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i 

 

Abstract 

 

This study examines a form of religious debate that saw Catholic priests and ministers across 

the reformed spectrum arguing in direct opposition to one another, and drawing on long-

standing academic forms and intellectual ideals in doing so. Public religious disputation is 

first defined and placed in its religious, cultural and intellectual context, alongside formal 

disputation in the universities, printed controversy, literary dialogue and other manifestations 

of discourse and debate. The structures, tropes and tactics of the formal, academic process ï as 

used in public or óprofessionalô controversial debate ï are then detailed, in order to give a 

more precise definition, and a framework for the analysis of individual events. 

The chapters following this move chronologically from the accession of Elizabeth I and the 

1559 Westminster conference to the aftermath of the death of James and the 1626 debate at 

York House. Drawing on the trends discussed in the first chapter and the procedures detailed 

in the second, these sections place individual disputations in their immediate context; 

examining the use and restriction of public religious debate by state and church authorities, the 

impact academic forms could have upon public, controversial disputation, the interplay 

between faith and human learning on display and the changing perceptions of the practice as 

political, religious and cultural conditions developed through the period. 

The aim of this study is to assert the significance of public religious disputation, and accounts 

thereof, as something more than a simple óvarietyô of religious controversy or polemic. Its 

formal structures and direct interactions shed light on Reformation and post-Reformation 

religious arguments; but its structures and ideals also demonstrate a shared, fundamental mode 

of discourse and competition underlying those arguments. These encounters, and the accounts 

they produced, are not just examples of partisan polemic ï they are potentially invaluable 

tools for the religious and cultural historian. 
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Introduction 

óI never knew good come by disputation.ô
1
 

 

This thesis describes an aspect of post-Reformation controversy that has fallen 

between fields of inquiry. Amid the mass of written polemic generated by 

controversialists in sixteenth- and seventeenth-century England, there were more 

immediate engagements: face-to-face debates, that fuelled and complemented the 

storm of proselytising and denunciation in print. Spurred on by classical ideals and 

biblical imperatives, and encouraged by prior historical examples, divines throughout 

the period issued calls for scholarly, often public, disputation as a means of addressing 

religious questions, and the resulting events ï ranging from smaller encounters to 

occasions like the Hampton Court conference of 1604 ï formed milestones in 

controversy. The Reformation had, in the words of Thomas McCoog, been 

ópunctuatedô with challenges to dispute; indeed, in some contemporary minds, its 

changes were ópropelledô by disputation.
2
 Direct religious argument was regarded as 

distinct from written controversy; a view reflected in the manner in which it was 

reported and described, and in the histories of the practice that appeared through the 

seventeenth century.
3
 In their structures and ideals, these events offer a fascinating 

window into the periodôs divisions, and provide an opportunity for those seeking a 

                                                             
1 John Feckenham, in William Fulke, A True Reporte of a Conference had betwixt Doctour Fulke, and 

the Papists, Being at Wisbiche Castle (London, 1581), sig. B2v. 
2 Thomas M. McCoog, óóPlaying the Championô: The Role of Disputation in the Jesuit Missionô, in 

Thomas M. McCoog (ed.), The Reckoned Expense: Edmund Campion and the Early English Jesuits 

(Oxford, 1996), p. 119; and the view of Francis Savage, in Joseph Puterbaugh, óñYour selfe be judge 

and answer your selfeò: Formation of Protestant Identity in A Conference Betwixt a Mother a Devout 

Recusant and Her Sonne a Zealous Protestantô, The Sixteenth Century Journal, 31 (2000), p. 423. 
3 In 1604, the Jesuit Robert Persons compared Augustineôs disputations with those fuelling the 

Reformation, and in 1658, the clergyman John Ley, spurred on by an encounter between fellow 
ministers, produced a detailed history, moving from a biblical dispute between two angels and the Devil 

through the continental Reformation to more immediate events: N. D., A Review of Ten Publike 

Disputations (St Omer, 1604), passim; John Ley, A Discourse of Disputations Chiefly Concerning 

Matters of Religion (London, 1658), esp. pp. 31-47. For recent emphasis on the role of controversy in 

shaping ideas about the past, see Thomas Freeman, óThe Power of Polemic: Catholic Responses to the 

Calendar in Foxeôs óBook of Martyrsô, The Journal of Ecclesiastical History, 61 (2010), pp. 475-6, 495. 
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combined Catholic and reformed post-Reformation narrative. Their procedures 

describe a shared intellectual arena, allowing for broad, cross-confessional analysis.
4
 

Thus, public religious disputations in this period call for a dedicated study. 

They have not been neglected entirely, but as events they are often considered in 

isolation; their printed results treated as but one element of that mass of pamphlet 

controversy to which, even in the seventeenth century, there appeared to be óno endô.
5
 

In order to address this gap, this thesis will concentrate on the mechanics, implications 

and perception of the practice. As will be discussed below, ópublicô is here taken in 

opposition to óacademicô, to denote events taking place beyond the educational sphere: 

those public in purpose as well as performance (or through the distribution of 

accounts). The period of focus is from the accession of Elizabeth I to the immediate 

aftermath of Jamesô death, through which time a clear arc ï in application and 

perception ï can be traced in public religious disputation. 

 These encounters united two distinct phenomena: academic disputation, which 

was a staple of university education and could be applied to any number of subjects, 

and the more charged realm of religious controversy and polemic. It is this dual 

identity that has stranded them between two spheres of research: where they have been 

studied in detail, they are rarely presented as more than examples of one or the other. 

In works on controversy, a disputantôs arguments are often cited, without reference to 

the fact or structure of the disputation itself: Patrick Collinsonôs seminal Elizabethan 

Puritan Movement applied a series of 1590 debates in precisely this manner, in 

exploring the difficulties faced by conforming puritans. Similarly, Michael Questierôs 

                                                             
4 Peter Lake calls for a combined narrative in óA Tale of Two Episcopal Surveys: The Strange Fates of 

Edmund Grindal and Cuthbert Mayne Revisitedô, Transactions of the Royal Historical Society, 18 

(2008), esp. p. 153. Further, see Peter Lake and Michael Questier (eds), Conformity and Orthodoxy in 

the English Church, c. 1560-1660 (Woodbridge, 2000), pp. xvi-xvii ï it should be noted that shared 

intellectual ideas and forms allow us to combine narratives without discounting contemporary self-
images. Recently, Ian Campbell suggested a similar modus on the Aristotelian roots of Irish political 

discourse; shared concepts allowing him to cross national and religious boundaries: Ian W. S. 

Campbell, óAristotelian Ancient Constitution and Anti-Aristotelian Sovereignty in Stuart Irelandô, The 

Historical Journal, 53 (2010), pp. 573-591. 
5 Daniel Featley, The Romish Fisher Caught and Held in his Owne Net (London, 1624), sig. Iv; Michael 

C. Questier, Conversion, Politics and Religion in England, 1580-1625 (Cambridge, 1996), p. 13. 
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work on conversion discusses several public or semi-public disputations, noting their 

arguments and implications, but this rarely draws directly on process.
6
 

The practice has occasionally been considered in more detail. Peter Milwardôs 

1977-8 directory of religious controversies, which catalogues pamphlet exchanges in 

the reigns of Elizabeth and James, outlines the aftermath of several disputations.
7
 

More recently, Ann Hughes has examined mid-seventeenth-century debates, and 

accounts thereof, under the heading of religious óconfrontationô; calling for a detailed 

study of their procedures as a means to greater understanding of religious writing in 

the period.
8
 McCoogôs work on the Jesuit mission of the 1580s, meanwhile, follows 

disputation in Catholic efforts, with a focus on Edmund Campion; his article, 

published in 1996, is unique in outlining the form and perception of such events, 

including their contested worth to the mission and the Protestant authorities.
9
 In 

addition, there have been detailed studies of the most prominent instances of religious 

debate ï notably Hampton Court.
10

 As the scattered nature of these examples suggests, 

however, studies of public religious disputation are invariably tied to particular places, 

groups or shorter periods of time; their findings limited to individual events. It should 

also be noted that in 2002, the historian of rhetoric Peter Mack cited a forthcoming 

work by Judith Deitch on disputation practice in this period; but at the time of writing 

this does not appear on the integrated British Library catalogue, or feature in the 

Bibliography of British and Irish History.
11

 

                                                             
6 Patrick Collinson, The Elizabethan Puritan Movement (London, 1967), p. 336; Questier, Conversion, 

Politics and Religion, esp. pp. 28, 33-5, 159. Questier does briefly touch on performance and the 

pressures surrounding these events. 
7 Peter Milward, Religious Controversies of the Elizabethan Age: A Survey of Printed Sources (London, 

1977), esp. pp. 60-1, 97, and Religious Controversies of the Jacobean Age: A Survey of Printed Sources 

(London, 1978), esp. pp. 1-5, 167-8, 171-2, 220-227. 
8 Ann Hughes, óPublic Disputations, Pamphlets and Polemicô, History Today, 41 (1991), p. 33; idem, 
óThe Pulpit Guarded: Confrontations between Orthodox and Radicals in Revolutionary Englandô, in 

Anne Laurence, W. R. Owens and Stuart Sim (eds) John Bunyan and His England, 1628-88 (London, 

1990), pp. 31-50. 
9 McCoog, óóPlaying the Championôô, esp. pp. 119-22, 125, 129-30; see chapter 3 below. 
10 See chapter 5 below. 
11 Peter Mack, Elizabethan Rhetoric: Theory and Practice (Cambridge, 2002), p. 58n.  
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Historians of educational practice have detailed disputation in the universities. 

In his own overview of the requirements at Oxford and Cambridge, Mack uses a 

seventeenth-century handbook (Robert Sandersonôs 1615 Logicae Artis Compendium) 

to illustrate disputation at the former, allowing for some variation and providing 

several examples.
12

 S. L. Greensladeôs contribution to The History of the University of 

Oxford has outlined in more general terms the required course of disputations in the 

sixteenth century, and Lawrence Greenôs work on the theologian John Rainolds goes 

into tremendous detail on the universityôs requirements, at the undergraduate level and 

in the divinity school.
13

 Another work of note, though somewhat older, is William 

Costelloôs Scholastic Curriculum at Early Seventeenth-Century Cambridge, whose 

section on óthe disputationô proves the most detailed and enthusiastic account of such 

events.
14

 Again, however, these discussions are restricted to their field: only rarely has 

their focus on practice and performance been applied to public or óprofessionalô 

religious debate ï Greenôs work on Rainolds and the efforts of Hughes being notable, 

albeit brief, exceptions.
15

 More recently, Debora Shuger has examined those 

university disputations that dealt with controversial religion, and this will be 

considered where the relationship between academic and public disputation is 

discussed below.
16

 

Its academic ties notwithstanding, public religious debate demands to be 

approached with an eye to controversy and polemic, not just in the dual historiography 

that has come to surround it, but in the eventsô content, and the nature of their 

surviving records. One type of source predominates: printed accounts; all claiming to 

be accurate, and generally compiled by one of the disputants ï eager to claim victory, 

                                                             
12 Ibid., pp. 58-60. 
13 S. L. Greenslade, óThe Faculty of Theologyô, in James McConica (ed.), The History of the University 

of Oxford, vol. 3 (Oxford, 1986), pp. 296-7; Lawrence D. Green, John Rainoldsôs Oxford Lectures on 
Aristotleôs Rhetoric (Newark NJ, 1986), pp. 27-9.  
14 William T. Costello, The Scholastic Curriculum at Early Seventeenth-Century Cambridge 

(Cambridge Mass., 1958), pp. 14-31. 
15 Hughes, ôPublic Disputationsô, p. 28. 
16 Debora Shuger, óSt. Mary the Virgin and the Birth of the Public Sphereô, Huntington Library 

Quarterly, 72 (2009), passim; see chapter 2. 
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cast doubt on their opponents, and pursue their arguments at greater length. The better 

part of the surviving source material thus falls into the category of religious polemic, 

and must, to an extent, be dealt with as such. In addition, the disputations themselves 

were surface ripples on an ocean of printed material, their trends in argument 

reflecting shifts in controversy as a whole. It is necessary, therefore, to note recent 

approaches to this wider phenomenon, in order to address the place of disputation 

within it.  

Although several influential works on religious controversy have been 

published in recent decades, it has oftentimes remained in the background. Its relative 

importance to contemporary religious thought cannot be denied, but the óstark and off-

putting monotonyô Questier finds in its tone and doctrinal content ï not to mention the 

more legitimate question of reliability inherent in its purpose ï has generally relegated 

it to the role of supplementary material, behind state papers, private correspondence 

and more benign theological works.
17

 The form has, however, experienced a 

resurgence since the mid-1990s, having played a role in the work of ï among others ï 

Peter Lake and Anthony Milton. Lake himself has described the marginalisation of 

ómere polemicô in favour of other types of material, and champions its use in 

examining contemporary self-images, but works of controversy can also provide some 

insight into broader thought patterns ï they reflect common ideals, practices and 

needs, as well as indicating ócontest and anxietyô.
18

 Miltonôs call for a study of óthe 

actual mechanics of religious controversyô draws attention to the significance of this 

material ï and its workings ï to our understanding of religious thought, expression 

and identity in this period.
19

 

By the early years of Elizabethôs reign, controversy was a crucial part of the 

religious landscape, particularly in educated, clerical and government circles. 

                                                             
17 Questier, Conversion, Politics and Religion, p. 186. 
18 Peter Lake, óAnti-Puritanism: The Structure of a Prejudiceô, in Kenneth Fincham and Peter Lake 

(eds), Religious Politics in Post-Reformation England: Essays in Honour of Nicholas Tyacke 

(Woodbridge, 2006), pp. 89-90. 
19 Anthony Milton, Catholic and Reformed: The Roman and Protestant Churches in English Protestant 

Thought 1600-1640 (Cambridge, 1995), p. 4. 
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Greenslade has observed its óexistential qualityô ï controversy dealing as it does with 

matters fundamental to personal, religious (and, in this period, political and 

geopolitical) identity.
20

 Every divine, regardless of the church he defended, was in 

some way prepared for it to be a part of his career; and, as Milton notes, the years 

1605 to 1625 alone saw the production of more than 500 works in the field.
21

 James 

McConica has gone so far as to describe it as óthe chief intellectual concern of the 

dayô.
22

 The continual struggle for the nationôs soul, and the need for competing 

churches (and groups within them) to justify themselves in the face of complex 

questions and devoted opposition were the central motivating factors; but at a more 

basic level, the prevalence of controversy can be attributed to the changing intellectual 

world in which clergymen moved.  

For the reformed churches, controversy was integral to religious identity. They 

were the result of comparatively recent developments, partly defined in opposition to 

Catholicism. As Lake points out, referencing anti-papal writings, óevery negative 

characteristic imputed to Rome implied a positive cultural, political or religious value 

which Protestants claimed as their own exclusive propertyô, and so reformers came to 

value, if not idealise, confrontation.
23

 Most would not, of course, have described their 

motives so explicitly, and reformed theology provided other forms of self-image; but a 

comparison of Protestant attitudes with those of Catholic writers shows a subtle 

difference in outlook influencing perceptions of controversy, whether written or in 

disputation.
24

 For representatives of the English Church in particular, there was a need 

to clarify and defend their position. Their doctrinal situation, in a óno manôs landô 

between theological extremes, led them to experience in a real sense what Tertullian, 

                                                             
20 Greenslade, óFaculty of Theologyô, p. 324. 
21 Ibid., p. 325; Milton, Catholic and Reformed, p. 32. 
22 James McConica, óElizabethan Oxford: The Collegiate Societyô, in McConica, The History of the 

University of Oxford, p. 732. 
23 Peter Lake, óAnti-Popery: the Structure of a Prejudiceô, in Richard Cust and Ann Hughes (eds), 

Conflict in Early Stuart England: Studies in Religion and Politics 1603-1642 (London, 1989), pp. 73-4. 

Lakeôs description of this world-view hints at the connection between reformed thought and the 

development of Renaissance humanism: see chapter 1 below. 
24 Which is not to say that there were no disagreements within these churches: an illustrative cross-

section on disputation can be found in McCoog, óóPlaying the Championôô, pp. 125, 129-30. 
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Martin Luther and John Colet had identified as the ófunctionô of heresy ï a ótest of the 

faith of believers... a means of keeping the church alert.ô
25

 For radical reformers, a 

similar effect was produced by the concept of a godly minority, perhaps the periodôs 

most overt example of self-definition in opposition to others. In this climate of 

confrontation, to which Catholics felt the need to respond, controversialists placed 

each other under additional pressure, driven by discursive ideals. Beyond the idea of 

direct conversation (indeed, single combat) that fuelled individual exchanges, there 

was a perception ï more pronounced among Protestants ï that no controversial work 

should go unanswered. Silence invariably equated to defeat; a notion that could be 

twice as damaging when offers of disputation were turned down.  

There was also a scriptural imperative. When the Archiepiscopal chaplain and 

prolific disputant Daniel Featley detailed his reasons for engaging Catholics in 1624, 

he cited 1 Peter 3:15 above canon law and the instructions of the king: óbe ready 

always to give an answer to every man that asketh you a reason of the hope that is in 

youô.
26

 Works of controversy were held to perform a spiritual function: though aimed 

at opposing divines, their role was also one of confirmation. Their production was 

seen ï particularly by Protestant writers ï as having a personal, spiritual value: it was 

not simply a requirement of office ï it was an illustration and reflection of oneôs own 

faith. The resulting works were believed to have a beneficial effect upon Protestant 

readers.
27

 In this respect, the impact of written controversy can again be compared to 

that of disputation: any response thought to be triggered by religious argument would 

be amplified in the mouths of university-trained orators. 

                                                             
25 Milton, Catholic and Reformed, p. 3; R. R. McCutcheon, óHeresy and Dialogue: The Humanist 

Approaches of Erasmus and Moreô, Viator, 24 (1993), p. 364. 
26 1 Peter 3:15, as cited in Daniel Featley, An Appendix to the Fishers Net (London, 1624), p. 53. See 
Pierre du Moulin, A Conference Held at Paris (London, 1615), p. 1, for a similar French citation; 

Declan Gaffney, óThe Practice of Religious Controversy in Dublin, 1600-1641ô, in W. J. Sheils and 

Diana Wood (eds), The Churches, Ireland and the Irish (Oxford, 1989), p. 145, for a comparable 1641 

expression of the purpose of controversy; and Ley, Discourse of Disputations, p. 27 for an echo of 

Featley. 
27 Milton, Catholic and Reformed, p. 37. 
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Writers and clergymen in post-Reformation England were thus compelled to 

produce such works, and to engage their adversaries in some semblance of debate; a 

compulsion evident in the training of seminary priests, in Jacobean royal commands 

and in Calvinist citations of scripture. As the chapters below demonstrate, the needs of 

individual groups and churches were combined with spiritual and intellectual 

imperatives, grounded in a certainty that such endeavours would have an impact. In 

short, these actions were not undertaken on a whim. They were a necessity; an 

immediate, effective form of devotional practice.  

The importance of controversy in contemporary eyes cannot, therefore, be 

denied. At the least, controversialists believed that allowing their opponentsô works to 

go unanswered risked discredit for ï or even defection from ï their own side; this 

alone implying faith in their effectiveness.
28

 As is frequently observed, it is difficult to 

determine what the climate of religious uncertainty in this period meant for the 

population at large; but the state, church and controversialists of every stripe were 

aware of its dangers, and all reacted accordingly. The question that has arisen in works 

detailing controversy is how far this perception reflects the reality of personal 

religious experience; and thus how significant and effective such works can truly be 

said to have been. The question was raised in 1996 by Questier, who compared 

polemicistsô confidence óthat truth could be grasped in its entiretyô through their 

works with the natural limitations of the material: its inherent bias and the aforesaid 

ómonotonyô of doctrinal argument.
29

 Questier argues that polemic was forced, by 

political considerations and its own objectives, to avoid shared beliefs and provide 

óveiled impressionsô and óparodiesô of the various churches: anyone who converted on 

account of controversy, he states, ódid so on the basis of word-games and literary 

sleight of hand.ô
30

  

                                                             
28 Questier, Conversion, Politics and Religion, p. 17. 
29 Ibid., pp. 12, 186. 
30 Ibid., p. 36. 
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Although there is some truth in this, and conversion was undoubtedly a more 

complex process than most controversial efforts would allow, Questierôs critique of 

doctrinal polemic does not account for the volume of such works produced, or fit with 

all recorded opinions.
31

 The disputations and their accounts offer clear examples here. 

They demonstrate lay interest in doctrinal argument, and were organised and written 

up in a manner intended to appeal to a wide audience: often in public, always in 

English, and generally in dialogue form. The time and political effort that went into 

the debates staged with Campion in 1581, or the conference between Rainolds and the 

priest John Hart in 1582, not to mention the preparation of their printed accounts, does 

not suggest irrelevance or detachment from doctrinal argument, and shows little 

contemporary awareness of those flaws identified by Questier. On the contrary, 

records of state sanctioned disputation imply a considerable degree of credibility and 

lay interest, while private conferences ï known to have taken place in noble and 

gentry houses ï demonstrate the latter directly. In addition, while faith is certainly 

more elusive, a church, as a political, social and cultural entity, lives and dies by its 

outward components: its doctrine. A polemicistôs sleights of hand may not have been 

óan adequate basisô for conversion, but they were nonetheless important: to show merit 

in a moralistic culture, confidence in the face of national insecurity, and certainty in a 

time of contention and doubt.
32

 For those in power, there remained an urgent need to 

defend national doctrine after the twists and turns of the Reformation, and opponents 

on all sides felt the need to question it. These actions, however crassly presented, must 

have had an impact on personal assurance in this period. 

There can be no doubt, in a society as theologically charged and polemically 

saturated as the circles in which these controversies thrived, that a particular work 

might have planted the seed of doubt in one or two minds, as Questier himself points 

                                                             
31 Declan Gaffney notes that the image of controversy as an unhelpful ódiseaseô was joined by an 

acceptance of its place in preaching and óconversion-seekingô, as well as disputation and polemic: 

Gaffney, óPractice of Religious Controversyô, p. 145, citing Joshua Hoyle, A Rejoynder to Maloneôs 

Reply Concerning Reall Presence (Dublin, 1641), sig. ar. 
32 Questier, Conversion, Politics and Religion, p. 12.  
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out.
33

 But that, it could be argued, was all controversialists were concerned with. 

Claims of whole and comprehensive truth were rhetorical ï even a matter of form ï 

and what was actually on offer was an initial step. Conversion itself was seen as an 

experience independent of reason, its preparations and aftermath requiring spiritual 

counsel or self-reflection and study; little of which ï as Questier contends ï could be 

obtained from controversy.
34

 But that was not the point. The point was to demonstrate 

that such personal efforts were right, justified and necessary (imperative, even), and to 

compete in a climate where ófalseô churches were invariably trying to do the same. 

As a body of source material, the mass of religious controversy and polemic 

generated in this period ought not to be dismissed. Though challenging, these works 

remain a vital source; and for more than just the arguments they contain. Their 

rhetorical tropes and misdirections certainly make them seem like self-defeating works 

of óspinô to modern eyes; but they cannot be rejected as self-conscious sparring. As the 

opening chapters of this thesis demonstrate, the practices and arguments followed in 

controversial disputation ï many of which appear as frequently in written tracts ï were 

the products of a wider culture; accepted modes of thought and expression, many of 

which now seem altogether alien. Their style and manoeuvrability should not, with 

hindsight, be conflated with a lack of either relevance or conviction. 

Printed and manuscript accounts of public religious disputation form the main 

body of evidence for this thesis, but these will not be examined in isolation. They are 

polemical works with pretensions to accuracy: Hughes offers an optimistic portrayal 

of their study, but even this rules out the possibility of fully reconstructing the events 

                                                             
33 Ibid., pp. 36-7. Tobie Matthew took this further: óthe truth and certainty of Catholic doctrine is such 

that I hold it at this day the greatest miracle of the whole world that a man who is in any way of a 

judgment and will which is not mightily depraved, can forbear to subscribe entirely to the truth of 
Catholic doctrine, and to acknowledge his obedience to the holy Catholic Church, upon that kind of 

conference and proof, which he may easily hear thereof, within the space of a very few hours, from any 

Catholic learned man.ô Tobie Matthew, A True Historical Relation of the Conversion of Sir Tobie 

Matthew, ed. A. H. Mathew (London, 1904), p. 26.  
34 See John Morgan, Godly Learning: Puritan Attitudes towards Reason, Learning, and Education, 

1560-1640 (Cambridge, 1986), pp. 33-5. 
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themselves.
35

 Examples will be noted below of selective editing and factual 

inconsistency beyond the level of bias inherent in polemic. Moreover, many 

disputations did not produce full or printed reports. Thus, despite their value in 

revealing shared practice and perceptions, the scattered, partial nature of printed 

disputation accounts amplifies the need for supplementary evidence. These encounters 

were recounted in private letters as well as in pamphlet exchanges, and ï in the case of 

more prominent events ï are referenced in state papers. Manuscript archives hold a 

wealth of minor allusions, as well as additional accounts, some written in opposition 

to printed reports. Thus, while this thesis primarily explores a long and fascinating 

catalogue of printed disputation accounts, these will be supported with a range of 

additional material, to place the disputations in context, add detail and ï in some cases 

ï introduce arguments from both sides of a debate. 

