new spiritual family at 

Nazareth with the help of an adoptive father. This adoptive father gives Holland to her 

spiritual husband, Christ, a life choice that she hoped would bring her closer to God. 

Holland’s adoption by Howard had spiritual and temporal ramifications: Howard and his 

wife became patrons of Nazareth the year of Holland’s profession, thus putting her on a 

similar financial and social footing to her fellow nuns whose family members often gave 

alms.47 Yet, despite Holland’s formal adoption by Howard, her spiritual marriage to 

Christ, and her entrance into a new religious family, she continued to desire a formal 

pardon from her father: ‘I then earnestly soliciting his Pardon, he in a few Lines 

answered me thus ~ I do not love to repeat what troubles me. I here give you my 

Pardon seeing you desire it from my own Hand, and remain your affectionate Father 

J.H.~.’48 This pardon apparently enabled her to make peace with the past and lay some 

of these complex parent figures to rest and focus on her new spiritual marriage. 

Significantly, Durrant does not reproduce this letter in her edition of ‘Change’—it 

disturbs her portrayal of Sir John as a harsh and uncompromising Protestant. 

 

4 Part II: ‘philosophical self-exploration’ 

In 1656, shortly after Holland met the nuns of Nazareth for the first time, she felt drawn 

to Catholicism and considered converting, but Sir John moved his family from Bruges to 

Bergen-op-Zoom, a Protestant town in southern Holland, ‘out of Policy’, when the 

 
46 ‘Change’, pp. 159–60; Link, pp. 304–5. 
47 Henry Howard and his second wife, Jane Howard, were remembered annually in the prayers of the 
community in January and March, respectively. Bruges, Nazareth Archive, MS F.I.b, ‘Dirge Book’. 
48 ‘Change’, p. 155. I first became aware of this exclusion when reading Latz’s edition notes at the 
Nazareth Archive. 
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exiled Charles II—exiled father of the British nation—set up court in Bruges. What 

‘Change’ does not record, and what Holland may not have known, is that her father 

supported the exiled king financially. According to John Miller: ‘Of the 2,200 guilders 

collected by [the Royalist William] Sandys, Holland contributed 1,000’.49 Other 

significant benefactors of the exiled court included the convents of Nazareth and the 

Benedictine Monastery of the Glorious Assumption at Brussels.50  

In Bergen-op-Zoom Holland attended Protestant church services and lived a life 

of pleasure. She describes herself as a favourite of the daughter of the Marquis and 

Marchioness of Bergen-op-Zoom. Surrounded by companions of her own age ‘Dancing, 

Plays, Cards, Courtings and Sports was my chief Religion [...I was] the Ringleader of all 

the Farces and sportive Fooleries’.51 Like Augustine, the pleasures of play, art, sport and 

the flesh (perhaps) mark Holland’s lapses in conviction. Interestingly, Durrant omits 

‘Courting’, but whether by accident or out of squeamishness it is hard to say. Other 

women religious recount courting and being courted pre-conversion or pre-profession. 

At this juncture, Holland closely echoes Confessions, Book XIII, 1: ‘Thus whilst I forgot 

Almighty God, most ungratefully neglecting his frequent Inspirations, his Goodness and 

Providence forgot not me’52 recalling Augustine’s ‘You made me and, when I forgot you, 

you did not forget me’.53  

 

4.1  ‘What am I? Why am I? What is this World?’ 

 

 
49 ‘A Moderate in the First Age of Party’, 852 n. 7. Sandys was Alathea’s relation by marriage to her first 
husband. 
50 See C. Bowden, ‘The Abbess and Mrs Brown: Lady Mary Knatchbull and Royalist Politics in Flanders in 
the late 1650s’, Recusant History, 24 (May 1999), 288–308; and C. Walker, ‘Prayer, Patronage, and Political 
Conspiracy: English Nuns and the Restoration’, The Historical Journal, 43 (2000), 1–23 for discussions of 
how the English convents supported the royalist causes, particularly Abbess Mary Knatchbull’s facilitation 
of a complex epistolary network. 
51 ‘Change’, p. 30; Link, p. 278. 
52 ‘Change’, p. 30; Link, p. 278. 
53 Confessions, Book XIII, 1: ‘Finding the Church in Genesis I’, p. 273. T. Matthew titles this chapter ‘He 
frameth Arguments out of Gods mercy, to begge new mercy’, pp. 715–19. 
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Holland returned to England with her father when she was in her early twenties, and 

took up residence with a beloved aunt and uncle in London, who indulged her with 

beautiful clothes and recreation, and provided another large circle of Protestant friends: 

yet she ‘did there wallow in Pleasure without any true Delight’.54 Holland’s ambulation 

and dissatisfaction with her society mirrors Augustine’s peripatetic lifestyle as he 

travelled between North Africa and Milan. For both authors frequent dislocation and 

changes of scene spark conversion, but also lead to long lapses in faith, followed by 

short periods of renewal.  

Holland’s London years parallel Confessions Part II and raise important 

philosophical questions about human existence. Though Holland’s life was pleasant: 

 Something methoughts was wanting, but I could not tell what: many Times 
would I steal away to walk all alone in the Woods ruminating, and thus 
discoursing with my self; What am I? Why am I? What is this World? Who 
made it? What will be the End thereof? Then would /p.34/ I answer my self: 
That it was God, that was the Authour of it. Then with admiring his Works I 
would say, But where is this God? How to be found and comprehended? My 
own judgment told me, that none but an infinite supreme Power could be the 
Author of such a vast Fabrick55  

 

When, in Book X (‘Memory’), Augustine asks ‘What then am I, my God? What is my 

nature?’ he immediately answers himself: ‘It is characterized by diversity, by life of many 

forms, utterly immeasurable. See the broad plains and caves and caverns of my memory. 

The varieties there cannot be counted’.56 This is the most significant moment of 

divergence. After posing her ontological questions Holland does not discourse on 

memory, as Augustine does, rather, she deploys another Augustinian theme found in 

Spengemann’s Part I and early Part II (Confessions Books IV, V and X)—the fallacy of 

materialism. Holland’s questions led to the following series of thoughts and conclusions: 

there must be a God because the world is complex and must have a maker. But where is 

 
54 ‘Change’. p. 32; Link, p. 279. 
55 ‘Change’, pp. 33–4; Link, p. 279. 
56 Confessions, Book X, xvii (26), p. 194. 
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he and how could she understand him? What is he made of, this maker? Unable to 

discover the answers to these questions—and unwilling to reveal her previous 

conversion or current doubts to anyone—she begins to conclude that the world, which 

constantly manifests its own decay, cannot be eternal. There is a maker of some kind, 

and laws governing the passage of seasons and time, but everything is mortal, everything 

dies. Here too, Holland inhabits a multi-temporal narrative space in which Holland-the-

convert speaks of her pre-converted self. At the time of writing Holland demonstrates to 

us that she believes that God is the immortal creator, while at the same time recreating 

for us the mental anguish she experienced when she doubted this, which temporarily 

lead her to ‘almost los[e] all Religion and [turn] Atheist’.57 Holland goes further than 

most of her contemporaries when she maps the mental process by which she arrived at 

atheism. Moreover, her description of this process is significant no matter how 

temporary her athesim may have been: 

I at last began to doubt whether there was a God, or no, measuring every Thing 
by the shallow Measure of my own Wit. I then fancy’d that possibly the World 
was /p.36/ from Eternity, had never Beginning, nor never should have End, 
and that the Belief of the Immorality of the Soul was but a Fiction [...] And as 
for the Thing, they called Religion & Heaven, & Hell, I thought that was but 
the Invention of cunning politick Men for to keep People in Awe, and for the 
better Government of Nations, who must be kept in Fear with Something 
besides moral Laws.58 

 

Whereas many early modern writers doubted the validity of specific churches or rituals 

only a small number go so far as to wonder (on paper) whether the God and the truth at 

the very heart of these debates existed at all. For Holland, at least for a moment in time, 

God was a construct. If God was a construct, what was life itself? Who and what was the 

being that could perceive matter, seasons and selfhood? Rather than turn to the self-

 
57 ‘Change’, p. 41; Link, p. 280. 
58 ‘Change’, pp. 35–6; Link, p. 279. Some of these reflections echo N. Machiavelli’s observations about the 
interplay of Fortune, God and human will in the final chapter of The Prince, ed. and trans by P. Bondanella 
(Oxford: OUP, 2005; repr. 2008) particularly in chap. XXV ‘Quantum Fortuna in rebus humanis posit et quomodo 
illi sit occurrendum’ [‘Of Fortune’s power in human affairs and how she can be resisted’], pp. 84–90. 
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assured metaphorical analysis of Genesis in Confessions Book XIII, or the discourse on 

memory in Book X, Holland leads us into doubt. We might liken this to Spengemann’s 

observations about Augustine and the Manicheans: ‘While the protagonist believes that 

he is going to the Manicheans to find the truth, the narrator knows that he really went in 

order to become disillusioned with them (107–108)’.59 In Holland’s case, while we read 

that she dabbled in atheism, we know that she succeeded in converting and joining a 

convent. By modelling ‘Change’ on Confessions, Holland implicitly invited her audience to 

understand her temporary athesism and doubts as part of her struggle to find faith, 

rather than as a indications of tepidity or lack of conviction. Indeed, it is her struggle that 

marks her conversion as genuine. 

 

5 Part III: redemption, faith, truth 

Shortly after the passage describing her atheistic phase, Holland invokes Augustine 

explicitly for the first time: ‘Thus with glorious Saint Austin I went seeking That without 

me, that was within me.’60 The ‘that’ to which Holland refers is truth: the only way to 

acquire truth, according to Augustine, is to have faith. As Spengemann says ‘in part 

three, faith is identified with knowledge, suggesting that he who has faith has the truth in 

effect, even though he may not be able to grasp it intellectually or to articulate it in the 

limited language of men’.61 The faithless ‘I’ who goes out seeking truth is thus aligned 

with one of the most important seeker-saints. The Catherine Holland narrating ‘Change’ 

looks back on her unconverted self, not merely from the perspective of one who has 

been converted—but from a distinctly Augustinian point of view that posits that faith is 

required to achieve truth, and that truth is within the potential convert all the time, if 

only she would turn inwards to find it.  

 
59 Spengemann, p. 8. 
60 ‘Change’, p. 40; Link, p. 280. 
61 Spengemann, p. 5. 
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5.1 Contemporary polemics through an Augustinian lens  

‘Change’ not only maps onto specific episodes and themes in Confessions, it testifies to 

Holland’s understanding of sixteenth- and seventeenth-century polemical debates, like 

that between Matthew and Sutcliffe concerning the confessional allegiance of Augustine, 

the nature of doctrinal truth, and ongoing controversy about whether the kings of 

England could be heads of the church. In a letter to her father, summarized in ‘Change’, 

in which she breaks the news of her conversion, Holland writes: 

I rallied up my Forces, [...] I set Pen to Paper, and very resolutely told him; That 
[...] my Discontent, that all the World did /p.67/ wonder at, sprung from no 
other Source but that of a troubled Conscience, I being no longer able to 
conform to a Religion so erroneous as the Protestant Religion was, which 
Discovery I had made by reading of Histories, which had informed me of the 
Antiquity of the Catholick Religion, which I did intend to embrace.62  

 

According to ‘Change’ this letter rehearsed several common objections to the religious 

legislation of Henry VIII and his court, asking how a king appointed ‘Defender of the 

Faith’ by Rome could retain that title (in his own mind) while renouncing the institution 

that bestowed it. Holland received ‘a thundering Letter’63 from her father denouncing her 

conversion, followed by a visit in which he attempted to reconvert her. This was 

unsuccessful and he consequently refused to speak to her for more than a year, during 

which time, presumably, their polemical debates were put on hold. While living under his 

roof Holland was required to conceal her conversion. She conformed outwardly by 

attending Protestant services, but she and her father agreed that she would abstain from 

communion.  

In 1662, several years later, Holland was conforming so convincingly that her 

father engaged the Bishop of Winchester to meet with her and affect her reconversion 

by means of polemical debate. If he succeeded, he was to enjoy a large feast. Holland 
 
62 ‘Change’, pp. 66–7; Link, p. 286. 
63 Change, p. 70; Link, p. 287. 
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describes their hour-long meeting as a ‘battle’ and a ‘dispute’—common descriptions of 

polemical encounters—while styling herself as full of relish for the ‘combat’, and the 

Bishop seemingly unconvinced and tepid in his argumentation and faith. In describing 

their debate, Holland deploys well-worn arguments and questions found in many 

Catholic conversion narratives and polemical writings in the period, including Matthew’s 

Confessions of 1620: Where was the Church of England two hundred years ago? Where 

was it during Cromwell’s Protectorate? Are Augustine and the saints damnable because 

of their allegiance to the Pope and belief in transubstantiation?64 Why, if I go out of 

England, am I unable to attend a Church of England service? Holland rejects each of the 

Bishop’s answers and is particularly dismissive of his argument that the Primitive Church 

exists in all true Christian hearts and, therefore, has always been present, even when 

obscured by Roman Catholic rituals and the events of Cromwell’s Protectorate. When 

the Bishop tells her that the Church can err, Holland retorts that she has no interest in a 

Church that ‘can as well lead me to Hell, as to Heaven’.65 When he accuses her of 

deriving her opinions from Jesuits—quintessential bogeymen of the English Protestant 

imagination—and allowing them to ‘put these Things in my Head’—Holland denies the 

accusation and presents herself as a reader of histories capable of making up her own 

mind.66  

According to ‘Change’, the Bishop attempted to end their debate by suggesting 

to Holland that she read Scripture: she turns this topic into an opportunity to reveal her 

affinity for Augustine’s teachings. Holland abjures the Protestant assertion that Scripture 

is literal and insists instead that the Bible must be treated metaphorically at times, 

 
64 One of many Protestant tracts that offered answers and arguments to these questions is A. Cooke’s, 
Saint Austins religion: Wherein is manifestly proved out of the works of that learned Father, that he dissented from popery, 
and agreed with the religion of the Protestants in all the maine points of faith and doctrine. Contrary to that impudent, 
erronious, and slanderous position of the bragging papists of our times, who falsely affirme, we had no religion before the times 
of Luther and Calvine (London: 1624). 
65 Change, p. 110; Link, p. 294. 
66 Change, p. 115; Link, p. 295. 
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because Scripture is self-contradictory—not just between books, but within books: such 

arguments are found in Confessions Book XIII.67 Holland argues that Protestants, by 

insisting that Scripture is literal, and by making them ‘common’ (translated), have invited 

a raft of different interpretations, many of them tending to heresy. This is not a light 

claim, given that Holland was herself to become a translator of theological treatises and 

saints’ lives after her profession at Nazareth.68 When Holland explains to the Bishop that 

she finds contradictions in Scripture, he accuses her of blasphemy. She retorts that ‘in 

their true Sense, I knew they did not contradict themselves; but in the Literal Sense there 

was many Contradictions, I could not reconcile’.69 When asked for an example, she 

selects two consequent verses from Proverbs: ‘Answer not a Fool /p.119/ for Fear you 

partake of his Folly’ and ‘Yet answer him, for Fear he should seem wise in his own Eyes 

[...] Now my Lord [...] am I to answer the Fool by Scripture, or not?’70 In response, he 

turns his back to her: whether to conceal a smile, a look of defeat or his anger at the 

possibility she was calling him a fool, she says she does not know. Whatever the case, the 

Bishop left without his supper.  

Both the letter in which Holland announced her conversion to her father, and 

the account of her disputation with the Bishop, reveal her interest in contemporary 

polemics and ongoing debates about the nature of religious truth and the historical 

precedence of different confessions. Readers of any confession encountering ‘Change’ 

would have been familiar with the arguments therein, and Catholics would probably have 

been reassured that Holland had a firm grasp on the issues that divided Protestants and 

Catholics. This performance of well-worn polemic was probably a necessary ingredient in 

‘Change’ if Holland was to successfully convince her readers of the strength of her 

 
67 See Confessions, Book XIII, esp. sections 36–8. The premise of Book XIII is that the Genesis story 
cannot be taken literally. 
68 Two of Holland’s theological translations are extant but none of her saints’ lives are believed to have 
survived. 
69 ‘Change’, p. 117; Link, p. 296. 
70 ‘Change’, p. 118–119; Link, p. 296. 
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conversion. Thus while Holland’s text is original and engaging in a number of ways, there 

were clear models from which she drew in her efforts to inscribe herself into her new 

community. 

 

5.2  ‘The Truth’ in early modern conversion narratives 

Holland’s disputation with the Bishop, both in its form and function, resembles many 

early modern conversion narratives in which the possessor of ‘The Truth’ is assailed by 

an opponent who attempts to reverse their conversion. As the editors of Her Own Life 

observe:  

There is clearly a rhetoric of truthfulness which is fundamental to 
autobiographical writing, but [seventeenth-century Protestant women’s 
autobiographies] are unusually dominated by the need to persuade the self and 
the reader towards belief in kinds of truth—personal, experiential, doctrinal. 
This may well result from the fact that the women themselves experience, and 
resist, persuasion71 
 

One of the ways in which an individual asserts their membership of a group, be it a 

religious group, a social class, club or society, is by using phrases and ideas that clearly 

link them to the group they are trying to join. Most early modern sects and religious 

groups developed a vast literature in support of their claim to being the True Church, 

which converts, in turn, often quote or paraphrase in their own autobiographical 

writings. Anna Robeson Burr laments this tendency by early Quakers to reiterate known 

tropes when rendering their autobiographical conversion narratives: ‘the religious color 

of their minds appears to be as uniform and as dun-colored as was the prescribed dress 

of their society’.72 She attributes this homogeneity to the influence of the prominent early 

Quaker, George Fox, whose journals circulated in manuscript and print and were closely 

imitated by early Friends. Delany made a similar observation about seventeenth-century 

autobiographers more generally, but goes further than Burr in equating imitation, 

 
71 Her Own Life, pp. 24–5. 
72 Burr, Autobiography, chap. ‘Religion’, pp. 228–65, p. 235. 
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particularly inept imitation, with fabrication: ‘[they] commonly distorted the true pattern 

of their lives by trying to fit every detail into the Pauline archetype, and spiritual 

autobiography was forced into an unduly rigid convention which was all too easy for 

men of small literary talent to employ without imagination’.73 Hallett, writing with greater 

sensitivity on the subject of imitation in the auto/biographies of early modern Carmelite 

nuns interprets their propensity towards imitative writing as a ‘challenge’ to ‘those 

precepts of later modern post-Enlightenment autobiography that privilege’ or even 

fetishize individualism.74 In other words, when a writer eschews ‘individualism’ in favour 

of emulation this is part of a strategy to win membership of a particular group and gain 

access to their truth claims. Convent auto/biographies, like Quaker conversion 

narratives: 

demonstrate how much “community” (literally and metaphorically) is central to 
personal construction, and how narratives of interrelationship abut, succeed, 
merge with accounts of a predominant self in which “the individual does not 
oppose herself to all others . . . but [is] very much with others in an 
interdependent existence” (Friedman, 1998, 41).75 

 

What Holland evidently wanted and needed was a community in possession of ‘the 

Truth’. The enduring importance of truth in Holland’s literary activity at Nazareth and in 

her self-construction is evident in the final little poem that ends the volume containing 

‘Change’ and her other autobiographical writings: 

Fair Truth has Charms 
In such a plenteous Store: 
Who sees her, loves; 
Who knows her, must adore.76 

 
The autobiographical conversion letter of the Quaker Mary Penington shares similar 

concerns and narrative conceits with ‘Change’, making it a valuable comparison-text.77 

 
73 Ibid., p. 30 
74 Hallett, Lives, p. 28. 
75 Ibid., p. 28, quoting S.S. Friedman, ‘Women’s Autobiographical Selves: Theory and Practice’, in The 
Private Self: Theory and Practice of Women’s Autobiographical Writings, ed. by S. Benstock (Chapel Hill: University 
of North Carolina Press, 1988), pp. 34–62. 
76 Holland, ‘Change’, final flyleaf, p. unnumbered. 
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According to Penington, she rejected the faith in which she was brought up 

(Anglicanism) and sought out ‘The Truth’ and the right way to pray. From an early age 

she stopped conforming to Anglican Church rituals though she continued to attend 

services. Her adoptive family found her refusal to conform embarrassing and tried to 

convince her that she would never find a suitable husband. Probably to their chagrin, she 

found a like-minded and eminently suitable match in one of their nephews, Sir William 

Springett (1621/2–44), ‘a parliamentarian colonel, deputy lieutenant for the county of 

Kent, and devout puritan’ who also happened to be Sir John’s fellow parliamentarian.78 

Penington and Sir William conceived a daughter, Gulielma (the dedicatee of Penington’s 

narrative); Sir William died shortly thereafter. Penington’s widowhood spanned eleven 

years, during which time she lost faith in the Baptist sect with which she had begun to 

associate and began spending time with a loose conglomeration of atheists and agnostics. 