These events, by virtue of their participants, records and content, must be 

placed in the context of religious controversy; but their unique attributes, and those of 

their accounts, should be emphasised. To examine it as a practice in its own right, it is 

necessary to discard the assumption that public religious disputation was but one 

óvarietyô of controversy; interchangeable with pamphlet exchanges. It might be easy to 

suppose, in this period of upheaval, that forms of expression were secondary to the 

ideas expressed; but the image of change propelled by disputation must be kept in 

mind. Public, face-to-face debates were a part of controversial activity, and can be 

examined as such; but in their structure and impact, they were a distinct phenomenon. 

They reflect a discursive intellectual climate that crossed theological divisions, 

offering a point of cross-confessional contact; and their accounts frame oft-studied 

arguments in clear, persuasive forms, combining the benefits of literary dialogue with 

emergent ideas and uses of the past. The chapters below will examine the unique 

aspects of public religious disputation: its intellectual foundations, its customs and 

techniques, and its role as a shared arena in a period of turbulence and change. 

                                                             
35 Hughes, óPublic Disputationsô, p. 29; see chapter 2 below. 
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Chapter One: The Culture of Controversy 

óThe Lord hath given us wisdome and reason...ô
1
 

 

The image of a Reformation propelled by disputation can be extended to the early 

modern period as a whole; a reflection of the importance of discussion and argument 

to contemporary thought. This chapter will examine the culture of discourse 

surrounding and encouraging public religious disputation. Ideas and events 

reminiscent of the practice will be considered, alongside disputation in the universities 

and its potential beyond the academic sphere. Modes of Renaissance thought, 

argument and expression will also be discussed, to give a framework for the analysis 

of disputantsô methods in later chapters. Printed controversy will be revisited, to 

examine the influence of this intellectual climate upon the disputationsô natural 

habitat; and finally, its impact on the practice itself will be addressed. 

 Public disputations, and related occasions, were not the sole expression of the 

periodôs culture of discourse. It was an attitude drawn from classical traditions, 

informing elements of literature, government and law as well as academic and 

religious debate.
2
 At all levels, it was reflected in the notion of ócounselô, which was 

applied as much to abstract concepts of advice as to the workings of particular groups: 

Parliament drew on both in asserting their role.
3
 John Guyôs depiction of 

contemporariesô application of the word ócounselô, conflating abstract ideas with 

institutional deliberation, is reminiscent of the blurred contemporary usage of 

ódisputationô: neither necessarily denoted a specific action, and both could be applied 

                                                             
1 Francis Savage, A Conference betwixt a Mother a Devout Recusant, and Her Sonne a Zealous 

Protestant (Cambridge, 1600), p. 121. 
2 On the adoption of classical terms and traditions in debates surrounding freedom of speech, for 

example, see David Colclough, Freedom of Speech in Early Stuart England (Cambridge, 2005), esp. 

pp. 2-3. 
3 Ibid., esp. pp. 7, 120-1. Recently, Jacqueline Rose has explored both abstract and practical ideas of 

counsel in relation to royal authority and clerical advice: óKingship and Counsel in Early Modern 

Englandô, The Historical Journal, 54 (2011), pp. 47-71. 
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to discursive ideals.
4
 As will be discussed in the context of particular debates, they in 

fact describe polar concepts, drawn from the same foundation, either of which could 

be applied to define a disputationôs purpose. Comparing these superficially disparate 

words, in their use and significance, we can thus put language to the periodôs 

underlying belief in discussion and debate; a belief that proves simpler to define than 

some of the more nebulous concepts it produced.
5
  

 The idea of counsel raises several important points about this concern with 

discourse. First, it introduces a note of prestige; illustrated in Francis Baconôs 

marriage between counsel and óSovereigntyô.
6
 This emphasis on the wisdom shown in 

seeking counsel ï revived with the classical ideals of Renaissance humanism ï can be 

seen in several disputation accounts; specifically, in events arranged to reassure an 

individual of status.
7
 Secondly, it calls attention to the personal character of much 

public discourse in this period ï as clear in the language and dedications of printed 

works as in private correspondence.
8
 The language of personal counsel was often used 

to frame public issues and debate, an approach whose benefits in recounting a public 

disputation will be explored below. Here, however, it should be noted that political 

and religious discourse were linked by something beyond the religious climate: they 

shared basic modes of expression. Their conferences and disputations have as much to 

tell us about cultural and linguistic trends as about the topics discussed. 

 

Academic Disputation 

These observations can be detailed through an examination of changing thought 

patterns; and specifically the development of educational institutions. Before 

                                                             
4 John Guy, óThe Rhetoric of Counsel in Early Modern Englandô, in Dale Hoak (ed.), Tudor Political 

Culture (Cambridge, 1995), pp. 292-3; Colclough, Freedom of Speech, p. 3. 
5 See Colclough, Freedom of Speech, p. 3.  
6 Guy, óRhetoric of Counselô, p. 292; Francis Bacon, Baconôs Essays: with Annotations, ed. Richard 

Whately, 3rd edn (London, 1857), pp. 192-3. 
7 Examples can be found in the 1559 Westminster conference and in the 1620s: see chapters 3 and 6 

below. On the óhumanist-classical languageô of counsel see Guy, óRhetoric of Counselô, p. 294. 
8 Linda Levy Peck, óKingship, Counsel and Law in Early Stuart Britainô, in J. G. A. Pocock (ed.), The 

Varieties of British Political Thought, 1500-1800 (Cambridge, 1993), p. 99. 
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approaching the universities directly, however, it should be noted that other 

establishments were shaping modes of debate along different, but recognisable, lines. 

The inns of court, where a growing number of young gentlemen were taught legal 

skills and knowledge, are one such example: Wilfrid Prest notes that legal awareness 

was seen as important to a gentlemanôs education; but in addition, the perceived 

benefits of time at the inns included training in argumentative techniques, from a 

different perspective to that of the universities.
9
 The ómootô, a form of mock trial, was 

a central exercise, strikingly reminiscent of academic disputation: the questions were 

carefully framed beforehand and the arguments formally set out, although the format 

varied between institutions.
10

 Again, a comparison with public religious disputation 

shows that, procedurally, the latter had as much in common with secular modes of 

discourse as with other forms of controversy ï again, it proves more than just a face-

to-face version of pamphlet polemic, or an extension of academic forms into a ópublicô 

sphere. Moreover, the innsô role in educating the gentry carried structured debate 

further than the universities alone might have done.
11

 

 The universities were, however, the home of ódisputationô in the formal sense, 

and the training ground of most clerical disputants. Aside from their direct link with 

disputation, they were simply a dynamic intellectual environment, and an introduction 

to their development should preface any study of the mechanics of controversy. As 

McConica notes, Oxford and Cambridge held óa virtual monopoly of clerical 

educationô: new clergymen being appointed almost exclusively from graduate ranks 

by the sixteenth century.
12

 Thus, they represent the shared intellectual background of 

most educated controversialists. And indeed, the work of Ann Moss might lead us to 

include divines educated abroad, as changes in approach moved independent of 

                                                             
9 Wilfrid R. Prest, The Inns of Court under Elizabeth I and the Early Stuarts, 1590-1640 (London, 
1972), p. 23.  
10 Ibid., pp. 116-119. Prest refers to the participants as ódisputantsô. 
11 The prominent role and relative independence of the inns made them a prime target for Catholic 

missionaries; a conduit, in the words of William Allen, to óthe gentry of almost all the nationô: ibid., pp. 

176-7, 178, 188, 203. 
12 McConica, óElizabethan Oxfordô, p. 730. 
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religious turmoil, and the pagan origins of many an academic text secured it from the 

upheavals of the Reformation.
13

 Beyond Englandôs universities, there was a shared 

classical and biblical heritage, from which all sides could draw their examples.
14

 In 

England, the universitiesô role in clerical education was one of their most important 

functions, and in disputation the training they offered was particularly significant. 

Their curriculum, óerudite, moralistic and public spiritedô, was a perfect breeding 

ground for controversialists, combining knowledge with a grounding in ordered, 

persuasive discourse.
15

 

 But the universitiesô significance to public disputation is most apparent where 

the role of such debate in academic life is considered. Disputation was a cornerstone 

of any studentôs progress: its influence can be seen in the structure of textbooks and in 

student notebooks.
16

 Mack has detailed the Cambridge statutes of 1570, which 

required BA candidates óto dispute twice in the public schools and to respond twice in 

collegeô over their four years of study, and MA students óto respond three times to a 

master, to respond twice in disputations in hall, and to declaim onceô; and there were 

similar requirements at Oxford.
17

 McConica describes óthe relentless pressure of 

disputationô, arguing that college teaching revolved around preparation for these 

debates.
18

 As Mordechai Feingold describes it, the format regulated ódiscourse and 

examinationô for a studentôs course of study.
19

 It should also be noted that while 

students were subjected to disputation throughout their studies, the Act at Oxford and 

the Cambridge Commencement ï held annually ï brought the practice into a more 

public environment. 

                                                             
13 Ann Moss, óHumanist Educationô, in Glyn P. Norton (ed.), The Cambridge History of Literary 

Criticism, vol. 3 (Cambridge, 1999), pp. 145-6. 
14 Mack, Elizabethan Rhetoric, p. 279. 
15 Greenslade, óFaculty of Theologyô, p. 295; McConica, óElizabethan Oxfordô, p. 730. 
16 Mack, Elizabethan Rhetoric, pp. 62, 67, 296. 
17 Ibid., p. 58; Green, John Rainoldsôs Oxford Lectures, pp. 27-8; Greenslade, óFaculty of Theologyô, 

pp. 296-8, 308-310. On óopponentô and órespondentô, see chapter 2 below. 
18 McConica, óElizabethan Oxfordô, p. 710. 
19 Mordechai Feingold, óThe Humanitiesô, in Nicholas Tyacke (ed.), The History of the University of 

Oxford, vol. 4 (Oxford, 1997), p. 300 (emphasis added). 
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These exercises continued into the seventeenth century, though by its 

midpoint, critics of the universities were beginning to view them as opportunities for 

logical wrangling, and a hindrance to truth and learning.
20

 Similar views were voiced 

in public religious disputations in the 1620s, but the continued predominance of 

formal debate within the academic sphere maintained their structure and vitality.
21

 As 

long as disputation retained its all-consuming academic role, its architecture was 

ingrained into educated divines, and this goes a long way toward explaining its ï at 

times contradictory ï use in the demanding realm of controversy.  

 

Intellectual and Educational Developments 

Aside from noting their disputation requirements, it remains to be shown how the 

universities shaped the culture of discourse and debate in early modern England, and 

how their influence changed across the period under discussion. Mackôs outline of the 

skill-set taught at Oxford and Cambridge ï including óargumentation and the 

syllogismô and ótactics for disputationô ï provides an insight into their programmes, 

but it should be emphasised that the curriculum was not static.
22

 Changes in teaching 

methods ï indeed, in the manner in which knowledge and education were perceived ï 

were constantly occurring. In the mid-sixteenth century, there had been a reaction 

against medieval teaching practices, fuelled by the advance of humanism; but 

subsequent developments were more complex, often flowing back on themselves.
23

 At 

the most basic level, humanist ideas represented a revolt against medieval scholastic 

thought and argument, particularly its perception of (and reliance upon) Aristotle. 

More generally, it was a movement away from the potentially circuitous arts of logic 

towards those of literature ï which in terms of discourse and debate meant an 

emphasis on persuasion, and the pursuit of truth through discussion, rather than strict 

                                                             
20 Ibid., p. 300. 
21 See chapter 6 below. 
22 Mack, Elizabethan Rhetoric, p. 295. 
23 James McConica, óHumanism and Aristotle in Tudor Oxfordô, The English Historical Review, 94 

(1979) p. 291. 
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logical forms.
24

 McConica has traced the humanist advance through undergraduate 

reading lists, in the use of rediscovered classical works (new attitudes drew heavily on 

Cicero) and writers like Erasmus and Rudolph Agricola.
25

 For the humanists, 

ódiscourseô was something of a preoccupation: most explicitly, Feingold notes their 

consolidation of language, rhetoric and logic within a unified óart of discourseô, with 

persuasion ï crucially for religious debate ï as their primary collective function.
26

 

 This phrase, óthe art of discourseô, is reminiscent of the work of another key 

figure in Renaissance thought ï the French educational reformer and erstwhile 

Protestant martyr Pierre de la Ramée. The phrase was Ciceroôs, adopted by Ramus in 

an effort to improve educational practice.
27

 Much like the humanists, Ramusô concern 

was to make education, and the subjects taught, clearer and more relevant; but 

although he was eager to reduce the formal aspects of logic, commentators on Ramism 

frequently note its similarities to medieval scholasticism.
28

 Ramusô approach was 

more conservative than the humanistsô shift in emphasis: an effort to simplify logical 

structures, rather than emphasise the persuasive arts; and it was this more subtle (but 

potentially clumsy) approach that detracted from its appeal in England.
29

 Ramusô 

conversion from Catholicism and death in the St Bartholomewôs Day massacre, his 

worksô blend of scripture with classical writers, his methodsô perceived independence 

from human invention and his apparent preoccupation with dichotomies all held a 

fascination for reformed controversialists, but his ideas did not take firm root in 

academia.
30

 Several of the periodôs more prominent educators and divines (some of 

                                                             
24 Martin Elsky, óReorganizing the Encyclopaedia: Vives and Ramus on Aristotle and the Scholasticsô, 

in Norton, Cambridge History of Literary Criticism, pp. 402-4. 
25 McConica, óElizabethan Oxfordô, p. 702; David Marsh, óDialogue and Discussion in the 

Renaissanceô, in Norton, Cambridge History of Literary Criticism, p. 266. 
26 Feingold, óThe Humanitiesô, p. 281. 
27 Walter J. Ong, Ramus: Method, and the Decay of Dialogue (Cambridge Mass., 1958), pp. 178-9. 
28 Ibid., pp. 4, 53; Morgan, Godly Learning, pp. 106-7. 
29 Ong, Ramus, p. 4. 
30 Morgan, Godly Learning, pp. 108, 111. Ramusô work was translated into English in 1574, two years 

after the massacre. To puritans, the benefit of Ramism was that it reflected the workings of the world, 

removing human invention from activities like scriptural interpretation: see Peter Lake, Moderate 

Puritans and the Elizabethan Church (Cambridge, 1982), p. 101; Donald K. McKim, óThe Function of 

Ramism in William Perkinsô Theologyô, The Sixteenth Century Journal, 16 (1985), esp. pp. 513-15. 
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them disputants noted below) were critical of his approach: John Rainolds, a paragon 

of Christian humanism, was an adherent of the scholar Juan Luis Vives, and ï though 

he praised Ramusô faith and the benefits of his work in preaching ï expressed concern 

about a number of his ideas.
31

 The reaction of John Case was similar.
32

 Rainoldsô 

pupil Daniel Featley, a student at Corpus Christi whilst early debates on Ramism were 

dying away in the 1600s, attacked its advocates with a self-assured metaphor worthy 

of any of his later disputations: they hid, he stated, in their masterôs shadow, for óthey 

could not bear the clear sunlight of scienceô.
33

 Richard Montagu and Francis Bacon 

criticised Ramusô habitual abridgement, and the reaction against his use of 

dichotomies has been exhaustively catalogued.
34

 But the impact of Ramism is perhaps 

best expressed by Feingold: its appeal, he argues, was short-lived among the 

Protestant majority in English academia, and was soon overtaken by humanism; an 

óemergent mood of intellectual confidence and respect for true learningô. In this 

context, the relative conservatism of Ramusô reforms rendered them partially 

irrelevant, his beneficial ideas ï such as his clear concept of systematic ómethodô ï 

being ósilently adoptedô.
35

 

 But how, then, does Ramus have a bearing on the periodôs intellectual climate? 

And what is his relevance to public religious disputation? Disputation was, after all, a 

scholastic exercise, cited by Vives (and Ramus himself) as the one remaining use for 

scholastic forms.
36

 As ostensibly a more streamlined form of scholasticism, it might 

seem inevitable that Ramism had an impact on the practice, at the least for its 

                                                             
31 McConica, óHumanism and Aristotleô, p. 307; Feingold, óThe Humanitiesô, p. 291; McConica, 

óElizabethan Oxfordô, p. 713; Morgan, Godly Learning, p. 109. Vivesô approach was to emphasise 

persuasive argument based on probable truth: Elsky, óReorganizing the Encyclopaediaô, p. 403. 
32 McConica, óHumanism and Aristotleô, p. 300. 
33 Bodl. MS Rawl. D. 47, f. 100; Feingold, óThe Humanitiesô, p. 292. 
34 Wilbur Samuel Howell, Logic and Rhetoric in England, 1500-1700 (New York, 1961), pp. 200-3; 

Peter Sharratt, óPeter Ramus and the Reform of the University: the Divorce of Philosophy and 

Eloquence?ô, in Peter Sharratt (ed.), French Renaissance Studies 1540-70: Humanism and the 

Encyclopedia (Edinburgh, 1976), pp. 8-9, 15. 
35 Feingold, óThe Humanitiesô, pp. 289-293. Ong characterised this as a ógradual loss of identityô (Ong, 

Ramus, ch. xiii), while Morgan notes the integration of Ramism with Aristotelianism: Morgan, Godly 

Learning, p. 235.  
36 Juan Luis Vives, In Pseudodialecticos (1519) and the 1543 works of Peter Ramus (The Structure of 

Dialectic, Training in Dialectic and Remarks on Aristotle), in Elsky, óReorganizing the Encyclopaediaô, 

pp. 402, 405. 
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adherents; but given the range of criticism amongst prominent scholars and disputants, 

and the humanist position of men like Rainolds, this relationship ought not be 

overstated. Instead, Ramism should be seen as a symptom of the intellectual climate; 

and not one debilitating enough to have an immediate impact in the universities. It was 

an effort to improve unwieldy scholastic practices at a time when there was a growing 

reliance upon open discourse, and to clarify logical forms in direct competition with 

the notion that truth could be defended ï or probable truth obtained ï through fluid, 

rational debate. Disputation was a scholastic form; but Ramism had little effect on it, 

because the disputants themselves were not bound to scholasticism. Moreover, the 

most influential aspects of Ramism ï those adopted by puritans for the lecture and 

pulpit ï were less applicable where arguments were being directly contested.
37

 

 

Logic and Rhetoric 

In terms of the experience of public religious disputation, the periodôs intellectual 

climate is best examined not through the trends competing for academic influence, but 

in the common tools disputants had access to. While the performances of individual 

divines might show their reliance on humanist persuasion, scholastic wrangling or 

structured Ramist categories (to resort to contemporary stereotypes), developments in 

the practice itself can be identified and described more cogently through changes in 

logic and rhetoric.  

Despite the shifting intellectual ideals of the period, formal logic retained its 

position in academic study and debate.
38

 Indeed, it may well have been buoyed by the 

omnipresence of disputation in teaching and examination. Ong has made this 

connection: Aristotelianism thrived ï and, to an extent, Ramist logic developed ï 

partly because of disputation, which óthrust... abstruse speculation into active 

                                                             
37 Morgan, Godly Learning, p. 112. 
38 See, for example, Bartholomew Keckermann, Praecognitorum Logicorum Tractatus III (Hanau, 

1606), in Feingold, óThe Humanitiesô, p. 276. 
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confrontation with living and present adversariesô.
39

 To take the example of the 

syllogism ï a cornerstone of formal logic ï Quirinus Breen noted that despite its 

óburdensomeô nature as a mode of discourse, in disputation it provided both adversary 

and audience with a clear, full description of oneôs argument.
40

 Thus, to reach a 

logical conclusion, the wrangling for which scholasticism was so often condemned 

was not the fault of any process, but that of the user; and in addition, problems raised 

by its public application were less significant within academia. The survival of formal 

logic thus provides evidence of what McConica describes as an óeclecticô culture in 

the universities, fuelled by competing public and academic needs.
41

 This conflict is 

writ large in public religious debate, but the point to be emphasised here is that logic 

form continued to play a significant role in the universities, despite humanist concerns 

about its efficacy and beauty. 

Although the role of logic within disputation will be considered in more detail 

below, the connection between the two must be explored further. Following the 

suggestions of Ong and Breen, it is interesting to note that critics of formal logic made 

exceptions when it came to structured debate. Given the periodôs increased focus upon 

clear, open discourse, and the growing public application of disputation, its retention 

of logic form makes the practice a curiosity, and through the seventeenth century 

increasingly left it open to criticism. Aesthetic concerns about the effectiveness of 

forms like the syllogism were joined by doubts as to their validity; and yet, formal 

debate continued to play a part in the major discussions of the day.
42

 Here, the 

influence of the universities should be emphasised: disputation beyond their walls was 

often an imperfect reflection of the events still taking place inside, and their retention 

of structured logic is a prime example. The use of these techniques in so public a 

phenomenon as óprofessionalô religious debate ï not to mention the printed accounts 

                                                             
39 Walter J. Ong, in John Milton, Complete Prose Works, vol. 8, ed. Maurice Kelly (New Haven and 

London, 1982), p. 161. 
40 Quirinus Breen, óJohn Calvin and the Rhetorical Traditionô, Church History, 26 (1957), pp. 4, 14. 
41 McConica, ôHumanism and Aristotleô, p. 296.  
42 H. A. Wolfson, The Philosophy of Spinoza, vol. 1 (Cambridge Mass., 1934), pp. 56-7; Breen, óJohn 

Calvinô, pp. 4, 6; Feingold, óThe Humanitiesô, p. 277. 
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that often followed ï can be explained, in part, through their perceived weight and 

precision; but it was also encouraged by their roots in academic custom. Where 

ódisputationô, in the proper sense, was concerned, they were simply part of the 

package. 

While the use of logical structures thus remained a relative constant, the same 

cannot be said of rhetoric. Developments in this topic were occurring over and above 

the humanistsô emphasis on persuasion, and doing so in a manner that sheds light on 

the changing culture of discourse. In 1961, Wilbur Samuel Howell illustrated one such 

movement with reference to a key figure in Elizabethan controversy: in the 1540s, 

whilst serving as praelector in humanities and rhetoric at Corpus Christi, Oxford, John 

Jewel delivered an oration attacking what he saw to be the new meaning of rhetoric: 

that speech be constructed in a manner ósystematically opposed to ordinary habits of 

communication.ô
43

 

 

For if in speaking we seek... that we may be understood by others with 

whom we deal, who can discover a better mode of speech than to speak 

intelligibly, simply, and clearly? What need of art? What need of childish 

ornaments? ... Truth, indeed, is clear and simple; it has small need of the 

armament of the tongue or of eloquence. If it is perspicuous and plain, it 

has enough support in itself; it does not require flowers of artful speech.
44

 

 

This óoutburstô reflects a minority opinion, and with the advance of humanism it 

would remain so for some time.
45

 But Jewel was not the sole example; and humanism 

                                                             
43 Howell, Logic and Rhetoric, p. 123. 
44 John Jewel, Oratio contra Rhetoricam, in Hoyt H. Hudson, óJewelôs Oration against Rhetoric: a 

Translationô, The Quarterly Journal of Speech, 14 (1928), pp. 381-2; Howell, Logic and Rhetoric, p. 

123. 
45 Brian Vickers, In Defence of Rhetoric (Oxford, 1988), p. 255. 
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itself was not concerned exclusively with style. Already, its emphasis on rhetoric 

above Aristotelian logic showed a desire to be closer to óthe rhythms of speech.ô
46

 

The humanistsô rediscovery of a great many classical texts had placed a new 

emphasis on stylised rhetorical figures; but with it came an increased focus on 

practical application ï the propriety of rhetoric for specific forms of discourse.
47

 Brian 

Vickers argues that this emphasis on practicality was óthe most distinctive featureô of 

the re-introduction of classical works, noting the importance humanists placed on 

rhetoricôs órole in societyô.
48

 In counterpoint to Jewel, Vives claimed ï with 

characteristic moral focus ï that ó[nothing is] more advantageous to human society 

than well-formed and well-developed languageô.
49

 The debate was over what, 

precisely, ówell-formedô meant. 

Lending immediacy to the humanistsô practical and moral imperatives, and 

vital to the purpose of public religious disputation, was a new awareness of the will, 

and of the emotional power rhetoricians could wield. As Vives put it in the 1530s:  

 

in man the highest law and government are at the disposal of will. To the 

will, reason and judgement are assigned as counsellors, and the emotions 

are its torches. Moreover, the emotions of the mind are enflamed by the 

sparks of speech. So, too, the reason is impelled and moved by speech. 