Like Holland her enjoyment of ‘recreations’ is unfulfilling, and she eventually seeks out 

solitary places which symbolize her sense of isolation:  

I then had my conversation much amongst the people of no religion, being 
ashamed to be accounted religious, and to do anything that was called so [...] 
and I grew to loathe whatever profession anyone made [...] in this restless state 
I let in every sort of notions that rose in that day, and for a time applied my self 
to get out of them whatever I could find, but still sorrow and trouble was the 
end of all, and I began to conclude that the Lord and his truth was, but that it 
was made known to none upon the earth, and I determined no more to enquire 
or look after him, for it was in vain to seek him, for he could not be found in all 
[the] things I had met withal, and so for some time took no notice of any 
religion, but minded recreations (as it is called) and went into many excesses and vanities, as 
foolish mirth and carding, dancing, singing and frequenting music making, and made vain 
visits and jovial eatings and drinking to satisfy the extravagent appetite, and to please the 
vain mind with curiosities, and that which was to satisfy the lust of the eyes and 
the pride of life, and the lust of the flesh, and frequenting places of pleasure [...] 
But in the midst of all this my heart was constantly sad and pained beyond 
expression, and after such follies I did retire myself from all people for days and 

                                                                                                                                      
 
 
 
 
77 See O. Watkins, The Puritan Experience: Studies in Spiritual Autobiography (London: Routledge & Kegan 
Paul, 1972) for detailed discussion of Puritan life-writing and conversion narratives, including Penington’s. 
78 Ibid. Springett does not have his own ODNB entry. 
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was in much trouble [...] In this restless, distressed estate, I would often retire 
into the country without any company, saving my dear child Gulielma Springett 
and her maid.79  

 

Mary remarried, taking as her husband Isaac Penington. They joined with the early 

Quakers, but Penington struggled to embrace their plain speech, plain dress and 

abstinence from alcohol, play-going and other ‘frivolous’ activities: ‘[I was] exercised 

about the taking up the cross to the language and fashions, and customs, and tithes, and 

honour and esteem in the world’ and yet,  

[I] found [the Quakers] truly of the Lord, and my heart owned them, and I 
longed to be one of them, and minded not the cost, but judged it worth my 
cost and pains [...] I had heard the objection against them that they wrought not 
miracles, but I said they did great miracles, in that they which were of the world 
and in fellowship with it came to turn from it.80  

 

Although diametrically opposed in their beliefs, Penington and Holland shared similar 

criteria for assessing the truth-claims of particular religious groups. Penington’s 

description of the Quakers and professed admiration for the way they turn from the 

world chimes with Holland’s admiration of Catholic ritual, and miracles attributed to 

saints, as well as resonating with her own desire to turn from the world. In comparing 

these texts, what emerges are similar patterns of truth-seeking—similar experiences of 

confusion, anger and loss—parallel instances of ‘frivolous’ pleasure and play, and—

ultimately—similar criteria by which early modern seekers identified ‘The Truth’ and 

justified aligning themselves with the group they believed to be in possession of it.  

 

6 Convent life and textual afterlife 

Holland lived for nearly sixty years as a nun of Nazareth, and continued to write in an 

Augustinian vein for members within and beyond her convent community. Yet, as much 

 
79 Penington, ‘A brief account’, ed. by Booy, Autobiographical Writings by Early Quakers (Aldershot: Ashgate, 
2004), pp.73–107 (pp. 83–4), emphasis added. 
80 Ibid., p. 90. 
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as Holland identified with Augustine as a convert, monastic and author, sometimes she 

styled herself as being like (or hoping to be like) his mother, Monica, for instance, when 

she prays for the conversion of others. In ‘A Prayer I made for my Friend’s Conversion, 

after my own. Sir E. S’. she writes:  

Touch his Heart, my dearest Lord, as thou didest touch the Heart of my 
glorious Father Saint Augustin. O make him as true a Convert. Ah! that I had 
the Goodness, and Zeal, and Fervour of holy Saint Monica to solicit thee 
withal, and her Tears werewith to move thee! Then might /p.239/ I hope to be 
heard!81  

 

Some of Holland’s other writing, most notably her translation work, fuses the roles of 

Monica and Augustine—the spiritual attributes of the woman who prays for the 

conversion of others melds with those of the man who writes for their benefit. Two of 

Holland’s surviving translations, ‘Methode’ and ‘Illuminated Shepherd’ have circulated 

outside of the convent, most likely because they were given as gifts to friends, such as the 

unidentified Protestant ‘E.S’. The preservation of ‘Methode’ in the Harley collection of 

the British Library suggests that the manuscript circulated beyond Nazareth sometime 

between 1710 and 1785 when that collection was being amassed.82 It is interesting, 

moreover, that ‘Methode’ forms part of the Harley collection, given that it was the 

collector’s grandfather, Sir Robert Harley, who moved against Sir John Holland in the 

Parliament of 1640, ultimately eliciting Sir John’s defence of liberty of conscience. A gift 

note appended to the first fly leaf of ‘Illuminated Shepherd’ reads: ‘Given to the English 

Convent, Bruges by Kan. A. Van Hoonacker Professor Emeritus der Universiteit van 

Leuven Freren Fonteinstraat, 9 Brugge. October 1928.’ How and when these volumes 

 
81 ‘Change’, pp. 238–9. 
82 Robert Harley, first Earl of Oxford and Mortimer (1661–1724; ODNB) began his collection by 
purchasing over 600 manuscripts from the estate of the antiquary Sir Simonds d’Ewes (d. 1650). His son 
Edward Harley, second Earl of Oxford and Mortimer (1689–1741) augmented this core collection 
between 1711 and 1741. He made substantial purchases on the London book market in the 1720s, and 
large acquisitions of books from the continent as of 1717. Catherine’s ‘Methode’ would most likely have 
been acquired in one of the latter two markets. See the BL website: 
<http://www.bl.uk/reshelp/findhelprestype/manuscripts/harleymss/harleymss.html> [accessed 30 April 
2013]. 
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left Nazareth is uncertain, but it is likely they were given as gifts, rather than sold or 

stolen before or during the French Revolution. Their provenance details, however 

murky, are valuable reminders of the ways in which early modern books crossed 

continents and confessional lines, and the ways in which enclosed authors could reach a 

wider audience. 

Holland’s ‘Methode’ advises readers how to confide in God in a thoroughly 

Augustinian manner. The reader should speak to God regularly as she would to a friend 

or to someone with whom she normally spends her time. She should tell him her cares as 

well as her joys; it is not sufficient for her to unburden herself to human beings, she must 

confide her cares to God. Perhaps she will not always sense God’s presence, but she 

should confide in him regardless:  

when he will doe you the favour to be (as I may say) at your house, & that by a 
interiour motions he makes your feel, & remember, that he is present, the 
greates[t] honnour hee desires from you, is to speake to him as to one that 
Loves you, & that you tell him your feelings, with all manner of Liberty 
tendernes & confidence.83  

 
The word ‘liberty’ is striking within the broader context of Holland’s search for truth and 

her belief that entering a convent was the only way to achieve liberty of conscience. 

‘Methode’ also figures God as spouse, as father and as mother, none of which is unusual 

in the devotional literature of the medieval and early modern period, but which receives 

unusual treatment both in Méthode and in Holland’s translation. What is unusual is an 

apparently contradictory passage about God as parent—should he be wrathful with the 

penitent or loving, as described in a previous section of ‘Methode’? Should he be like the 

mother who scolds her child when it falls and cries or should he be like the kind mother 

who picks the child up and comforts it? 

I doe not deny but you have great reason to complaine, when after so many 
confessions, & so much grace, you see so many frequent falles, notwithstanding 
my thinks [sic] you have a great deal of reason to excuse in mee thes 

 
83 BL MS Harley 3148, ‘Methode’, pp. 8–9. 
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unavoydable frailtyes. but if you will needs be angery, adresse it to my Parence 
who conceived me in ignorance who gave /p.36/ me ther sin for a share of my 
person. halas [sic], my divine Sav^i^our contemplate a little what is in mee & 
what I am: what A heart is given me & what blood was made use of to frame a 
creature that should be pure: and as impeccable as the Angels; [...] I was borne 
without Grace /p.37/ my parence gave ^me^ the impurest of what they had. I 
received of thee nothing but a reprobate soule: nothing from them but A body 
replenished with curruption and inclinations to evel: thou in Anger; they in Sin, 
thou madest this unhappy worke; and thou art now angery it is fraile & subject to some 
faults; thou wonderres it is not as holy as thy selfe; [/p.38/...] I my selfe am much displeased, 
and I have a most dolourious repentance for them: But I will tell thee what I doe to 
consolate my selfe, and what you should doe in my mind, to appease yourselfe, 
& to have towards mee, compassionat feelings, and mercifull designes.84 

 
This translation returns us to some of the themes explored earlier in this chapter 

concerning parentage and origins, and it also focuses on a touchstone of Augustinian 

theology: the role of grace in enabling a person to transcend the accidents of birth, such 

as being born into ‘heresy’, to achieve union with God and arrive at some understanding 

of truth by way of faith. But unlike ‘Change’, wherein Holland repeatedly expresses her 

thanks to God and directs anger at herself for her failings, the speaker here rails against 

God for allowing them to fail. Although there is no clear indication of Holland’s 

selection criteria for her translations, perhaps this text appealed to her because it 

articulated some of the ongoing difficulties she experienced in her efforts to hold onto 

faith and grace, even after arriving at ‘The Truth’. Prioress Herbert’s description of 

Holland as one in whom ‘the struggle between nature and grace was somtimes very 

apparent’ might, to the modern reader, seem unkind, but this is as much an Augustinian 

trope as anything we find in ‘Change’. Augustine spent his lifetime struggling to 

articulate his understanding of God and salvation: Holland’s drawn-out struggle is thus a 

sign of her strength of spirit and intellectual vigor, not a sign of failure.  

 

7 Conclusion 

 
84 Ibid., Section IX: pp. 35–8, emphasis added. 
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In addition to shedding light on the literary culture of Nazareth and the activities of one 

nun and her readers, this chapter has broader implications for early modern studies of 

autobiography. My identification of a Catholic woman writer who was profoundly 

influenced by Confessions disturbs Delany’s still influential taxonomy of seventeenth-

century autobiography in three ways. First, the broader implication of these findings is 

that British autobiography, particularly Catholic autobiography, needs to be sought out 

in archives and collections created and/or currently maintained abroad. Second, this 

chapter demonstrates some of the ways in which Catholic conversion narratives and 

autobiography more generally can and should be compared with works by Protestant 

and Dissenting authors. Finally, I have traced the evolution of Augustinian themes in 

Holland’s work throughout her life as a nun, and I have suggested ways in which we 

might analyze diverse genres within an author’s output through an autobiographical lens. 

Autobiography was a significant genre in the convent setting, as we see in this chapter 

and in Chapters 1, 2 and 5 of this thesis, and an important genre in the early modern 

world beyond the convent. Holland’s text engages and resonates with examples of the 

genre from Antiquity to her own period, and exemplifies the dynamism of 

autobiographical expression in the convent setting.
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Chapter 5: Writing Reform: Manuscript and 
Print Culture at Nazareth, 1697–1791 

 
 

This chapter examines the literary activities of the nun Lucy Herbert over a near fifty-

year period during which time she served as Procuratrix (1699–1709) and subsequently as 

sixth Prioress of Nazareth (1709–44). Herbert spearheaded radical changes to her 

convent’s literary, devotional and educational programs and used a broad range of genres 

(including guidance manuals, the convent chronicle and printed books issued in her own 

name) as means to ensure that her reforms stuck, and also as a way of consolidating her 

power during and after her own lifetime. More than any other Prioress at Nazareth or St 

Monica’s, Herbert deployed literature to spark, sustain and solidify change within her 

community. 

Herbert was the first of the St Monica’s or Nazareth nuns to print under her own 

name, and her works were reprinted after her death, thanks to the eighth Nazareth 

Prioress, Elizabeth More, in religion Mary Augustina (c. 1733–1807; BA145). Herbert’s 

reforming activities—particularly her decision to enter the print market—initiated a new 

era in Nazareth’s relationship with lay Catholics, Catholic printers in the Low Countries 

and England, and with other English convents in exile. More’s continuation of that 

printing project, and her own involvement in the print world, were of vital importance to 

the convent, particularly in the aftermath of the French Revolution when the nuns, their 

buildings and their libraries came under threat. More used her contacts with London-

based English printers to secure the safety of her community and their passage back to 

England, while also securing the convent buildings, goods and library in Bruges for 

posterity. Without these connections to printers within the Catholic community 

Nazareth nuns would never have been able to return to Bruges after the French 
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Revolution, and a community would certainly not be on that site today. Printing was vital 

to the nuns’ safe passage from Bruges to England, and to their return to Bruges in 1807. 

 

1 An overview of Herbert’s convent reforms, 1697–1744 

Herbert served in a succession of Big Four roles each of which enabled her to enact 

change within almost every aspect of convent life. As Procuratrix she composed new 

rules for the convent schoolgirls (better known as pensioners) and their School 

Mistresses. As Prioress she wrote and printed new ‘Statutes’ (1716); built a new school 

(1718); implemented a new sung Office in which plain chant was replaced with a more 

complex form of song known as the English faburden technique (1726). Herbert 

oversaw a substantive building project, beginning in 1735 and ending in 1744, which 

included the construction of a new chapel, a lay sisters’ chapel, guest parlors, food 

storage rooms, a new Confessor’s house, an expanded burial ground, as well as an 

expansion of the convent garden through the purchase of a neighbouring plot of land. 

As Prioress, Herbert also printed several volumes in her own name, beginning with A 

Daily Exercise and Devotions for Young Ladies (1712) which was reprinted four times (1748, 

1766, 1786, 1816).1 All of here printed publications (details below) went through several 

editions during the Eighteenth and Nineteenth centuries, and circulated widely at other 

English institutions in exile, and amongst recusant readers.  

In addition to engaging in print and manuscript production herself, Prioress 

Herbert fostered a culture of literary and artistic production among the Nazareth nuns: 

each choir nun’s jubilee, the convent jubilee and all of Herbert’s building projects were 

celebrated with plays, music and literary production of some kind, carefully detailed by 

 
1 Bruges, Nazareth, MS RM H.R.VII.i ‘Rules for the direction of, and to be observed by The yong Lady’s 
and Gentlewoemen, Pensioners At the Monastery of the English Chanoness Regulars of the holy order of 
Saint Augustin Att Bruges Accepted of, the year of our Lord 1697 The design whereof is not only for the 
present use, But also, for imprinting such Christian Maximes as may bee of great benefit afterwards when 
they goe out of their schoole and present retirement’.  
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Herbert in her ‘Bruges Chronicle’ entries, as in the 1729 Jubilee festivities discussed in 

Chapter 2.  

At the same time Herbert’s projects, several of which will be examined here, 

threatened to destabilize the convent’s harmony and financial health. Her reforms 

ushered in radical change that was not palatable to all involved, and in the course of her 

leadership many of her daughter-nuns fell prey to illness and died, thus depleting the 

money in the Ark and making it harder for Herbert’s building plans to come to fruition.2 

Herbert used many tactics to combat those who disagreed with her, and her pen was 

chief among her weapons. She successfully established her convent’s presence on the 

Bruges skyline, and its reputation amongst Flemish, French and English Catholics. 

Herbert did more than any exile-period Prioress at St Monica’s and Nazareth to raise the 

community’s profile—even more than Augustina Bedingfield, Nazareth’s ‘foundress in 

terms of temporals’; the translator of their first ‘Statutes’, and a building maven herself.  

 

2 A brief literary biography of the Herberts 

Lucy Herbert was born at Powis Castle in Montgomeryshire, the fourth daughter of 

William Herbert (c. 1626–96; ODNB), first marquis and titular duke of Powis, and a 

politician, and Elizabeth Somerset, Lady Powis (c.1634–91; Orlando), both Jacobites and 

Catholics. The Herberts were accused of involvement in the ‘Popish Plot’ of 1679, and 

implicated by Thomas Dangerfield (1654–85; ODNB), a confidence trickster and 

counterfeiter who was responsible for propagating convoluted rumours of a 

‘Presbyterian Plot’ and the ‘Meal Tub plot’ (ODNB; Orlando). Dangerfield accused a 

significant group of people of hiring him to murder Charles II, and the politician, 

Anthony Ashley Cooper, first earl of Shaftesbury (1621–83; ODNB). These included: 

Roger Palmer, earl of Castlemaine (1634–1705; ODNB); Henry Mordaunt, second earl of 

 
2 ‘Professed 26 religious for the choir, and 15 Lay Sisters: buried 45 nuns and 11 Lay Sisters’. WWTN? 
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Peterborough (bap. 1623, d. 1697; ODNB); Elizabeth Somerset, Lady Powis; the 

astrologer John Gadbury (1627–1704; ODNB); and the midwife, Elizabeth Cellier 

(fl. 1668–88; ODNB). All save Godbury were known Catholics.  