Hence it comes to pass that, in the whole kingdom of the activities of 

man, speech holds in its possession a mighty strength which it 

continually manifests.
50

 

 

                                                             
46 Virginia Cox, The Renaissance Dialogue: Literary Dialogue in its Social and Political Contexts, 
Castiglione to Galileo (Cambridge, 1992), p. 102. 
47 Vickers, In Defence of Rhetoric, pp. 254-5. 
48 Ibid., pp. 270-1. 
49 Ibid., pp. 274-5. 
50 Juan Luis Vives, On Education: a Translation of the De Tradendis Disciplinis, ed. F. Watson 

(Toronto, 1971), p. 180, in Vickers, In Defence of Rhetoric, p. 277 (emphasis added). 
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This offers more than a simple justification for the humanistsô emphasis on rhetoric: it 

gives an explanation, from one perspective, of the periodôs culture of discourse. Vives 

is describing personal judgement as a microcosm of discourse ï óthe whole kingdom 

of the activities of manô ï and doing so in terms as familiar to students of religious and 

political history as to those examining Renaissance oratory. In this period, rhetoric 

was adapting through social and political use, and its application in religious debate 

was changing along similar lines.
51

  

 

The Universities in Religious Discourse 

The growth of Renaissance humanism was not the only development occurring in this 

period. Indeed, the rejection of Aristotle and medieval scholasticism has been joined 

or replaced by educational historians with an emphasis on their survival, beside, or 

combined with, humanist approaches.
52

 Neither mode of thought was simple enough 

for the two to have been mutually exclusive, and each informed and influenced the 

other. McConica has examined the survival of Aristotle in university teaching, his 

work on Tudor Oxford building up a detailed image of the óeclecticô environment in 

which divines were educated ï an environment with persistent ties to medieval 

precedents.
53

 This refinement was also apparent in continental schools.
54

 

The impact of these institutions on the culture of discourse and climate of 

controversy in England cannot, however, be expressed in purely theoretical or 

educational terms. Far from being an isolated environment, the universities were 

closely tied to political institutions, and naturally engaged with religious disputes. In 

1596, Case described Oxford and Cambridge as óthe eyes of the state and churchô, and 

although this was prescriptive more than a comment on reality, it does indicate the 

                                                             
51 Howell, Logic and Rhetoric, p. 65. 
52 McConica, óElizabethan Oxfordô, p. 702; B. G. Armstrong, Calvinism and the Amyraut Heresy: 

Protestant Scholasticism and Humanism in Seventeenth-Century France (Madison, 1969), pp. 127-8. 

John Morgan also traces the survival of Aristotelianism, citing Rainolds as an example: Morgan, Godly 

Learning, p. 106. 
53 McConica, óHumanism and Aristotleô, pp. 292-3, 296-8; Morgan, Godly Learning, p. 228. 
54 Armstrong, Calvinism, pp. 1-2, 127, 136-139. 
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perceived intensity of the connection.
55

 Royal counsellors were often named 

chancellor to one of the universities (in the reign of Elizabeth, these included the Earl 

of Leicester and Sir Christopher Hatton at Oxford, and William Cecil at Cambridge), 

and there are frequent instances of the monarch or Privy Councillors exerting control 

over one or both institutions.
56

 On Oxford, S. L. Greenslade has detailed the methods 

of control available to the state, up to the statutory changes made with each phase of 

the Tudor succession.
57

 The reason for this need for control is clear: Jennifer Loach 

notes a complaint from the Council in 1581 that ómost of the seminarie Priests which 

at this present disturbe this Churche have ben heretofore schollers of [Oxford]ô, 

although Penry Williams argues that by this time óthe battle against the Catholicsô in 

the universities óhad been wonô.
58

 

The influence of these institutions must, therefore, be considered on several 

fronts. In a real and direct way, they shaped the tones and technicalities of 

contemporary discourse; but they also formed part of its broader context. As noted 

above, they were a dynamic intellectual environment, in which all manner of topics ï 

including the most important issues of the day ï were confronted. The governmentôs 

need to keep watch over them was reflective of their dual role in the culture of 

discourse: as a training ground for officials, educators and clergymen, and as a setting 

for educated discussion; a semi-public amphitheatre in which arguments, including 

religious controversies, were played out.
59

 Thus, many of the conditions informing 

public religious disputation, beyond the formatôs home in academia, can be traced 

                                                             
55 McConica, óHumanism and Aristotleô, p. 312; Moss, óHumanist Educationô, p. 153.  
56 Penry Williams, óElizabethan Oxford: State, Church and Universityô, in McConica, The History of 

the University of Oxford, pp. 404, 440; Green, John Rainoldsôs Oxford Lectures, p. 30. This can be seen 

in Cecilôs action against lectures by Thomas Cartwright, noted in Mack, Elizabethan Rhetoric, p. 49; in 

Leicesterôs measures against Catholicism, in Williams, óElizabethan Oxfordô, p. 413; and in Elizabethôs 

refusal to grant Rainolds the presidency of Corpus Christi, in Green, John Rainoldsôs Oxford Lectures, 

pp. 36-37. Rainoldsô debate account The Summe of the Conference betwene John Rainolds and John 

Hart (London, 1584) is dedicated to Leicester in his capacity as Chancellor of Oxford (pp. 3, 6). There 

was a tightening of conformity in the seventeenth century: Nicholas Tyacke, óReligious Controversyô, 
in Tyacke, The History of the University of Oxford, esp. p. 581. 
57 Greenslade, óFaculty of Theologyô, p. 325. 
58 Jennifer Loach, óReformation Controversiesô, in McConica, The History of the University of Oxford, 

p. 378; Williams, óElizabethan Oxfordô, p. 414. 
59 Shuger describes academic disputations as a ólarvalô public sphere: Shuger, óSt. Mary the Virginô, pp. 

333-4.  
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through these institutions; from the advance of humanist persuasion and the survival 

of formal logic to the political immediacy of post-Reformation theology. The 

universities provided public religious disputation with theory and technique, but also 

with energy and life: the buildings in which John Rainolds disputed still harboured 

memories of the Marian trials.
60

 

 

Literary Discourse 

Finally, some mention should be made of the literary manifestations of the periodôs 

culture of discourse; specifically, the fictional dialogue. The form will be discussed 

further in relation to disputation accounts, as there are fascinating parallels to be 

drawn between the two; but here, its popularity should be noted.
61

 As C. J. R. 

Armstrong argues, following Carolus Sigoniusô De Dialogo of 1562, its ascendancy 

must be considered in relation to prevailing intellectual modes.
62

 Forms of dialogue 

had been produced through the medieval period, the most basic religious 

manifestation being the catechism (as Ian Green observes, an oral exercise written up 

for greater distribution and effect).
63

 But humanists latched on to the classical dialogue 

ï a trend reflected in the increased variety and volume of such works in the sixteenth 

century.
64

 Virginia Cox, in considering the popularity of the Renaissance dialogue, 

makes an intriguing point in suggesting that ówhenever any age adopts on a wide scale 

a form which so explicitly óstagesô the act of communication, it is because that act has, 

                                                             
60 See chapter 3 below. 
61 Recently, Antoinina Bevan Zlatar has considered Elizabethan polemical dialogues from an historical 

and literary angle, placing them in a similar environment to that noted here, and briefly comparing the 

ómost seriousô to what she calls ótranscriptions of public disputationsô: Antoinina Bevan Zlatar, 

Reformation Fictions: Polemical Protestant Dialogues in Elizabethan England (Oxford, 2011), esp. pp. 

1-8, 15-16, 19. 
62 Sigonio observed: óBecause the disputation is a rational investigation conducted among learned men 

by means of question and answer... the ancients maintained that dialogues should be composed of 

questions and answers and thus come under the competence of dialecticô. De Dialogo (Venice, 1562), 
cited in C. J. R. Armstrong, óThe Dialectical Road to Truth: the Dialogueô, in Sharratt, French 

Renaissance Studies, p. 37.  
63 Ian Green, The Christianôs ABC: Catechisms and Catechizing in England c. 1530-1740 (Oxford, 

1996), p. 8. Green describes ócatechismô itself as óa whole range of overlapping and interlocking 

activitiesô: ibid., pp. 4-5. 
64 McCutcheon, óHeresy and Dialogueô, p. 357. 
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for some reason, come to be perceived as problematicô, an argument borne out here by 

the types of material presented in this manner.
65

 A large number of religious works 

were written in this form ï demonstrating, when Coxôs argument is extended, the need 

for religious discourse in this period of contested, starkly theoretical ideas.
66

 This is a 

simplification. But although R. R. McCutcheon is quick to separate fictional dialogues 

(óleisurely and amicableô) from public disputation (óregulated and antagonisticô), it is 

the contention of this thesis that, where religion was concerned, the same ideas and 

needs fuelled both forms.
67

 Francis Savage urged the latter mode within an instance of 

the former.
68

 Moreover, the popularity of the dialogue, its mechanics and its use for 

more than religious instruction are of great interest here, as the genre does for 

disputation accounts what other types of debate have for the disputations themselves: 

call attention to language, form and techniques, and tie them to something more 

fundamental than pamphlet polemic.  

 

Thus, both public religious disputation and accounts thereof can be placed in a wider 

context than their current historiography permits. In either form, these events are more 

than instances of academic practice or religious polemic: they emerged from a culture 

of discourse that was being continually adapted and re-thought as institutions and 

individuals tried to perfect their arguments and address an increasingly engaged 

public. This last may be the most important point to make: Howell observed the 

contemporary perception of rhetoric as óthe theory of communication between the 

                                                             
65 Cox, Renaissance Dialogue, p. 7. 
66 Savageôs Conference Betwixt a Mother is offered as an archetypal example of Protestant enthusiasm 

for dialogue by Puterbaugh. This enthusiasm can also be seen in the success of Arthur Dentôs Plaine-

Mans Pathway to Heaven (1601), óset forth Dialogue-wise, for the better understanding of the simpleô: 

Arthur Dent, The P[l]ain-Mans Path-way to Heaven (London, 1654); ODNB Dent, Arthur. In 1612, the 

puritan Robert Hill re-wrote A Golden Chaine, William Perkinsô work on predestination, as a 

catechism, in the hope of giving ómuch light unto it & [causing] it to be read with greater delightô: 
William Perkins, A Golden Chaine (London, 1612), sig. ¶2v; J. F. Merritt, óThe Pastoral Tightrope: a 

Puritan Pedagogue in Jacobean Londonô, in Thomas Cogswell, Richard Cust and Peter Lake (eds), 

Politics, Religion and Popularity in Early Stuart Britain: Essays in Honour of Conrad Russell 

(Cambridge, 2002), p. 154. 
67 McCutcheon, óHeresy and Dialogueô, p. 357. 
68 Francis Savage, Conference Betwixt a Mother, pp. 113-121. 
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learned and the lay world or between expert and laymanô, in contrast to the learned 

mode of formal logic, and it is from attitudes like this that one might posit the spread 

of education as a factor behind the periodôs concern with discourse.
69

 Like the 

humanistsô move towards rhetoric, it cannot be seen as an isolated or causal 

phenomenon: these ideas were reactions to changing demands upon the intellectual 

world. Equally, changes in public religious disputation were not a predictable 

expression of religious divisions; they were a result of intellectual ideals and a 

growing popular consciousness reacting to religious divisions. The distinction is a 

subtle one, but vitally important. 

 

Religious Controversy: Written Polemic 

These observations can now be applied to religious polemic. Though frequently 

depicted (and studied) en masse, controversy took many forms, from pamphlets and 

longer works to pulpit sermonising and disputation. In some cases, arguments were 

pursued in letter exchanges.
70

 All of these activities can, of course, be described as 

manifestations of discourse; and this is particularly true given the personal nature of 

writing in this period. As can be seen in counsel, the classical and Renaissance 

description of writing as an active endeavour was crucial to the relationship between 

controversy and discourse.
71

 In this period, writing was moving further into a ópublic' 

sphere, but retained its language of direct interaction; and thus all polemic should be 

examined in discursive terms. The question is how new modes of argument and 

expression made their presence felt in this field. It has been suggested that the 

prevalence of controversy can be attributed, in part, to the intellectual climate in which 

it was produced, and this statement can now be expanded upon.  

                                                             
69 Howell, Logic and Rhetoric, pp. 3-4. 
70 A consistory disagreement between Jerome Beale and Samuel Ward in the late 1620s was expanded 

in letters between the two: Bodl. MS Tanner 71, ff. 10-11, 15; 72, f. 314; 80, f. 143. 
71 Cox, Renaissance Dialogue, pp. 34, 40. 
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First, a good portion of the tone and direction of controversy stemmed from 

the moral dichotomies of the Renaissance. The humanistsô moral emphasis, combined 

with developing forms of argument (and the divisions inherent in post-Reformation 

clerical life) encouraged a world in which merit was if not defined, at least explained 

in opposition to oneôs adversaries. With the rest of Europe, England had developed an 

epideictic literary culture, habitually employing the language of praise and blame. 

Renaissance thought was preoccupied with the position of humanity between clear 

positive and negative characteristics, and with this came a tendency to use absolute 

labels.
72

 When a society united by this mode of thought and expression was divided on 

a topic as vital as religion, a storm of polemical attack and counter-attack was almost 

inevitable. Again, there are deeper trends than simply the religious at work ï the 

influence of dichotomy and epideictic language was intimately connected with the 

oppositional self-image of the reformed churches. 

 It is also possible to trace specific academic forms in written controversy. 

Criticism of an opponentôs logical errors was a common feature in polemic: Peter 

Lake, in discussing the clash between Archbishop Whitgift and the puritan Thomas 

Cartwright in the 1590s (rivals at Cambridge, now risen to be controversial opponents) 

identifies ólogic and learningô as a point of agreement. Both were defending ótheir 

standing as men of learning and scholarshipô, and logical inconsistencies were as open 

to attack as óincorrectô theology. Again, in Lakeôs estimation, this resulted from the 

prevalence of disputation in the universities, combined with a reliance upon biblical 

truth.
73

 Pamphlet polemic also exhibited aspects of disputation itself; replies to 

opposing works were often presented in an approximation of dialogue form, 

                                                             
72 Baxter Hathaway, The Age of Criticism: The Late Renaissance in Italy (Ithica, NY, 1963), p. 337n; 

Brian Vickers, óEpideictic and Epic in the Renaissanceô, New Literary History, 14 (1983), p. 509. 

Vickers defends this convincingly through literary works, and the use of such dualities was natural to 
polemic. 
73 Peter Lake, Anglicans and Puritans? Presbyterianism and English Conformist Thought (London, 

1988), pp. 14-15. The protagonists were óeducated divines who accepted the standards of argument and 

proof used in the universities for academic disputation.ô Morgan places this logical dispute in a more 

precise point of competition, in which puritan attitudes toward learning were taken to mean ineptitude: 

Morgan, Godly Learning, pp. 67-9. 
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reproducing their opponentsô arguments for confutation. Thus, not only was formal, 

public disputation a unique phenomenon; its techniques actually informed 

controversial writing. In describing the disputes of her own period of interest, Hughes 

offers a similar point: 

 

These incidents remind us that the pamphlets and other sources used by 

modern scholars to discuss the issues that divided English Protestants 

after 1640 were not themselves the products of detached, study-based 

academic debate... it is important that many pamphlet-controversies had 

their origins in direct physical confrontations and debates between 

adherents of different religious positions.
74

 

 

The relative neglect of public disputation in prior work on religious controversy thus 

seems inexplicable. Controversy reflected the periodôs culture of discourse as much as 

its religious divisions, and in its ties with disputation ï direct and, through academic 

training, incidental ïthe field is explicitly rooted in that former trend. 

One aspect of the intellectual climate remains to be considered: the conflict 

between human learning and faith. Mack notes a ódistrustô of pagan culture among 

Christian thinkers, further describing a conflict between the social mobility provided 

by education and the godly emphasis on a predestined óeliteô.
75

 These models are 

somewhat heavy-handed, particularly given the enthusiasm for pre-Christian 

authorities and forms shown by reformed disputants, but there is some truth in them. 

John Morgan traced the debate back to the Church Fathers: Augustine stood for the 

use of learning in defending the church, while Tertullian argued for its rejection, as 

damaging to faith.
76

 Expanding on these positions, Thomas More argued that reason 

was not alone enough for scriptural interpretation, and Erasmus elevated óbelief and 

                                                             
74 Hughes, óPublic Disputationsô, p. 28. 
75 Mack, Elizabethan Rhetoric, p. 253. 
76 Morgan, Godly Learning, p. 41. 
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inspirationô in preaching.
77

 These positions continued to develop through the late 

sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, and can be traced in accounts of disputation 

and controversy more generally. When William Charke and Meredith Hanmer agreed 

in principle to engage Campion in debate in 1580, all sides insisted that the arguments 

eschew ónaturall and morall reason... great nourses of Atheisme and heresieô; and 

William Whitaker ï again writing in opposition to Campion ï rejected reason as a sole 

basis for determining religious questions.
78

 These attitudes were not always followed, 

certainly by the disputationsô evidence, but any use of logical dexterity in controversy 

left itself open to such criticism ï a weakness frequently exploited in public debate.  

Beyond an acceptance of its limitations, positions on the role and efficacy of 

learning varied with theological standpoint. The humanists elevated classical learning 

and ideals as the foundation of most human endeavour, but as the period progressed 

this involved a separation of learning from religion. For the godly, any emphasis on 

human ability was qualified by the Calvinist conception of justification: knowledge 

and understanding were necessary, but faith came by revelation. Thus, learning and 

reason were vital preparatory and defensive tools, but their role in religious debate 

remained in doubt.
79

 Remarkably, this situation is qualified by Morgan with reference 

to educational influences, disputation again offering the best example. Reason was not 

wholly rejected by reformers, even for interpreting scripture, partly because of their 

academic training: they had a clear set of tools for understanding and argument, and 

were not prepared to abandon them.
80

 Thus, as the disputations considered here 

demonstrate, the question of learning in controversy often became one of nuance and 

polemic: as Morgan notes, puritans óhammered at those who (they believed) had 

                                                             
77 McCutcheon, óHeresy and Dialogueô, p. 381, citing Thomas M. C. Lawler et al. (eds), The Complete 
Works of Thomas More, vol. 6, part 1 (New Haven, 1981), p. 175; Mack, Elizabethan Rhetoric, p. 253. 
78 McCoog, óóPlaying the Championôô, p. 130; Lake, Moderate Puritans, pp. 94-5. John Case, however, 

argued for the necessity of reason in confronting opponents: McConica, óHumanism and Aristotleô, p. 

313. 
79 Morgan, Godly Learning, esp. pp. 23, 40, 41-2. 
80 Ibid., p. 49. 
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attempted to reduce religion to mere intellectual endeavourô.
81

 In religious argument, 

the role of human learning and reason ultimately came down to faith: they were potent 

defensive tools when appropriated to show the truth of oneôs own position, but 

dangerous artifice in the hands of oneôs adversaries.
82

 

 

Religious Controversy: Public Disputation 

It is now possible to look directly at public religious disputation. Although the phrase 

itself still needs to be clarified, we must first consider attitudes toward all religious 

debate. Before these events can be placed in context, we must pursue the concerns 

above, and ask how such face-to-face encounters were possible in post-Reformation 

England. For the clearest opening discussion of these questions, we must return to 

Thomas More. McCutcheon describes his Dialogue Concerning Heresies as óa sort of 

moot disputationô, but notes that More ï despite his humanist allegiance to discourse ï 

advised moderation when dealing with religious topics.
83

 Heresy, from Moreôs 

position, undermined discourse. The Dialogue argues that debate is only necessary 

where doctrine is ódoutfull and ambyguouseô: where self-evident truth is concerned, 

supporting arguments seem ómystrustfull and waveryngô, and opposing it is by 

definition a lost cause.
84

 This issue plagued many public disputations, often resulting 

in a contested outcome or stalemate ï though historical and doctrinal arguments were 

possible, the participants were at odds in their most basic assumptions. Thus, as 

McCutcheon describes it, the purpose of a dispute ócomes to seem psychological... 

less to establish consensus than to keep identities separateô, a view than can be tied to 

                                                             
81 Ibid., p. 50. 
82 Thus Tobie Matthew could speak of the efficacy of conference, while asserting óI must not hang my 

soul upon the cunning or craft of a disputerô: Matthew, True Historical Relation, pp. 26, 62. Rainolds 
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critiques (with hindsight) of polemic.
85

 To an extent, then, it can be argued that 

controversial religion undermined the humanist belief in discourse: divines were, for 

the most part, defending absolute (rather than seeking probable) truth. But to dismiss 

the belief entirely would be to overlook the conflicting needs and nature of faith, and 

the purpose of debate as perceived ï and stated ï by contemporaries.  

 More subversive than the practicalities of debate were the dangers of 

interaction with heretics, which might confer legitimacy or ï worse ï risk 

conversion.
86

 Separation was urged by Protestant writers, but such advice could not 

always be adhered to. Indeed, it is somewhat contradictory in the context of 

constructing a reformed identity.
87

 On the Catholic side, there were similar warnings 

against public discussion; but here Questier finds that exceptions were made for 

priests, who ómight confer because the conference would seem, on account of their 

learning, to be a disputationô.
88

 Moreover, Questierôs account of the Catholic 

viewpoint, with McCoogôs work on Jesuit training and a comparable Protestant 

attitude, suggests that all were aware of the imperatives in controversy noted above.
89

 

Direct confrontation was undoubtedly seen as a danger; but for learned divines it was 

a necessary one. Thus, while a comparison of outward caution with the prevalence of 

cross-confessional disputation paints a contradictory picture, the reality appears to 

have been one of intelligent moderation: care and learning were required; with an 

awareness of oneôs opponents, and ï above all else ï faith. It should also be 

remembered that these efforts were seen to have benefits as well as dangers.  

It has now become vital to offer a clear definition of the term ódisputationô, to 

place these debates more precisely in context, and consider them in relation to events 

that might, on the surface, appear similar. Despite the linguistic vagueness of both 

contemporary accounts and more recent works, a precise delineation of the word will 

                                                             
85 McCutcheon, óHeresy and Dialogueô, pp. 360-1.  
86 Ibid., pp. 359-1. 
87 Puterbaugh, óñYour selfe be judge and answer your selfeòô, p. 423. 
88 Ibid., p. 422; Questier, Conversion, Politics and Religion, pp. 155 (emphasis added), 179. 
89 McCoog, óóPlaying the Championôô, p. 122. On Jesuit training, see chapter 3 below. 
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be necessary to establish the boundaries of this study. óDisputationô benefits in this 

regard from its academic connections: though its rules and structures could vary 

beyond university walls, the academic form offers a clear definition within that 

context.
90

 A degree of caution must, however, be observed when the term is 

encountered in contemporary works, as there are numerous instances of it being 

applied to unstructured debate. Even John Ley, whose 1658 Discourse of Disputations 

gives a catalogue of formal encounters (and whose definition will be referenced 

below), thought fit to include the Devilôs temptation of Christ in Matthew 4:1-11 and 

Luke 4:1-13 as an example of the practice ï an attitude that, whilst understandable, 

dramatically broadens the wordôs contemporary definition.
91

 With this in mind, 

however, ódisputationô will henceforth be used as a comparatively precise term, for 

encounters that, in their form and language, resembled the disputantsô academic 

experiences. As the next chapter will demonstrate, the academic definition can, for 

these events, be viewed as an archetype or ideal. 

 The word óconferenceô must also be considered. It maintained something in the 

region of five definitions in this period, one of which was synonymous with formal 

disputation. It was substituted for the latter in the prefaces and titles of many debate 

accounts; conceivably because it was thought to appeal to a wider audience.
92

 Beyond 

this, there were óconferencesô that reflect modern usage of the term (administrative 

and political meetings, and academic interactions without formal debate), and 

encounters that comprised little more than private conversations. The word is not 

specific enough, therefore, to be used as a defining term for these events: even recent 

historians have been forced, by the vagueness of their material, to offer definitions so 

                                                             
90 Green describes these events as ópublic discussions in which debatable subjects were cast into the 
form of questions which then could be handled according to Aristotelian dialectical proceduresô: Green, 

John Rainoldsôs Oxford Lectures, p. 27. Further detail is given in chapter 2 below. 
91 Ley, Discourse of Disputations, p. 34; see chapter 2 below. 
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London, with Ed. Campion Jesuite (London, 1583). 
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broad as to be meaningless for a detailed study.
93

 Its use here is further complicated by 

the existence of those conferences including, but not equal to, disputation: Hampton 

Court, for example, consisted of formal debate interspersed with other types of 

encounter.
94

 Of course, any use of óconferenceô in this period has an additional degree 

of complication in its puritan associations: beyond the exchanges included in their 

prophesyings and combination lectures, puritans expanded the term to cover their 

organisational groupings, as described by Collinson.
95

 Thus, any precise use of 

óconferenceô was long ago claimed by historians of the puritan movement, and here 

the term can never be more than a catch-all for public disputations and a multitude of 

comparable occurrences. 

The prophesyings are themselves an interesting case, and their relationship 

with the practice of disputation must be examined before lines can be drawn and 

events considered for inclusion here. Their format could vary considerably, but it is 

worth noting the observation of John Scory, a Marian exile who experienced them on 

the continent: óI thought myself... to have been in the divinity disputations at the 

Commencement time in Cambridgeô.
96

 Though some were given to sermons or 

congregational discussion, prophesyings could take on a form reminiscent of 

disputation, or include such debate as part of their programme. Collinson, with John 

Craig and Brett Usher, notes that such events often concluded with óprivate conference 

among the ministersô, sometimes ï as could happen with disputation ï over dinner.
97

 

This emphasis on private conference should also be considered. Before the 1570s, 

prophesyings and related exercises in England were wholly clerical, in a deliberate 

                                                             
93 For example, Joseph Puterbaugh: óI use the term ñconferenceò here... to denote discussions and 

debates (also known as ñprophesyingsò or ñexercisesò) about crucial issues of doctrine, discipline, and 

ecclesiastical order.ô Puterbaugh, óñYour selfe be judge and answer your selfeòô, p. 421n.  
94 See chapter 5 below. 
95 Collinson, Elizabethan Puritan Movement, esp. pp. 177-9. See Patrick Collinson, John Craig and 

Brett Usher (eds), Conferences and Combination Lectures in the Elizabethan Church: Dedham and 

Bury St Edmunds 1582-1590 (Bury St Edmunds, 2003), passim. 
96 John Scory, in Collinson, Elizabethan Puritan Movement, p. 169. 
97 Collinson, Craig and Usher, Conferences and Combination Lectures, p. xxvii; Daniel Featley, The 

Grand Sacrilege of the Church of Rome (London, 1630), from p. 233. 
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avoidance of debate óbefore the unlearnedô.
98

 But as this changed, a key difference 

emerged between these events and public disputation. Whilst many disputations ï 

particularly in Elizabethôs reign ï were sanctioned by the state, the prophesyings were 

seen as potentially subversive. Collinson argues that óthe popular element was always 

the Achilles heelô of these events; but in public religious disputation ï arranged to 

persuade and edify, in the face of certain error ï the public element was, for those in 

power, the point.
99

 

The puritansô congregational debates raise a more basic question of definition. 