Elizabeth Herbert composed at least one ballad about the Popish Plot under the 

pseudonym ‘A Lady of Quality’, in an effort to vindicate herself. The opening stanza of 

‘A ballad upon the Popish Plot’ is strongly worded—indicative of the speaker’s political 

convictions and her sense of herself as a commentator able to speak out against those 

who sought to undermine her cause and king. The tone of Elizabeth Herbert’s ballad, 

and her willingness to engage in popular print, presage her daughter’s own involvement 

in print and convent-based political controversy. The ballad begins: 

 Whether you will like my song or like it not, 
 It is the downfall of the Popish Plot; 
 With Characters of Plotters here I sing, 
 Who would destroy our good and gracious King; 
 Whom God preserve, and give us cause to hope 
 His Foes will be rewarded with a Rope.3  

 

Sung to the tune of ‘Packington’s Pound’ the ballad argues that a weak-headed 

conspirator cooked up a plot ‘To humble the Miter, while he squints at the Crown;/Till 

fairly and squarely he pulls them both down’.4 The anonymous author of a response 

ballad set to the same tune draws heavily on Elizabeth Herbert’s wording, but inverts it 

for her/his own Presbyterian cause, and to proclaim her/his own loyalty to the crown: 

‘What’ever ladies sing;/ They murthered one King,/ And now to Confusion another 

would bring’.5 Despite her attempt to rescue her reputation and those of her fellow-

 
3 [E. Herbert], ‘A ballad upon the Popish Plot’ ([London?]: 1679), in EEBO 
<http://gateway.proquest.com.eresources. shef.ac.uk/openurl?ctx_ver=Z39.88–
003&res_id=xri:eebo&rft_id=xri:eebo:citation:99889644> [accessed 27 Sept 2013]. 
4 Ibid. The information about the tune is printed at the head of the ballad. 
5 Anon. ‘The Second Part to the same Tune; or, An Answer to the Lady of Qualities Popish Ballad of the 
Popish Plot’. ([London: 1679 or 1680]), in EEBO 
<http://gateway.proquest.com.eresources.shef.ac.uk/openurl?ctx_ver=Z39.88–
2003&res_id=xri:eebo&rft_id=xri:eebo:image:186977:2> [accessed 27 September 2013]. Dangerfield is a 
probable author of the ballad. He was actively defending his reputation in the press at this period, 
particularly in response to a lengthy character assassination by Cellier in The Matchless Rogue (1680). The 
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Catholics via the popular press, Elizabeth Herbert and her husband chose exile with 

James II at St Germain. They had served prison sentences and lost several properties to 

arson attacks. For their loyalty James dubbed William Marquis of Powis in 1687, and 

then awarded him a Dukedom in 1688. Elizabeth served as a lady in waiting to James’ 

second wife, the Catholic Queen Mary of Modena (1658–1718; ODNB), and in 1688 was 

made governess to James Francis Edward Stuart, the future James III (1688–1766; 

ODNB).  

Lucy Herbert spent the first ten years of her life at Powis, and the next fourteen 

at St Germain with her parents. Unlike her older siblings, she never held a formal 

position at court. According to the ‘Bruges Chronicle’ Herbert began to turn towards a 

religious vocation in her late teens. Her parents were reluctant to support her intention 

to join a convent, but did not prevent her from doing so. Herbert visited ‘most of the 

English Monastries and read the rules and constitutions of many’ in preparation for 

chosing a community.6 She toured France and the Low Countries with her Confessor, 

the Jesuit priest Lewis Sabran, a friend of the Herberts, and a chaplain at the exiled 

English court where he served as personal chaplain to James Francis Edward Stuart.7 

Herbert chose Nazareth despite the ongoing War of the Spanish Succession, which made 

it difficult for English citizens (even those loyal to James III) to access the Spanish-held 

Low Countries. The Nazareth chronicler writes of Herbert: ‘our Monastry was in the 
                                                                                                                                      
 
 
 
 
author of the response ballad proclaims that that s/he will write about the plot because everyone else is: 
‘Since Hell is broke loose, and Press set a work, / By Jesuit, by Jew, by Christian, and Turk; By Fools, and 
by Fops, by Rascals, and Knaves; / By Counterfeit Ladies, and by Scribbling Slaves’. A further item 
concerning the Meal-Tub plot might also have been Dangerfield’s work: The Scarlet Beast Stripped Naked, 
Being the Mistery of the Meal-Tub the second time Unravelled, or, a Brief Answer to the Popish-Midwives scandalous 
Narrative, Intituled Mallice defeated, &c (London: D. Mallet, [1680]). 
6 Nazareth, TS ‘BC, 1629–1729’, p. 158. 
7 A large manuscript of Sabran’s sermons and Jesuit retreats are preserved at Bruges, Nazareth, MS DS 45 
a 128, and there is ample evidence from the library that Jesuit influence was strong in the convent during 
Herbert’s time as Prioress, and throughout the Eighteenth Century. Sabran also spent time with a future 
member of the Carmelite convent in Antwerp. See Hallett, Lives, p. 146; and Hallett, Senses, p. 32, n. 23.  
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enemies country, out of all commerce with her relations, and she not acquainted with 

one person in it; but this difficulty proved a new motive to one that desired to leave the 

world entirely, and if possible to be forgoten by it’.8  

While, as a young nun, Herbert desired a certain degree of independence from 

her family, she maintained contacts with her nuclear and extended family members 

throughout her profession, particularly while she was Prioress. Her family connections 

played an important role later in her convent career and her social status, in combination 

with her carefully cultivated relationships with outsiders (see Chapter 2), helped her to 

attract benefaction from friends and family, in addition to Flemish and French locals, as 

well as English exiles.  

Herbert was the recipient of many gifts including paintings, books, alms, relics, 

and even a relic-like specimen from her contemporary, the Catholic convert, Jacobite 

poet, and novelist Jane Barker (bap. 1652—d. 1732; ODNB and Orlando) who sent her 

(via Sabran and her younger sister, Winifred Maxwell, countess of Nithsdale (1672–1749; 

ODNB)) a tumour or cyst—‘An “od” Present’, Barker acknowledged—but one which 

she understood to be a sign of God’s mercy and miraculous workings.9 Barker hoped 

that Herbert would write to ‘our friends at Rome’ of the miraculous expulsion of her 

tumour. For Barker, it was not enough that the tumor had been expelled in a seemingly 

miraculous manner; she believed that Herbert’s approbation would help garner attention 

for the event.  

 
8 Nazareth, TS ‘BC, 1629–1729’, p. 158. 
9 K. King discusses the significance of the tumour in Jane Barker, Exile: A Literary Career 1675–1725 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2000), pp. 103–8. She inscribes the gift into a larger culture of relic exchange 
but only traces the practice back to the martyr-relics produced at the execution of Jacobite supporters in 
1689. The phenomenon was much older, dating back to the second century at least. See S.B. Monta, 
Martyrdom and Literature in Early Modern England (Cambridge: CUP, 2005), esp. chap. 3 ‘Material witnesses’, 
pp. 53–78; B. Gregory, Salvation at Stake: Christian Martyrdom in Early Modern Europe (London: Harvard 
University Press, 1999); and A. Dillon, The Construction of Martyrdom in the English Catholic Community, 1535–
1603 (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2002). 
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In addition to receiving patronage from friends and family, and serving as a 

conduit between them and Rome, Herbert also commissioned self-writing from her birth 

sisters. Indeed, she is perhaps best known to modern scholars for encouraging her sister, 

Lady Nithsdale, to write an account of the daring prison-break she orchestrated for her 

husband, William Maxwell, fifth earl of Nithsdale (1676–1744; ODNB), who had been 

accused of Treason against George I for his role in the Jacobite uprising of 1715, 

imprisoned in the Tower, and condemned to death by hanging, drawing and quartering. 

After the prison-break, Lady Nithsdale travelled to the continent to meet her husband, 

but their difficulties were not over yet. En route she suffered extreme seasickness and 

miscarried a pregnancy and so decided to stay at Nazareth for one month to recover her 

health. Her daughter, Anne Maxwell, and her servants, Mrs Evans and Mary Lindsay 

were with her. Doubtless Herbert and her daughter-nuns heard of Maxwell’s adventures 

during this stay, but it was only years later that Herbert asked her sister to commit the 

story of her husband’s escape to paper.10 This reflects Herbert’s interest in accumulating 

and encouraging narratives of Catholic experience, and underscores the importance of 

convent libraries and archives as repositories for these narratives. 

 

3 Chronicling reform and resistance  

 
3.1 Subsumed autobiography 

 
Herbert’s role as Nazareth Prioress and chronicler between 1709 and 1742 (for almost 

the duration of her Prioresship) endowed her with enormous power in shaping the 

history of her convent and the effects of her reforms. The chronicle, written in the third 

person under the cloak of anonymity, and in the genre of subsumed autobiography as 
 
10 The relationship between Herbert and her sister and the production of this account is detailed by T. 
Moutray McArthur, ‘Through the Grate; Or, English Convents and the Transmission and Preservation of 
Female Catholic Recusant History’, The Catholic Church and Unruly Women Writers: Critical Essays, ed. by J. 
DelRosso, A. Eicke Leigh, and A. Kothe (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), 105–21. 
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practiced by previous Nazareth chroniclers (see Chapter 2), reveals a great deal about 

Herbert as a leader and a reformer. Herbert’s entries are remarkably candid, and yet 

conventional in their depiction of convent strife: she frequently levels criticism at those 

who stood in her way, but their failings are consistently read as God testing the 

community—and often the Mother Superior in particular—for Nazareth’s greater good.  

 

3.2 The 1716 ‘Statutes’ 

Prioress Herbert’s chronicle account of the fraught process of rewriting and printing the 

convent ‘Statutes’ in 1716 embodies all of these features. The convent met with Bishop 

van Sustren to work on their new ‘Statutes’ (a rewrite of Prioress Augustina Bedingfield’s 

1645 ‘Statutes’), and Prioress Herbert met with him one-on-one to discuss further details. 

Before the 1716 ‘Statutes’ were printed, but after ‘some little alterations were made which 

seem’d reasonable and regular to his Lordship [...] at the request of our Superior and her 

Council Sisters’,11 a group of nuns led by Subprioress Frances Rookwood, in religion 

Apollonia (c. 1668–1717; BA164), expressed concerns about the changes.12 Herbert 

writes in a tone reminiscent of her mother’s self-righteousness in ‘A ballad upon the 

Popish Plot’:  

 
tho’ [the] Subprioress truly tended to perfection, yet when nature was guided by 
a mistaken zeal she gave scope to it; [and conceived] a fancy that the 
community had not been sufficiently /p.341/consulted in the matter [of the 
changes], she as Subprioress conceived her self as obliged to receive the 
difficulties and complaints of a few dissatisfied persons, and being a kind of a 
head to them, might have occasion’d great disturbances in the comunity, tho’ 
not disignedly. When God’s providence ever attentive to the protection of such 
as serve him with a sincere and right heart, visited our Subprioress with many 
sharp infirmities, in which contrary to all expectations she remain’d most easy 
and free from the anxious scruples she had been troubled with for most part of 
her life, and after the practice of many edifying vertues, she dyed in an entire 
peace, and the dissatisfied were in a short time fully calm’d. By this Superiors may 

 
11 TS ‘Bruges Chronicle, 1629–1729’, p. 331. 
12 Subprioress 1716–17. According to WWTN? She was ‘always referred to as Frances Rookwood by the 
Bruges Annals, before and after profession’ [accessed 5 March 2013]. 
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learn, when they have settled with due consideration and consultation any thing for the glory of 
God and good of their communities, not to be startled at the oppositions of some even 
otherways pious souls, but to expect with humility and patience the moment in which God will 
never fail one way or other to protect what he has moved them to establish for /p.342/ his 
honour and by the same all subjects are taught not to relye easily upon their own judgment in 
the least opposition to what the lawful authority of their Superior had ordain’d.13 

 

A clearer statement of a Prioress’ authority can hardly be conceived of, and the message 

for future Prioress-chroniclers is unequivocal: privilege your own authority over 

rebellious factions and assume that God is on your side—He will test you through the 

nuns in your charge, but stay true to your instincts.  

Indeed, Herbert reiterated this sentiment several times in her last letter to the 

community, drafted only days before her death in 1744. On the subject of their next 

Prioress, to be elected after Herbert’s death, she wrote: [be] assur’d that your superiour is 

her whome God would have to derect you by, if you do not believe this you will have no 

Comfort in her, whome you ought to behold in the place of God, & when she speaks be assur’d that it 

is God that speaks’.14 She also exhorted her daughter-nuns to observe their ‘Rule’ (a new 

edition of which she had had altered and printed in 1738), and her 1716 ‘Statutes’:  

shew all honour to your superiour as our Rule requires [...] The exteriour marks 
may be as our statu[t]es ordaines not to sett down tell she be seated [...] in 
passing by her to incline with more respect then to one a nother to whom 
according to our sta[t]es we ought all so to incline, & if you meet her in a 
narrow passage or on the staires to go back or stand still tell she be past & 
^not^ pass by her & walk before her, this is what is observed in othere religious 
houses. My zeal for you makes me say all this, for in all that becomes religious 
parsons, I would have you inferiour to non.15 

 

That Herbert should return to the topic of the 1716 ‘Statutes’ at her death suggests that 

the matter was still unsettled, and that the nuns had not entirely conformed to the new 

specifications in the years since their implementation. Her obituary note, written in the 

hand of her successor, Prioress Darrell, confirms this: 
 
13 MS ‘Bruges Chronicle, 1729–93’, pp. 340–2, emphasis added. 
14 C. Bowden ed., ‘Prioress Lucy Herbert’s last letter to the Community (1744)’, in ECIE, 1600–1800, ed. 
by J. Kelly and others, V: Convent Management, pp. 329–34 (p. 332), emphasis added. 
15 Ibid., p. 333. 
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Soon affter she was chosen prioress she allter’d our Statutes, Leaving out & 
putting in what she thought more proper, in which she mett with much 
oposition, having many Aged & Different Tempers to Deal with, they thinking 
themselves injur’d by not being consulted before her Reverance had procur’d 
my Lord Bishops consent & aprobation, it gave her much to Suffer.16 

 

3.3 Expansion and conflict 

In the years after the row over the ‘Statutes’, and the death of Subprioress Rookwood, 

Prioress Herbert embarked on a program of building and expansion (Plate 33). Speaking 

as the anonymous chronicler (and performing subsumed autobiography), she depicts ‘the 

Reverend Mother’ (herself) as having been under the impression that the nuns were all in 

favour of her projects, and conveys the Prioress’ surprise that dissent and faction arose 

once the building project was put to the vote among the council sisters. The following 

passage concerns the building of a new school in 1718: 

as to the objections which was made, our Reverende mother said that the fear 
which they had of running in debt there was no likly whood [sic.] of it, and as to 
its being more distant from some offices it would be nearer to others, and 
would prevent the pentioners from coming through the house as they now are 
obliged to do when they come to Mass or choir, which is both a distraction and 
a henderence to the freedome of the religious, which motives changed the 
minds of so many of the convent Sisters as that [...] seven voted for it and five 
against it, which being done, my Lord Bishop was informed that the Convent 
had consented to it17 

 

Years later, in 1735, Herbert began pushing for a new chapel, and again many of the 

nuns were opposed to it. They argued that their chapel was sufficient, and they did not 

want to break enclosure to build a new one:  

 
16 MS ‘BC, 1729–93’, p. 93. 
17 The themes of managing dissent and striking a balance between God’s will and the Prioress’ superiority 
recur in a later chronicle entry for 1735, regarding Herbert’s proposal to commission a new chapel. MS 
‘BC, 1729–93’, p. 31. 



188 
 
 

many of [the nuns] now by the permission of God, was chang’d & against it, for 
fear of runing in debt, & for the inconveniences they should suffer during the 
building, the distance of place from some offices, & as we had not sufficient 
Religious to fill the old choir there was less want of a new one. The reasons 
which our Reverende mother propos’d to the Community when she assembled 
them, was that since God had sent unexpectedly means sufficient [£1000] she 
thought we could not better imploy them, then in building a Church or temple 
for his honour, since that he now has, is the very worce part of our house, & it 
ought to be the best18 

 

In her portions of the ‘Bruges Chronicle’ Herbert repeatedly underscores the significance 

of a Prioress’ authority and the importance of other nuns submitting to it, but she had 

many powerful allies who helped her to shore up that authority, including Bishop van 

Sustren of Bruges. When Herbert could not convince her daughter-nuns of her point of 

view, she sometimes circumvented them by presenting her case in writing to male clerics. 

In a letter to Bishop van Sustren, on the subject of building a new chapel, Herbert 

repeats similar arguments to those in the above-quoted chronicle passage, but she adds a 

further argument which would interest a Flemish Bishop determined that the English 

nuns should not leech too much money from the local economy—she told him that the 

nuns were forced to turn away would-be patrons and guests because they lacked 

sufficient space for them: 

we have great need of guest parlours, since we are sometimes forced to offend 
people of distinction because we do not have enough room to offer them, and 
[we] also [need] a place for our wheat, and all of that will be in our old church. 
Some of our religious do oppose this because the [new] church will be farther 
from some offices but I do not esteeme this reason to be strong enough to 
prevent such a work.19 
 

Herbert’s chronicle entry for this year makes no mention of the fact that she wrote to 

Bishop van Susteren to argue her case for a new church while the community was still 

undecided, and that van Susteren intervened on her behalf. Indeed, her entry for 1735 

suggests the nuns came around to her idea before the Bishop was approached for his 

 
18 Ibid., p. 31. 
19 Bruges, Bisschoppelijk Archief, Klooster van Nazareth of Engels klooster te Brugge, MS folder C 396, 
item 26, translation mine. 
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opinion. If we were to judge events by the ‘Bruges Chronicle’ alone we would assume 

that the Nazareth nuns made a collective decision before involving male superiors, but 

this was not the case. Prioress Herbert’s suggestion that collective decision-making came 

first is an idealization of what actually happened, and of her own power within the 

convent, at least in this particular instance. Herbert’s self-presentation foregrounds her 

own persuasive powers over her community and aligns her actions with God’s will, when 

in fact her power lay in networking with benefactors, attracting donations and persuading 

the Bishop of the merits of the building project. Bishop van Susteren’s involvement in 

blessing the new foundation and congratulating Prioress Herbert is detailed at length in 

her entry for 1736: 

there was a kind of Altar prepar’d on one side in the open air and kind of tents 
made to secure the assembly from the weather, there were three square stones 
lay’d, the first by the Bishop, the 2d by the Abbot of our order, the 3d by Mr 
Damerin, who takes care of our temporalls. on the first stone which my Lord 
Bishop lay’d was ingraven the image of our holy Father and the Bishops arms, 
on the 2d which the Abbot lay’d was of St monica with his arms, and on the 3d 
which the gentelman lay’d was St Gregory whose day it was, and the 
gentelman’s arms. there were about 10 or 12 stepes made for them to go down 
to the bottom of the foundation with a carpit lay’d upon them. the Community 
was placed on the othere side seperated with boards from the seculars. [...] the 
Bishop vested himself in the open air [...] he begun by blessing holy watter and 
then he bless’d the three stones and said a great many prayers [...] after that, he 
desended with his crosier carry’d before him into the fosse, attended with the 
priests; when he was come to the place, he said more prayers and Psalms after 
which with a little instrument or pen knife he cut a cross at each corner of the 
stone he was to lay and on his knees he placed the stone and with morter fixt it 
when that was done he ascended up again and said the long Litanies and Veni 
Creator. [...] all being finished my Lord Bishop with the Abbot and the rest 
came to the grate to wish us much joy and congratulate with our Reverende 
Mother for it.20 

 

Read together, Prioress Herbert’s chronicle entries and her letter to the Bishop reveal 

some of the complexities of anonymous self-presentation in convent documents. 

Anonymity and authorial power could allow a chronicler to portray herself however she 

liked for posterity. While historians and literature scholars are aware of the dangers of 

 
20 MS ‘Bruges Chronicle 1729–93’, p. 35. 
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reading hagiographical works as biographically accurate records of a life—or, for that 

matter, reading autobiographies as factual accounts—we are less familiar with the pitfalls 

of anonymously authored communal biographies that grow from subsumed 

autobiography. The discrepancies between Herbert’s representations of the building 

work in the chronicle versus her representation of the same issues in her letters to the 

Bishop provide a useful example of the subjectivity of chroniclers, particularly at 

moments where the biographical and the autobiographical merge or bear upon one 

another.  