It was noted above that some defined ódisputationô as debate between clerical 

participants; but how, then, do we classify those occasions where a minister was 

questioned by his congregation? In addition, if the criterion of academic form is too 

rigidly adhered to, might useful events be overlooked? It could be argued that there is 

no great difference between spontaneous clerical disputations and debate with or 

between laymen: at a 1626 encounter between Featley and the Jesuit Thomas Everard, 

the first question was posed by their host, Viscountess Falkland; and in 1582, Whitgift 

was ordered to engage lay recusants in conference to publicly answer their concerns 

(this reflecting an Episcopal duty formalised in the 1570s). Hughes, meanwhile, 

included clerical and lay encounters in her work on seventeenth-century 

disputation.
100

 

Public religious debates can never be wholly separated from comparable 

events, any more than their accounts can be removed from the category of pamphlet 

polemic. Methods blurred between different types of engagement, and adapted to suit 

immediate needs. Here, however, ódisputationô will be defined by two attributes, 

following contemporary distinctions: the learned or clerical status of the participants, 

and ï to a lesser extent ï the format observed. Other types of encounter will be noted, 

                                                             
98 John Hooper, Later Writings of Bishop Hooper: Together with His Letters and Other Pieces, ed. 

Charles Nevinson (Cambridge, 1852), p. 132, in Collinson, Craig and Usher, Conferences and 

Combination Lectures, p. xxix. 
99 Ibid., p. xxix. 
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but only in relation to this central block. The goal of this thesis is not to reconsider 

puritan organisations, or to assess attitudes toward all religious discourse in England. 

Instead, the intention is to consider one type of encounter, recognised by 

contemporaries as defined and unique. Despite the problems of definition that need to 

be taken into account, it is the contention of this study that a clear type of event can be 

identified with the term ópublic religious disputationô. 

 

The aim of this thesis is to consider public or óprofessionalô religious disputation from 

a new direction: as an example of combined intellectual and ideological discourse, in a 

culture of (relatively) open debate. These events were more than just the sum of their 

parts, academic and controversial; they are indicative of changing perceptions of 

discourse, and demonstrate new demands upon the intellectual world, occasioned as 

much by the Renaissance as by the Reformation. With this in mind, the chapters 

below will examine public religious disputation in detail; concentrating first upon the 

technical attributes of the academic form. 
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Chapter Two: The Disputation Process 

óFor what was the custome of Oxford in this kinde to us... who had by joynt consent 

set downe an other order to be held in this disputation?ô
1
 

 

Before embarking on a fully contextualised study of public religious disputation, it is 

necessary to introduce the mechanics of the practice; to elucidate further the 

categorisations above, and to detail the influence of academic convention. For those 

disputing beyond the universitiesô purview, the rules of disputation were not written in 

stone (although reports of public debate often approximate that conception). Rather, it 

was an intellectual instrument, to be employed as the occasion demanded. Even within 

academia, as Debora Shuger notes, it was óa format that university men used in their 

dorms or at dinner to play and wrestle with ideasô, as well as a staple of formal 

examination.
2
 The intention here is not, therefore, to select from the wider world of 

controversy events that conform to the academic structure; rather, it is to trace the 

adaptation of that structure in the context of public religious debate. Noting the 

contemporary propensity for religious conference, James Holleran states that óthe 

academic way at this time was also the way of the worldô; but in fact, the use of 

formal disputation in this field was not without its difficulties and divergences ï or, 

indeed, some surprising continuities.
3
 

 The academic process has been examined before. In the 1950s, William 

Costello used accounts and statutes to detail seventeenth-century disputation at 

Cambridge, emphasising its elements of ritual and technique.
4
 More recently, Shuger 

ï in discussing religious controversy within academic disputation ï has given a clear 

outline of the formôs use at Oxford, drawing on further contemporary accounts, 

                                                             
1 Daniel Featley, Transubstantiation Exploded (London, 1638), p. 37. 
2 Shuger, óSt. Mary the Virginô, p. 316. 
3 James V. Holleran, A Jesuit Challenge: Edmund Campionôs Debates at the Tower of London (New 

York, 1999), p. 27. 
4 óTo the twentieth century, the disputation is as exotic a performance as a bullfight to a non-Spaniard. 

The manoeuvres of the disputants were as technical as the veronica and half-veronica; the audience was 
as critically appreciative...ô: Costello, Scholastic Curriculum, pp. 14-31, at p. 15. 
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alongside the work of Costello and Mark Curtis.
5
 Those engaging with the practice 

more tangentially, however, content themselves with an outline of the fundamentals, 

typically describing the roles taken, the order for debate, and the choice of topic or 

question.
6
 As the more detailed studies ï and contemporary sources ï demonstrate, 

there is a great deal more to be said about the process, but these elements are a good 

starting point. Broadly speaking, disputation proceeded along the following lines: a 

respondent, selecting or being given a question, would make an opening statement, 

before defending their position against one or more opponents, who urged arguments 

and authorities to challenge their reasoning. A moderator would then summarise, 

clarifying where necessary, before offering a conclusion.
7
 Although the precise rituals 

and etiquette varied between levels and institutions, all formal disputation followed 

this pattern; and through it we can begin to trace its application in óprofessionalô 

religious debate.
8
 What is remarkable is the extent to which this process can be 

reconstructed from accounts of public, controversial encounters. Although detailed 

sources exist for academic disputation, accounts of public religious debate form the 

central body of evidence for the observations to follow.
9
  

 

 

 

                                                             
5 Shuger, óSt. Mary the Virginô, esp. pp. 314, 316-320, 337-46; Mark H. Curtis, Oxford and Cambridge 

in Transition 1558-1642 (Oxford, 1959), esp. pp. 88-9. 
6 Hughes, óPulpit Guardedô, p. 35; idem, óThe Meanings of Religious Polemicô, in Francis J. Bremer 

(ed.), Puritanism: Transatlantic Perspectives on a Seventeenth-Century Anglo-American Faith (Boston 
Mass., 1993), p. 209; Mack, Elizabethan Rhetoric, pp. 58-9. 
7 Hughes, óPulpit Guardedô, p. 35, and óMeanings of Religious Polemicô, p. 209; Shuger: óSt. Mary the 

Virginô, p. 316; Mack, Elizabethan Rhetoric, pp. 58-9; Curtis, Oxford and Cambridge, p. 88. 
8 On the Cambridge process, see Costello, Scholastic Curriculum, pp. 14-31. Curtis outlines differences 

between levels; citing undergraduate debates (where the moderator could intervene) and the Act and 

Commencement disputations as the extremes: Curtis, Oxford and Cambridge, pp. 88-9. 
9 For an introduction to the sources available, see Shuger, óSt. Mary the Virginô, p. 314. Extracts from 

several of these (accounts of Elizabethôs 1566 Oxford visit by John Bereblock and Nicholas Robinson, 

from the Latin in Charles Plummer, Elizabethan Oxford (1887), and John Overallôs account of a 

Commencement debate, from Archibald Campbell, The Doctrines of a Middle State between Death and 

the Resurrection (1731)) are printed by Shuger, pp. 337-46. Costelloôs sources include notes from John 
Buck, in George Peacock, Observations upon the Statutes of the University of Cambridge (1841). 
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The Fundamentals: Opponent, Respondent, Moderator and Question 

In the universities, the central roles (opponent and respondent) were to be strictly 

adhered to ï an insistence mirrored in óprofessionalô encounters. In the 1620s, the 

minister George Walker reports offering adversaries their choice of role ï as he told 

the Jesuit John Percy in 1623: óIf you be pleased to oppose any speciall article of our 

faith, I will defend it, or if you will take upon you to answer, I will prove against 

you...ô; and a similar (though at times less equitable) adherence to them can be seen 

throughout the period.
10

 Daniel Featley emphasised equality in the roles, and showed 

firm allegiance to their characteristics, although several of his debates were cut short 

before his turn at responding came.
11

 Some accounts are, it must be said, more 

concerned with highlighting the roles than others. The radical Protestant divine John 

Field, in reporting the debates staged with Campion in 1581, makes frequent, explicit 

reference to them; as do Walker, Featley and others in the seventeenth century; but 

some events ï such as John Rainoldsô 1582 debate with Hart ï are recounted with no 

clear mention of óopponentô or órespondentô.
12

 Even where it is not expressly stated, 

however, an awareness of the academic format remains, and the roles can be identified 

by their respective attributes. In Rainoldsô account of this same debate, the burden of 

proof shifts back and forth with some regularity. Although the respondentsô points are 

uncharacteristically detailed and the exchanges more fluid, Hart and the rising Oxford 

luminary Rainolds are clearly described as following an adaptation of the formal 

process.
13

 

More than just an order for proceeding, the roles were markedly different, 

requiring different skills, and each had benefits and limitations. As the party charged 

                                                             
10 George Walker, The Summe of a Disputation (London, 1624), sig. A3v; idem, Fishers Folly 

Unfolded: or The Vaunting Jesuites Vanity (London, 1624), p. 9. Mack cites Peter Martyrôs 1549 

disputations on the Eucharist as an instance which ódoes not illustrate the firm separation of roles... 

traditional accounts of disputation would lead us to suspectô: Mack, Elizabethan Rhetoric, p. 60. But 

here, they are still distinct; blurred only in the length and frequency of the disputantsô turns: see, for 

example, Bodl. MS Add. C.197, ff. 1r, 2r, 3r.  
11 Featley, Appendix, pp. 55, 86, 92; idem, Transubstantiation Exploded, p. 271.  
12 Rainolds, Summe of the Conference, passim. 
13 See chapter 4 below. 
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with introducing arguments, the opponent could naturally direct the course of a 

debate, and might thus assume a position of authority; but, as Campion was informed 

in 1581, óIf your cause were good and your skill great, you might make it harder to 

reply [oppose], then to answere [respond]. For the answerer may with a worde deny 

the proposition, and so, soone take from the replyer all his weapons.ô
14

 The roles were 

not, however, truly balanced; nor were they adhered to simply for customôs sake. They 

were used tactically: to demonstrate ability and respect for the form, and to control an 

adversaryôs level of involvement. As Featley reminds one opponent, ó[the] 

respondent... is not to proove, but to hold and maintaine his own grounds against 

contrarie oppositionsô: a means of escape here, but also a shield against extensive 

answers.
15

 Among Campionôs restraints in 1581 was a restriction to the respondentôs 

role, which allowed his adversaries to control topic, content, and methods of 

proceeding; not to mention the extent of his contribution.
16

 Exploitation of the roles 

was not, however, limited to prison debates; and so pronounced were the differences 

between them in their potential impact on a disputation that when applied with relative 

freedom they could result in remarkable shifts in the balance of power. The most 

significant example is an account of a 1584 debate at Lambeth, in which Archbishop 

Whitgift responds against two puritans, Thomas Sparke and Walter Travers.
17

 Here, 

Whitgift is placed in an astonishingly restricted position, and his Episcopal authority is 

directly challenged by the procedural authority of his opponents.
18

 

The main roles are thus an intriguing point of continuity between academic 

and public religious disputation; but in other fundamental aspects the differences are 

more apparent. The moderator was a more dispensable presence, often displaced, 

                                                             
14 John Field, The Three Last Dayes Conferences (London, 1583), sig. Ff.iv. The designations of the 

roles vary. The author of one 1632 account describes them as to ódisputeô and ódefendô ï an indication 

of the opponentôs control and the respondentôs task of holding ground: S. E., The Conference 

Mentioned By Doctour Featly in the End of His Sacrilege (Douai, 1632), p. 10. 
15 Featley, Transubstantiation Exploded, p. 271. 
16 Bodl. MS Rawl. D.353, f. 11r. More generally, see Field, Three Last Dayes, passim. 
17 BL. Add. MS 48064, ff. 49r-63r. 
18 See chapter 4 below. I owe this observation and its emphasis, in part, to Peter Lake. 
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through context and purpose, by the audience, a doubting or presiding individual, or a 

more imposing source of authority. Again, the Campion debates provide an excellent 

example: at one, Field reports that William Fulke ï one of the opponents ï called for a 

moderator from the audience; and that when none volunteered the lieutenant of the 

Tower, Owen Hopton, stepped into the role; having once taken it up by default.
19

 

Thus, the arbiter of good practice was an individual who at the first debate had given a 

first-hand account of the respondentôs time at the rack.
20

 When James I took part in 

controversial debate (at Hampton Court, and before the Countess of Buckingham in 

1622), his royal presence, combined with his own enthusiasm for disputation, 

transformed the part into a restrictive blend of moderator, disputant and ultimate 

authority ï a tragic irony that will be discussed in later chapters.
21

  

More often, however, the moderator is omitted entirely (as in the case of 

Rainolds and Hart), or the role passes to all or part of the assembled company. The 

latter is particularly true of seventeenth-century debates, occasioned by doubting 

individuals. Here, departure from the academic practice reflects purpose: a mark of its 

use in more immediate surroundings. By his own account of his disputation with 

Percy, Walker told the Jesuit: óthese hearers shall judge of the forme and carriage of 

our disputation, and to whom the victory doth belong.ô
22

 The audience at Lambeth in 

1584 óacknowledgedô arguments, those at the Campion debates are described as 

demonstrating displeasure, and disputants passing between points on numerous 

occasions rhetorically pass them to óthe judgement of the learnedô, or that of the 

audience.
23

 In the aftermath of a disputation between Featley and Percy, again in 

1623, the Protestant side were criticised in one Catholic account in that they did not 

                                                             
19 Field, Three Last Dayes, sigs L.iir, O.iv; see chapter 3 below. 
20 Nowell and Day, True Report, sig. C.iv.  
21 One account of Hampton Court has James making óa [per]emptory conclusio[n]ô, óafter many 

oppositions & replyesô: BL Add. MS 38492, f. 81r. See chapters 5 and 6 below.  
22 Walker, Fishers Folly Unfolded, p. 19. 
23 BL Add. MS 48064, esp. ff. 55v, 56v, 60v; Field, Three Last Dayes, sigs L.iv, L.iii v, N.iiii r, Ff.iii r, Q.iv, 
S.iiii r, T.iii r, Y.iiii r-v, Aa.iiii r; Featley, Appendix, p. 73. 
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ósatisfie the Judicious & unpartiall Auditoursô.
24

 It is, however, worth noting that 

disputants without a moderator could hearken back to the academic practice when 

faced with poor form. James Ussher, disputing in Dublin Castle in 1600, exclaimed: óI 

would we had... a moderator, to judge of this dealing.ô
25

 

 The real foundation of formal disputation was the question. Topics in public or 

óprofessionalô encounters were subject to circumstance, but the respect held for the 

process extended to the sanctity of the question. Disputation, it must be remembered, 

was a long-standing form of reasoning, aside from being an institutional tradition: 

deviation was seen as a cardinal sin.
26

 In Fieldôs account of the Campion debates, both 

sides are called back to the question by Hopton.
27

 At the disputation between Featley 

and Percy, an argument was introduced by Sir Humphrey Lynde, the organiser, that 

was rejected as being ónot now to the questionô; and, at a previous event, Featley 

himself reports stating, óI will not now digresse from the questionô, as a potent, 

justified defence.
28

 Writing in the aftermath of his debate with Featley, Percy accused 

him of this very fault: he had óno shift, but to divert the disputation from the substance 

of the proposed Questionô. Thus, deviation was accounted both a fundamental error 

and a desperate last resort for the failing disputant.
29

 

The significance of the question thus remained true to the academic form, but 

the choice of question, in connection with the disputantsô religious views, highlights 

the disparity of purpose between these events and disputation as academic 

examination. The custom of the universities was for one disputant to select the 

question, usually consisting of a general thesis; but in public religious debate this 

                                                             
24 Anon, A Reply to D. White and D. Featly (St Omer, 1625), p. 17. 
25 Bodl. MS Barlow 13, f. 80v. Alan Ford posits the absence of a moderator as the reason for public 

disputation óexacerbatingô divisions; but it could also be the moderatorôs presence that had this effect: 

Alan Ford, James Ussher: Theology, History, and Politics in Early Modern Ireland and England 

(Oxford, 2007), p. 61. 
26 The sanctity of the question extended to the course of argument: see, for example, Field, Three Last 

Dayes, sig. Aa.iir. 
27 Field, Three Last Dayes, sig. L.iiv. 
28 Featley, Romish Fisher, p. 11; Featley, Appendix, p. 73. 
29 A. C., An Answer to a Pamphlet (St Omer, 1623), p. 67. 
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decision was entirely contextual.
30

 The Lambeth debate was based around puritan 

objections to the Book of Common Prayer, and Walker admitted offering the same 

óquestionsô to every priest he encountered: that the Pope was Antichrist, Rome the 

Whore of Babylon, justification by works heretical and Catholic image-worship 

idolatry.
31

 In Percyôs debates, the questions were ostensibly raised by doubting 

individuals; but in fact they reflect his own well-documented preoccupations ï the 

relative history and visibility of the Catholic and reformed churches.
32

 The origins and 

context of their questions thus distinguish these events from controversial disputation 

in the universities. While Shuger notes that the latter óare given, and take, exceptional 

libertiesô in their topics and arguments, she attributes this to format in context: óone 

could never rule out the possibility that the whole business was just play-acting... The 

format entails a systematic ambiguity because its peculiar mix of scripted and 

unscripted elements renders the commitments and motives of the speakers... 

invisible.ô
33

 That ambiguity is lost, however, in óprofessionalô religious debate. For a 

Jesuit attacking Protestant visibility, or a minister critiquing the Prayer Book before an 

audience of notables, the format allows flexibility only in terms of tactics and 

presentation in the aftermath: no cloak or deflection of a disputantôs true position 

exists. This is why, as the chapters below demonstrate, public religious debate is all 

the more extraordinary, and why it was subject to greater control.
34

 In 1658, Leyôs 

history of religious disputation distinguished its subject from óordinaryô university 

                                                             
30 Shuger states that the respondent usually chose the question in academic disputation; whereas Mack 

assigns this task to the moderator; or, where a moderator was not present, the opponent: Shuger, óSt. 

Mary the Virginô, pp. 317-8; Mack, Elizabethan Rhetoric, p. 58. 
31 BL Add. MS 48064, ff. 49r-63r; Walker, Fishers Folly Unfolded, p. 9. 
32 A. C., True Relations of Sundry Conferences (St Omer, 1626), p. 1; Featley, Romish Fisher, pp. 1-2; 

A. C., Answer to a Pamphlet, p. 4; Milward, Religious Controversies... Jacobean, pp. 216-27. 
33 Shuger, óSt. Mary the Virginô, esp. pp. 325-335. 
34 Shuger expresses surprise at what academic disputants could get away with, noting that óno one 

seems ever to have gotten in trouble for words spoken in a disputationô; but John Feckenham objected 

in 1580 that imprisoned Catholics would need immunity: ibid., pp. 321, 325; Fulke, True Reporte, sigs 

A5r-v. The difference was lost on the puritan Henry Jacob, who in offering a disputation after Hampton 

Court noted: óIt is ordinary in our Universities to admit of argumentatio[n] against any poynt of 

Religion and Faith; and that in such a maner, as is more dangerous to the truth, and lesse indifferent, 

then this forme that is heere offered.ô Henry Jacob, A Christian and Modest Offer of a Most Indifferent 
Conference (Middelburg, 1606), p. 26. 
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debate; ówhere the controversie is rather formall then serious, except when the 

Respondent taketh upon him the defence of some Paradox.ô
35

 In these public 

instances, there could be little doubt that both the questions and the disputants were 

serious. 

In accounts of public religious debate, the choice of question was often the 

first target for manipulation, and its formulation and expression could prove a greater 

bone of contention than the arguments themselves. Offering a disputation to Catholics 

held at Wisbech Castle in 1580, William Fulke suggested, by his own account, that 

they should choose the question; óthereby it shall appeare whether I come 

premediated.ô
36

 In the debate between Featley and Percy, the nature of the question 

remained in dispute throughout, continuing so in the printed aftermath; Percy arguing, 

óThe Question being mine, it pertaineth to me to tel the meaningô.
37

 This was a 

contributory factor in the debateôs collapse; but it allowed both disputants to level 

accusations of poor practice in subsequent exchanges. At an earlier debate, again 

involving Featley, it was not the question itself that proved contentious, but its lengthy 

expression by the respondent, the priest Richard Smith. Featley accused Smith of 

trying to oppose; but a Catholic report notes Smithôs reply ï that he was outlining the 

question as both men had been taught at university: óD. Smith tould him that himselfe 

was a Doctour of Oxford, and that he (M. Featlie) was a Graduate of the same 

universitie, wherefore there was reason they should observe their universitie-

manner.ô
38

 Featleyôs response speaks volumes for the relationship between academic 

and public disputation: óYour tiphenie wherewith you cover this skarre in your 

reputation from the custome of Oxford (for the respondent to confirme his Thesis) is 

                                                             
35 Ley, Discourse of Disputations, p. 31; Further to this, Hughesô notes that in religious debate ï 

particularly in the universities ï the questions represented ófundamental truths... which ought to be 

uncontrovertibleô. In public disputation, however, these were genuinely challenged: objections were not 

offered for the sake of argument. Hughes, óMeanings of Religious Polemicô, p. 209. 
36 Fulke, True Reporte, sigs. A4r, A4v-A5r. 
37 Featley, Romish Fisher, p. 12; A. C., Answer to a Pamphlet, p. 17. 
38 Featley, Grand Sacrilege, p. 288; S. E., Conference Mentioned, pp. 19-20. 
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too transparent and netlike. For what was the custome of Oxford in this kinde to us... 

who had by joynt consent set downe an other order to be held in this disputation?ô
39

 

The formatôs fundamentals, then, present a remarkable, at times inconsistent, 

blend of continuity and adaptation. Deviation from the academic format reflected 

participants, setting and ï more importantly ï purpose. The roles and question became 

flexible when released from academic requirements; indeed, they were treated as 

polemical tools to be manipulated. But crucially, these elements ï particularly the 

question ï were also presented as intellectual ideals to be upheld. Whilst reverence 

for, and interpretation of, disputation varied between divines and occasions, the 

fundamentals remained a relative constant. Moreover, their impact on the course and 

import of an event could be substantial, far outstripping that of more detailed 

intellectual manoeuvres.  

 

Ar guments and Authorities: Logic Form, Scripture and the Fathers 

It is, however, to the more intricate aspects of logic and authority ï which disputation 

shared with unstructured debate and written controversy ï that we must now turn. In 

formal debate, arguments were framed in set logical structures: the syllogism and 

enthymeme; induction and example.
40

 In describing academic disputation, Costello 

emphasises its reliance on this mode of reasoning: óthe opponent follows a carefully 

plotted line of syllogisms designed to trap the answerer into a position where he may 

be logically forced, step by step, into admitting the exact opposite of his thesis.ô
41

 

While the relationship between public religious disputation and logic form was not a 

simple one, structured arguments were frequently employed in these events. With 

Campion in 1581, this mode of argument naturally followed the allocation of roles: 

Fulke informed the Jesuit, óour purpose is not to deale by discourse, but briefely by 

                                                             
39 Featley, Transubstantiation Exploded, p. 37. 
40 See Howell, Logic and Rhetoric, pp. 22-3. Ong notes that to Ramus, all forms were ósyllogisms... 

with one or other part suppressed or understoodô: Ong, Ramus, p. 186. 
41 Costello, Scholastic Curriculum, p. 20. 
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Logical arguments, according to the order of schoolsô.
42

 Offering an óindifferent 

conferenceô after Hampton Court, the puritan minister Henry Jacob asked that óthe 

Opponents frame their Arguments in strict forme of Syllogisme only: And that the 

Answerers... answer directly to the premisses, either by denying or distinguishingô.
43

 

Alt hough these cases reflect a polemical appropriation of the process, their assumption 

that logic form was to be respected is significant.  

 This is not, however, to suggest that all divines held the same opinion ï or that 

the use of these structures did not change over time. The Calvinist divine William 

Perkins followed Ramus in his assertion that syllogistic reasoning was only requisite 

in dealing with doubtful assertions or ócrypticallô parts of scripture.
44

 The separatist 

Henry Barrow revealed himself to be an outspoken critic of scholasticism in one 

account, lamenting the potential impact of syllogistic reasoning on truth; and 

objections can be found in the seventeenth century in relation to audience and 

purpose.
45

 The debate between Featley and Percy spawned a discussion about the 

propriety of this type of argument in a public setting; Featley arguing that a óquestionô 

ï in the formal sense ï necessitated this mode of debate.
46

 Percy, by contrast, called 

the use of complex forms into question in the face of mixed audiences: a natural 

concern, given changing attitudes toward learning.
47

 In the accounts considered here, 

logic form is challenged on its incompatibility with fundamental truth, its potential for 

misuse, and its clarity and impact. Looking back on the history of such debate, Ley 

                                                             
42 Field, Three Last Dayes, sig. Hr. 
43 Jacob, Christian and Modest Offer, pp. 3-4. 
44 McKim, óThe Function of Ramismô, esp. pp. 506, 514; ODNB Perkins, William. 
45 Henry Barrow, A Collection of Certaine Sclaunderous Articles (Dort, 1590), sig. D.iiiir; see chapter 4 

below. 
46 Featley, Romish Fisher, pp. 8-9. 
47 Feingold suggests that Oxford disputations had changed in this regard by the seventeenth century, as 

humanist ideas became more firmly established. However, this conflict between Featley and Percy 

indicates that academic disputation was still not universally seen as appropriate for wider audiences, 
certainly in controversy: Feingold, óThe Humanitiesô, p. 302. 
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decided: ófor Logickly strict Form of Syllogisme throughout the disputation, it cannot 

be well observed, much less is it of necessity to be required.ô
48

 

 Featley is the clearest example of a disputant with unwavering loyalty to logic 

form, and offers an introduction to its use in recounting his 1623 debate: óThere are 

two meanes only, to prove anything by necessary inference; to wit, a Syllogisme and 

an Induction: other forms of argument have no force, but as they are reducible to 

these.ô
49

 To begin with the syllogism; this is a three-part argument, composed of major 

(if x is true, y must be true), minor (but y is true), and conclusion (ergo, x is true), and 

was an opponentôs central manner of proceeding in disputation.
50

 Walkerôs enthusiasm 

for syllogistic reasoning is made plain in one account (ólet us have... strict Arguments 

and Syllogismesô), and both he and Featley recall turning the form into a challenge.
51

 

Earlier examples can be found in accounts of the Campion debates and Ussherôs 

disputation with the Jesuit Fitzsimon in 1600, and scattered instances are present in 

Rainoldsô account of his encounter with Hart, and in Barrowôs prison debates in the 

1590s.
52

 Occasionally, disputants are charged with offering or demanding a syllogism 

incorrectly, and these critiques reflect the complex relationship between syllogistic 

reasoning and the disputation format. In addition to its natural link with the role of 

opponent, there was a correct time and place for the syllogism within debate: 

demanding such an argument from one of his adversaries, Campion was reprimanded, 

óIt is more then the usuall order of disputatio[n], to require a Syllogism, when I am 

come to [the] issue of mine argument, namely to authoritieô.
53

 Percy, meanwhile, 

                                                             
48 Ley, Discourse of Disputations, p. 71. Ley cites the debate between Rainolds and Hart as an example 

of óprofitable and successfulô disputation without recourse to these forms; though Rainoldsô account 

does contain use of syllogistic reasoning: Rainolds, Summe of the Conference, pp. 274, 450, 670. 
49 Featley, Romish Fisher, p. 11. 
50 On attitudes and alternatives to the syllogism, see Mack, Elizabethan Rhetoric, p. 69. 
51 Featley, Transubstantiation Exploded, p. 244; Walker, Fishers Folly Unfolded, pp. 26-27; idem, 

Summe of a Disputation, sigs A4v, Cr-v, C2r. 
52 Field, Three Last Dayes, esp. sigs L.iiir, T.iiiv, X.iv, Aa.iiv, Bb.iiir-v; Bodl. MS Barlow 13, ff. 80r-82v; 

Rainolds, Summe of the Conference, pp. 274, 450, 670; Henry Barrow, A Collection of Certain Letters 

and Conferences (Dort, 1590), pp. 16-30.  
53 Field, Three Last Dayes, sig. R.iir. 
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argued that a syllogism was óimpertinent to an Inductionô.
54

 These debates observe a 

customary fluidity. Costelloôs ócarefully plotted lineô is a starting point, from which 

authorities ï and alternative forms ï are expected to take over. 

 A more common fault was the production of poorly formed syllogisms. In 

recounting his debate with Thomas Everard in 1626, Featley reports twice objecting to 

a syllogism that consisted óall of Negativesô and was thus no demonstrable 

argument.
55

 In a debate between Walker and the Jesuit Sylvester Norris, the former 

recalls a swathe of four-termed syllogisms, which he openly despaired at before 

offering óto make his Syllogisme for himô.
56

 Correct formulation of these arguments 

was vital ï a flawless syllogism logically forced the granting of the conclusion.
57

 But 

the form was also a polemical device, and one that ï in the face of conviction and 

dubious reliability ï could cut both ways. When Ussher criticised an argument from 

Fitzsimon, he was told, óSyllogismes are not so exactly to be wayedô, and was referred 

back to the question and context.
58

 In the aftermath of his debate with Walker, Norris 

states: óYour cause lyeth a bleeding, whe[n] you thus begin to wrangle about 

Syllogismesô.
59

  

Where argument did not proceeded syllogistically, it was usually undertaken 

through induction and example. Featley defines the former as óa forme... in which wee 

proceed from enumeration of particulars, to conclude a generallô ï a catalogue of 

evidence leading to a conclusion.
60

 Rainolds in particular favours this mode, its 

rhetorical potential appealing to his humanism more than did the technicalities of 

syllogistic reasoning.
61

 Again, disputants could disagree about the use of induction, as 

                                                             
54 A. C., Answer to a Pamphlet, p. 37. 
55 Featley, Grand Sacrilege, pp. 265-7. 
56 Walker, Summe of a Disputation, sigs E2r-E3r. 
57 Bodl. MS Barlow 13, f. 80r; A. C., Answer to a Pamphlet, p. 24. 
58 Bodl. MS Barlow 13, f. 82v. 
59 S. N., A True Report of the Private Colloquy (St Omer, 1624), p. 43. 
60 Featley, Romish Fisher, p. 26. For examples, see Nowell and Day, True Report, sig. E.iv; Field, Three 

Last Dayes, sigs X.iiir, Dd.iiiv; S. N., True Report, p. 24. 
61 Rainolds, Summe of the Conference, esp. pp. 42-3, 368-9, 475, 482, 497, 566-8, 590; see chapter 4 
below. 
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illustrated in Featleyôs disputation with Percy. Having acquiesced to the form, in 

agreeing to provide a list of visible Protestants in all ages, Featley proceeded only as 

far as the first age, demanding Percyôs response before continuing. In the printed 

aftermath, Percy scoffed: ówas it ever heard that [the respondent] should be inforced to 

reply to one proposition alone, before the whole Argument, whether it were 

Syllogisme or Induction, were fully propounded?ô Here, the Jesuit places induction in 

the same realm as the syllogism, partially echoing Featleyôs urging of logic form.
62

 

Even for those pleading the benefit of the unlearned, then, these methods 

provided ammunition in polemic: reports of unsound argument rival those of 

theological divergence. The most common fault, beyond structural missteps, was that 

of petitio principii, begging the point in question. Rainolds tells Hart: óWhether in 

opinions of faith and religion... you or we doo hold heresies: that is the point in 

question.ô
63

 In 1581, Campion reportedly accused John Walker of petitio principii on 

the question of the apocrypha; and in 1590, Barrow was said to have óproved the same 

whith the sameô.
64

 Featley was accused of petitio principii by Percy ï though he 

countered this with approach and context ï and Walker was charged with the same by 

Norris.
65

 Beyond this, disputants are accused of changing or confusing focus, or 

leaving the question entirely. Charges levelled at Fitzsimon in 1600 and Percy in 1623 

demonstrate that respondents were as susceptible to structural critiques as their 

opponents.
66

 Use of these strict modes of argument was not, it must be said, an 

absolute constant in public religious disputation, and in fact it is relatively easy to 

                                                             
62 A. C., Answer to a Pamphlet, pp. 41, 63; Featley, Romish Fisher, esp. pp. 26-9. Percyôs contradiction 

here is a question of audience ï that of his account (and this charge and rebuttal in particular) differing 

from the layman who was the debateôs immediate focus. 
63 Rainolds, Summe of the Conference, p. 195. This most fundamental of principii was to prove a 

stalling point for several debates, but Rainolds and Hart bypass it by taking a step back to formal 

arguments and authorities. 
64 Bodl. MS Rawl. D.353, f. 3r; Barrow, Sclaunderous Articles, sig. E.iiv. 
65 Featley, Romish Fisher, p. 16, sigs Ffr, Hh4r, Lr-Ll2r; A. C., Answer to a Pamphlet, p. 23; S. N., True 

Report, pp. 22, 26, 30. 
66 Field, Three Last Dayes, sigs H.ir, K.iiii v; L. D., A Defence of the Appendix (St Omer, 1624), p. 15; 

Walker, Summe of a Disputation, sigs C3r, Ev; Featley, Romish Fisher, pp. 18, 21, 24, sigs T4v-Vv; 
Bodl, MS Barlow 13, f. 80r. 



50 

 

identify those disputants who held them in highest esteem. Logical errors feature 

prominently in many accounts, but some divines knew where to draw the line; 

particularly when faced with an immediate purpose or heterogeneous audience.
67

 

However, the underlying influence of these forms cannot be underestimated ï they 

were an intellectual fundament, questioned only in particular circumstances. In this, 

public religious disputation proves a microcosm of Renaissance intellectualism ï a 

balancing act between formal scholasticism and its practical application. 

 

These structures are nothing without content, and in all disputation they were 

supported with authorities. Scripture was naturally the most fundamental, particularly 

for reformed divines.
68

 Leyôs recommendations for debate in 1658 included an 

assertion that ówe must make Gods word the authentick rule of tryalô, and similar 

insistences were made in earlier accounts.
69

 John Walker cited Augustineôs emphasis 

on scripture against Campion, and Rainolds stressed its importance against Hart.
70

 

George Walker named it óthe chiefe judge of allô in 1624, and Featley reports 

informing Everard, óI will never dispute of point of Faith without Scripture, the 

Ground of Faithô, whilst calling for a Bible.
71

 These assertions are matched by the 

prevalence of scripture within disputation, but their reformed slant and deceptive 

simplicity can also be observed, in arguments regarding its use and interpretation. 

 A point that could forestall or change the course of a debate was the use of 

differing translations of scripture. Rainolds repeatedly turns to the Greek and Hebrew 

texts, and the Syriac translation, to counter Hartôs use of the Latin, although he urges 

                                                             
67 John Sweet reportedly admonished Featley in 1623 with the words, óleave these Logick disputesô: 

Featley, Romish Fisher, p. 25. Expanding on a debate with Percy, Francis White apologised to readers 

for his occasional óSchollasticke tearmesô, blaming his adversariesô sophistry: Francis White, A Replie 

to Jesuit Fishers Answere to Certain Questions (London, 1624), sig. b5r. 
68 On sola scriptura, in theory and anti-Catholic practice, see Jean-Louis Quantin, The Church of 

England and Christian Antiquity: The Construction of a Confessional Identity in the 17th Century 

(Oxford, 2009), esp. pp. 31-4, 41-2; Questier, Conversion, Politics and Religion, p. 68. 
69 Ley, Discourse of Disputations, p. 69. 
70 Field, Three Last Dayes, sig. Aa.ir; Rainolds, Summe of the Conference, pp. 231, 257, 326. 
71 Walker, Fisherôs Folly Unfolded, p. 19; Featley, Grand Sacrilege, p. 248. 
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that version where it supports his point. Once, he notes that a particular phrasing óis 

not... in your Latin, which man hath translated. But it is... in the Hebrew, written by 

the Spirite of God.ô
 72

 At Lambeth, the mistranslation of scripture was put forward as a 

question by the puritans Sparke and Travers, and Walker challenged Percy in 1623 

with the claim that he could affirm Protestant doctrine solely through the Latin; 

though óthere is none so full of errors and mistakingsô.
73

 The 1620s return us, 

however, to the question of purpose and audience. In the debate between Walker and 

Norris, where markings in the Hebrew text were disputed, several of the gathered 

company, including Sir Edward Harwood, reportedly complained: óThese 

Disputations... are above our capacity, and fitter for the Schooles.ô
74

  

Disputes over the interpretation of scripture naturally followed confessional 

lines. In Fieldôs account of the Campion debates, one opponent cites the Jesuitôs 

previous insistence óthat the circumstances of the place be considered, the wordes that 

goe before, that followe after, the scope, the clauses, and whole contextô; but as 

originally written these were not rules for interpretation so much as a full 

demonstration of Protestant error.
75

 Hart presents a more typical Catholic view against 

Rainolds, following Vincent of Lérins: interpreters ómust take the scriptures in the 

sense of the Church: and therein they must follow, universalitie, antiquitie, consent.ô
76

 

Whilst Rainolds, Barrow and George Walker stress the interpretation of scripture by 

scripture, their adversaries follow tradition, and are quick to point out flaws in the 

alternative.
77

 Citing the Catholic theologian and controversialist Thomas Stapleton, 

                                                             
72 Rainolds, Summe of the Conference, pp. 55-7, 141, 244. 
73 BL Add. MS 48064, ff. 52r-53v, 57r-v; Walker, Fishers Folly Unfolded, pp. 22-3. 
74 S. N., True Report, pp. 36-8. 
75 Field, Three Last Dayes, sig. I.iiiir; Anon, Campian Englished (1632), pp. 56-63; see chapter 3 below 
76 Rainolds, Summe of the Conference, pp. 190-191; on Catholic use of Vincentius Lirinensis, see 

Quantin, The Church of England, pp. 53-4.  
77 Rainolds, Summe of the Conference, pp. 80-2; Walker, Fishers Folly Unfolded, p. 25; Barrow, 

Sclaunderous Articles, sig. D.iir. Walker cites Augustineôs guidelines; similar to those attributed to 

Campion: óin words which have many significations, to observe the scope and circumstances of the 

place, and thereby to expound them; and to expound obscure places by comparing them with other 

plaine places of the Scriptures, which speake of the same matter and subject.ô Barrow, asked ówho... 
shal judge of the word?ô, answered: óThe wordô. 
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Hart informs Rainolds that citation of scripture is ócommon... with all Heretikesô, 

offering a list of potential pitfalls in comparing places.
78

 The latter point is answered 

with the need for diligence and learning, but the former proves more problematic: 

divines defending an established church might easily dismiss their adversariesô 

interpretations as heretical, and the principle of sola scriptura left debate open to 

potentially insoluble disagreements. In this regard (the church proved by scripture; 

scripture interpreted by the church), cross-confessional debate could prove an exercise 

in polemic over óprofitableô debate. Its immediacy highlights incompatibilities in all 

controversy ï not just in the divinesô theological positions, but in the arguments used 

to support them.
79

 

 It was the need for more focused authority that drew controversialists to the 

writings of the Church Fathers. Roger Goad describes this sequence in Fieldôs account 

of the Campion debates, and one manuscript report has Campion stating: óI doe 

principally relye and cl[eave] unto the scriptures... and next unto them, to the churche 

and doctoursô.
80

 Of course, for Protestant divines in particular, patristic works were no 

substitute; they were at best a guide to scriptural interpretation.
81

 While Hart, in 

Rainoldsô account of their debate, describes their consent as óthe rule whereby 

controversies should be endedô, Rainolds expresses doubt that he ówould beleeve the 

Fathers in those things, in which they are convicted of errour by the scripturesô, 

                                                             
78 Rainolds, Summe of the Conference, pp. 83, 94-95, 185. Hart echoes Vincentius in this opinion: 

Quantin, The Church of England, p. 53. Percy cited Tertullianôs caution against óprivateô interpretation: 
A. C., Answer to a Pamphlet, p. 69. 
79 Called before Bancroft in the 1590s, the convert William Alabaster was confronted with a scornful 

reference to such arguments, through an ôould taleô of a collier and the Devil: ôwhat doth the Church 

beleeve quoth the Devell, that which Christ taught saide the Collyer; and what taught Christ saide the 

Devell? That which the Church holdeth aunswered the Collierô. Alabaster concluded that the argument 

was good; for óhe overcame the Devellô: Unpublished Works by William Alabaster (1568-1640), ed. 

Dana F. Sutton (Salzburg, 1997), p. 134. 
80 Field, Three Last Dayes, sig. K.ir; Bodl. MS Rawl. D.353, f. 2r. Further, see Morgan, Godly Learning, 

p. 73. 
81 Greenslade, óFaculty of Theologyô, p. 322; Loach, óReformation Controversiesô, p. 370. For 

comparisons of Catholic and Protestant use of the Fathers, see Quantin, The Church of England, esp. 
pp. 32, 54-5, 72-3. 
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further describing a reliance on human authority as a measure of weakness.
82

 As 

described by Rainolds, this encounter included a lengthy discussion of the merits of 

patristic authority, in which Rainolds asserted that some of the Fathersô works were 

ócorrupted: and counterfeits do beare their names.ô
83

 But the Fathers were cited on all 

sides in controversy, throughout the period, and the disputations are no exception: 

Rainolds himself engages Hart with patristic citations, and there are few accounts in 

which they do not appear.
84

 Featley ï whose reformed credentials are beyond doubt ï 

recalls telling the priest Christopher Bagshaw that óin regard of the antiquity of the 

Author, whosoever he was, you should vouchsafe him some answerô ï an expectation 

that infused contemporary reference to the Fathers.
85

  

 Reporting a 1621 debate with the Jesuit George Fisher, alias Musket, Featley 

offers a list of órulesô for interpreting patristic writings: first, that some óafter the 

manner of Orators... utter many things by Hyperboliesô, which should be taken into 

account; second, that works and writers should be compared for clarification; third, 

that óbastard and Apocryphall Treatisesô should be rejected; and finally that an 

authorôs period of writing should be noted, as the most ancient generally gave the 

ópurestô testimony.
86

 John Sweet, in the aftermath of Featleyôs debate with Percy, 

emphasised the second of these, in connection with the authority of the church.
87

 

Again, methods follow confessional lines, and questions of interpretation are 

complicated by a plethora of editions and translations; but these guidelines stem from 

                                                             
82 Rainolds, Summe of the Conference, pp. 36, 490, 584. William Whitaker avoided human authorities, 

including the Fathers, in favour of objective Ramist method: Lake, Moderate Puritans, p. 101. 
83 Ibid., pp. 184-230. Rainolds describes the claim that texts are corrupted as a trick used by óyoung 

Logicians in Oxford... when they could not unloose a knotteô, but applies it himself several times: pp. 

76, 216-7, 412-13. There is some discussion of counterfeits, pp. 505, 509-10, 516-7. See Quantin, The 

Church of England, p. 18. 
84 Rainolds, Summe of the Conference, esp. pp. 615-7; Greenslade, óFaculty of Theologyô, p. 321; 

Quantin, The Church of England, pp. 23-4. 
85 Featley, Transubstantiation Exploded, p. 251. The Elizabethan college head Laurence Humphrey 

similarly urged reverence for ancient writers: Quantin, The Church of England, p. 61. 
86 Featley, Appendix, pp. 100-104; see Rainolds, Summe of the Conference, pp. 157, 470, 472-3. 
87 L. D., Defence of the Appendix, p. 29. 
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shared hermeneutic principles.
88

 According to Featley, James I gave rules for patristic 

interpretation in 1625, which included distinguishing private opinions from that of the 

church, dogma from rhetoric and positive doctrinal profession from controversy.
89

 

 Much like formal logic, the citation of authorities provided disputants, and the 

authors of accounts, with ammunition: they were quick to respond when the Fathers 

were cited ï as they saw it ï incorrectly. By Fieldôs account, Campion was told óYou 

doe open violence to the placeô, whilst interpreting a passage in Tertullian, and 

responded: óEvery argument used by the Fathers, must not be pressed farther than 

their purposeô.
90

 Rainolds, for all his urging of their flaws, was sharp in challenging 

misuse of the Fathers: where Hart cites Chrysostom in support of Papal supremacy, he 

both criticises his interpretation and accuses all Catholics of using it to óperswade the 

simple, and chiefly young scholers who trust your common-place bookesô.
91

 In 

addition, Rainolds notes words passed over and points missed (óI am the soryer that 

your sight serveth you no betterô); and responds to a citation of all the Fathers with the 

words: óHath any man living read them all? Nay, can they shewe them? Can they get 

them? I had almost said, can they name them?ô
92

 In the Catholic account of Featleyôs 

disputation with Smith, the former is accused of ignoring evidence in Augustine and 

Cyprian, confusing an argument by urging works together, and imperfectly citing 

Augustine to the benefit of his own position.
93

 Again, such criticisms are extant in all 

controversy, but are here presented in a ritualised setting, contributing to theological 

and procedural claims and approaches. 

                                                             
88 Quantin, The Church of England, pp. 64-5. On differing editions, see Rainolds, Summe of the 

Conference, pp. 206-8, 598. 
89 Daniel Featley, Cygnea Cantio (London, 1629), pp. 30-32. In the first, James cites Vincent of Lérins. 
90 Field, Three Last Dayes, sig. Y.iv. 
91 Rainolds, Summe of the Conference, pp. 280-1. 
92 Ibid., pp. 71, 312, 467. This does not, however, prevent him from claiming óall the Fathersô later. At 

this, Hart challenges him: óYou have not read them all: have you?ô Rainoldsô astutely ï but 

incongruously ï responds: óI have read him, that hath read them allô; a reference to Cardinal 

Bellarmine: ibid., p. 107; see below. 
93 S. E., Conference Mentioned, pp. 104, 113-4, 114-6. 
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 Despite the shared ï and highly polemicised ï emphasis on antiquity, later 

authorities are not ignored in disputation accounts. As in all controversy, their use was 

as much tactical as evidentiary; but again, disputation proves more direct. Rainolds 

cites Robert Bellarmine, to counter Hartôs use of Stapleton with a more imposing 

Catholic authority; and disputing with Sparke and Travers, Whitgift cited Peter Martyr 

and Nicholas Ridley to set his arguments in a reformed tradition.
94

 Disputants could, 

however, be criticised for flying to recent authorities too readily. Just as Rainolds 

criticised Hartôs reliance on Stapleton, Featley reports telling Bagshaw, óWe come not 

hither to heare Bellarmines but D. Bagshaws answersô.
95

 Where John Walker cited 

Sadoleto against Campion, one Catholic account has the Jesuit describing his use of óa 

lat[e] wryter within this XL yeresô as a waste of time; although the citation not ï it 

must be said ï refused.
96

 Unlike that of scripture and the Fathers, then, the use of 

recent works trod a fine line between evidence and evasion.
97

 

Neither were the authorities used exclusively theological. Rainolds and his 

intellectual disciple Featley cite Aristotle in several places, as does Hart in the 

formerôs account of their debate. Both Rainolds and Hart invoke the philosopher in 

applying reason to religious topics: the sufficiency of scripture, and the need for 

consensus in scriptural interpretation.
98

 Featley, meanwhile, cited Aristotle in pressing 

structural points against Smith and Bagshaw ï though in the latter case, when 

challenged, he states: óI urge not Aristotle for any matter of faith, but for a question of 

Logickô.
99

 Even so, this, with the use of historical examples, denotes a pool of 

authority stretching beyond scripture and the Fathers. Educated divines had a great 

                                                             
94 Rainolds, Summe of the Conference, pp. 106-8, 114, 451, 457, 527. On Protestant adoption of 

Bellarmine, see Milton, Catholic and Reformed, p. 239. BL Add. MS 40864, ff. 54r, 62r. 
95 Featley, Transubstantiation Exploded, p. 249. On Stapleton, see Rainolds, Summe of the Conference, 
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99 Featley, Grand Sacrilege, p. 298; Featley, Transubstantiation Exploded, pp. 254-5. 
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deal to draw on in confirming their arguments; but some cast their net wider than 

others.
100

 

 

Tactics: Attack, Defence and Use of the Audience 

The use of authorities was not the only area where a disputantôs approach might vary. 