 Prioress Herbert’s anonymous stint in the ‘Bruges Chronicle’ empowered her to 

shape the story of her own actions, and interpret God’s machinations in convent affairs. 

Her entries reveal to us how chroniclers could use this particular genre to convey 

guidance for future Prioresses, particularly with regard to managing dissent. Herbert, like 

previous anonymous chroniclers, deploys a textual model of anonymous ‘self-fashioning’, 

to borrow Greenblatt’s phrase. If a Prioress-chronicler of the future were to struggle to 

achieve her ends within her own lifetime, she could at least take ownership of the story 

of her efforts and shape her reputation for the consumption of future readers.  

 

4 Laying down the school ‘Rules’ 

Herbert’s proclivity for exerting influence at Nazareth is evident in documents she wrote 

long before she became Prioress. This section examines her school conduct manuals for 

pupils and their teachers, written c. 1697 when the Nazareth school reopened after a 

period when there were no students.  

Herbert was influenced by a mixture of secular and sacred guidance texts 

including the ‘Augustinian Rule’, popular books of domesticity and guides to civility.21 

 
21 Herbert may have been familiar with any of the following well known, oft-printed manuals of civility, 
education and decency: D. Erasmus, The Civilite of Childehode, With the Discipline and Instrucion of Children, 
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Herbert’s school volumes have affinities with a well known printed volume of convent 

school guidance, titled Rule for Children, authored by Jacqueline Pascal, a Jansenist nun 

from the Port-Royal convent in Paris, near where Herbert spent her teenage years.22 

Herbert’s school manuals reflect her desire that the Nazareth school be a breeding 

ground for good manners and piety which could prepare young women equally well for 

the convent as for the marriage market.  

 

4.1  ‘Directions for Mistresses’ 

In her ‘Directions for the Mistresses’, Herbert prescribes practices that would ideally, in 

her view, remain constant under each successive School Mistress: ‘since nothing is a 

grater prejudice to the schoole then their being lyable to chang methods as often as they 

change mistresses’.23 The preface begins: 

our Statutes giving no Rule or direction for the Mistress of the pentioners 
which office & charge is notwithstanding one of the greatest concerne, the 
good of the house very much depending upon it, it being properly the nursery 
of religion, most of our Community having received there, their Education; & 
the first principles we received are generally those that make the deepest 
impression, & stick longest by us, whence it follows that most owes there 
happyness, or Mistfortune [sic.], to the good or bad principles they received in 
their youth 

                                                                                                                                      
 
 
 
 
trans. T. Paynell (London: J. Tisdale, 1560); The Accomplished Ladies Rich Closet of Rarities; Or, The Ingenious 
Gentlewoman and Servant-Maids Delightfull Companion etc. (London: N. Boddington & J. Blare, 1687); R. 
Brathwaite, The English Gentleman, and The English Gentlewoman: Both in One Volume 3rd edn (London: J. 
Dawson, 1641); G.M. Bruto directed his work at parents, particularly mothers: The Necessarie, Fit and 
Convenient Education of a Yong Gentlewoman, Written Both in French and Italian and Translated into English by W.P. 
(London: A. Islip, 1598); A. de Courtin, The Rules of Civility, or Certain Ways of Deportment observed in France, 
amongst all Persons of Quality, upon several occasions (London: Printed for J. Martyn and J. Starkey, 1671) 
includes an overview of civility, followed by a string of rules for comporting one’s body and one’s actions 
such as, ‘Chap. 16. Rules to be observed in the writing of Letters’. For an overview of the development of 
the concept of civility and manners see M.B. Becker, Civility and Society in Western Europe, 1300–1600 
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1988) and Becker, The Emergence of Civil Society in the Eighteenth 
Century: A Privileged Moment in the History of England, Scotland, and France (Bloomington: Indiana University 
Press, 1994). For discussion of these manuals within a convent context see Hallett, Senses, p. 51. 
22 J. Pascal, A Rule for Children and other Writings, ed. and trans. by J.J. Conley, S.J. The Other Voice Series 
(London: University of Chicago Press, 2003). The Rule was first written for the convent school in 1653 and 
printed in 1665. 
23 Nazareth, MS R.M. H.R.VII.C, ‘Directions for the Mistresses’, pp. unnumbered. 
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& besides not only the good of our house depends upon it at home, but 
allso its reputation abroad, for they that settle in the world being sensible of the 
good education they received in our Comunity, will ever retaine & love & Esteem 
for it, & procure to there children the same advantage they judg to have received 
themselves [...] tis necessary that a Method be sett downe, which may sarve as a 
standing rule for each Mistress to follow [...] I will here put downe such things as 
I /p.u./ judg best to be obsarved which may for the future sarve as a rule for all 
to follow in that imployment.24  

 
This is one of Herbert’s many anonymous tracts, written in her distinctive hand. Note 

her use of the first person and the authority with which she writes despite her anonymity, 

and her confident tone when speaking about her proposed reforms. Throughout her 

tract Herbert diagnoses the problems that have historically beset the school, including 

variation in teaching and disciplinary practices. She posits that these issues arose due to 

an absence of a written rule, and she offers a bew rule based on her own judgements and 

observations.  

The ‘Directions’ specify almost every detail of how the School Mistress was to 

organize the daily lives of the pensioners, moving from the details of clothing and food, 

to comportment at Mass, to the subjects covered in the classroom, to the nuances of 

how a School Mistress should impart moral guidance. Herbert begins by outlining the 

students’ morning routine of washing and dressing in preparation for attending Mass at 

which ‘those that can read Latin shall say the 4 little hours of our Blessed Lady’s office 

[while] those that can not as yett read Latin must ^say^ such prayers as their Mistress 

shall appoint them’. After Mass and breakfast, while the pensioners study with their 

writing tutor the Mistress ‘shall go up & visit all their things, to see it all be laid up neatly, 

& as they should be, for this she must breed them up to: what ever she finds out of order 

she shall pinn at the backs of those they belong to, or mark them down for an orkin’.25 

Herbert specifies what and when the students were to eat and how the School Mistress 

 
24 Ibid. 
25 Ibid; OED, s.v. ‘orkin’/’orkyn’: ‘a small coin’. From the Dutch ‘ord’ meaning ‘part of a monetary 
denomination’. 
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should parcel out their food. At dinner the Mistress reads to them from ‘the martyrloge’ 

after which the students were permitted to speak, ‘but with low voices‘; furthermore they 

must ‘larne to ^eate^ all things’ and ‘the mistress must be carefull that they carry 

themselves hansomely in time of meales, so as becomes parsons of their birth, & 

according to the rules of civility’.26 Between dinner (lunch) and vespers pensioners study 

catechism, French and arithmetic. Herbert specified their hours of play and recreation, 

and how the Mistress was to offer guidance and correction: each night she must speak to 

a few of the children (communicating individually with everyone in the course of a week) 

offering ‘some little pious thing or what she obsarves amiss in them, after a kind 

manner’.27  

As much as the ‘Directions’ give us insight into how convent education was 

conducted at Nazareth (at least in theory) it also reveals a great deal about Herbert’s 

goals for the young women in the nuns’ collective care. The school was, first and 

foremost, designed to inspire the pensioners to piety, but it was also designed—as the 

prescriptions for mealtimes show—to make them fit for adult life in and beyond the 

convent. For those who became nuns, it was necessary to have good manners in the 

event of special visits from outsiders, which in the course of Herbert’s lifetime included 

James III and members of his retinue. For those women who went on the marriage 

market, table manners and modest comportment were equally relevant. Thus, convent 

schools were not places for brain-washing young women into the religious life—as some 

vociferous anti-Catholic polemicists alleged—some schools were designed to endow 

pupils with good manners, morals, skills in household management and a passable 

education. Herbert’s manual provides strong evidence that while some young women 

were taken with the example of the nuns and the religious life while they studied in the 
 
26 Ibid. Similar guidance concerning speech and conduct at meal times can be found in the civility volumes 
listed above. See also Hallett, Senses, in which she suggests that monastic Rules were an extreme form of 
conduct book.  
27 Nazareth, MS R.M. H.R.VII.C, ‘A Rule for School Mistresses’, p. unnumbered. 
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convent school, this was a positive by-product of their education, rather than its end. 

Indeed, the fact that convents offered a solid education in politesse explains why they were 

increasingly popular amongst eighteenth-century Protestant and Jewish parents seeking a 

relatively safe, modest environment where their daughters were guaranteed to learn 

French and Latin, no matter that the Latin on offer was largely liturgical and that the girls 

were regularly catechized.28 

  

 
4.2 Herbert’s ‘Rules’ for children 

 
Herbert’s ‘Rule’ for the school children was strongly influenced by, and initially modelled 

on, the ‘Augustinian Rule’. At roughly the same time as she was composing ‘Directions’ 

(c. 1697) Herbert penned a rule for pensioners that survives in two different forms. One 

is undated, and titled: 

A Rule For the Pensioners of the houes [sic] of our Lady of Nazareth of the 
holy order of St Augustine according to the Spirritt & in imitation of the Rule 
of that most Religious order for the Directions of, & to be obserued observed 
by The yong Lady’s & gentlewoemen Pensioners Att the English Monastery of 
the English Chanonesses Regulars of the Holy order of St Augustine Att Brugis. 
The designe where of is not only for the Present use Butt also for imprinting 
such Christians maximes as may be of great Benefitt afterwards when they goe 
out of the schoole and Present retirement.29  

 

The second manuscript is dated to 1697 and is a later, and substantially different version 

of the same document:  

Rules for the direction of, and to be observed by The yong Lady’s and 
Gentlewoemen, Pensioners At the Monastery of the English Chanoness 
Regulars of the holy order of Saint Augustin Att Bruges Accepted of, the year 
of our Lord 1697: the design whereof is not only for the present use, But also, 

 
28 See A. Vickers for an overview of what enticed Protestant and non-Christian parents to send their 
children to convents on the Continent, and case studies concerning the conversion of children while they 
were in convents, and their parents’ subsequent attempts to repatriate and reconvert them: ‘The Threat of 
the Convent: Seduction and Imprisonment in the Eighteenth Century’ (undergraduate thesis, University of 
Oxford, 2013), see WWTN?, <http://wwtn.history.qmul.ac.uk/documents/118331.pdf> [accessed 10 
December 2013]. 
29 Bruges, Nazareth, MS RM H.R. VII h, p. 1. See Plate 17. 
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for imprinting such Christian Maximes as may bee of great benefit afterwards 
when they goe out of their schoole and present retirement30  
 

Hereafter, these will be referred to as ‘Rule (A)’ and ‘Rule (B)’. ‘Rule (A)’ contains more 

cancellations and emendations, suggesting that it was the earlier draft. ‘Rule (A)’ is clearly 

modelled on the ‘Augustinian Rule’ practised by the Nazareth nuns, which opens with a 

chapter about the common life and communal ownership of property titled: ‘Of Unity & 

living without propriety [sic] the first chapter.’ Chapter one of ‘Rule (A)’, titled ‘Of living 

in unity’, urges the pensioners to cultivate love of their neighbours, especially people of 

whom they are not naturally fond. Herbert creates textual links with the monastic ‘Rule’ 

by quoting Augustine, as when she urges the girls to be ‘of one mind & hart’.31 Other 

chapters include ‘of humility & meekness’; ‘of prayer’; ‘self Denyall mortification fasting’; 

‘of wearing your Cloaths’; ‘of obedience’, and so on, and closely reflect the core 

principals of the monastic original.  

On the subject of obedience ‘Rule (A)’ closely echoes the ‘Augustinian Rule’ and 

inscribes the pupils into the broader convent community and hierarchy—not only are 

students to be obedient to their School Mistresses, they are to be obedient to the Prioress 

above all others. The slightly convoluted passage states:  

this is the true touch stone of all vertues: this one, Exercises, secures, [and] 
improves all others this is your Present great happyness [...] improve [your 
condition] with your constant rule or the living oracle of gods voice will your 
mistresses voice: shew all Respect and Reverence to her as gods vice-gerent [sic: 
regent], but aboyve all to the superiour of the w^h^ole house32  

 

In the final chapter titled ‘of observing the Rule’ Herbert writes:  

Observe your Rule [...] not as slaves under the Servitude of a Law butt as true 
children under the Liberty of grace and to the End that in this small Booke as in 

 
30 Bruges, Nazareth, MS RM H.R. VII i. 
31 The oldest surviving ‘Rule’ at Nazareth is bound together with the ‘Dirge Book’ listing deceased nuns 
and benefactors. Bruges, Nazareth, MS F.I.b, pages unnumbered. 
32 ‘Rule (A)’, p. 9. For more background on prescriptions of deference in civility manuals see A. Bryson, 
From Courtesy to Civility: Changing Codes of Conduct in Early Modern England (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1998), 
chap. 3 ‘The Rules of Civility: Decency and Deference’, pp. 75–106. 
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a looking=glass you may discover & thereby be able to mend your faults, Lett it 
ever be once a weeke read, that by neglectt it be not forgotten.33  

 

‘Rule (B)’ shares some material with ‘Rule (A)’, but the format is different in two 

important ways. First, in chapter one of ‘Rule (B)’, unlike in ‘Rule (A)’, Herbert outlines 

the pensioners’ day in much the same format given in ‘Directions’, which creates clearer 

links between the prescribed actions for Mistresses and pensioners. Second, ‘Rule (B)’ 

dispenses with the ‘Augustinian Rule’ format in favor of lengthier chapters peppered 

with anecdotes. In chapter four of ‘Rule (B)’, titled: ‘of particular Virtues proper to your 

age and Condition’ Herbert outlines six virtues, including modesty, and relates a series of 

anecdotes to illustrate the importance of modest behavior. She exhorts her readers to be 

careful of their gaze, not letting it rove, for this is the mark of ‘a giddy light-braine’. The 

gaze is often characterized as corrupting in conduct literature, but Herbert also illustrates 

the positive power of the gaze by writing of St Lucien who, we are told, ‘converted an 

infinity of Pagans by his bare countenance’.34  

Herbert makes use of colorful allegories to capture her readers’ attention, as 

when she retells a story found in the sixth sermon of Abbot Dorotheus (a sixth century 

monk) featuring a pirate slave-trader and the destiny of two young girls sold by him at 

auction. ‘A Pious virgin who lead a pious Retired life’ was moved by God to purchase a 

slave girl ‘not yett infected with the ill aire of the world’ and ‘bring her up in all the duties 

of a devout life’35. The pirate brought her two girls who were both well born ‘to a 

convenient fortune’ which they had, of course, by then lost. She did not have enough 

money to buy both, so chose one. The second was bought by ‘a debauched stage-player’ 

who ‘[bred] her up to vanity and to all sorts of vices. a sade lott indeed: O Providence 

 
33 ‘Rule (A)’, p. 11, emphasis added.  
34 ‘Rule (B)’, p. 28. Most conduct manuals cover the topic of the gaze. See for instance R. Brathwaite, The 
English Gentlewoman, Drawne Out of the Full Body Expressing What Habillments Doe Best Attire Her, What 
Ornaments Doe Best Adorne Her, What Complements Doe Best Accomplish Her (London: B. Alsop, T. Fawcet and 
M. Sparke, 1631), section 4 is devoted to ‘Gate, Looke, Speech, Habit’, pp. 82–6. 
35 ‘Rule (A)’, p. 11. 
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says the holy Abbott [Dorotheus] how faithomless [sic] are thy Secrett judgments! how 

Littile understoode though ever adorable are the methods of thy judgments 

government!’36 Several pages later Herbert declares the moral of the story:  

  Behould in this history Dear Children your owne case faithfully Lay’d out, a 
lively picture of gods Providence over & most perticular mercy to you[.] how 
many yong Ladyes and Children be there [in] England, of as intier innocence as 
you brought over with you, endued with equal or Richer talents for the 
Pracitces of virtue, of the same, age rank, & condition with you whom gods 
Providence seems to have Past by since they are left in the middle of a wicked 
world, where all most all the[y] see is capable to seduce there mind to vanity and 
to debauche by Little & Little their heart to vice [...what] tendereness [sic] 
towards you hath gods Providence shewed in disposing that you should be 
brought over to the Pious house you now live in, in which the due care of those 
to whose hands god confided your Education, will lead you step by step in the 
Easy yett advantages [sic] Pratises [sic] of true vertue; an help you to Layy a sure 
fundation upon which you raise after wards the whole structure of a holy & 
happy Life37 
 

One wonders how far Herbert’s sympathetic concern extended: to the children of poor 

Catholics, who could not afford to send their children abroad to be educated at a 

convent or seminary? or further, to the children of most Protestants and Dissenters who 

would not? In either case, her message to the Nazareth pensioners is clear: God has 

selected you to be here, so make the best of it. 

‘Rule (B)’ places greater emphasis on the themes of birth and status than ‘Rule 

(A)’. For instance, ‘Rule (B)’, chapter five, ‘Of Obedience and tractability’, spells out the 

link between status, education and morality, in no uncertain terms, before making a 

radical statement about the pensioners’ obedience to their Mistresses:  

 Being well borne and Educated you will finde less difficulty in the practises of 
this virtu, ha^r^d only to such, the baseness of whose birth and slavish ruffness 
of whose Education hath accustomed, never to reguard duty and decency, but 
only to act by feare and compulsion. there must bee nothing so base in your 
conduct: your Mistrisses beare the place of both father and Mother, nay Even 
that of God in reguard to you, obey them Exactly by motive of Conscience, and 
not only for feare [...] they answer to God for your Education, but you will bee 

 
36 Ibid., p. 12. 
37 Ibid., p. 14. 
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much more answerable if you obey not Exactly /p.36/ their comands, since 
God himself says to you of them, who despises them despises me.38 
 

The underlined passage, recalling John 15.23 ‘He that hateth me, hateth my Father also’ 

radically recasts the original equation—to hate me [Jesus] is to hate God—as to hate the 

Mistresses is to hate God. By extension, to reject the convent school is to reject God and 

Catholicism. This is a dramatic bid on Herbert’s part to instil obedience in the pensioners 

by inviting them to imagine their School Mistresses as God-like figures, second only to 

the Prioress. 

Herbert also casts the school and its pupils in quasi-monastic terms: ‘Bee 

Perswaded that what ever state of life Providence designes for you, what ever condition 

of life you are to Past [sic.] yours in, you are at Present in the novishipe of it in which 

you are to Learne all that is to make it Christian and happy.’39 Her image of the pupil as 

Novice extends the sanctity of the convent to the children in its care. They are not 

simply receiving an education; they are acquiring skills for later life and testing 

themselves to see whether they will choose the path of professional religion or marriage 

and family life. Herbert achieves the rhetoric of pupil as Novice and convent school as 

testing ground by combining three genres: monastic guidance distilled from the 

‘Augustinian Rule’, anecdotes of Christian virtue derived from sermons and other 

sources and, finally, good manners derived from popular domestic manuals.  