Beyond the architecture of disputation, another level of tactical adroitness can be seen: 

a blend of skill and personality. Aggression in debate could take many forms, some 

more considered than others: Campion is described as making a pre-emptive strike 

against his opponentsô use of the Fathers (óYou may spare your labour...ô), and 

Rainolds similarly pre-empts a distinction between pope and bishop in his account of 

the Hart debate (óleast I lose my labour through an [except the Pope:]ô).
101

 At the other 

extreme are the óinsultingô statements Field notes from Campion, and those Rainolds 

ascribes to himself ï his observation, for instance, that óa man must enterprise 

somewhat... For, you were all undone, if this game should be lostô.
102

 These 

confrontational aspects fall into two categories: attacks drawn from an opponentôs 

arguments, and showmanship for the audience. The first could be as simple as 

repeating an adversaryôs point, or as complex as laying out logical traps, in a more 

fluid version of Costelloôs chain of syllogisms.
103

 Rainolds asks Hart self-evident 

questions as a prelude to important points; a technique later identified by William 

                                                             
100 McConica describes Rainoldsô teaching outlook as that of óthe Christian humanist whose one desire 

is to fill the minds of the young... with a rich spectrum of pagan wisdom, ready to be turned by those 
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through Christian filters.ô McConica, óHumanism and Aristotleô, p. 306. 
101 Field, Three Last Dayes, sig. K.ir; Rainolds, Summe of the Conference, p. 358. 
102 Field, Three Last Dayes, sig. K.iir; Rainolds, Summe of the Conference, p. 127. The last refers to 

Stapleton. 
103 Rainolds reviews one argument from Hart with the words óif you will give me leave to strip itô 

(Summe of the Conference, p. 308), and turns several arguments against him, once remarking: óYet take 
I not advantage...ô; pp. 326, 344, 540. 
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Laud following a 1622 debate with Percy: óit seemes by that which followes, you did 

by this Question... but seeke to win ground for your otherô.
104

  

 Attacks were not always so technical, however ï often, they took the form of 

direct negations, or cast doubt on an adversaryôs knowledge and ability. At Campionôs 

second 1581 debate, as described by Field, Fulke told him, óyou shewe your selfe 

altogether ignorant of the matterô; and at the third Goad accused him of conjecture, 

from óignorance or forgetfulnesô of a place in St Paul.
105

 Contradictions and 

absurdities were pounced upon: Rainolds is quick to point out Hartôs inconsistencies, 

though Hart makes similar accusations in Rainoldsô account: óyou speak as though 

you were bereft of sense and reasonô.
106

 More reprehensible was the urging of an 

absurdity for cynical reasons; an accusation Rainolds levels at the priest more than 

once.
107

 Disputants also made accusations of evasion or trifling ; Hartôs reaction to one 

such indictment again demonstrating incompatibility: óIt is folly (I see) for me to 

reason with you, if you be resolved to cast of[f] so weightie reasons, as trifles.ô
108

  

Another common occurrence was the issuing of challenges within disputation; 

a tactic used to change the subject or conditions, to speed victory, or to generate 

ammunition for accounts. Such challenges were a common feature of the Campion 

debates, arising from the Jesuitôs desire to oppose and the grandstanding of his 

opponents. By Fieldôs account, William Charke issued a challenge whilst opposing on 

the fourth day, and John Walker repeatedly used the phrase ówhat say you to...?ô in 

advancing arguments.
109

 Reporting Hampton Court, William Barlow notes a challenge 

from the Bishop of Winchester to an older Rainolds: the bishop ówilling him, of his 

                                                             
104 Ibid., p. 180; R. B., An Answere to Mr Fishers Relation of a Third Conference (London, 1624), p. 

47. 
105 Field, Three Last Dayes, sigs M.iv, Q.iiir. 
106 Rainolds, Summe of the Conference, pp. 120, 175, 330, 336, 534. 
107 Ibid., pp. 132, 479. 
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109 Field, Three Last Dayes, from sig. Aa.iir. 
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learning, to shew where ever he had read, that Confirmation was at all used in 

Auncient times by any other but Bishoppesô.
110

 These challenges occurred where 

disputants sought to undermine an adversaryôs reputation, but they were also seen as 

powerful rhetorical tools in debate, and a potent resource in the aftermath: George 

Walker points out that when Percy rejected his challenge on the Latin translation of 

scripture, óhe was much condemned, censured and reproved by the hearers.ô
111

 

More polemically pertinent were those attacks meant to divide a disputant 

from their own side. Rainolds often makes this effort with Hart, stating that the priest 

placed óal[l ] the Popesô in danger with one argument; and Charke reportedly told 

Campion óyou have gyven a greater wounde to your owne syde, then you or a hundred 

suche as you, can cureô, following an argument on the sufficiency of scripture.
112

 

Featley can also be observed using this tactic: óNone of yours doth acknowledge any 

figure in these words of our Saviour, this is my bodyô, he informed Smith, by the 

Catholic account of their disputation; the priest having admitted óa figure joyned with 

truth and proprietyô in the Sacrament.
113

 Thus, while direct attacks might seem like 

simple grandstanding, they could in fact stem from a debateôs surroundings and the 

participantsô individual circumstances. 

 

Disputants also sought to overpower their adversaries through use of the audience ï 

invoked as supporters of a particular approach or victims of ómisleadingô arguments. 

Confronted with óbitter and reproachfullô attacks in his debate with Norris, Walker 

reports asking the audience for permission to respond in kind, óthough it be very 

unseemlyô.
114

 Disputants could equally plead the companyôs benefit in refusing 

arguments: by Fieldôs account, Campion thus dodged a place he saw as unnecessary, 
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and Goad stated that he óshould weary... the companyô by reciting Catholic errors.
115

 

In disputing with Bagshaw, Featley remarks: óI must be briefe, that I may not defraud 

the Auditorie of your arguments.ô
116

 Such points had a negative equivalent in 

accusations of óabuseô of those assembled. Campion was subjected to several such 

claims ï first in response to a scriptural interpretation, and again when he asked to 

explain an answer: óBelike you have an yll opinion of the auditorie, that they can 

understand nothing, except you tel it them twenty times over.ô
117

 By one Catholic 

report, the Jesuit himself cited the needs of the audience in bringing his opponent to a 

question: óthat our coming hether and trowblinge this worshippfull audience, might 

not be altogether in vayneô.
118

 

 Divines could also highlight points by turning to the audience in triumph. 

Campionôs opponents do this often: óMarke here his absurditiesô, Fulke instructs; and 

an argument from Goad is prefaced with the phrase, óLet me make it plaine unto this 

auditorie...ô
119

 Disputing against Percy, by his own account, Featley reacted to one 

answer with a triumphant óMark, I beseech you...ô, and in Walkerôs debate with 

Norris, both disputants made similar referrals: óI pray you Gentlemen to marke and 

take notice,ô Walkerôs account has Norris urging after a perceived admission, and 

again following one of his own arguments.
120

 

 

But how were disputants to hold their ground against these triumphs, traps and 

challenges? At a time when disputation without bitter speech was being urged as an 

ideal, and disputants could soon be accused of pride and vainglory, humility was a 

powerful tool, used early in debate, and often in accounts. A disputantôs preparation 

time is frequently stated, to magnify victory and counter defeat. Percy criticised 
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Featleyôs first account of their disputation in this regard, observing: óAny man reading 

this parcel, would be induced to thinke, that D. White and D. Featly had never had 

notice before... for what end they were to meet with the Jesuites: but that they were on 

the suddaine summoned to this Conference, without any preparation, or knowledge of 

the Questionô.
121

 To this, Featley responded: óWhat doth this adva[n]tage our cause, or 

prejudice yours? It matters not much, how wee came to this encounter, but how we 

came off.ô
122

 In 1581, it was not just the imprisoned Campion who claimed 

unpreparedness by the Protestant accounts ï Alexander Nowell and William Day paint 

the debate (as opposed to a controlled examination) as unexpected: ówe came 

purposed to examine [the] untruthes of Campionôs booke, rather then to disputeô.
123

 

Humility could also be voiced in the arguments themselves: Fulke and Goad make 

remarkable admissions in Fieldôs account, that would have counted against them in an 

academic disputation: óThe very words I do not remember,ô Goad admits, citing an 

error of the Council of Trent; and Fulke, unaware of written decrees from Nice, tells 

Campion, óIf I do not shew it, then let me beare the blame.ô
124

 By contrast, Rainoldsô 

humility relates to style: óif you thinke I cast colours, and use wordes too smooth: I 

can amend that fault with speaking more roughlyô.
125

 

 The most frequently challenged mode of defence was evasion. Whitgift is said 

to have made efforts to change the subject at Lambeth in 1584; whereas Sweet, in the 

aftermath of Featleyôs debate with Percy, describes every aspect of the formerôs 

conduct as evasion ï from the initial clash over the question to his departure.
126

 Often, 

of course, evasion is in the eye of the beholder, and most disputants offer some 

justification for avoiding or refusing points. Rainolds describes one response from 

Hart as an admission of defeat, but one qualified with reference to other scholars: óOur 
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Rhemists will render good account (I dout not) of this... I must referre to them. For I 

my selfe know not indeede how to accord it.ô
127

 In 1581, Campion rejected an 

argument because it would lead into óall questionsô ï an evasion grounded in the 

procedural sanctity of the question.
128

 Similarly, Hart tells Rainolds: óWe shall never 

make an end if we stand on everie particular that may be cavilled atô; and Rainolds 

observes, óif I should flit thus from point to point on every occasion that your speech 

doth offer, we should confound our conference, and never make an end of the point in 

question.ô
129

 

 In addition, disputants could reverse arguments to challenge their opponents: 

Nowell and Day report that Campion urged one point in the form of a counter-

question, and another argument is turned back in Fieldôs account of the second day.
130

 

Disputants could also launch into long orations in order to control the debate; and of 

course, where necessary, they could invoke the name and authority of fundamental 

truth.
131

 Rainolds peppers his argument with such reminders, referring to óThe truth, 

which I deale forô and óthe truth: wherein I wish your companie.ô
132

 Thus, in theory, 

educated divines had the resources to defend against most ï if not all ï points in 

religious debate. The trick lay in being free, able and willing to apply them, and to 

apply them appropriately. In this, at least, public disputation reflects academic debate: 

a test of the disputants themselves. 

 

Practical Considerations 

The choice of location for these events often came down to circumstance. Those 

arranged for doubting individuals were generally held in private residences, and 

prisoners were confronted within prison walls. In the latter case, questions of exposure 
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and control played a significant role, in relation to the effect the authorities ï or, for 

that matter, conscientious prisoners ï felt the debate might have on those present.
133

 

The layout of the room is less frequently described: most accounts pass swiftly from 

the occasion to the arguments themselves. However, both Featley and Walker provide 

details of the seating arrangement at debates in the 1620s, and in this paint a picture of 

an intellectual joust, with the audience in close attendance. Countering a claim that 

Percy took his arm to persuade him to continue their debate, Featley recalls that they 

were óplaced distant one from the other, at the opposite ends and corners of the Tableô; 

and that the audience ósate, or stood, close crowding about the Table, and betwixt 

those two.ô
134

 Walker describes his debate with Norris thus: óthe one sitting downe at 

the one end of a Table, the other at the other end, and the auditors sitting along on 

both sides, and some standing about in a large upper Parlor.ô
135

 These were, of course, 

instances of ópublicô debate in its most private form ï events for doubting individuals 

ï and more prestigious or sensitive disputations required a more formal layout. One 

Catholic account of the debates with Campion has the Jesuit sat on a stool, opposite 

his opponents, who were behind a table full of books.
136

 For occasions like Hampton 

Court, accounts of disputation during royal visitations to the universities might give a 

better indication of the arrangements than Walker or Featley.
137

 

In the disputations themselves, there was an awareness of correct proceeding 

going beyond the rules of formal debate. Where a side comprised more than one 

disputant, this was factored into the order, and at larger exchanges a single 

representative speaker would often be chosen. Proposing a disputation to the Wisbech 
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Catholics, Fulke asked them to select one óto speak for all the rest... for I cannot 

speake to eight men at once.ô
138

 The emphasis in arranging these occasions was on 

balance (or the appearance thereof): George Walker notes that Percy, confronted with 

an interjection from another minister during their debate, complained: óit was unequall 

for two to set against one both at once.ô
139

 This, it should be noted, was precisely the 

situation Campion had infamously been subjected to, four decades before. 

It is Featley who provides the most detailed órulesô for public religious 

disputation, and whose accounts contain the most examples of the same from other 

disputants; indeed, it is undoubtedly Featleyôs method that Leyôs 1658 Discourse 

follows in its recommendations for debate.
140

 Featleyôs rules, produced in the 

aftermath of his disputation with Percy, are as follows: first, he urges sincerity, 

following St Paul (óLet nothing bee done through strife or vaine-gloryô); second, he 

insists that the disputants begin and end with a prayer; third, that notaries be appointed 

and the notes subscribed by both sides. The fourth and fifth conditions require a well-

defined question and adherence to logic form.
141

 Negotiating the terms of his debate 

with Musket several years before, Featley had expressed a shorter version of these, 

requiring that óbitternesse of speech be avoydedô, as well as logic form and equality in 

the roles.
142

 The first was echoed, by his account, in the Percy debate; the Jesuitôs 

companion Sweet asking: óThat all bitter speeches be forborneô.
143

 This condition can 

also be seen in one of George Walkerôs accounts, with Norris asking óthat the 

disputation might be performed... with all mildenesse, and without bitter wordes or 

byting speeches.ô
144
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From the content and presentation of most accounts, this particular rule was an 

ideal, rather than a requirement, but one more closely adhered to ï certainly by 

Protestant divines ï was that disputation should begin and end with a prayer. 

Campionôs opponents were particularly observant in this regard, although Campion 

did not participate, crossing himself instead.
145

 Bagshaw refused Featleyôs offer of 

prayer in the early 1610s.
146

 Most remarkably, at Lambeth, Whitgift can be seen 

refusing the suggestion from Sparke with a clear and telling distinction: óhe shold 

make noe prayeres there, nor that place a conventicle.ô
147

 In 1590, at a prison debate 

with the separatist John Greenwood, one conformist opponent is said to have been 

rebuked in similar (but wholly contrary) terms ï Greenwood objecting: óWhie do you 

here take uppon you to offer up the prayers of us all without our consent, we not being 

met togeather to that purposeô.
148

 Here, then, was a rule in disputation that some, in 

the late sixteenth century, had seen as entirely out of place, and more appropriate to 

puritan gatherings. Featleyôs rule, however, is derived from patristic authority, namely 

Gregory of Nazianzus.
149

 

 

Notes, Written Answers and the Production of Accounts 

The practices outlined thus far are drawn from printed or manuscript accounts of 

disputation, intended for the expansion of disputantsô points and the justification of 

their methods. While shared assumptions, structures and ideals can be gathered from 

such works, their purpose and authorship raises a procedural question as important as 

the conduct of the debates themselves: how were these events being recorded and set 

forth? And how great, as a result, was the distance between disputation performed and 

disputation reported? The first thing to consider is the presence of notaries. Ley, in his 
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Discourse, describes their role as being ófaithfully, and without partiality, to write 

what passeth betwixt the adverse partiesô, drawing on Jacobean examples to illustrate 

this ideal. He notes that the moderate Francis White, in the aftermath of an encounter 

with Percy, could be painted as ósillyô because óthere was not a word written... when 

he and his Adversaries disputed togetherô; and recounts accusations levelled at Percy 

ówhen he thrust himself into a Notaries officeô at Featleyôs disputation with Musket.
150

 

A notary is mentioned in some ï but not all ï contemporary debate accounts. 

Remarkably, Field reports this objection from Campion: óI see that you have some 

appoynted to note, as if it were made a solemne matter. I should have the like... I have 

bene yll dealt withall already, & things heretofore spoken by me, have bene mistaken, 

and published in print otherwise then I ever meant.ô
151

 When Featley disputed against 

Percy, two years after the Musket debate, he reports an agreement óthat the Arguments 

and Answers should be taken by one common Writer; and that the Opponent, D
r
. 

Featly, should set his hand to each severall Syllogism; and the Respondent M
r
. Fisher, 

to his severall Answers.ô
152

  

Offered debate at Wisbech in 1580, the former college head (and erstwhile 

opponent of Cranmer, Ridley and Latimer) John Young required, amongst other 

things, ófoure Notaries, two for us, & twoo for you, and at the ende of every argument 

let them reade it, and if they agree, let them say, Concordat, & let the foure bookes be 

kept in two Chests, wherof you to have one key, & wee an other, &c.ô
153

 Such 

demands reflect a keen awareness of the potential for misrepresentation in accounts: 

Walker reports asking Norris óthat the Arguments & the answers might be writ downe, 

for preventing all false relationô; and Percy, recounting his disputation with Featley, 

states: óthe wryting of such things as had passed in the Conference... was wrapped up 

in a paper, and sealed up with three seales... & left in Syr Humfrey Lynds hands, or 
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some other Protestant, with promise that it should be kept unopened till the next 

meetingô. In both cases, the precaution failed to minimise conflicting reports.
154

  

 Despite the respect held for notes taken in disputation, the use of writing was 

by no means consistent, nor always so formal as to require a notary. Oftentimes, 

points were written down because of a disputantôs personal approach, or because the 

occasion demanded it. Some arguments were written and subscribed by request, when 

an adversary saw in them something to triumph at. This tactic was favoured by 

Featley, but it can also be observed in accounts of debate with Campion and the 

separatists Barrow and Greenwood.
155

 On the other hand, notes or written answers 

could be so extensive as to virtually supplant oral debate: Fulke asked the Catholics at 

Wisbech ówhether you will conferre by speach or writingô ï the latter dismissed as 

time-consuming ï and Percyôs process is described by Featley as a combination of the 

two: 

 

the principall Respondent, M. Fisher, meditates by himself an Answer; 

which hee first writeth in a private paper, then sheweth it to his Assistant, 

M. Sweet, and two other that stood by: according to whose advice he 

addeth, blotteth out, and altereth what they thought fit. After this, he 

dictateth it out of his private paper to the common Writer of the 

conference... and, having comparôd it with his private paper, subscribes it 

as a Record, and then reads it openly.
156
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Rainolds describes his debate with Hart as conducted ónot with extemporall speaking, 

but writing with adviseô, although this is not always reflected in their dialogue, and 

may, in part, refer to the production of his account.
157

 

 

Full notes and written answers were not, therefore, a constant result of public 

disputation, and accounts were contingent on the information available, filtered 

through an authorôs memory, perspective and purpose. Nowell and Day state that 

following their debate with Campion, they óset downe in writing certaine notes of the 

same, out of our fresh memorie to all eventsô, with the proviso that óour memorie 

could not alwayes retaine the order, or the very wordes wherein every sentence was 

uttered.ô
158

 One Catholic report concludes: óMutch more spoken, w
ch

 I coulde not 

remember.ô
159

 Featleyôs account of his disputation with Percy is described as written 

ópartly, out of the fresh memory of such passages as we then observed; but especially, 

by help of such Notes as were taken in the Conference it selfô; and his account of his 

debate with Bagshaw is ódrawne out of the notesô of two observers, but printed almost 

three decades after the fact.
160

 Most remarkably, Rainoldsô account of his debate with 

Hart is described ï in a preface attributed to Hart himself ï as drawn from notes on 

which both men collaborated: written up by Rainolds, given to Hart for review, and 

then expanded on before printing.
161

 

 Adding to the measure of deviation one might expect in accounts drawn 

partially from memory, there is evidence (and admission) of editing in many accounts. 

Barlow describes his report after Hampton Court as óan Extract, wherein is the 

Substance of the wholeô, and Percy held his account of one debate with White to 
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contain óthe chiefe Passagesô of the exchange: ófor substance I have not omitted any 

thing that may much import, considering what the occasion, and subject of the 

Conference wasô.
162

 Recounting the separatistsô prison debates, Barrow admits to 

forgetting one point and re-inserting another, ónot perfectly remembring the due place 

where yt should come in.ô
163

 Moreover, in all accounts, arguments are perfected with 

the benefit of hindsight: Rainoldsô work blurs the line between account and treatise; 

and Percy lists questions he might have asked in one report.
164

 

 What is remarkable, in light of these considerations, is the propensity of such 

works to describe themselves as ótrueô relations.
165

 Some claim essential truth despite 

imperfections in memory; and omissions are oftentimes justified by way of pertinence. 

Field advises that: óIf Campions answeres be thought shorter th[an] they were, thou 

must knowe that he had much wast speach, which being impertinent, is nowe omitted: 

although I protest, nothing is cut off from the weight and substance of the matterô.
166

 

In recounting his debate with Percy, Featley justifies omissions through the absence of 

the Earl of Warwick (present in the event), as well as ómoderationô in depicting the 

Jesuitôs process: his account is thus ófairô and ópassableô, as well as including ónothing 

but the truthô.
167

 Another of Featleyôs methods is to support claims of accuracy with 

the subscription of those present: his full account of this disputation includes the 

names of two earls, two knights, his colleague White, two esquires, the clerk of the 

Court of Wards, two bachelors in divinity and the notary, Thomas Aylesbury, to this 

effect.
168

 The Protestant account of his debate with Smith was written by John Pory 

and subscribed by the playwright Ben Jonson, both of whom were in the audience.
169

 

Nor was it just the listeners who might offer such guarantees: Rainolds makes much of 
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Hartôs preface to his report, and in one account White used his own status as an óeare-

witnesseô to deflect óCensure from men judicious, and lovers of Truthô.
170

 

 Of course, such claims rarely pass unchallenged. As White observes, óour 

Adversaries will perpetually tumultuate, and accuse of falsitie, all things which passe 

not under their owne handsô, a remark that holds true regardless of standpoint.
171

 

Countering Percyôs account of their 1622 debate, Laud exclaims óNot one Answere 

perfectly related?ô; and in a subsequent work finds a point óI doe not at all remember 

was so much as named in the Conference, much lesse was it stood uponô.
172

 Sweet 

accuses the first account of Featleyôs debate with Percy of ódaubing and amplifying 

the speeches of D. Featlyô; and both he and Percy present a list of falsehoods in the 

work.
173

 Walkerôs account of his debate with Norris is wholly deconstructed in the 

latterôs self-consciously titled True Report: 

 

in relating the arguments and answers... some he changeth, some he 

corrupteth: heere he leaveth out, there he foisteth in: one while he 

disjoynteth the wordes, otherwhile he dismembreth, & perverteth the 

sense... he maketh such a misshapen and confused Chaos of malicious 

slaunders, of foolish & impertinent additions, as may well become one of 

his own deformed and bastardly brood.
174

 

 

Norris describes such falsification as common to past heretics and contemporary 

Protestants; including, unsurprisingly, Featley.
175

 

 These assertions are but the most obtuse element of a more detailed polemical 

stance, encompassing questions of authority and presentation, and using literary 
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methods to persuade the reader. Most accounts are written in dialogue form, though 

some mingle this with direct narrative or drop it altogether. The printed, Protestant 

accounts of the Campion debates make for a representative sample: Nowell and Day 

present the first in a simple narrative, whereas Field employs annotated dialogue for 

later encounters. The benefits of dialogue form in these works were twofold. First, it 

played a direct role in claims to balance, truth and modesty ï as Virginia Cox notes on 

literary dialogues: óthe writer is renouncing an authorial role, and becoming, like the 

reader, an admiring eavesdropper on the conversation of others.ô
176

 Secondly, it 

engages the reader: through it, they become óparticipantsô; indeed, moderators.
177

 This 

effect was enhanced where an account was wholly or partially intended for a specific 

readership, as in Rainoldsô account of his debate with Hart. Cox makes a distinction 

between treatise and dialogue: the former ócasts its writer and reader in the role of 

master and pupilô; whereas in the latter they are óhunting-companions, sharing equally 

in the... chase.ô
178

 But Rainolds directs his work to the students of the English 

seminaries at Rome and Rheims, with the words ólearne of your felow and friend M. 

Hartô on the question of the Popeôs deposing power.
179

 Thus, to expand on Coxôs 

analogies, Rainolds presents his adversary ï and through him, Catholic readers ï as a 

companion needing to be guided, or a pupil on his first hunting trip. Hart serves as 

emblem, warning and target for Rainoldsô heterogeneous readership.
180

 The 

relationship between the disputants could prove as significant and complex a device as 

that between author and reader: as well as triumphing over an adversary, an account 

might also raise him up, to accentuate victory, and associate a cause with its 

champion. Thus White is óaccounted a prime Protestant Controversistô in a report by 

Percy.
181
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 A final point to be considered is the rhetoric used to present disputation 

accounts: the justifications given for their production and distribution. In this, authors 

observe customary humility: the setting forth of printed accounts is often depicted as a 

necessary task, compelled by false reports already circulating.
182

 More tangibly, 

disputants involved in óprivateô debate could be criticised for making it public, 

particularly where a doubting person was involved: one Catholic account states that 

Featleyôs debate with Percy, óthough privatly inte[n]ded, was afterwards victoriously 

printedô.
183

 Individual accounts will be discussed below, but here it is important to 

note that polemical purpose infused the way they were drawn up and presented; and 

that this drew on pervasive cultural trends. 

 

Adopt, Adapt and Invoke: the Departure from Academic Disputation  

Detailed study of these accounts ultimately reinforces that note of caution offered by 

Hughes: we cannot accurately or truthfully reconstruct what occurred in a 

disputation.
184

 But this does not, I believe, preclude us from moving from the accounts 

to the events themselves. Just as Hughes highlights the strategies used to present truth 

in such works, so the procedural foundations of debate ï and expectations in this 

regard ï can be observed; indeed, they form an integral part of the authorsô approach. 

Accounts of public religious disputation need to be examined not as flawed ótrue 

reportsô of debate, but as extensions and representations of it.
185

 In this, despite their 

purpose and partiality, they have a great deal to tell us ï about the events to which 

they pertain, and the broader culture surrounding them.  

To return to John Ley, a degree of written aftermath was integral to public 

religious disputation: though maligned, such representations and extensions were vital 

to these eventsô impact. Ley describes his preferred form as óthe personall debates of 
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such as are far from the perfect Union of the Apostle, whose minds are contrary, and 

their tongues contradictory, and their pens also; when they take them up like pikes to 

prosecute the war by writing, which by verbal disputation they began.ô Full, profitable 

debate could not occur in a vacuum: written additions are included in Leyôs ideal, and 

so they should be treated by historians ï as a part of the process, as much as a 

challenging source for it.
186

 The question of accuracy is secondary to that of image 

and purpose. 

In terms of public religious disputation itself, Ley arrives at his definition 

through two distinctions, clarifying that indistinct usage of ódisputationô noted above. 