 

4.3 Theological implications of hair combing  

Both versions of the school ‘Rules’, and ‘Directions’, reveal much about Herbert’s 

particular strand of Augustinianism and her take on lay piety. In ‘Directions’, in the 

section devoted to the morning routine, Herbert writes that the youngest girls were to 

have their hair combed by the School Mistress, while the older children were to learn to 

 
38 ‘Rule (B)’, pp. 35–6. 
39 ‘Rule (A)’, p. 46. 
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comb their own hair. However, the Mistress must ‘at least comb [the older children’s 

hair] once or twice a week for fear they should neglect doing it themselves as they ought, 

by which their hair might be endamaged, for want of well looking to’.40 The length, 

health and style of women’s hair was a significant marker of social status in all countries 

and classes in Europe at this period, but in Catholic circles it was particularly symbolic of 

the divide between lay and secular women. Consider Winefrid Thimelby’s request for a 

lock of her sister Katherine’s hair, and her reference to her own hair—short-cropped 

since her profession, and grey—she teases—because of her constant concern for her 

sister: ‘I have not a jot of my Sisters haires mine is too short to doe any thing with [but 

take it as] /fol.62v/ it is the gray haires you will account my Sisters for she made them 

so.’41 A nun’s short-cropped hair was emblematic of her life-choice and the division 

between herself and secular women. Herbert’s section on hair-care in ‘Directions’ 

announces her awareness of lay concerns about personal appearance, and about the 

marriage market, and stands in stark contrast to the advice of the nun Jacqueline Pascal 

of Port-Royal who writes:  

We exhort them to comb their hair and to dress as quickly as possible. This 
accustoms them to giving as little time as possible to decorating a body that 
must serve as food for worms. This also acts as a reparation for the vanity of 
society women when they dress and have their hair done.42  
 

Pascal’s Rule, informed by her Jansenist austerity, envisaged the convent school as a 

corrective against the worldliness experienced by children before they arrived, and 

anything they might experience after they left. If they could bear the austerities of the 

school, the pupils would make good nuns, but if not, and if they returned to the world, at 

least they had some experience of self-abnegation to draw on in shaping their secular 

 
40 ‘A Rule for School Mistresses’, p. unnumbered. Of course, hair-combing was not just important with 
regards to appearance; there were important health and hygiene considerations, too, e.g. the prevention of 
lice. I am grateful to Cathy Shrank for alerting me to the practical significance of this passage.  
41 These bracketed words are no longer visible because the original letter is too tightly bound into BL MS 
Add. 36452, fols 61r–62v. Words in brackets are supplied from TL, II, ‘Letter XL’, pp. 5–8 (p. 8). 
42 Pascal, Rule, ed. and trans. by Conley, p. 73. 
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lives. Pascal’s attitudes are not uniquely Jansenist nor Catholic: we find them elsewhere in 

guidance literature written by Quakers, Calvinists and members of other Protestant and 

Dissenting groups. In Mary Penington’s conversion narrative, discussed in Chapter 4 of 

this thesis, she refers to her difficulty in forgoing worldly things and cultivating her 

appearance, and the corresponding joy she felt once she had learned to let these things 

go. Early Quakers, like Pascal and her community, saw a spiritual profit in teaching the 

values of simplicity to children in their respective communities, before those children 

became accustomed to finery and luxury.  

While Pascal wanted the school environment to instil and export austerity, 

Herbert designed the manuals for the Nazareth school so as to cultivate a set of genteel 

manners more closely modelled on secular, polite society. Even so, it is briefly worth 

considering that Herbert may have been aware of Pascal and her Rule or similar 

approaches to convent education. Both women were educational reformers who, broadly 

speaking, aimed at the same ideals: instilling pensioners with a secure moral foundation 

for use throughout their lives; educating them in languages, reading, writing, arithmetic 

and other subjects; and exposing them to a range of catechetical and devotional Catholic 

works. Only a generation apart, Herbert and Pascal were contemporaries with ties 

(respectively) to the English and French courts based in Paris. Both Nazareth and Port-

Royal received many well-born children from courtly society into their schools and, in 

some cases, the continental and English convents were in direct competition to recruit 

pensioners. Both also had members of high social standing, and bother were 

Augustinian, though of very different kinds.  

While Herbert’s printed writings show an affinity for Augustine, her outlook and 

the devotional culture she promoted at Nazareth was decidedly favourable to Jesuit 

teachings, whereas Pascal and many of the Port-Royal nuns spent much of their careers 

in conflict with the Society of Jesus. Given that Cardinal Bona (1609–74) could define 
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Jansenists as ‘fervent Catholics who don’t like the Jesuits’ it seems unlikely that Herbert 

and Pascal would have shared a world-view (for the here or the hereafter).43 Yet Pascal’s 

Rule—which was one of the first manuals of convent education ever to be widely 

circulated—might have served as both a template, and a point of departure for Herbert 

when she wrote ‘Directions’ and the two drafts of the school ‘Rule’.  

 Pascal’s Rule and Herbert’s ‘Directions’ and ‘Rule (B)’ attend to many of the same 

issues and share a common structure: they trace the pensioners’ day from start to finish, 

minutely prescribing the children’s behavior, and the Mistress’ role in their moral 

development at each point. Whatever their precise antecedents—Pascal and/or 

professionally religious authors and/or domestic civility manuals—’Directions’ and 

‘Rules’ ‘(A)’ and ‘(B)’ were composed in the context of a larger European discussion 

about the education of young women. The composition of these manuscript treatises to 

mark the re-opening of the convent school at Nazareth set Herbert on a path of 

educational reform and conventual reform, more broadly, that would ultimately lead her 

to have her works printed.  

 
 

5 Print 

 
Herbert’s extensive experience of recalibrating the school rules for Mistresses and 

students ultimately resulted in her first printed work, an adaption of ‘Rule (B)’ titled, A 

Daily Exercise and Devotions for Young Ladies, and Gentlewomen Pensioners At the Monastery of the 

English Canonesses Regulars of the Holy Order of S. Augustin, At Bruges (1712) which was 

 
43 On Jansenism in the ancien regime see E. Rapley, A Social History of the Cloister: Daily Life in the Teaching 
Monasteries of the Old Regime (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2001), p. 66. 
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reprinted four more times during the next hundred years.44 Thus Herbert’s convent and 

school reforms served as a bridge between her manuscript and print activities.  

Daily Exercise was followed a decade later by Severall Excellent Methods of Hearing 

Mass (1722);45 and Several Methods and Practices of Devotion Appartaining to a Religious Life 

(1743) each of which went through four further editions.46 Multiple copies of 1722 and 

1743 editions of these works were sent to St Monica’s and various English Poor Clare 

communities. There is evidence that the Bridgettines of Syon also had copies, though 

whether these were received as gifts or were purchased is unclear.47  

 

5.1 Print audiences 

Severall Excellent Methods of Hearing Mass was aimed at laity and professional religious, and 

was probably designed to appeal to as broad a Catholic audience as possible. Herbert 

reports the success of this volume in glowing terms in the ‘Bruges Chronicle’ entry for 

1722: 

 This year our Reverende Superior caused a very profitable book to be printed 
for her community: her Reverence had collected her self from many good 
Authors. It contains several excellent methods for holy Mass, and pious 
/p.391/ practices for religious duties. Most of the English Monastries were very 
desirous of them, and had several; but her Reverence could not spare so many 
as they desired for fear she should not have enough for her own Religious. Lady 

 
44 A Daily Exercise and Devotions for Young Ladies, and Gentlewomen Pensioners At the Monastery of the English 
Canonesses Regulars of the Holy Order of S. Augustin, At Bruges. Collected from many good Authors (Douai, printed 
by M. Mairesse, 1712); (Douai, Printed by J.F. Willerval, 1748); (Bruges: P. Roose, 1766; 
repr. 1786; 2nd edn Bruges: 1816). 
45 Severall Excellent Methods of Hearing Mass fruit and benefit according to the institution of that Divine Sacrifice and the 
intention of our Holy Mother the Church with Motives to induce all good Christians, particularly Religious Persons to make 
use of the same: as also several other practices of Devotion appertaining to a Religious life Collected Together By the Right 
Honourable Lady Lucy Herbert of Powis Superiour of the English Augustin-Nuns. At Bruges (Bruges: J. Decock, 
1722; 1742); in Bruges in 1790 by C. de Moor; and in London by the English Catholic Printer J.P. Coghlan 
in 1791. 
46 Several Methods and Practices of Devotion Appartaining to a Religious Life. Collected Together by the Right Honourable 
Lady Lucy Herbert of Powis, Superiour of the English Augustin-Nuns. (Bruges: with the permission by the Widow 
of J. de Cock, 1743; repr. in Bruges: P. Roose, 1764); (Bruges: P. Roose, 1766); (Bruges: C. de Moor, 1789); 
(London: J.P. Coghlan, 1791). 
47 See ‘Introduction to Several Methods and Practices of Devotion’ in ECIE, 1600–1800, ed. by L. Lux-Sterritt, 
II: Spirituality, pp. 121–37, who identifies Poor Clare copies held in Durham and Bridgettine copies held at 
Exeter University library. 
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Teresa Throgmorton (niece to our Reverende Mother) presented her Reverence 
with 22 pound Sterlin for the printing of them.48 

 

In 1737, while the domed church—her major architectural legacy—was under 

construction, Prioress Herbert arranged for the convent’s ‘Rule’ to be printed and copies 

to be sent to St Monica’s: 

we having the exposission of our Rule (which our customes requires should 
once a year be read in the refectory) but in a writen hand and not well done 
neither our Reverend Mother proposs’d to Loven to joyn with us to have that 
printed which was translated out of french and much more to our liking which 
they consented to. we got a hunder’d printed fifty for them and the same for 
ourselves, which was printed the year before last but forgot to be put down [in 
the chronicle], Reverend Mother gave to each of the religious one, and sent fifty 
to Loven.49 

 

This passage clearly indicates that Herbert valued print production as a tool for ensuring 

that everyone within her own community was on the same page—reading from the same 

rule-book, as it were. The passage is also suggestive of her motives for engaging in 

compilation, as opposed to ‘original’ writing. In forming her printed works Herbert 

gathered excerpts from other authors who she usually did not identify. Her sources 

included the Church Fathers, including Augustine, as well as more recent authors, such 

as Sabran and The Key of Paradise (1675).50 In printing these compilations under her own 

name she was essentially acting as an anthologist for a broader readership: compilation 

enabled her to recalibrate older sources and bring them into dialogue with one another. 

This passage from the 1722 chronicle entry is also notable as evidence of an ongoing 

literary and cultural exchange between St Monica’s and Nazareth.  

 Thanks in large part to the dissemination of her printed works amongst lay 

Catholics and other religious houses, Herbert was well known as a compiler and author 

of guidance in her own time. She has even been described by a modern anthologist, 
 
48 MS ‘BC, 1729–93’, pp. 390–1. 
49 MS ‘BC, 1729–93’, p. 44. I have not found any trace of this work in either the St Monica’s or Nazareth 
libraries, nor any records in standard catalogues. 
50 Key of Paradise: opening the gate to eternal salvation (St Omers: 1675). 
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Michael Mullett, as ‘the sole major English female Catholic writer of the age’.51 Mullett’s 

focus on print to the exclusion of manuscript culture would enable such an assessment 

but, as this thesis attempts to highlight, such a view is untenable: there were many 

women writers in the English convents in exile, whose manuscript production, however 

limited their original or intended audiences, did have an impact on lay friends, family, 

male clerics and fellow nuns in other convents. That said, Herbert is one of very few 

English nuns who printed under her own name during the exile period, and she is the 

first nun from St Monica’s or Nazareth who can be identified as a print-author. Her 

decision to print under her own name and to announce the name of her convent on the 

title page of all of her works is significant too: the practice suggests that the devotional 

modes described in her books are practiced at Nazareth, and that readers interested in 

those devotional modes would do well to consider Nazareth as a place to send young 

women for their education or profession.  

Many of Herbert’s volumes survive in private convent archives as well as public 

repositories in the UK and US. They are often inscribed by their owners or readers and 

reveal a wide web of dissemination and readership amongst both professionally religious 

and lay Catholics. Daily Exercise was given to pensioners while they were at the Nazareth 

school, and there is evidence that those who became nuns retained their copy for use in 

their religious life: a 1712 copy of Daily Exercise held at Nazareth bears three inscriptions: 

‘J.M.+IC’ (Joseph, Mary and Jesus); ‘+ for the use of Nutty [sic.]’ and ‘for Mary 

Elizabeth use of 1794’, probably referring to the Nazareth nun Mary Elizabeth Houch (p. 

26 January 1790).52 Another copy now held in the Bodleian bears the signature of Mary 

Lindsay, nurse to Prioress Herbert’s niece, Anne Maxwell: ‘This Book was Given me By 

The Reverend Honourable Lady Lucey Herbert, Lady Abbess of the Augustines, 
 
51English Catholicism, 1680–1830, ed. by M. Mullett, 6 vols (London: P&C, 2006), I: English Catholic Writing 
on Religious Controversies 1685–1736, p. xi. 
52 Bruges, Nazareth Library, D 51 a 88. Houch does not have a WWTN? entry because she professed post-
1800. 
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Channonesses att Bruges the 17th day of August, New stile, Anno Domini 1716 Mary 

Lindsay.’53 Lindsay travelled with Anne Maxwell, Lady Nithsdale and Mrs Evans 

(Nithsdale’s personal maid) to the continent in 1715 in the wake of Lord Nithsdale’s 

escape from the Tower. Lindsay cared for Lady Nithsdale during the difficult trip from 

London to Sluice during which Lady Nithsdale miscarried and was very ill. According to 

Lady Nithsdale she and her child would have died without their female companions to 

care for them.54 Herbert’s gift volume was probably given in recognition of this fact. 

 Evidence that Herbert’s volumes were passed on from one generation to the 

next, from one religious to another, and from one lay person to another is typified in a 

single volume of Several Excellent Methods (1722). The front paste-down paper bears an 

inscription by the St Monica’s nun Margaret Tunstall, in religion Mary Aloysia (c. 1761–

1816; LA284): ‘I was put into the holy & ever adored Association of the perpetual 

Adoration on the 2d of Feby 1777 at Liege my hour is from seven till eight on Good 

Fryday Morning’, while the title page bears an older inscription: ‘Sister Anne tunstall 

from yours Henrietta Markham’ which suggests this volume was initially given by the 

Nazareth nun Henrietta Markham, in religion Melior (c. 1674–1733; BA136), to the St 

Monica’s nun Anne Tunstall, in religion Pulcheria (c. 1678–1758; LA279), within the first 

decade of the volume’s publication.55 On the verso of the title page a man writes: 

‘George Horton’s book given him by his Affectionate Grandmother Lady Jeynham’ 

possibly Lady Jerningham. The final flyleaf contains further inscriptions from Horton 

and Margaret Tunstall.56 Other copies of Herbert’s works that survive in the Nazareth 

library are inscribed and annotated by successive generations of Nazareth nuns or their 

 
53 Oxford, Bodleian, item 1402.f. 81. 
54 For further details of Lindsay’s relationship to the Nithsdales see H. Tayler, Lady Nithsdale and Her Family 
(London: Chiswick Press, 1939), p. 32. 
55 Another Nazareth volume contains Markham’s signature and sheds light on her reading habits: La 
Conduite de S. Ignace de Loyola menant une ame a la perfection par les exercices spirituels, trans. by Antoine Vatier S.J. 
(Brussels: 1651), item D 44 a 44 (5). Markham, like Herbert, appears to have found the Jesuit method of 
spiritual retreats useful. 
56 Oxford, Bodleian, item Vet. B4 f.208. 
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family members, for instance: Anne Green, in religion Anne Austin (c. 1748–1833; 

BA090) signs her name in a 1789 copy of Several Methods and Practices of Devotion; while a 

1766 copy of the same title bears a black and white photograph of a couple on their 

honeymoon and the inscription: ‘the gift of Baron de Crombrugghe de Lovinghe née 

Maria de te’serclaes de Wommersom (an old girl.) and the Mother of two of our nuns. 

May 8th 1923’.57 This was probably her copy of Several Methods and Practices of Devotion 

which she or her daughters gifted back to the convent. According to the current 

Nazareth archivist, Sister Mary Aline, the Baroness was responsible for helping with a 

translation of the chronicle of Diepenveen, the great-great-grandmother house of 

Nazareth, through which Nazareth traces its claim to the Common Life movement of 

Windesheim.58 These inscriptions demonstrate that, from the time of their printing, well 

into the Twentieth Century, Herbert’s books were widely read and circulated within the 

English Catholic community, and created lasting bonds between Nazareth and members 

of the wider Catholic community.  

 

6 The next generation: London editions and Prioress Mary Augustina More 

The first two printings of Severall Excellent Methods of Hearing Mass (1722, repr. 1742) close 

with ‘A Prayer for our King, and Countrey’ to be recited by readers and directed to each 

element of the Trinity: God, Jesus and the Holy Spirit. This is an excerpt from the 

prayer: 

regard us, as you are our Pastour, as the sheep of your flock and as the poor 
remaines of your ancient sheepfold in England [...] Inspire ô JESUS with your 
holy grace, endue with your holy spirit the Missioners of our nation consecrated 
to your service, /p./ renew in them the wisdom zeal and piety of their 
predecessours, purifie their lives, second their words, and sanctifie their ministry 
[...] Shower down your blessings, ô bountiful God upon your annointed our 
SOVEREIGN King James the third, upon our gracious Queen Clementina, and the 

 
57 Nazareth Library, item D 51 a 75; item D 51 a 87. 
58 Nazareth, MS F11.FSC.13, ‘Diepenveen Chronicle’, an English edition made by nuns of Heywards 
Heath in 1965, using the earlier translation by Maria de te’serclaes de Wommersom and her daughters. See 
introduction: pp. i–iii. 
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prince of Wales, &c. And as you have mercifully pleased to call them to the unity 
of your faith, and bosome of your Church; let them see that you are their 
safeguard; grant them constancy [...] direct them in their councils [...] Re-establish 
them in their Kingdomes and give them many years to enjoy the same.59  

 

This prayer made public Prioress Herbert’s allegiance to the Stuarts—a loyalty born of 

family connections, and perpetuated by Herbert during her time as Prioress. The ‘Bruges 

Chronicle’ relates several details of the Lord and Lady Powis’ service to James II and III, 

and the latter’s friendship with the convent: he visited Nazareth on 8 August 1708, and 

administered ‘the King’s touch’ to several ill nuns in the infirmary.60 This visit came only 

months before Herbert’s election to the role of Prioress. Among the list of gifts given to 

Prioress Herbert and the convent for their jubilee in 1729, Herbert records that ‘our 

Queen Mary, King James the Second’s Queen, gave her picture to our Reverende Mother 

Herbert’.61  

While the Herberts’ loyalty to the Stuart cause was well known in England and 

Europe, it was Prioress Herbert’s printed works that enabled her to state her own loyalty 

to the Stuarts on behalf of herself and her nuns. The prayer at the back of Severall 

Excellent Methods of Hearing Mass was not an attempt to attract royal patronage so much as 

to re-affirm it and signal Nazareth’s pre-existing link with the Stuarts. This long-standing 

connection—in addition to the devotional content of Herbert’s work—was designed to 

recommend her volumes to a wide English Catholic readership and succeeded in doing 

 
59 Severall Excellent Methods of Hearing Mass (1722), last two pages of the volume, unnumbered. These lines 
are taken from a longer section spanning the last three quarters of the text of the prayer. Italics as they 
appear in the text. 
60 Charles II, James II and III visited many of the English convents in exile during their own exiles. Many 
of the convents provided them with funds, gifts and hospitality in return for patronage, gifts and prestige. 
Of particular note is Charles II’s patronage of the Benedictine convent founded at Dunkirk in 1662. He 
promised to fund it while he was in exile, but once he returned to England to take the throne he came 
under pressure to withdraw his support. Abbess Anne Neville and Lady Mary Percy broke enclosure in 
order to visit the English Court and lobby the king to fulfil his promise. See: C. Bowden, ‘The Abbess and 
Mrs Brown: Lady Mary Knatchbull and Royalist Politics in Flanders in the Late 1650s’, Recusant History, 24 
(1999), 288–308 and C. Walker, ‘Prayer, Patronage, and Political Conspiracy: English Nuns and the 
Restoration’ The Historical Journal, 43 (2000), 1–23. 
61 Nazareth, TS ‘BC, 1629–1729’, p. 462. 
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so, as evidenced by the variety of inscriptions in surviving volumes described in the 

previous section.  

But how did Herbert’s Stuart connections play out in future printings of her 

popular devotional work? In 1791 the Catholic London-based printer, J.P. Coghlan, 

printed new editions of Severall Excellent Methods of Hearing Mass and Several Methods and 

Practices of Devotion. He reworded the old dedicatory prayer to James III and directed it 

toward George III (1760–1820) and his heirs62:  

Shower down your blessings, O Bountiful God, upon your anointed our 
SOVEREIGN King George, and all the Royal Family. And as you have mercifully 
pleased to call them to the unity of your Faith and bosom of your Church; let 
them see that you are their Safeguard; [...] render them victorious over all their 
Enemies; reestablish them in their Kingdoms, and give them many years to 
enjoy the same.63 

 

Coghlan’s appropriation of the prayer and, indeed, his printing of Herbert’s works at this 

particular historical moment, were largely political. 1791 was the year Parliament signed 

the Roman Catholic Relief Act allowing Catholics limited freedoms: they could practise 

law, worship at Catholic services and run schools for Catholic children, but Protestant 

children could not attend those schools, and monasteries were still forbidden to operate 

on British soil.64 Coghlan’s rewrite portrays George III not only as a hero to English 

Catholics but also as a Catholic, which he was not. To what extent Coghlan’s 

representations penetrated the Protestant political sphere is uncertain, but George III’s 

subsequent refusal to support overtly Catholic legislation suggests that his warm 

 
62 Unusually for Coghlan, he did not announce his name as printer on the title page, though the type is 
undoubtedly his. Various catalogue records confirm this, as does Coghlan Correspondence, ed. by F. Blom and 
others (Suffolk: Boydell Press, 2007), which discusses details of Coghlan’s type and how he acquired it. See 
‘Introduction’, pp. xiii–xxxv, esp. xiv and xix as well as the section titled ‘Coghlan and the exiled religious 
communities’, pp. xxv–xxvii. 
63 Several Methods and Practices of Devotion (1791), pp. unnumbered, italics as they appear in the text. 
64 The Mary Ward sisters were the exception in the sense that they had conducted a semi-monastic 
existence on English soil for over 100 years by this time, and had educated many Catholic children at the 
Bar Convent site in York. 
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reception among Catholics probably did not help them or him in convincing Protestants 

to enact greater toleration. 

 During the previous year, 1790, Coghlan had printed a volume of excerpts from 

the writings of St Teresa, translated by John Milner (1752–1826; ODNB)65 and dedicated 

to Prioress Mary Augustina More, who served at Nazareth from August 1766 to 1807, 

and who was a descendant of Sir Thomas More.66 Milner’s dedicatory epistle cum preface 

runs for nearly a quarter of the first volume and explains his choice of Prioress More as 

dedicatee; the usefulness of religious vocations, and the efficacy of convent education 

and nuns’ abilities to teach. Bear in mind that this volume was issued before monastic 

institutions were legally allowed to operate in Britain again:  

in an age which seems to threaten a second grand defection from the Church, 
under the delusive idea of reforming errors and abuses, a work of the old 
stamp, like this, calculated to oppose the prevailing torrent, by opposing that 
spirit of irreligion from which it flows, naturally seeks for protection in a lineal 
descendant of that illustrious Martyr, the Rescuer, in his age, of his country 
from infamy* [*Sir Thomas More], who endeavoured to extinguish the flames 
of the first Reformation with his blood, and whose Christian use of the great 
talents, with which he was entrusted, has proved /p.vii/ that men are not 
always wicked in proportion to the means they have of being so.67 
 

This dedication neatly encapsulates the ongoing relevance of Sir Thomas More’s legacy 

in two ways: first, it demonstrates that the memorialisation of More’s death was not 

relegated to convents and seminaries in exile and their little-known manuscript 

productions. Second, lay Catholic interest in More did not just resurface in the run-up to 
 
65 Milner was educated at Wolverhampton (1765–6) and Douai (c. 1767–77) and served as a missionary in 
London (1777–9) before Bishop Challoner transferred him to Winchester. In 1790 Milner styled himself a 
fellow of the Society of Antiquaries although the work for which he ostensibly received this title is only 
thought to have been printed in 1798: The History, Civil and Ecclesiastical, and Survey of the Antiquities of 
Winchester, 2 vols (1798–1801). Milner was appointed Vicar Apostolic of the Midlands and Bishop of 
Castabala in partibus infidelium in 1803. J.F. Champ describes his important contributions to late eighteenth-
century English Catholicism as follows: ‘It was not just as an ecclesiastical politician that Milner was of the 
greatest significance but as a local Bishop who reshaped the traditional pastoral tasks to meet the demands 
of the new century, asserting the rights and duties of episcopal leadership in a new way.’ (ODNB). 
66 Exclamations of the Soul to God; or the Meditations of St Teresa After Communion. Newly Translated Together with an 
Introductory Dedication to a Reverend Prioress, trans. by J. Milner, 2 vols (London: J.P. Coghlan, 1790). The 
volume includes a frontispiece depicting St Teresa (a reproduction appears in Coughlan Correspondence, p. 
146. A copy held in the Nazareth library (item CW 47 a 29 (1)) has been hand-painted and signed ‘Str 
Joachem’ by Catharina Forshaw, in religion Joachim (1732–1821; BA083), a convent servant who 
professed as a Lay sister on 5 May, 1759. 
67 Exclamations, pp. vi-vii. 
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the quatercentenary of his death and canonization in 1935, as some have argued, but was 

a perpetual theme of Catholic experience throughout the exile period and during the 

Nineteenth Century, especially for convents with members in the More line who chose 

to emphasize the connection. The dedication also demonstrates that the familial 

discourse in which Elizabeth Shirley and Mary Copley participated and which they 

extended to their Sisters at Nazareth had a long and lasting influence. It was through 

texts such as the ‘Life’, of which there were several copies at Nazareth, and possibly also 

through the ‘Louvain Chronicle’ (discussed in Chapter 1 of this thesis) that Eighteenth 

Century nuns would have continued to encounter stories about More and his powerful 

female relatives.  

No matter how different the religio-political realities of the 1530s were from 

those of the 1790s, Milner and others chose to emphasize the English convents in exile 

as living proof that More’s sacrifice had not been in vain, and indeed, that his sacrifice 

was on-going—perpetuated by those called to self-exile in pursuit of the religious life: 

The defence of the Religious profession, now so much attacked, and 
everywhere attacked with impunity, I owe not only to our Saint [Teresa], who 
was so eminent a propagator of it; but also to the Lady I am now addressing, 
who, like our Saint, has sacrificed to it all her worldly prospects, when placed in 
the dazzling sunshine of youth. But when I profess myself the advocate of this 
state, it is only, where it is embraced upon proper motives, and where the spirit 
of it /p.xxi/ is properly preserved, as envy itself must allow to be the case, with 
regard, Madam, to your pious Community, and to the edifying inhabitants of 
our English Convents in general.68 
 

He continues:  
 
Your profession, Madam, is not useless to the Christian world, while you 
continue to edify it by your example. It is of the utmost consequence to the 
cause of Christianity, so intimately connected with the temporal welfare of 
mankind, that /p.xxv/ Religion should be protected in its genuine perfection, 
and that it should have certain retreats, where it may exert its full influence, the 
thorns being, as it were, plucked up that usually prevent its due growth.69 

 

 
68 Ibid., pp. xx–xxi. 
69 Ibid., pp. xxiv–xxv. 
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Milner continues in this vein, finally arriving at a discussion of the importance of 

convents in providing young women with the advantages of a solid Catholic education: 

‘where are [young women], with God’s assistance, to acquire these invaluable advantages, 

except where their mothers have acquired them, in the advantages and spirit of a 

Convent education?’70 Milner’s commendation of convent education, published one year 

before Catholics were granted permission to educate their children in England, was 

either canny or fortuitous. In either case, he gave an overview of the importance of the 

exile period and religious houses in particular: works of religious worth, such as the 

meditations of St Teresa would be used and nourished by convent members; the nuns 

themselves would provide a valuable service to ‘the Christian world’ in living a life of 

prayer and retreat; and finally, the lay community and, again, ‘the Christian world’, would 

benefit from convent schools, in which young women were exposed to good works and 

good books, among which Milner, no doubt, intended his translation to be counted.  

For some lay authors, such as Milner, convents were not irrelevant backwaters 

and nuns were not personae non gratae. Convents and their inhabitants maintained and 

symbolized the ‘Old Faith’; the nuns were worthy dedicatees of devotional literature and 

played a significant role in perpetuating Catholic doctrine for future generations. 

Although his is a confessionally-biased account of the importance of nuns and convents, 

Milner’s dedication and works like it should be brought into the debates about early 

modern anti-Catholicism, Catholicism and religious toleration. Scholarship focused on 

anti-Catholicism rarely considers what Catholics had to say about themselves, and about 

the criticisms so frequently levelled at them—their monastic institutions and schools in 

particular.71  

 
70 Ibid., p. xxvii. 
71 See ECIE, 1600–1800, ed. by C. Mangion with M. Questier, E. Major and C. Bowden, VI: The Convents 
and the Outside World (2013) for a balanced representation of Catholic communities from both the 
Protestant and Catholic perspective. See A.N. Acosta, ‘Hotbeds of Popery: Convents in the English 
Literary Imagination’, Eighteenth Century Fiction, 15 (2003), 615–42, which offers a fascinating account of the 
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Prioress More’s ‘Bruges Chronicle’ entry for 1791 neatly demonstrates the 

ongoing importance of Herbert’s printed works to the Nazareth community, as well as 

the importance of the convent school, and the centrality of literary and artistic 

performance at convent celebrations. This entry describes how Prioress More celebrated 

her jubilee with feasts, plays and gift exchanges between herself, her nuns and the 

convent pensioners:  

when Reverend Mother was seated on the Throne, one of the pensioners 
repeated a copy of Verses, then they presented her with their works, which were 
very handsome; after which they danced, & then went one by one to her, & 
received a book for hearing Mass collected by Lady Lucy Herbert.72  
 

The edition in question was most likely Coghlan’s of 1791. Prioress More’s record of the 

occasion indicates how the world of lay print production, convent literary production 

and convent education continued to unfold and interact during the Eighteenth Century. 

 

7 Conclusion 

Prioress Herbert is easily the most significant and prolific, if not the most interesting or 

gifted, of the St Monica’s and Nazareth author-nuns. She brought about extensive 

changes to her convent and reinforced them through a variety of literary genres: her 

anonymous chronicle stints, her manuals for the school and her printed volumes. 

Herbert unified St Monica’s and Nazareth in their everyday religious operations by 

printing an updated ‘Rule’ and ‘Statutes’ and distributing a copy to each nun for her 

personal use. She also wrote for a lay audience, under her own name, thus spreading the 

reputation of her house to a wider Catholic lay community. Prioress More extended 

                                                                                                                                      
 
 
 
 
function of exilic convents and convent ruins in eighteenth-century Protestant English fiction, but which 
excludes representations of convents written by Catholics. 
72 MS ‘BC, 1729–93’, p. 332. 
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Herbert’s reach and influence, and Coghlan updated Herbert’s work for future 

generations. Thus Nazareth’s influence expanded in the Eighteenth Century, making it 

one of the better-known English convents from the exile period.  

 Herbert’s tactics for consolidating her own power were complex and, at times, 

chilling, as when she interprets the death of Subprioress Rookwood as God’s will that 

the updated 1716 ‘Statutes’ should proceed. Yet this episode, and much of Herbert’s 

corpus, reveals her deep understanding of the interactions between authority and 

authorship. Herbert wielded her pen and her policies to achieve what she appears to have 

genuinely believed to be in the convent’s best interest. Her written work is a testament to 

her political acuity, and a clear demonstration of the power of the pen.  
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Conclusion 
English Catholic nuns who professed between 1550 and 1800 undertook a double self-

exile: a remove from Britain to the continent followed by sequestration within a cloister. 

Yet as I hope this thesis has demonstrated, even while the English nuns were cloistered, 

their voices reached beyond the convent walls. They remained active members of their 

family networks, local communities and the wider Catholic community in Europe, 

England and the New World. Their literature, however little of it appeared in print or 

circulated in manuscript, was influenced by a wider textual culture beyond the convent 

that stretched back to the Classics and right up to the nuns’ present. Despite their 

removal from the world, these women writers must be considered in the company of 

canonical authors such as Virgil and Augustine, and less well known male and female 

writers of other faith persuasions and none.  

This thesis has illustrated the value and variety of authorial activity at St Monica’s 

and Nazareth and has suggested ways in which English Augustinian nuns and their texts 

might be studied alongside women at other convents (English, Irish and European), as 

well as in conjunction with early modern writers of other walks of life and faiths. I began 

with two chapters on the chronicles of St Monica’s and Nazareth and revealed how the 

first authors of each work used a sub-genre and authorial approach that I call ‘subsumed 

autobiography’, which resulted in each chronicle being infused with its authors’ 

particular interests and preoccupations. My work on subsumed autobiography 

constitutes my most significant and original contribution to scholarship. This thesis 

presented three major case studies (and a few minor ones) in which subsumed 

autobiography was central to an anonymous author’s textual production. In Chapter 1 I 

focused on Mary Copley’s education and Latinity and her portrayal of sieges, building on 

my recent discovery that Copley was the first chronicler of St Monica’s. Chapter 1 
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overturns arguments by Isobel Grundy about early modern convent chronicle genres, 

sweeping claims by D.R. Woolf, who has argued that early modern English chronicles 

died out in the seventeenth century, due to competing genres, many of them 

autobiographical, and the advent of print.  

In Chapter 2 I made a case for the identity of the first Nazareth chronicler in 

light of her use of self-accounting and financial accounting in the narrative. This chapter 

is unusual within the existing body of scholarship devoted to convent literature in that it 

examines how the duties of particular convent post-holders (especially the Big Four) 

could bear upon individual writers’ authorial modes and choices of genre. I argue that 

even in the absence of concrete evidence for an anonymous author’s identity (e.g. 

handwriting) we can examine the formal roles described in convent governance manuals 

and an author’s choice of genre(s) in order to establish a case for her identity. This 

chapter discussed how the first Nazareth chronicler (probably Grace Constable) made 

choices about what to portray and what to emphasize in her text which, in turn, 

influenced future chroniclers, many of whom continued to report financial news in their 

annual entries. Even though each chronicler brought her own themes and 

preoccupations to her work, many of which changed over time, certain themes resonate 

across the exile period. Finance is one such theme and it is a particularly interesting one 

because it reveals much about the nuns’ relationships with benefactors and outsiders. 

After turning my attention to letters, a conversion narrative, poems and 

translations in Chapters 3 and 4 I returned to the theme of subsumed autobiographical 

writing in Chapter 5 when I considered how Prioress Herbert exploited anonymity to 

portray herself and her leadership in a flattering light within the ‘Bruges Chronicle’. My 

investigation of her chronicle entries was undertaken within a broader analysis of the 

genres she deployed both before and after she became Prioress. I compared Herbert’s 

authorial modes in her anonymous writings in the chronicle and several governance 
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manuals with her decision to print devotional works under her own name. In addition to 

exploring Herbert’s authorial modes, I also analyzed marginalia and owner/readership 

inscriptions in volumes of her printed works in order to trace the ways in which her 

books were read, and how volumes given as gifts by the Nazareth nuns to lay friends and 

other monastic communities helped them create bonds of patronage and friendship. 

This investigation ended with a consideration of Herbert’s Prioress-successors and the 

ways in which they reprinted her devotional volumes in order to inscribe themselves 

within the English lay Catholic community and the Protestant English community on 

the eve of their return to England, in the aftermath of the French Revolution. Herbert’s 

contributions to Nazareth’s convent culture were wide ranging, long lasting and 

significant. Her career and surviving works neatly encapsulate many of the authorial 

modes discussed in the thesis, and reveal the variety of literary outlets available to 

author-nuns. 

In each of these chapters I have demonstrated how powerful subsumed 

autobiography can be and I have indicated how we might detect when it is being 

deployed. The methods that I have presented here for identifying and analyzing 

subsumed autobiographical acts could be adapted and extended to anonymous writers of 

other faiths, time periods, countries of origin and those writing in languages other than 

English. This sub-genre would be apposite to studies of political propaganda, prison 

literature, institutional writings produced collectively or individually and in marketing and 

advertising, to name only a few areas in which it could be usefully deployed. 

 The case studies devoted to anonymous compositions were balanced out by two 

chapters devoted to authors (not including Herbert) who wrote under their own names 

for the benefit of named individuals or their communities. Chapter 3 argued that the 

letters of Winefrid Thimelby constitute a doctrinally orthodox and poetically 

accomplished meditation on the exigencies of living a good life in preparation for a good 
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death that would hopefully lead her and her family members to heaven. I evaluated the 

existing body of scholarship surrounding her letters (some published and some 

forthcoming) in order to challenge several persistent misunderstandings about 

Thimelby’s letters, and to highlight fascinating new research that will help to bring the 

letters (and other family poems and papers) into conversation with canonical texts. 

Additionally, this chapter addressed some of the omissions and heavy-handed treatment 

of the Aston-Thimelby papers by the antiquarian editor Arthur Clifford (an Aston 

descendant) and thus extends some of the arguments made in my introduction to this 

thesis, namely that we must return to the manuscript sources wherever possible, and 

treat early editions as historical artefacts that are worthy of study in their own right, but 

which do not always present texts accurately. I explored how some of Clifford’s 

omissions shape our reading of the Aston-Thimelby family papers and I have analyzed 

some of the manuscript items he overlooked within the context of my thesis that 

Winefrid Thimelby’s letters were focussed on spiritual guidance. 

 Chapter 4 focused on Catherine Holland, whose conversion narrative was 

modelled on Augustine’s Confessions. This chapter firmly contradicted a body of 

scholarship that states that early modern English Catholic women did not write 

autobiographies and that English Catholics were largely ignorant of Confessions. Not only 

did this chapter explore Holland’s incisive use of Confessions, and her Augustinian self-

fashioning and preoccupation with Augustinian themes in her translations of devotional 

works, original prayers and reflections, it also traced a wider cultural battle between 

Protestants and Catholics over confessional ownership of Augustine. This chapter 

charted some of the ways in which canonical texts (e.g. Confessions) or texts valued by a 

particular community (e.g. Quaker journals and conversion narratives) could be deployed 

by outsiders (converts) seeking entry into the group. Within the course of this discussion 

I identified ways in which Holland and one of her contemporaries, Mary Penington, 
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discussed their individual quests for truth, and the nature of belief and doubt in an effort 

to demonstrate that while these women joined very different religious groups and 

believed different things, they shared some common language when it came to 

expressing their religious convictions. 