He distinguishes his category first from discourse ówithout the strife [of] tonguesô; 

encounters between those in agreement, and written works termed ódisputationsô by 

their authors. For the latter, he cites Bellarmine, who ócalleth his Volumes of 

controversies, Disputations, though there appeared none opposite to dispute against 

him.ô
187

 As noted, Leyôs second, subtle distinction refers to academic debate, shrouded 

in Shugerôs ómaskô of purpose, and those ówhere the controversie is rather formall 

then seriousô.
188

 Ley is not, of course, to be followed without question: his work is 

infused with his own standpoint and informed by its immediate context. Moreover, 

adopting strict categories, rather than tracing the adaptation of the process, is in many 

ways counter-productive. But drawing on Ley and ï more importantly ï on the 

examples detailed here, it is now possible to describe the reach of formal, academic 

disputation into public controversial encounters, and to elucidate those categories 

identified in the previous chapter. 

Formal disputation remained a commonplace in post-Reformation religious 

discourse, but it was a remarkably malleable one. The influence of the form is 

impossible to deny ï it is present in the structure of accounts, in the assumptions 

underlying procedural critiques, and even in those debates that deviated from it ; in 

                                                             
186 Ley, Discourse of Disputations, pp. 33, 72. 
187 Ibid., p. 31. 
188 Ibid., p. 31. 
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elements unconsciously retained. But divines still argued about its technicalities and 

etiquette, and the format could be adapted in a variety of ways, subject to preference 

and circumstance. What we are confronted with, then, is not a defined category, but a 

constellation of events, radiating outward from a formal core. At the close of the 

previous chapter, ódisputationô was defined by two criteria: the learned or clerical 

status of those involved, and its adherence to the academic process. Here, where the 

details of that process are taken into account, neither criterion is lessened; but both 

describe a spectrum, rather than an homogenous block. It is with this in mind that 

instances of public religious disputation will now be placed in context. 
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Chapter Three: Disputation Exploited, 1558-1581 

óI would you would dispute to have the truth knowen, rather then to have victorie...ô
1
 

 

Disputation permeated religious discourse in post-Reformation England, but was not 

uniform in its circumstances and tone. In the later sixteenth century, the emphasis was 

on authority and power: disputation of controversial religion was prohibited by royal 

injunction in 1559, and those events sanctioned afterwards were, for the most part, 

neither fair nor balanced.
2
 Though the practice was not used exclusively in anti-

Catholic efforts, or for the maintenance of state and church authority, much public 

religious disputation under Elizabeth involved the examination of imprisoned priests. 

From the accounts produced, and the arrangements they describe, it is clear that the 

authorities saw the potential ï and therefore also the dangers ï of the practice as a 

weapon in the countryôs charged religious climate.  

This is not to argue that all public religious disputation was cynically 

motivated. The form had an image of impartial enquiry, the scope for comprehensive 

(or selective) evidence, and, in more controlled situations, the relative safety that came 

with being able to dictate an encounterôs course and terms; but there are examples in 

this period of those in high office taking genuine interest in the outcome of a debate, 

and in the questions tackled. It should also be noted that Elizabethan religious 

disputation was not limited to one-sided engagements ï accounts of prison debate are 

most prevalent in the 1580s, and the later period produced a number of more balanced 

events. Conference to reclaim recusants was required of clergymen from the 1570s.
3
 

Thus, a genuine belief in the efficacy of such debate cannot be dismissed. Accounts of 

prison disputation should be seen, in academic and religious terms, as but the most 

driven, controlled aspect of a wider, respected process. The assertion of McCoog that 

                                                             
1 Edmund Campion, BL Harl. MS 422, f. 148v. 
2 Henry Gee, The Elizabethan Clergy and the Settlement of Religion (Oxford, 1898), p. 60. 
3 Questier, Conversion, Politics and Religion, p. 151; see chapter 4 below. 
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Reformation disputations were trials, óto demonstrate the wicked errors of a convicted 

heretic or... destroy religious oppositionô, lacks nuance; particularly when extended to 

this period.
4
 

 

The Examination of Catholics 

Most accounts of public religious disputation in Elizabethan England detail encounters 

with imprisoned Catholics, but a systematic exploitation of the form must be proved, 

rather than assumed. It could be argued that in the periodôs climate of controversy and 

formal discourse disputation would naturally occur; and that the dominance of prison 

debate in the surviving records reflects circumstance, rather than design. Lake and 

Questier present the early modern prison as but óthe place where Catholics and 

Protestants were most often brought togetherô ï a natural arena for disputation, that 

facilitated interaction through the laxity of the system, the legitimate, at times public, 

platform it offered and the sheer number of priests incarcerated.
5
 Christopher 

Bagshawôs account of the Catholic community at Wisbech notes conference and 

disputation between the priests as they descended into factionalism at the end of the 

sixteenth century, a measure of freedom that was not unusual.
6
 This said, the role of 

the authorities in arranging and, crucially, reporting prison debate should not be 

understated.
7
 The freedoms enjoyed could vary: when Fulke offered disputation to 

Catholics held at Wisbech in 1580, John Feckenham reportedly commented, óthese 

men are as strange to mee as you areô; this offered little evidence of the community 

Bagshaw would later describe.
8
 The prisoners were free to turn down Fulkeôs offer, 

                                                             
4 McCoog, óóPlaying the Championôô, p. 120. 
5 Peter Lake and Michael Questier, óPrisons, Priests and Peopleô, in Nicholas Tyacke (ed.), Englandôs 

Long Reformation, 1500-1800 (London, 1997), pp. 195-233. 
6 Christopher Bagshaw, A True Relation of the Faction Begun at Wisbech (London, 1601), esp. pp. 1, 

12-3, 22-3, 71; Lake and Questier, óPrisons, Priests and Peopleô, p. 202. 
7 The authorities played a role in the Wisbech disputes: Milward, Religious Controversies... 

Elizabethan, pp. 117-119; Lake and Questier, óPrisons Priests and Peopleô, p. 206. 
8 Lake and Questier, óPrisons, Priests and Peopleô, pp. 197-8; Fulke, True Reporte, sig. A5r. 
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but could not set terms for the debate.
9
 Similarly, Campion, imprisoned in the Tower, 

was never allowed to set conditions, and few of his challenges were directly 

answered.
10

 Moreover, where accounts of prison debate are concerned, clear patterns 

of application and restriction can be traced. 

The prison disputations for which accounts survive are never directly 

instigated by a Catholic challenge. Invariably, the Protestants propose or demand a 

debate, under instruction from someone in authority. Fulke was dispatched to Wisbech 

by Richard Cox, Bishop of Ely, though he had no written commission.
11

 Campionôs 

opponents were sent by a reluctant John Aylmer (directed by óa higher authorityô), and 

the disputation between Rainolds and Hart was arranged by Francis Walsingham.
12

 

The authoritative tone of the Campion debates is further heightened by the presence of 

men like Thomas Norton and Robert Beale. These events, as Lake and Questier argue, 

represent an official appropriation of (and collusion with) the prison environment: a 

turn to public display in lieu of effective physical control.
13

 But they were still 

cautiously undertaken, pursued and contained in response to the authoritiesô concerns. 

The more important question is how these occasions were squared with the 

image of disputation. The formôs use in examination or power-play was not an 

Elizabethan innovation: at the Marian debates held prior to the executions of Cranmer, 

Ridley and Latimer, a similarly fragile balance was maintained between political 

purpose and intellectual process. David Loades describes these events as a óshow 

trialô, whose ópaper thin academic properties deceived no oneô; but their use of formal 

disputation is remarkable: it was chosen instead of a trial, óto discredit [the reformersô] 

                                                             
9 Fulke, True Reporte, passim. 
10 Nowell and Day, True Report, sig. Hr-v; Field, Three Last Dayes, sigs K.ir, N.iii r, R.iiii r, S.iir, U.iii r, 

U.iii v, U.iiii v, X.iiii v, Ff.iv. 
11 Fulke, True Reporte, sig. A2r-v. 
12 McCoog, óóPlaying the Championôô, p. 135; see Nowell and Day, True Report, sig. C.ir, and Field, 

Three Last Dayes, sig. Hv; Rainolds, Summe of the Conference, p. 33. 
13 Lake and Questier, óPrisons, Priests and Peopleô, pp. 204-5. Towards the end of the reign, Henry 

Fitzsimon was óallowedô to conduct prison disputations in Ireland: Gaffney, óPractice of Religious 
Controversyô, p. 150. 
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intellectual pretensionsô.
14

 Manipulation of the process was not seen as anathema to its 

status; at least, those in authority express little doubt on that score. In fact, its use as a 

polemical device shows its contemporary standing: Greenslade invokes these events 

as a sign of the continued prominence of disputation, despite their imbalance, and the 

same can be said for Elizabethan prison encounters.
15

 

These 1554 debates had many of the restrictive features that would 

characterise prison disputation under Elizabeth. Cranmer and the others were 

permitted to dispute at one of the universities, but at Oxford, the more conservative 

institution. They were separated when the disputations began, and lacked the time and 

books necessary to prepare ï at least, so Ridley complained when summoned.
16

 

Moreover, their adversaries were óadvocates and judges,ô as Loades has it, ówith the 

power to condemn their opponents of heresy if they were so to find.ô
17

 Religious 

disputation with those imprisoned for their beliefs was naturally riddled with 

difficulties. The prisoners themselves were aware of the balance of power, and their 

objections are often cited in their opponentsô accounts, to demonstrate fairness in the 

works themselves. At Wisbech, Fulke was told: ódisputation is void, for although wee 

overcome our adversaries, wee shoulde not prevail, the lawe is already... against us, & 

wee come rather to suffer, than to dispute.ô
18

 John Young was of the opinion that 

disputation with prisoners ócannot be a free disputationô ï a view echoed in 

Feckenhamôs need for immunity.
19

 In 1581, Campion can be seen refusing to dispute 

on the true church, as it would be ódaungerous, unles leave might be obtained of her 

                                                             
14 D. M. Loades, The Oxford Martyrs (London, 1970), pp. 127-8. Cranmer, Peter Martyr and others had 
agreed to defend Edwardôs church in a public disputation, but this suggestion died with Cranmerôs 

imprisonment: W. J. Torrance Kirby, The Zurich Connection and Tudor Political Theology (Boston 

Mass., 2007), p. 17; Anthony Marten, Another Collection of Certeine Divine Matters and Doctrines of 

the Same M. D. Peter Martyr (London, 1583), sig. Qq.iiir. 
15 Greenslade, óFaculty of Theologyô, p. 324. The arguments were remarkably detailed: Loades, Oxford 

Martyrs, pp. 131-6. Persons described the Marian debates as an oasis of fairness amid Protestant-

controlled encounters; óhavinge both judges, notaryes, and arbitrators to the likinge of both parts 

appointedô: N. D., Review of Ten Publike Disputations, pp. 17-19, 74. 
16 Loades, Oxford Martyrs, pp. 129, 131. 
17 Ibid., p. 129.  
18 Fulke, True Reporte, sig. A5v. 
19 Ibid., sigs Bv, A5r-A5v; see chapter 2 above. 
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Majesties most honourable Counsailô.
20

 Fear of recrimination hindered debate, but 

there is a also more general principle at work here: the value of free and fair 

disputation. Campionôs objections are buttressed with the observation that his 

opponent would be granted ófree disputationô in any Catholic city.
21

  

Imprisonment also created a direct, psychological imbalance, to say nothing of 

torture and impending execution. Hart reportedly told Rainolds: óThe condition of 

conference with you is somewhat un-even. For I lie in prison, and am adjudged to dye: 

the closeness of the one, & terror of the other, doth dull a mans spirits, and make him 

very unfitte for study.ô
22

 Campionôs 1581 debates began with a discussion of his 

racking, in which Owen Hopton told him that he protested too much, having órather 

seene then felt the rackeô: óyou could, and did presently go thence to your lodging 

without helpe, and use your handes in writing, and all other partes of your body: 

which you could not have done, if you had bene put to that punishment, with any such 

extremitie as you speake of.ô
23

 

The withholding of books was perhaps the most common complaint. This, it 

should be noted, was not just a natural consequence of incarceration: here, the 

authorities could have a direct impact on the balance of a debate. óThey bid us fight,ô 

one priest complained at Fulkeôs Wisbech conference, óand take our weapons from 

us.ô
24

 The objection was repeated, despite Fulkeôs argument that scripture and the 

Fathers were ósufficientô.
25

 What is remarkable here, aside from that confessional 

difference noted in chapter two, is the source of the refusal: óI have no authoritie to 

deliver you those bookesô, Fulke tells them; óI cannot deliver those that are taken away 

by order of the Counsellô.
26

 More intriguing than imbalance between the sides in 

prison disputation is the relationship between the Protestant disputants and their 

                                                             
20 Field, Three Last Dayes, sig. K.iiiv. 
21 Ibid., sig. Yv. 
22 Rainolds, Summe of the Conference, p. 33. 
23 Nowell and Day, True Report, sig. C.iv. 
24 Fulke, True Reporte sig. A3v. 
25 Ibid., sigs A3v-A4v, B3r-B4v.  
26 Ibid., sig. A4r-v. 
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superiors: such instances highlight the tension between open discourse and political 

reserve.  

At first glance, this question was handled in a similar manner by Rainolds and 

Hart, the priest stating: óI am destitute of bookes: we are not permitted to have any at 

all, saving the Bible onely. You of the other side may have bookes at will: and you 

come fresh from the universitie: whereby you are the readier to use them and alleage 

them.ô
27

 Rainoldsô response echoes that of Fulke: óIf a man do surfet of varietie of 

dishes, the Phisicion doth well to dyet him with one wholsome kinde of meatô; but 

here, the requirements of disputant and patron are reversed, as Walsinghamôs order 

was that Hart be provided with any book he needed.
28

 In the context of previous 

events, he might simply have been trying to ensure the appearance of equity; but his 

own well-documented Protestant confidence, and the interest he displays at the 1584 

Lambeth debate, suggests something more.
29

 Of course, use of disputation in religious 

polemic and a genuine belief in its efficacy are not incompatible when one has faith. 

 

Elizabethan prison debates thus amplify the tensions afflict ing public religious 

disputation in this period: discursive and intellectual ideals are revered on their own 

merits and carefully manipulated ï a situation complicated by the inequalities of 

power involved. It would be easy to dismiss such occasions as óshow trialsô, but 

despite the authoritiesô involvement, intentions were not always obvious, and the 

outcome was not always a foregone conclusion. For all the control they were subject 

to, prison disputations could ï as Lake and Questier indicate ï be real, public 

manifestations of discourse, and their conditions varied as the reign progressed. An 

examination of individual events is thus required to untangle the web of perceptions 

and intent surrounding them. 

 

                                                             
27 Rainolds, Summe of the Conference, p. 33. 
28 Ibid., p. 35 
29 BL Add. MS 48064,  f. 56v; see (for example) Collinson, Elizabethan Puritan Movement, pp. 166-7. 
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The Westminster Conference 

The 1559 Westminster conference, called to ease the passage of the Acts of 

Supremacy and Uniformity, began ï on the surface ï as a more balanced affair. The 

official account, set forth in black letter by Jugg and Cawood (óprynters to the Quenes 

Majestieô), describes its purpose in positive, academic terms: ófor the satisfaction of 

persons doubtful, as also for the knowledge of the very trueth in certayne mater of 

differenceô; and where the Catholic side, composed of Marian bishops and clergymen, 

are asked to órender accompte of their faythô, it is made clear that these are the 

Archbishop of Yorkôs own words.
30

 This opening cannot, however, disguise the 

eventôs purpose. William Haugaard suggested that it was initially intended to prepare 

the ground for reform before a clerical audience, but that political developments had 

broadened its role.
31

 Even in the printed account, there is an immediacy to its timing 

(óassone as possible might be agreed uponô), and there was an overwhelming political 

presence in the event, including the Privy Council and members of the nobility and 

Parliament.
32

 The account states that representatives and nobles asked that answers be 

written and read in English, against Catholic wishes, ófor the better satisfaction & 

inhabling of their owne Judgments to treate and conclude of suche lawes as myght 

depende hereupon.ô
33

 The debateôs political drive thus shines through the academic 

imagery of this report. 

Moreover, while enough was granted the Catholics for the rhetoric of balance 

to be maintained, the outcome of the conference was pre-arranged as far as possible. 

                                                             
30 Anon, The Declaracyon of the Procedynge of a Conference (London, 1560), sigs 1v-2v. Nicholas 

Heath had been granted the see of York by papal provision: ODNB Heath, Nicholas. The other bishops 

(as listed by Gary Jenkins, following John Jewel and John Foxe) were Bayne of Coventry and 

Lichfield, White of Winchester, Watson of Lincoln, Scot of Chester and Oglethorpe of Carlisle, with 

Henry Cole, Dean of St Paulôs, and John Harpsfield, Alban Langdale and William Chedsey: Gary W. 

Jenkins, óWhoresome Knaves and Illustrious Subjects at the 1559 Westminster Disputationô, Anglican 

and Episcopal History, 75 (2006), p. 321. Feckenham was also present. On the use of black letter in 

works for wide circulation, see Green, Christianôs ABC, p. 7. 
31 William P. Haugaard, Elizabeth and the English Reformation (Cambridge, 1970), pp. 97-100. 
32 Anon, Declaracyon of the Procedynge, sigs 2r, 3v; Haugaard, Elizabeth, p. 101. 
33 Anon, Declaracyon of the Procedynge, sig. 3v; Haugaard, Elizabeth, p. 97; Norman L. Jones, Faith 
by Statute: Parliament and the Settlement of Religion 1559 (London, 1982), p. 124.  
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In a letter to Peter Martyr, Jewel ï soon to be a Westminster delegate ï outlined the 

occasionôs purpose in terms far removed from those of the official account: it had 

been arranged so that the Catholics ómay have no ground of complaint that they are 

put down by power and authority of lawô.
34

 The questions were chosen to pave the 

way for reform, and were framed around scripture and the ancient church, 

undermining recourse to continuity, and the final format required answers in 

English.
35

 Of the Catholic requirements, it was granted that answers be provided in 

writing, but even this was qualified with the proviso that they be read aloud.
36

 These 

conditions reflect purpose and audience, as Haugaard notes. But they also speak to the 

primacy of purpose over intellectual ideals and Catholic demands. In an echo of Jewel, 

Robert Personsô history of disputation asserted that óthe Queene and those that were 

nearest about her, havinge determined to make a change of Religion, thought they 

should do yt best, and most justifiable, yf they promised some name of disputation, 

wherin the Catholiks had byn satisfied or vanquishedô.
37

 Westminster, then, had much 

in common with prison debates: it was politically driven, weighted against the 

Catholic side and then conducted in a partisan manner. Though neither side were 

prisoners when the debate began, by its end the bishops of Lincoln and Winchester 

were en route to the Tower.
38

 

Historical consensus describes the event as óstagedô; or, at the least, 

ómanipulated to discredit the Catholic causeô.
39

 Norman Jones suggested that it was 

only intended óto provide propagandaô, and was then seized upon as an opportunity to 

weaken the Catholic position.
40

 Remarkably, however, the printed account 

                                                             
34 Jewel to Martyr, in The Works of John Jewel, vol. 4, ed. John Ayre (Cambridge, 1850), p. 1200; 

Haugaard, Elizabeth, p. 97; Jenkins, óWhoresome Knavesô, pp. 318-19. 
35 Jones, Faith by Statute, p. 123; Haugaard, Elizabeth, pp. 96, 100; Jenkins, óWhoresome Knavesô, p. 

321. 
36 Jones, Faith by Statute, p. 124. Further, see Jenkins, óWhoresome Knavesô, pp. 330-1. 
37 N. D., Review of Ten Publike Disputations, p. 78. 
38 Anon, Declaracyon of the Procedynge, sig. 7v. 
39 McCoog, óóPlaying the Championôô, p. 121; Collinson, Elizabethan Puritan Movement, p. 32. 
40 He further argues that the intention was to óexposeô the bishops; suggesting both exploitation of and 
respect for disputation: Jones, Faith by Statute, pp. 115, 127. 



83 

 

manipulates little beyond process: the Catholicsô discredit is attempted through a 

description of practice and attitude.
41

 The religious points ï of which there were 

several before the conference collapsed ï are glossed over, and the questions are 

appended almost as an afterthought.
42

 To give a typical example, referring to the 

Catholicsô spokesman, Henry Cole: ó[He] made a declaracyon of their meaninges and 

their reasons to their first [pro]position, which being ended, they were asked by the 

privy counsel if any of them had any more to be saied: and they said no.ô
43

 The 

purpose of this work, then, is not religious instruction. Unlike later accounts, it is 

entirely polemical ï an epideictic tale. Here, the character of the new settlement is 

being defined, in opposition to that of its detractors.
44

 

 The debate itself was not held to the university form; indeed, its conditions 

remained confused throughout.
45

 The authoritiesô initial agreement to have written 

declarations rather than open debate again speaks to the eventôs purpose ï clear 

statements and judgement being preferred over convoluted scholastic disputation. 

There was, however, a moderator of sorts: Sir Nicholas Bacon, who took the duty to 

mean keeping the Catholics in check.
46

 From the outset, by the printed account, the 

bishops deviated from the predetermined form, claiming to have ómistakenô the initial 

agreement. Their óbookô was not ready, but they were prepared óto argue and 

                                                             
41 Jenkins makes the point that victory was achieved through rhetoric rather than argument, although he 

does not emphasise procedural ideals: Jenkins, óWhoresome Knavesô, pp. 318, 337. 
42 The questions appointed concerned the use of Latin in common prayer and the sacraments, the 

authority of individual churches to appoint ceremonies, and the lack of scriptural evidence to suggest 

that the Mass was for the living and the dead: Anon, Declaracyon of the Procedynge, sig. 8r. 
43 Ibid., sig. 5r. Jewel offers a remarkable account of Coleôs demeanour: he óturned himself towards all 

quarters, and into every possible attitude, stamping with his feet, throwing about his arms, bending his 

sides, snapping his fingers, alternately elevating and depressing his eyebrows...ô; óI never heard any one 
rave after a more solemn and dictatorial mannerô: Jewel, Works, vol. 4, p. 1203. 
44 Personsô account is similarly focused on conduct and process; blaming the authorities for the 

outcome: N. D., Review of Ten Publike Disputations, pp. 77-86. 
45 Collinson, however, describes it as óthe Westminster Disputationô (Collinson, Elizabethan Puritan 

Movement, p. 32), and Jones terms it a disputation throughout; but the printed account alternates 

between óconferenceô and ómeetingô. Jewel suggests that there were plans to use formal disputation; his 

report to Martyr stating that óon the first day nothing should be proposed by either party beyond bare 

affirmations; and... at the next meeting we were to answer them, and they, in their turn, to reply to usô: 

Jewel, Works, vol. 4, p. 1203. 
46 See Jones, Faith by Statute, pp. 125-6. To Persons, this moderator was óone of the greatest 

adversaryes to Catholike Religion, that was in England, violent in condition, and utterly ignorant in 
matters of divinityô; N. D., Review of Ten Publike Disputations, p. 79. 
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disputeô.
47

 As the debate continues, the account turns into a litany of awkwardness: 

having declared that they had no more to say on the first proposition, several of the 

bishops then ask to add to their answer ï a deviation which, like their first ómistakeô, 

is allowed, though óthey myghte have ben well reprehended for suche maner of 

cavillacyonsô. The granting of both requests is here described as having two motives: 

to ensure the Catholicsô a full hearing, and ï crucially ï for the better ordering of the 

debate.
48

 

 Further argument on the first question was appointed for the second day, but 

was then disallowed by Bacon, who insisted that the Catholics go to the second 

topic.
49

 After a dispute as to who should begin, they then refused to proceed.
50

 Rather 

than provide a reason for their stand, the printed account glosses over both the initial 

arrangement and this second dispute, satisfying itself with denunciation: the Catholics 

persist in their refusal with no regard to the arguments, their own reputations, or their 

cause, óupon what sinister or dysordered meaninge is not yet fullye knowen (though in 

some part it be understa[n]ded)ô.
51

 The implication, that they had no confidence in 

their position, would survive in polemicistsô citations of the event: Featley invoked it 

in 1638: óafter the Protestants had given the charge, the Popish party... sounded a 

retreat, and upon frivolous pretences brake up the conferenceô.
52

 Haugaard finds the 

reason for their reluctance in the second question, on the authority of individual 

churches, which required either compliance or a damaging appeal to papal authority.
53

 

But in addition, direct exertion of authority and clumsy manipulation of procedure, in 

an already imbalanced, politicised exchange, had turned them against further 

                                                             
47 Anon, Declaracyon of the Procedynge, sig. 4r-v; Jones, Faith by Statute, pp.124-5. 
48 Anon, Declaracyon of the Procedynge, sig. 5v. 
49 Jones, Faith by Statute, p. 126; see Jenkins, óWhoresome Knavesô, pp. 333-7, 338, for an 

interpretation of the Protestant approach. Again, neither takes account of the procedural weight of the 

moderator; a position whose importance is emphasised by Persons. 
50 N. D., Review of Ten Publike Disputations, pp. 81-5: óthe Bishops affirminge... [as] the Protestant 

party was plaintife or accusant, they should begin, and the Bishopps would answere.ô 
51 Anon, Declaracyon of the Procedynge, sig. 6v. 
52 Featley, Transubstantiation Exploded, p. 20. 
53 Haugaard, Elizabeth, pp. 103-4. 
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participation ï by the printed account, some refused ómore ernestlyô.
54

 At the close, 

the bishops of Lincoln and Winchester were imprisoned, and the rest were essentially 

told not to leave town.
55

  

 The official account of Westminster provides a model for the use of a public 

debate ï and specifically an adversaryôs conduct ï in polemic. The Catholicsô 

perceived evasions and eventual refusal are described as signs of weakness and 

manifest error, and as disrespectful to ósuch an honorable assembly.ô
56

 Thus, as 

Persons notes, victory is given to the Protestants, óand overthrow to the Cath. 