 Through these five case studies I have demonstrated that St Monica’s and 

Nazareth fostered literary production in many forms, and that the consumption and 

creation of texts was a vital part of each convent’s culture. My thesis opens a window 

onto textual production at St Monica’s and Nazareth specifically, but my observations 

about genre, anonymous authorship, autobiography, epistolary practices and 

collaborative authorship could be modified and extended to other early modern 

communities or indeed to writers in other periods. 

Although the literary forms and authorial strategies studied herein are diverse, 

this thesis has only scratched the surface of exilic convent literature. Moreover, the gaps 

within the St Monica’s and Nazareth archives have given rise to a number of gaps in this 

study which might not have come about were I studying another convent or convents. 

For instance, further work could and should be done to recover the textual and cultural 

legacy of Prioresses’ Chapter sessions in the English convents in exile. In the case of St 

Monica’s and Nazareth it appears that none of the original Chapter material survives. 

Other convents may have fared better. Likewise, this thesis has not engaged very deeply 

with the devotional aspects of texts, although I have tried to be sensitive to the 

devotional context in which the authors studied here were writing. I am not a theologian, 

and feel that the work of unpicking the theological dimensions of the Chronicles, for 

instance, might be more fruitfully undertaken by other scholars with specialist 

knowledge.  

Additional avenues for future research could include studies of inter-convent 

exchanges of literature, art, relics and the movement of confessors and nuns between 
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convent communities, areas that this study has only touched upon occasionally. Another 

study might consider who edited and read exilic documents and to what purpose. I have 

found evidence that nineteenth- and twentieth-century members of the Mary Ward 

community at the Bar Convent in York exchanged and loaned early modern documents 

with and to Augustinian, Benedictine and Sepulchrine nuns in England and on the 

Continent. More could be done to establish what influence this exchange of exile period 

works by later members of the female communities had on editors such as Hamilton and 

Morris. It seems likely, on the basis of the printed editions examined here (including 

Troubles, Chronicle and Link), that the impetus for these texts lay oftener with the women 

religious than with their male collaborators, just as much as the acts and modes of 

chronicling, accounting, translation, transcribing and governing emanated from the early 

modern nuns more than the clerics or lay people with whom they regularly interacted. 
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Appendices 
1. Margaret Clement* 

Clement, Margaret (1539–1612), prioress of St Ursula, Louvain, was the youngest of 

the eleven children of John *Clement (d. 1572), physician, and his wife, Margaret, née 

Giggs (1508–1570) [see Margaret *Clement]. The Clements were prominent humanist 

Roman Catholics who had met in the household of Sir Thomas More and had married in 

1526. Giggs was More’s adopted daughter, and John Clement served as Greek and Latin 

tutor in the More school: the Clements taught their own children Greek and Latin. In 

1549, in the reign of Edward VI, the Clements went into exile at Louvain and returned to 

England during the reign of Mary in March 1554, before resuming their exile six years 

later when they settled in Mechelen.  

 In 1551, during the family’s first exile, Margaret Clement and her sister, Helen, 

were placed in the school of the Flemish Augustinian convent of St Ursula’s, Louvain. 

An English nun, Elizabeth Woodford (d.1572), who had previously lived in the Clement 

household, served as their unofficial guardian. At fourteen Margaret informed her 

parents of her desire to become a nun. They commissioned a new cell (living quarters) 

for her at Syon Abbey, a famously well-endowed English Bridgettine convent that had 

returned to England under Mary I. However, Clement remained committed to Louvain. 

Rather than defy her parents outright, she made a conditional proposal for her return 

which, she rightly believed, they would refuse: she would come home if they found her a 

husband. John Clement showed the letter to Edmund Bonner, bishop of London, who 

advised that Margaret should remain in Louvain.  

 Margaret Clement wore the scholar’s habit for five years before professing as a 

novice in 1557. She was committed to the religious life and, according to Elizabeth 

 
* These forthcoming ODNB entries are formatted in the dictionary house style and therefore differ from 
the MHRA style used in the rest of this thesis. 
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*Shirley, her fellow Augustinian nun and future biographer, was well-loved by the older 

nuns. Yet convent life was severe. For much of the Sixteenth Century St Ursula’s was 

impoverished, with the diet and habit described as ‘coarse’ and ‘hard’ (Louvain 

Chronicle, Douai Abbey, Woolhampton, Berkshire). Clement bore added burdens. 

Although she and Woodford were the only two English women at St Ursula’s, and 

despite Clement’s parents having commended their daughter to her care, the older nun 

was ‘cruell & hard’ to Margaret (Shirley, 9). Woodford frequently mocked Clement and 

accused her of false piety. Elizabeth Shirley later asked Margaret why she had allowed 

Woodford to behave in this way. Clement replied that she had believed she deserved it, 

or that God had allowed it to prepare her for something greater (ibid.). Margaret’s 

reputation for patient suffering under Woodford, and her resulting good conduct, won 

the admiration of her fellow nuns.  

 In 1569, at the age of thirty, and only twelve years after her profession as a choir 

nun, Clement was elected prioress of St Ursula’s—by a margin of one vote—in 

preference to a Flemish nun, who was ten years her senior. According to Tridentine law, 

prioresses were required to be more than forty years of age; Clement, therefore, could 

not be installed without special dispensation from the bishop of Louvain who ruled in 

her favour. Those nuns who had voted against her now appealed to Rome, and papal 

nuncios were sent to mediate. The nuns were given an opportunity to voice their 

opposition to Clement’s election. They made three complaints: she was too young; she 

was a foreigner (and therefore could never love them as she would people of her own 

nation), and that she wanted to bring in ‘new fashions’—that is Tridentine regulations, of 

which the most important was clausura, meaning limited interaction with lay friends and 

family, and the nuns’ strict enclosure within their convent buildings and gardens (Shirley, 

15). These objections had the opposite effect to that intended, and the nuncios upheld 
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Clement’s election on the basis that she was a strict reformer. She would serve as 

prioress of St Ursula’s for thirty-six years. 

 Soon after her election Clement instituted clausura by having stronger walls built 

around the convent and grates placed over the windows. She strictly limited the time that 

nuns could spend speaking to visitors at the grate which separated them from the outside 

world, and in 1603 refused Elizabeth Westby Allen permission to visit her dying 

daughter, the nun Helen Allen. When Allen appealed to the bishop of Louvain—and 

brought a letter bearing his seal and granting permission for Westby Allen to enter the 

convent—Clement still refused: she had denied similar requests from many Flemish 

nuns, and would not extend preferential treatment to English families. 

 In 1571 Louvain was besieged by the prince of Orange at which time St Ursula’s 

was almost broken apart. Several nuns, fearing rape and murder, attempted to escape the 

convent wearing plain clothes. Clement argued persuasively that they would be safer 

staying together in the chapel, rather than attempting to hide or flee. Nonetheless, she 

and the house confessor prayed with the community and tried to prepare them to meet 

their deaths, if that was God’s will. The convent was not attacked, but the nuns of St 

Ursula’s were required to feed the soldiers who defended Louvain. The expense was such 

that the convent was impoverished for years to come. Shortly after the siege, Louvain 

was flooded and parts of St Ursula’s were badly damaged. This was followed by a period 

of famine and disease that caused the deaths of many nuns. In such circumstances St 

Ursula’s could no longer support itself and sustain clausura. Clement duly sent away her 

able-bodied and most discrete nuns, to live temporarily with their own families. She 

remained with the frailer sisters and went out begging for food to sustain them. The 

community was eventually reunited and Clement’s reputation for piety and good 

governance came to the attention of members of the English Catholic community. 
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Between 1593 and 1605 twenty-five English women joined St Ursula’s, bringing large 

dowries that provided the convent with financial stability. 

 In 1606 Clement resigned as prioress on account of her blindness. Another 

contested election followed in which Winifred de Castro (Connelly, p.146), a Dutch nun 

with fewer votes was installed over an English nun, Mary Wiseman, much to the 

dissatisfaction of some of the English nuns. Over the next four years these nuns raised 

money to establish a new, all-English convent. In 1609 seven women, including Clement, 

Wiseman, and Elizabeth Shirley, were formally released from their vows of perpetuity to 

St Ursula’s, and established the Augustinian convent, St Monica’s, also in Louvain. 

Clement was their first choice as prioress, though she declined and, in November 1609, 

Wiseman was elected in her place with Shirley appointed as sub-prioress. An anonymous 

illustrated poem, ‘I leave you to guess our dear Mother’s surprise’, probably based on 

Shirley’s account or the ‘Louvain Chronicle’, commemorates the nuns’ move to the new 

convent in February 1609. The poem also records a ‘great dinner’ provided for the 

founders at the house of one of their benefactors, Thomas Worthington (c.1556–1619), 

of Blainscough, Lancashire. Worthington had sought permission to provide the meal 

from the bishop and from the nuns’ confessor, John Fenn, who accompanied them from 

St Ursula’s. The poem, though light-hearted, touches on serious concerns: 

 
They talked of the Convent they’re going to found, 

 Tho’ alas! In their pockets they have not a pound. 
 [. . .] 
 Though money from friends they’d already bespoken, 
 Yet promises like pye-crusts are made to be broken. 
 Now old Father Fenn gave the sign to depart 
 Mother Clement joined him with a very good heart. 
 And thanking their host for his excellent treat, 
 They departed for Monica’s happy retreat 
     (quoted in Hallett, 349). 
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Clement’s nephew, Caesar *Clement, then canon of the collegiate church of St Gudula, 

Brussels, was another prominent benefactor of St Monica’s, both at its foundation and 

on his death in 1626. In 1612, and shortly before her death, Margaret Clement’s nieces, 

Mary and Helen Copley, were professed at St Monica’s. Clement asked Wiseman’s 

permission to sing for the community in the refectory, ‘as ye swan dooth, that is to sing 

you a song now before my death’ (Shirley, 31). She sang a devotional song in Flemish 

and told the community she was happy to die, knowing she left her nieces as ‘pledges’ in 

her place. Mary Copley later became the first chronicler of St Monica’s and recorded the 

stories of her predecessors and her contemporaries, and their families, from 1535 to 1660 

(Van Hyning). Margaret Clement died of a fever on 20 May 1612, aged seventy-two 

(Shirley, 34). She was probably buried at St Monica’s, though none of the sources 

explicitly state this. In her biography, ‘The life of our reverent ould Mother Margrit 

Clement’, written in 1626, Elizabeth Shirley described her as ‘a firebrand plucked out of 

the burning’ and recalled a ‘lyf & actions I desire never to forget as light of true vertu, a 

patron of perfect religon’ (32). 

Victoria Van Hyning 

Sources used  

Douai Abbey, Woolhampton, Berkshire, Box W.M.L.C, ‘Louvain Chronicle’, MS C2; 
English Convent of Nazareth, Bruges, ‘Life of Margaret Clement MS’; E. Shirley, ‘Life of 
Margaret Clement’ (1626), in N. Hallett ed. English convents in exile, 1600–1800, vol 3: ‘Life 
writing I’ (2012), 1–34; J. Morris. The troubles of our Catholic forefathers related by themselves 
(1872); A. Hamilton, ed., The chronicle of the English Augustinian canonesses regular of the 
Lateran, 2 vols. (1904–6); C. S. Durrant, A link between Flemish mystics and English martyrs 
(1925). V. Van Hyning, ‘Naming names: chroniclers, scribes and editors of St Monica’s 
convent, Louvain, 1630–1906’, in C. Bowden and J. Kelly eds, English convents in exile, 
1600–1800: communities, culture and identity (2013), 87–108. 
 

Likenesses  

portrait, Priory of Nazareth, Bruges; portrait, Douai Abbey, Woolhampton, Berkshire; 
illustration, broadsheet poem ‘I leave you to guess …’, Douai Abbey, Woolhampton, 
Berkshire; repro. in Hallett, 348 [group portrait of five of the six founders of St Monica’s, 
Louvain]. 
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2. Winefrid Thimelby 

Thimelby, Mary [name in religion Winefrid] (1619–1690), prioress of St Monica’s, 

Louvain, and author, was born at Irnham Hall, Lincolnshire, the daughter of Richard 

Thimelby (d.1622/3), of Irnham, and his wife Mary, née Brookesby (d. c.1628) of Shoby, 

Leicestershire. Thimelby was the penultimate of the couple’s fourteen children, of whom 

ten (five boys and five girls) survived to adulthood. Mary’s maternal grandmother, 

Eleanor *Brooksby, and her great aunt, Anne *Vaux, were noted priest harbourers. 

Following the death of Brooksby’s husband in 1581, the sisters had lived together and 

raised Eleanor’s two children, William and Mary, and their young cousin, Frances 

Burroughs, who in 1597 professed as an Augustinian nun at St Ursula’s, Louvain, the 

mother house of St Monica’s. Brooksby and Vaux endured a peripatetic existence and 

suffered frequent raids, fines, and convictions for their faith and their harbouring of 

priests. Like the the Brooksbys and Vaux, the Thimelbys were ardent Catholics. A priest 

was in continuous residence at Irnham and family members were heavily fined for their 

recusancy. According to the ‘Louvain Chronicle’ Richard Thimelby was imprisoned in 

Lincolnshire gaol in 1618 for an outstanding debt of £400 and was once imprisoned in 

the Tower of London for allegedly plotting against James I. He was released from the 

Tower after a year but was thereafter regularly fined as a recusant.  

 Mary Thimelby was prompted to become a nun when she learned of her father’s 

wish that one or more of his children would join a religious community. The Thimelby’s 

household priest (whose identity is unknown) encouraged her to consider the English 

convent at St Monica’s, Louvain. As of the early 1620s there were seven other English 

convents in exile, all of which would have readily accepted the daughter of such notable 

recusants as the Thimelbys. Following the deaths of her parents, and of the family’s 

priest c. 1629, Mary resolved to become a nun. In 1630 her eldest brother John, heir to 
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the Thimelby estate, sent Mary and her younger sister, Frances (1618/19–1644), to St 

Monica’s. At the ages of twelve and eleven, respectively, they became convictrisses, 

meaning they intended to become nuns but were, as yet, too young to make formal vows. 

The sisters’ maternal aunt, Elizabeth Clifford (1563/4-1642), was then a white nun of St 

Monica’s, in which capacity she participated in convent life but did not perform all of the 

religious duties of a choir nun. Thimelby professed as a novice in 1634. Between 24 June 

and 7 July 1635 Louvain was besieged by the Protestant forces of Prince Fredrick Henry 

of Orange. Prior to the siege the prioress, Magdalena Throckmorton, had sent half of the 

community, including the Thimelby sisters, to Bruges for their safety. Mary Thimelby 

later returned to St Monica’s and professed as a choir nun on 30 September 1635, while 

Frances returned to England suffering from ill health. Frances intended to profess at St 

Monica’s but died in 1644 at the English Sepulchrine convent in Liège.  

 Though Thimelby’s early life had been characterized by death and loss, her 

surviving letters to family members—written from the mid-1650s onwards—reveal that 

she accepted loss as a natural and useful experience to prepare her for the afterlife. Two 

recipients of Thimelby’s letters were her elder sister, the poet Katherine (1617/18–1658), 

and her brother-in-law, the poet, Herbert *Aston, with whom Thimelby continued the 

correspondence after Katherine’s death in July 1658. These letters are rich in poetic and 

metaphorical language: time is represented as rain filling oceans and vast as the sea; love 

is unquenchable fire; life is a race towards the afterlife; death is a gate to eternal life. Two 

of the Aston’s ten children—Katherine (Keat) and Gertrude (Gatt)—were educated at St 

Monica’s and encouraged by their aunt to join the community. Keat Aston professed in 

1668 but Gatt returned to England with the intention of marrying. Thimelby’s 

acceptance of this decision was characteristic of her insight and warmth: ‘itt imports not 

wher, but how wee live [. . .] Dear chyld take this truth from me thy settlement in the 

world will be no diministion of my love but onely augmentation of my car for thee [. . .] 
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Live freely in the world but garde thy hart from loving itt’ (Van Hyning, 271; Clifford, 

2.85–7). The poet Gertrude *Aston Thimelby, aunt to Keat and sister-in-law to Winefrid, 

joined St Monica’s in 1658 after the death of her husband, Henry Thimelby. St Monica’s 

was home to numerous Aston-Thimelby kinswomen, as A. Hamilton has demonstrated 

(I,130–33). 

 On 26 October 1668 Magdalen Throckmorton died unexpectedly. The nuns 

maintained a silence and fasted for three days before holding an election for her 

successor as prioress. Thimelby was elected by an ‘almost Miraculous Unanimity of 35 

Religious Women’, and the community was praised by the Vicar Apostolic for its 

peaceful concord (Douai Abbey, WML Box C MS C19, 255). The only vote not cast for 

Thimelby was her own. With the house confessor, Father Richard White, alias Johnson, 

Thimelby worked to implement reforms at St Monica’s. Johnson dedicated his 

manuscript ‘Instructions for a Religious Superiour’ (c. 1668) to Thimelby which 

encouraged her to impose strict limits on the nuns’ engagement with family and friends 

outside the community. Johnson also dedicated a manuscript volume of his sermons to 

Thimelby and her nuns (Bibliothèque Royale de Beligique, MS 515), while Thimelby 

commended him to her family in several letters, including one to her nieces and nephews 

in which she described an elderly Johnson as living ‘onley to give us a pattern how to 

dye’ (Van Hyning, 272; Clifford, 2.99). 

 Thirty-one women professed at St Monica’s while Winifred Thimelby was 

prioress; several brought large doweries and the house was prosperous. In 1684 a new 

pantry and dormitory were built using funds from benefactors, including ‘My Lady 

Thimelby’ one of Thimelby’s sisters in law (Kelly, 28). A book of statutes written in 

Thimelby’s hand survives (Douai Abbey, WML Box F, MS F1), in addition to letters 

regarding the management of the convent school and the roles of confessors (Mechelen, 

Archdiocesan Archives, St Monica’s, Folder 6, items 13–14). These documents 
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demonstrate that Thimelby was a careful manager of funds, religious practice, and 

people.  

 Winifred Thimelby resigned her superiority a month before her death at St 

Monica’s, Louvain, on 31 August 1690; she was buried at the convent. In a letter dated 2 

September 1690, the nun Catherine Hacon informed Gatt Aston that her aunt had 

suffered from a palsey and lost the power of speech in the week before her death, 

though ‘she received the last sacraments with great devotion being parfectly herselfe’ 

(BL, MS 36452, fol. 111r; Clifford, 11–13). Hacon described Thimelby as ‘so overjoyed 

to dye’ (ibid.), and recounted that Thimelby urged her to thank God for her imminent 

death, rather than shedding tears at the prospect of losing her. Thimelby and her priorate 

were held in high regard by later observers, including one anonymous nineteenth-century 

commentator who lamented that ‘the particulars of her wise government are buried in 

oblivion by reason the books were left at Louvain [in] 1793. She was always called … 

down to our time “The most beloved of all the Mothers”’ (Douai Abbey, WML Box C 

MS C2, 633–4).  

Victoria Van Hyning 

Sources used 

R. Connelly, Women of the Catholic resistance: in England 1540–1680 (1997); Lincs. Arch., 
[057], Foster Library, FL/Irnham; Douai Abbey, Woolhampton, Berkshire, Box WMLC, 
‘Louvain Chronicle’, MS C2, ‘Big Chronicle’; Douai Abbey, Woolhampton, Berkshire, 
Box WMLC, ‘Louvain Chronicle,’ MSS C15–C19, ‘Little Chronicles’; Douai Abbey, 
Woolhampton, Berkshire , Box WMLF, MS F1; ‘Who were the nuns? A 
prosopographical study of the English convents in exile, 1600–1800’, 
<http://wwtn.history.qmul.ac.uk/index.html> [accessed 30 July 2013]; V. Van Hyning, 
‘Naming names: chroniclers, scribes and editors of St Monica’s convent, Louvain, 1630–
1906,’ in C. Bowden and J. Kelly eds, ECIE, 1600–1800: communities, culture and identity 
(2013), 87–108; A. Bellenger, English and Welsh priests, 1558–1800 (1984); Douai Abbey, 
Woolhampton, Berkshire, Box WMLQ, MS Q42, ‘Instructions for a Religious Superiour 
Penned & presented to the Reverend Mother N:N: upon the day she was installed 
Prioress at St Monicas in Lovaine’, by Richard White, alias Johnson (1668); Bibliothèque 
Royale de Beligique, Brussels, MS 515, ‘A centurie of sermons preached in saint Monicas 
at Lovaine by Rich. J.’; D. D. Burton, H. Edwin, and T.L. Williams eds, The Douay College 
diaries, third, fourth and fifth 1598–1654 with the Rheims report, 1579–80, Catholic Record 
Society, 11 (1911); A. Hamilton, ed., The chronicle of the English Augustinian canonesses regular 
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of the Lateran, 2 vols. (1904–6); A. Clifford, Tixall letters; or the Correspondence of the Aston 
family, 2 vols. (1815), 2.5–114 [letters from Winifred Thimelby, principally to Herbert 
Aston]; V. Van Hyning ed., ‘Thimelby-Aston literary exchanges: “itt imports not wher, 
but how wee live”’, in N. Hallett ed., Life writing: 1, vol. 3 (2012), 1–34, in C. Bowden ed., 
English convents in exile, 1600–1800, 6 vols. (2012–13); J. Kelly, ed., ‘Augustinians: 
“benefactors’ book” and “The Easter part”’, in J.E. Kelly ed. Convent management, vol. 5 
(2013), 21–9, in C. Bowden ed., English convents in exile, 1600–1800, 6 vols. (2012–13); 
Mechelen, Archdiocesan Archives, St Monica’s, Folder 6, items 13–14 
 
Archives 
 
BL, Add MS 36452, fols. 63–103, letters to Aston family members; Douai Abbey 
Archive, Windeshiem, St Monica’s, Louvain, convent papers 
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3. Catherine Holland 

Holland, Catherine [name in religion Mechtildis] (1637–1720), Catholic convert, nun, and 

autobiographer, was one of eleven children (six sons and five daughters) of Sir John 

*Holland (1603–1701), first baronet, of Quidenham, Norfolk, and his wife, the Catholic 

heiress, Alathea Sandys, née Panton (d. 1679), widow of William Sandys, fourth Baron 

Sandys, and daughter of John Panton of Bryncunallt, Denbighshire. Catherine’s father, 

who was first elected to parliament in April 1640, was required to defend his Protestant 

faith in the light of his marriage and his family’s longstanding connection to the Howard 

family, earls of Arundel, who were noted Catholics. From November 1640 Sir John sat 

for Castle Rising, Norfolk, the pocket borough of Thomas Howard, fourteenth earl of 

Arundel. The principal authority for Catherine Holland’s life is her autobiographical 

conversion narrative, ‘How I came to change my religion’. The text offers an engaging 

and sophisticated account of Holland’s early life and is dated 20 September 1664—

thirteen days after her profession as a choir nun at the English convent of Nazareth in 

Bruges. Dedicated to her fellow nuns, Holland’s narrative survives as a single non-

autograph manuscript in the archives of the English convent at Bruges. A version of her 

text with significant omissions was published in 1925 by C.S. Durrant a scholar-nun of 

Nazareth.  

Holland’s early life was shaped by her father’s political career and by her parents’ 

adherence to different confessions. In November 1640 her father was called on by fellow 

parliamentarians to ‘purge’ his household of Catholics (Bodl. Oxf., MS Tanner 239, fol. 

15r). Sir John refused these demands and defended before parliament the right of all 

people to exercise liberty of conscience. In her narrative, two decades on, Catherine cited 

love of God and liberty of conscience as her principal reasons for running away from 

home to enter a convent. In 1641 Sir John sent his family to the Netherlands to ensure 
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their safety while he remained in England and served as a parliamentary commissioner at 

the treaty of Oxford in 1643. He joined his family abroad after talks between Charles I 

and parliament deteriorated. Catherine Holland spent most of her life in Bergen op 

Zoom, in Brabant, and Bruges in the Spanish Netherlands. In her narrative she refers to 

Brabant as ‘home’ and England as ‘novel’ (Durrant, 279). Catherine Holland was raised 

as a Protestant and her religious education, like that of her siblings, was closely 

supervised by her father. When she forgot a catechism she was deprived of meals and 

made to copy Protestant sermons. She was high-spirited and frequently punished, her 

father promising that he would ‘break my Will, or my Heart’ (ibid. 274). Holland twice 

contemplated suicide in her childhood but her vague awareness of Catholic doctrine 

prevented her from taking her own life, for fear of eternal damnation. She attributed 

both her preservation and her father’s harshness to God’s plan to prepare her for 

convent life. 

 In 1652 the family moved to Bruges following the outbreak of the First Anglo-

Dutch War. Her father now returned to England and, in his absence, Catherine for the 

first time was able to mix in Catholic society and was powerfully drawn to Catholicism. 

She secretly attended Catholic masses, exchanged a gold ring for a Catholic book, and—

aged nineteen—befriended the English nuns at Nazareth in Bruges. Her first impression 

of convents was unfavourable: ‘I thought it a miserable Life always to be locked up as in 

a Prison’ (Durrant, 277). Even so the nuns provided spiritual comfort to Holland as, 

over the next seven years, she moved between England and the continent and concealed 

her interest in Catholicism from her parents, fearing her father’s disapprobation. While 

Sir John extended liberty of conscience to his wife, he was unwilling to do so for his 

children. The Hollands left Bruges ‘out of Policy’ upon the arrival of Charles II in April 

1656, and relocated to Bergen op Zoom. Catherine Holland’s conversion to Catholicism 

was deferred; as she wrote in her narrative: ‘Dancing, Plays, Cards, and Sports was my 
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chief religion’ (ibid., 278). In 1657 Holland travelled to London to live with an aunt and 

uncle. She experienced ‘deep Melancholly’ due to her confusion over religious doctrine 

and ‘almost lost all Religion and turned Atheist’ when she was unable to resolve her 

questions (ibid., 279–80).  

 Holland was sent back to her mother in Brabant c. 1659 and spent two further 

years ‘in vain Amusements’ until she heard an interior voice—‘There is no fooling with 

God’—while she was at prayer (Durrant, 283). She secretly converted to Catholicism 

soon after, and finally revealed her conversion in a letter to her father. News of her 

conversion brought the family together in England, as Sir John sought to reconvert his 

daughter or at least prevent her from publicly declaring her Catholicism. Catherine 

agreed to attend Protestant Church services but refrained from communion and refused 

to reconvert, prompting her father to refuse to speak to her for several years, though she 

continued to live in his house. At an unknown date in 1662 Sir John engaged the bishop 

of Winchester (either Brian Duppa or, from March that year, his successor George 

Morley), to effect his daughter’s reconversion. His prize, had he succeeded, would have 

been a sumptuous dinner. Catherine later described their meeting as a ‘battle’ in which 

she was eager to engage. They debated numerous doctrinal topics for over an hour, 

including whether scripture is ever self-contradictory, as Protestants refute. When told 

that scripture is infallible Holland selected two consequent verses from Proverbs: 

‘Answer not a Fool for Fear you partake of his Folly’ and ‘Yet answer him, for Fear he 

should seem wise in his own Eyes’ and asked ‘Now my Lord [...] am I to answer the Fool 

by Scripture, or not?’(ibid., 296)—a challenge the bishop refused to answer, and thus, 

according to Catherine, admitting defeat. He left without his dinner. 

 At this time two London-based Jesuits agreed to help Holland escape, but were 

ordered by their provincial, Edward Leedes, to desist. ‘I will go, though I should wade 

through the Ocean’, Holland told her powerless Jesuit friends, to which one replied ‘I 
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think thou are more than a Woman’ (Durrant, 299). Holland sent Leedes a ‘tart’ 

condemnatory letter, before seeking help from Mary Bedingfield, prioress of the English 

convent at Bruges, who replied that she would receive Holland ‘with open Arms’ (ibid., 

300). Bedingfield provided Holland with a female companion for the voyage and took 

Holland in without guarantee of a full dowry, the sum of money provided to a nun’s 

convent at her profession. Holland arrived in Bruges in August 1662, and entered her 

novitiate. Her mother sold some of her jewellery to pay for Holland’s maintenance, but it 

was not enough to provide a dowry. 

In 1663 Sir John’s friend and patron Henry Howard, later sixth duke of Norfolk, 

adopted Catherine and promised to pay her dowry if her father refused. Holland 

professed at Bruges on 7 September 1664 and soon after wrote of having achieved 

liberty of conscience and avoided the ‘Slavery of Marriage’ (Durrant, 305). Sir John in 

turn forgave his daughter (Priory of Nazareth, MS RM A, AV, 155)—a decision Durrant 

does not report in her published version of the narrative—and subsequently donated 

alms, rather than a dowry, to the convent, thus acknowledging his daughter’s expense to 

the house without condoning her religious practice. According to a note appended to 

’Change’, some of the Nazareth nuns were unkind to Holland, which surprised her. She 

concluded that God allowed people to be unkind to one another in order to teach them 

patience and humility, two important virtues for Christians and professional religious in 

particular. Moreover, she reasoned, ‘creatures were still human Creatures every where’ 

(ibid. 161).  

 In addition to her conversion narrative, Holland produced original prayers, 

several translations, poems, and plays for the convent, and was described in her obituary 

as having ‘a genius to Poetry’ (Nazareth, MS CA Annals, Vol. 2: 1729–93, pp.365–7). 

Two of her manuscript translations survive: ‘A Pleasant Treatise of the Illuminated 

Shepheard and his Spirituall Travels’ (1674, Priory of Nazareth, MS R.M. C. II.h), from a 
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Dutch original, and ‘A Methode to Converse with God’ (BL, Harleian MS 3148), 

translated in October 1683 from Michel Boutauld’s French text of 1679. She also served 

in the important role of convent Arcaria, responsible for financial accounts.  

 Holland celebrated her jubilee on 7 September 1714. She died of natural causes at 

the English convent, Bruges, on 6 January 1720 and was buried there two days later. Her 

obituary was written by Lucy Herbert, prioress from 1709, who commended Holland for 

her conversion, writings, and her successful struggle to submit her will to God. 

Victoria Van Hyning 
 
Sources used 
 
Obituary, Priory of Nazareth, Bruges, MS CA Annals, Bruges Chronicles, 2 (1729–93); 
C. Holland, ‘How I came to change my religion’ (1664), Priory of Nazareth, Bruges, MS 
RMA, A V.; C. S. Durrant, A link between Flemish mystics and English martyrs (1925); Bodl. 
Oxf., Tan. MS 239; ‘Who were the nuns? A prosopographical study of the English 
convents in exile, 1600–1800’, <http://wwtn.history.qmul.ac.uk/index.html [accessed 4 
November 2013]> [accessed 11 November 2013] 
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Priory of Nazareth, Bruges, ‘How I came to change my religion’ (1664) [conversion 
narrative]; British Library, London 
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Aire, Poor Clares, f. 1629, offshoot of Gravelines, rtrn 1799 

Antwerp, Carmelites, f. 1618/9, rtrn 1794  

Bruges, Augustinians, f. 1629, filiation from Louvain; rtrn 1794–1802, 1807–present Bruges 
(Nazareth) 

Brussels, Benedictines, f. 1599, rtrn 1794  

Brussels, Franciscans, f. 1619, to Nieuport 1637, to Bruges, 1662, rtrn 1794  

Brussels, Dominicans, f. 1660, rtrn 1794  

Cambrai, Benedictines, f. 1623, rtrn 1795  

Dunkirk, Poor Clares, f. 1625 (temporary), 1652 (permanent) filiation from Gravelines, rtrn 
1795  

Dunkirk, Benedictines, f. 1662, filiation from Ghent, rtrn 1795  

Ghent, Benedictines, f. 1624, filiation from Brussels, rtrn 1794  

Gravelines, Poor Clares, f. c.1606 rtrn 1795  

Hammersmith, Mary Ward Sisters, f. 1669 closed in 1795 

Hoogstraten, Carmelites, f. 1678 filiation from Antwerp, rtrn 1795; offshoot went to found a 
convent in Maryland, America in 1790 

Liège, Mary Ward Sisters, f. 1616 suppressed 1630  

Liège, Sepulchrines, f. 1642, rtrn 1794  

Lierre, Carmelites, f. 1648, filiation from Antwerp, rtrn 1794  

Lisbon Bridgettines, medieval foundation went into exile to Mechelen in 1573, then to Rouen 
1580, then to Lison in 1594; most rtrn 1809  

Louvain, Augustinians, f. 1609 by English nuns from St Ursula’s, Louvain; rtrn 1794, now 
Dove Cottage, Kingston-near-Lewis, UK with filiations in Rwanda and China.  

Paris, Augustinians, f. 1634, some remained in Paris until 1911  

Paris, “Blue Nuns”, Franciscans/Conceptionists, f. 1659 filiation from Nieuport most rtrn 
by 1799, died out 1838 

Paris, Benedictines, f. 1653, filiation from Cambrai, rtrn 1795  

Paris, Mary Ward Sisters, f. 1650, closed 1705 

Pontoise, Benedictines, f. c. 1658 started in Boulogne 1652, filiation from Ghent; closed 1786  

Rouen, Poor Clares, f. 1644 filiation from Gravelines, rtrn 1795  

St Omer, Mary Ward Sisters, f. 1609, suppressed 1630  

York, Bar Convent, Mary Ward Sisters,  f. 1686, still open.  

Ypres, Benedictines, 1665, filiation from Ghent, (became Irish convent in Ypres, open until 
1914)  

 

Table 1: ‘Foundations of English Convents and Mary Ward 
Communities.’ My thanks to C. Bowden for providing me with these data. 
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Plates 

 
 

 
 
Plate 1: Prioress Margaret Clement (1539–1612; LA058), Nazareth, Bruges. 
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Plate 2: Cloister of St Ursula’s, 1923. Reproduced from L. Spinnael, ‘Le Prieuré 
Sainte-Ursule de la Mi-Rue A Louvain’, La Folklore Barbaçon , 159 (Sept 1963), p. 
unnumbered. 
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Plate 3: Hand drawn map of St Monica’s [n.d], Douai Abbey Archive.
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Plate 4: Representation of the convent buildings as they were in 1629.  
Artist unknown. Nazareth archive. 
 

  
 
Plate 5: Nazareth convent and chapel dome, Carmersstraat, Bruges.
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Plate 6: Memorial to Catherine Darrell, in religion Mary Olivia (1738/9–1802; 
BA070) in the Nazareth cloister, Bruges. 
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Plate 7: MS ‘St Monica’s Miscellany’, ‘A note what linnen you are alowed’, p. 1 
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Plate 8: MS ‘St Monica’s Miscellany’, ink recipes and part of a book list, p. 4.



244 
 
 

 
 
Plate 9: book list continued, p. 5.
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Plate 10: book list continued, p.6.
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Plate 11: MS ‘St Monica’s Miscellany’, part of a list of masses, p. 26. 
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Plate 12: MS ‘St Monica’s Miscellany’, Second page of the chant ‘Veni Sancte 
Spiritus’ marked as follows on the previous page: ‘For the Clothings & 
professions. of Noveses. For the profession of a laye Sister. also.’ p. 33. 
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Plate 13: MS ‘St Monica’s Miscellany’, customs pertaining to the election and 
installation of a Prioress, p. 62. 
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Plate 14: A copy of I. Loyola, Les Exerc i ces  Spir i tue ls  de S. Ignace de Loyola,  
fondateur de la Compagnie  de Jesus .  Traduits  du Latin en François ,  par un Pere de 
la mesme Compagnie  (Antwerp: Michel Cnobbaert, 1673), bearing the signature of 
Nazareth Prioress, Mary Bedingfield.  
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Plate 15: Douai, MS C2 ‘LC, 1535–1836’, transition from Scribe A to Scribe B. 
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Plate 16: Lucy Herbert, Nazareth, Folder ‘Perpetual Vows, 1629–1699’, MS 
‘Profession vow’, loose item. 
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Plate 17: Nazareth MS R.M.A. H.R.VII.h, ‘A Rule For the Pensioners’ [‘Rule 
(A)’], by Lucy Herbert. 
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Plate 18: Nazareth, MS ‘BC, 1729–93’, p. 10, Prioress Lucy Herbert's hand. Note 
that she has edited a few lines at the bottom. 
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Plate 19: Nazareth, MS ‘Life’ (1626), by Elizabeth Shirley, p. 1. Shirley’s correcting 
hand can be seen four lines up from the bottom in ‘^holy^’ and eight lines up 
from the bottom in ‘^owne^’. Notice the Dutch text on the manuscript wrapper 
that has been used to bind the text.  
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Plate 20: Mechelen, R.Kam Leuven, S. Monica, MS folder 6, item 39, ‘Petitas 
licentia alienandi centus ad opus constructionis’, petition to build a church, 
signed by fifteen members of St Monica’s. 
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Plate 21: ‘Study for the Family Portrait of Thomas More’, described as: ‘Pen and 
brush in black on top of chalk sketch, 38.9 × 52.4 cm. Kupferstichkabinett, 
Öffentliche Kunstsammlung, Basel’ (c .  1527) in 
<http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Study_for_portrait_of_the_More_fa
mily,_by_Hans_Holbein_the_Younger.jpg.> Margaret Giggs Clement is the 
second figure on the left.  
 
 
 
 



257 
 
 

 
 
Plate 22: Prioress Augustina Bedingfield, third Prioress of Nazareth. Nazareth 
cloister wall.
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Plate 23: Prioress Mary Bedingfield, fourth Prioress of Nazareth. Nazareth 
cloister wall.
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Plate 24: Prioress Lucy Herbert, sixth Prioress of Nazareth. Nazareth cloister 
wall.
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Plate 25: Prioress Mary Olivia Darrell, seventh Prioress of Nazareth. Nazareth 
cloister wall.
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Plate 26: Prioress Mary Augustina More, eighth Prioress of Nazareth. Nazareth 
cloister wall.
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Plate 27: Nazareth, MS ‘BC, 1729–93’, p. 81, change between Prioress Herbert’s 
stint and Prioress Darrell’s stint.
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Plate 28: St Monica's accounts, 1638/9.



264 
 
 

 
 
Plate 29: Nazareth MS ‘Ark Reckonings Alms II, 1639–45’, p. 33.
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Plate 30: Winefrid Thimelby’s ‘calendar’, Douai W.M.L. calendars. These painted 
pieces of velum would be tacked to the door of a nun’s cell or placed somewhere 
in the convent for all to see on the anniversary of her profession. The documents 
were reused over the centuries and up to the present day. 
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Plate 31: ‘Change’ by Catherine Holland. Non-autograph MS, p. 91. 
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Plate 32: ‘Illuminated Sheephard’, by Catherine Holland, p. 1.
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Plate 33: Watercolor painting of Nazareth after Prioress Herbert’s 
expansions, containing a list and description of the additions and 
land acquired since 1629. Artist unknown. Nazareth Archive. 
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