Bishopps, who yet, as yow see, were never permitted to propose any one argument, or 

reason in due place and tyme.ô
57

 Persons invokes practice and purpose, but the 

Declaracyon of the Procedynge had already laid claim to discursive ideals. In calling 

the conference, Elizabeth sought counsel, demonstrating sovereign wisdom, but the 

Catholics had then confused and ruined the event.
58

 Persons, on the impact of the 

conference, lamented: ó[many] rested themselves upon this point, that the Protestants 

were learned men, and had gotten the victory in disputations against the Catholiks, for 

that so yt was told them. And this they thought sufficient for their assurance.ô
59

  

 

William Fulke at Wisbech 

After Westminster, public disputation of controversial religion was prohibited for 

more than two decades. National doctrine had been decided, and the government 

maintained that further debate would not be conducive to uniformity. By 1580, 

however, this restriction had become problematic. Disputation at the universities 

                                                             
54 Anon, Declaracyon of the Procedynge, sig. 7r. 
55 Ibid., sig. 7v: óthe rest (savynng y[e] abbot of Westminster) stand bounde to make daylye their 

personall apparaunce before the counsell, and not to departe the Cytye of London and Westminster, 

untill further order be taken with theim for their disobedience and contempteô; see Jewel, Works, vol. 4, 

p. 1204. On the political aftermath, see Jenkins, óWhoresome Knavesô, p. 325. 
56 Anon, Declaracyon of the Procedynge, sig. 7r-v. 
57 N. D., Review of Ten Publike Disputations, p. 86. 
58 Anon, Declaracyon of the Procedynge, sig. 1v. 
59 N. D., Review of Ten Publike Disputations, p. 87. 
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continued, the queen herself attending several on visitations, and reports of public, 

controversial debate on the continent had found their way into English print.
60

 

Awareness of the practice had not diminished. There had also been developments in 

the church hierarchy and the higher levels of government: a more engaged, reformist 

group ï typified by Walsingham and Leicester ï had risen, and maintained a secure 

position even after the fall of Edmund Grindal; and both they and the conservatives on 

whom Elizabeth increasingly relied were faced with growing puritan dissent and the 

immediate danger of the Catholic missions, both of which demanded confrontation.
61

 

The former trends are tied to what Lake, following Collinson, has described as the 

óprotestantization of English culture and societyô from the early 1570s.
62

 

Thus, when Campion distributed his óBragô to the Privy Council in 1580, 

challenging defenders of the English Church to a public disputation, reactions were 

mixed.
63

 At first, the official line was maintained: the radical controversialist William 

Charke stated that Christians were óassured of the manifest truethô, and had no need of 

a debate after so long without them; and Meredith Hanmer agreed that the time for 

discussion had passed. Both, however, were willing to debate if it became necessary.
64

 

Campion himself, in November 1580, reported that many refused his challenge solely 

                                                             
60 Elizabethôs visitations are summarised in Williams, óElizabethan Oxfordô, p. 397. Further, see Wood, 
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Early Modern England: The Edmund Campion Affair in Contextô, The Journal of Modern History, 72 
(2000), esp. pp. 593, 596, 615-16. 
62 Peter Lake, óDefining Puritanism ï Again?ô, in Francis J. Bremer (ed.), Puritanism: Transatlantic 

Perspectives on a Seventeenth-Century Anglo-American Faith (Boston Mass., 1993), p. 8. 
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Holleran, Jesuit Challenge, p. 180. 
64 William Charke, An Answere to a Seditious Pamphlet (London, 1580), sigs A.iiv-A.i iii r; Meredith 

Hanmer, The Great Bragge and Challenge of M. Champion a Jesuit (London, 1581), passim; McCoog, 
óóPlaying the Championôô, pp. 129-30; Marotti, Religious Ideology, p. 12. 
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because of royal commandment.
65

 The Jesuit painted this as an excuse; but given later 

events, there were undoubtedly divines who felt constrained by the policy. Moreover, 

as Lake and Questier discuss, the challenge ï and the mission itself ï presented the 

authorities with a crisis of legitimacy. The óBragô was a precaution against 

politicisation of the Jesuitsô presence, but the approach of this and related works was 

to level that same accusation: the government and English preachers, they argued, 

were unable to defend their position in debate, and so made the exchange a political 

one, following their own worldly inclinations and abilities.
66

 Thus, the authorities 

were faced with ï and had helped to create ï a climate in which public religious 

disputation could no longer be avoided. Forms of discourse had already been urged 

from within their own ranks and resisted (the best example being Grindalôs stand and 

removal); but these challenges publicly placed their prohibition on the wrong side of 

religious and intellectual principle.
67

  

Where the acceptability of public disputation is concerned, however, striking 

parallels can be drawn between the attitude of English authorities and that of Catholic 

leaders on the continent: McCoog charts disagreement between Everard Mercurian, 

Jesuit Superior General, and William Allen on precisely this question. Mercurian, long 

wary of any English mission, forbade disputation unless the priests saw no other 

option: óit is a characteristic of heretics, when they are clearly beaten in argument, to 

be unwilling to give in to anybodyô.
68

 But Allen looked for academic ability in his 

                                                             
65 McCoog, óóPlaying the Championôô, p. 129. 
66 Lake and Questier, óPuritans, Papists, and the ñPublic Sphereòô, pp. 606-7, 624. See Thomas M. 

McCoog, óñThe Flower of Oxfordò: The Role of Edmund Campion in Early Recusant Polemicsô, The 

Sixteenth Century Journal, 24 (1993), esp. p. 899. 
67 On the prophesyings, see Lake, óTale of Two Episcopal Surveysô, esp. p. 132: óTheir dialogic form 

put different expositions of the same scriptural text before promiscuously mixed, clerical and lay, elite 
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start discussion, provoke opinion, raise questions and thus to create divisionô. 
68 McCoog, óñPlaying the Championòô, p. 125. For later Jesuit recommendations, see Michael Questier, 

óóLike Locusts Over all the Worldô: Conversion, Indoctrination and the Society of Jesus in Late 
Elizabethan and Jacobean Englandô, in McCoog, The Reckoned Expense, esp. pp. 272, 280.  
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missionaries, describing Campion as óa most brilliant orator and of most ready witô.
69

 

Allenôs preferences are apparent in the programme of his Douai seminary: its students 

were trained in disputation, taught to examine scripture in the original languages, and 

pitted against each other in practice debates. Each week, some would take the 

Protestant side to hone their skills; and material for study was chosen specifically to 

counter Protestant divines.
70

 Just as English clergymen faced conflicting orders and 

instincts, then, the missionaries had a range of instructions, but the English authorities 

did not leave the question open to debate. Thus, it was inevitable that the challenge 

would be a Catholic one; and that the resulting debate would play out behind prison 

walls. A need for disputation can be found on both sides, long before 1580;
 
but until 

the mission began, it was held in check by cautious authorities, perpetuating old 

warnings about engagement with heretics. 

The work of Campion and Persons (who soon added his voice to the challenge) 

marks an end to the English authoritiesô aversion to public religious disputation. In 

October 1580, just months after the óBragô, Fulke was dispatched to Wisbech, his 

offer bearing the authority of Bishop Cox.
71

 A former Chancellor of Oxford, Cox 

maintained a keen interest in learning and close relations with Elizabeth and Lord 

Burghley.
72

 By Fulkeôs account, the prisoners were unprepared for this Episcopal 

mandate: they refused to accept Coxôs involvement until they received letter and 

testimony to that effect.
73

 They had been required to have regular private conference 

with Protestant divines, and Fulke states that this was not the first such offer to be 

                                                             
69 McCoog, óñPlaying the Championòô, pp. 123-4; Holleran, Jesuit Challenge, pp. 17-18. 
70 McCoog, óñPlaying the Championòô, p. 122. 
71 On Personsô challenge, see Marotti, Religious Ideology, p. 11n. McCoog does not mention Wisbech, 

instead describing the Campion debates as an initial attempt óto demonstrate that the government was 

not afraid of a discussionô. The change in attitude, he argues, was a direct result of Campionôs work ï 

particularly the Rationes Decem of June 1581. McCoog, óñPlaying the Championòô, pp. 130-1, 135. On 

the Wisbech Catholics, several of whom had been involved in the 1554 disputations, see Lake, óTale of 

Two Episcopal Surveysô, p. 137n; N. D., Review of Ten Publike Disputations, p. 74. 
72 ODNB Cox, Richard; Kirby, Zurich Connection, pp. 2, 15; Jenkins, óWhoresome Knavesô, p. 323. 

Cox had presided over Peter Martyrôs Oxford disputations on the Eucharist and had been present at 

Westminster: N.D., Review of Ten Publike Disputations, pp. 34, 78. Lake notes that óeven Cox had 

reservations about the prophesyingsô: Lake, óTale of Two Episcopal Surveysô, p. 134 (emphasis added). 
73 Fulke, True Reporte, sig. A2v. 
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made to them; but this reaction, and the fact that some were strangers to one another, 

suggests a new approach. This was, moreover, the first such meeting to be written up 

and printed.
74

  

The comparisons to be drawn between Fulkeôs account and the printed report 

after Westminster are striking. The exchange was not, in itself, a disputation; rather, it 

was an impromptu conference grown from an attempt to initiate one. The Catholicsô 

lengthy refusal again allows the workôs force to derive from attitudes, rather than 

theological points, but its tone is less driven. It is written in dialogue form ï claiming, 

at least, to recount everything said ï and eschews the judgemental language of later 

portions of the Westminster account. Fulke concludes: óSeeing yee refuse all thinges I 

offer you, I have no more to say: but to pray to God, if it be his will, to open your 

eyes, that you may see the trueth, or els to hasten his judgementes uppon you for your 

obstinacie.ô
75

 This is a measured approach to the reporting of religious discourse, 

engendered by the climate in which it was produced. The message of the work ï that 

Catholics refuse to take part in reasoned debate ï is the same, but it is left to the reader 

to come to this conclusion and draw inferences from it.  

 This is not, however, to suggest that the Catholics were shown leniency; 

indeed, their refusal of Fulkeôs offer was prompted by the conditions he proposed. 

Although it is suggested that they would be allowed to select the topics (an element 

not left to chance at Westminster) and to decide whether the debate would proceed by 

writing or speech, prison limitations are still in evidence: they were not to be allowed 

books beyond scripture and the Fathers, and their notes would not be returned to 

them.
76

 Fulkeôs discussion of these restrictions raises an interesting question: 

throughout, he is remarkably eager to know whether the Catholics would dispute; 

                                                             
74 Holleran, Jesuit Challenge, p. 28; Fulke, True Reporte, sigs A2r-A3r. 
75 Fulke, True Reporte, sig. B5v. 
76 Ibid., sigs A3v-A5v; Anon, Declaracyon of the Procedynge, sig. 2r; N. D., Review of Ten Publike 
Disputations, p. 79. 
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enough to suggest that this was his (or his patronsô) only concern.
77

 He had not, one 

might argue, been sent to arrange a disputation, so much as to ascertain whether, and 

under what circumstances, the prisoners would take part. This, in the context of the 

Jesuit challenge, is a crucial distinction. Either Fulke and Cox were genuinely trying 

to engage the prisoners, or they were working to improve the credibility of the church 

after the óBragô. A combination of the two is most likely: those involved cannot have 

been oblivious to the Jesuit challenges, but here they do put another question to the 

prisoners. After their initial refusal, Fulke asks if they will  hear him preach ï an offer 

they again refuse. This, however, is not pursued as vigorously, and cannot be 

described as the accountôs primary focus.
78

 

 Fulkeôs efforts at Wisbech produced some brief discussion of religion, but this 

was not held to any form. His account records sporadic debate on the question of the 

true church, a sermon given by one of his companions (óFludô by name) and the 

practice of disputation itself, before he returns to his offer and asks, hypothetically, 

whether the prisoners would dispute at Cambridge. Again they refuse, and the meeting 

ends.
79

 Fulkeôs account was printed the following year. 

 

Disputations with Campion 

This meeting is valuable as a first showing of the authoritiesô hand, and as a 

disputation about disputation; but in all other respects it is overshadowed by the 

                                                             
77 He repeats the question in response to several queries and demands: Fulke, True Reporte, sigs A4r, 

A5r, A5v. 
78 Ibid., sigs A6r-A8r. 
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events of 1581. That July, Campion was captured and taken to the Tower.
80

 In 

questioning him, the authorities had two objectives: counteracting his writings and 

activities, and establishing his role ï if any ï in the Catholic plots being concocted on 

the continent. The Jesuit maintained that his purpose in England was purely religious, 

having affirmed as much at a gathering of priests that month, but he was nonetheless 

questioned on his contacts and the circumstances of his being in the country.
81

 The 

approach taken with Campion was twofold: persuasion and discredit, the two blurring 

together as false reports of his confession and conversion were distributed at home and 

abroad.
82

 Through late July and August, he was tortured, moved in and out of close 

imprisonment and examined in a variety of settings on his activities and intent.
83

 

Meanwhile, John Aylmer was directed to answer his Rationes Decem ï which had 

been distributed at St Maryôs, Oxford in June ï and to arrange disputations with the 

Jesuit.
84

 This measure was designed to undermine Campionôs challenges; to discredit 

him with Catholics and Protestants alike, particularly those over whom he might have 

exerted some influence.
85

 In the late 19
th
 century, Richard Simpson suggested that the 

impact of the Rationes Decem stemmed from its roots in óthe new learningô; and 
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indeed, the work imagines its readers as óphilosophers, keen-sighted, lovers of the 

truth, of simplicity, of modesty, enemies of temerity, of trifles and sophismsô.
86

 

Simpson argues that the debates resulted partly from the demands of interested 

courtiers, though they were certainly a polemical strategy by the queen and Council.  

These ópublicô disputations ï acceptable now that Campion languished in the 

Tower ï were arranged entirely to the Jesuitôs disadvantage, and would prove the most 

imbalanced of the reign.
87

 But the printed, Protestant accounts they produced describe 

ï for the first time in the period ï the formal structures of disputation, in claiming 

even-handedness. They are also the first such works to fully address controversial 

topics.
88

 Of course, their rhetoric of balance and purpose is hampered by Campionôs 

situation, not to mention the Protestantsô approach, and they do not endeavour to hide 

their allegiances; but given the circumstances in which the debates were arranged, and 

the climate in which the Rationes Decem had been received, their descriptions of full, 

formal disputation ï which Catholic reports confirm to have been used in the event ï 

speak to the continued acceptance of scholastic debate, and its reacceptance by the 

state and church. There had been a progression, of sorts, from Westminster.  

The disputations took place over four days. On the last of August, the 

opponents were Nowell and Day, deans of St Paulôs and Windsor. On September 18
th
, 

Fulke took over, with Roger Goad; both returning on the 23
rd
. Four days later, the 

opponents were John Walker and William Charke, the latter having served as notary at 
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previous debates.
89

 These clergymen are an interesting mix. Nowell was a Marian 

exile, who upon his preferment demonstrated leanings toward puritanism.
90

 Day had 

been a young convert, his radicalism tempered enough for him to enjoy state 

patronage throughout his career.
91

 Fulke and Goad were Cambridge men: one was 

head of Pembroke, the other provost of Kingôs.
92

 Fulke, an associate of Thomas 

Cartwright and a man of dwindling puritan conviction, was the most active in anti-

Catholicism: Wisbech and the Campion debates represent an engagement that would 

come to dominate his career.
93

 Goad, a lifelong moderate, had also visited Wisbech in 

1580, on Coxôs panel investigating the Family of Love.
94

 The final opponents present 

the most unusual duo: Walker was a committed reformer, adapting to Elizabethan 

moderation; but Charke was more radical.
95

 A ópuritan ringleaderô, active in the 

conferences, his deployment here was a result of his own anti-Catholic efforts and 

dealings with Aylmer.
96

 The inclusion of men like Charke is remarkable, offering an 

insight into the authoritiesô objectives. Field, a notary for the latter disputations and 

author of the corresponding account, was to become a leading figure in the 

presbyterian dissent of the later 1580s, although Collinson notes his órespectabilityô at 

the time of the 1581 debates, Field having secured favour with Leicester.
97

 Aylmer 

had encountered Field, Charke and others in 1577, sending William Cecil a report that 
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deemed such men only marginally less dangerous to uniformity than Catholics; but 

they still proved useful in confuting Catholicism.
98

 Lake and Questier note the 

opportunities such efforts offered divines like Field, Charke and Walter Travers to 

show loyalty.
99

  

The setting and conditions of the disputations varied ï a result of Campionôs 

showing, Catholic reports and the attitude of the authorities.
100

 The first took place in 

a chapel at the Tower, with seating arranged for a large auditory, but the second was 

held in Hoptonôs private hall, and was attended by around thirteen people.
101

 Each pair 

of Protestant divines had their own approach, but there were instructions to which they 

all had to adhere. As noted, the disputation form was used to bind Campionôs hands, 

as he was confined to the role of respondent. Again, this order came from the 

organisers, Fulke having to inform an adversary that it was beyond his power to grant 

their demands, although the rule lapsed once on the second day, once on the third, and 

again under Charke and Walker.
102

 Remarkably, in seeking to justify the debatesô 

imbalance, the Protestants ï and their printed accounts ï still work to appropriate the 

procedural authority of disputation. Where Campion is granted an opportunity to 

oppose, it is described as a deviation from the appointed course: óyou shalbe 

answered,ô one opponent states, óthough it be not your part to opposeô.
103
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As described by Nowell and Day, the first debate began with a blend of 

suspicion and proselytising goodwill. Campion was told that they were there óto do 

him goodô, and was assured that the questions would be taken from the Rationes 

Decem, so óhe could not thinke himselfe to be suddenly taken as unprovided.ô By this 

account, Campion said only that he did not understand their coming; but the only 

complete Catholic report of the day has the Jesuit objecting that it was not fair dealing, 

for he was ódestitute of all the helpes wherewith hee made his bookeô.
104

 The 

disputation was soon hijacked by state concerns. Accusations of cruelty in the 

Rationes Decem prompted a discussion of Campionôs own experiences, during which 

Hopton described his time on the rack.
105

 The Jesuit was told to consider the cause, at 

which Beale asked if he had been questioned on religion. By the Protestant account, 

Campion answered: óThat he was not in deede directly examined of Religion, but 

moved to confesse in what places he had bene conversant, since his repaire into the 

Realmeô; and when Beale then explained the concern, he replied that óhe might not 

betray his Catholike brethrenô. The examination of the Rationes Decem resumed, and 

that distinctly Elizabethan line between disputation and interrogation was avoided.
106

 

Catholic accounts are less mannered: Paolo Bombino, an early biographer of the 

Jesuit, has the intimation of treason causing him to rise to his feet, asserting: óIf 

anyone, setting my religion aside, dare charge me with any crime whatsoever... 

discharge on me all the cruelties you can.ô
107

 The full Catholic account has: óLet any 

man... within this realme charge me with woorde or fact but concerninge conscience 

and religion, and I yelde toe determinacionô, at which Nowell calls for silence.
108
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The questions, taken from the Rationes Decem, were not for Campionôs benefit 

ï they were a tactical move. The topics amounted to a defence of positions charged by 

the work as heretical: the removal of parts of scripture by Luther and subsequent 

reformers. This allowed Nowell and Day to take the role of the injured party, while 

their respondent was forced to argue from prior assertions. By the end of the morning, 

Campion ï and those few Catholics allowed to sit by him ï were asking that they 

might dispute on some other point, rather than continue with the work.
109

 Campionôs 

difficulty is emphasised in the Protestant account: several times, he falls silent, and 

once rises up, ówith so great contention of voice, and with such gesture, casting up his 

armes, & beating upon his booke, that one of us challenged him therefore, 

demaunding why he used such outragious speach and behaviourô.
110

 The Protestants, 

meanwhile, played to the crowd: they surprised Campion with an edition of Luther 

chosen to cast doubt on his argument, appealed directly to the judgement of those 

present, and concluded the morning with a summation which ï by their own account ï 

was attacked by the priest Ralph Sherwin as being selective.
111

 In the afternoon, they 

made a show of departing from the Rationes Decem, but soon returned to the 

morningôs topics. When they finally turned to another question, it was justification, 

itself ófirst of all other mentioned in [the] bookeô, and here they protested they had 

only brief notes, having come to examine the work, órather then to disputeô.
112

 

 Two further points are worth noting in this debate. The first, as reported in the 

printed account, came when Campion almost subscribed to the doctrine of sola fidei, 

on the condition that his opponents agree that, being justified, one should ówalke 

forward more and more in the workes of righteousnesse.ô Nowell and Day agreed, and 

                                                             
109 Nowell and Day, True Report, sig. D.iiiv. 
110 Ibid., sigs C.iiir, C.iiiv, Dv,  
111 Ibid., sigs C.iir-C.iiv, C.iiii r, D.iiiv; HMC, Various Collections, vol. 3, p. 11; Holleran, Jesuit 

Challenge, p. 54; Simpson, Campion, pp. 366-8. Sherwin plays a substantial role, despite Nowell and 

Day being ósent onely to Master Campionô (Nowell and Day, True Report, sig. F.iiiv): HMC, Various 

Collections, vol. 3, pp. 11, 13-14. On Sherwinôs background, see Scott Pilarz, óñCampion Dead Bites 

With his Friendsô Teethò: Representations of an Early Modern Catholic Martyrô, in Christopher 

Highley and John N. King (eds), John Foxe and his World (Aldershot, 2002), p. 216n. 
112 Nowell and Day, True Report, sigs E.ir-v. 
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the subscription was only stayed by Sherwin.
113

 Another point involved Campionôs 

knowledge of Greek. The Jesuit was given several books in the language, which ï by 

the Protestant account ï he flatly refused to read; but Catholic reports claim that he 

refused only the first, and that this prompted scorn from the Protestant side. Later, 

they assert, the Jesuit read and gave the true meaning of a place in St Basil, 

confounding any suggestion of deficiency, ówhereat there was some admiration made 

among the Protestantes.ô
114

 The printed accounts, produced later, maintain that this is 

false; and here later opponents take every opportunity to test Campionôs knowledge of 

the tongue. On the second day, Fulke hands him a New Testament, saying: ósee it and 

reade itô; at which Campion exclaims, ówhat childish dealing is this... [I] have as much 

Greke as wil serve my turneô.
115

 On the third, Fulke reads a place in Epiphanius aloud, 

Campion responding, óI understand Latine better then Greeke. Yet I trust I have 

Greeke ynough to answere you withall. Reade it in Latine.ô
116

 Charke, on the fourth 

day, makes show of translating a place in Basil, because the Jesuit, he says, did not 

ódeale... with the Greekeô.
117

 It should be noted that alongside Catholic denials, 

Simpson cited several of Campionôs letters, containing óapposite Greek quotations, 

written in scholarlike handô. In his estimation, following the full Catholic report, 

accounts of Campionôs inability are a fiction, based on one refusal (the print was too 

small), and created purely to discredit him.
118

 

 Campion was more active when the second day began, questioning the 

disputationsô validity: óthese conferences are unequall, both in respect of the 

suddainnesse of them, as also for want of such necessary helpes as were fitte and 

convenient.ô It is here that he calls for his own notary.
119

 By Fieldôs account, he 

                                                             
113 Ibid., sig. F.ir. 
114 Ibid., sigs F.iiiir-G.ir; HMC, Various Collections, vol. 3, p. 14; Holleran, Jesuit Challenge, p. 54. 
115 Field, Three Last Dayes, sig. M.iiir. 
116 Ibid., sig. Q.iv. 
117 Ibid., sigs Ff.iir-Ff.iiv. 
118 Simpson, Campion, p. 368; HMC, Various Collections, vol. 3, p. 14. 
119 Field, Three Last Dayes, sigs Hr-v; BL Harl. MS 422, f. 148r-v. He concludes: óI would you would 
dispute to have the truth knowen, rather then to have victorieô. 
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summarised his objections by describing the debate as a óconferenceô ï a rare explicit 

distinction between this and ódisputationô. His ideal encounter, he states, would be óin 

the Universitiesô.
120

  

If the reported conduct of Nowell and Day was grandstanding and 

opportunistic, that of Fulke and Goad was wholly businesslike.
121

 By all reports, their 

arguments and reactions suggest that they were keen to avoid their predecessorsô 

outbursts, and to proceed efficiently with the examination of Campionôs work.
122

 

Fulkeôs opening statement, as printed by Field, placed Campionôs prior conduct in 

opposition to the ideals of disputation: óthis I woulde have knowen unto you, that our 

purpose is not to deale by discourse, but... according to the order of Schooles, &c.ô
123

 

So perfunctory was the Protestantsô tone that Campion made a point of asking each 

divine his name before responding to their questions.
124

 As the disputation progressed, 

following the Rationes Decem to church visibility and error, he was rebuked several 

times for evasion: óYou... abuse the presence with multitude of wordesô, Fulke told 

him; and again, óYou do but talke.ô
125

 In Fieldôs account, where both sides are called 

back to the question by Hopton, Goad accuses the Jesuit of trying óto avoid the matter 

in controversieô.
126

 Throughout, the opponents focused on religious topics, eschewing 

matters of state authority. Field has Campion answering an instance of St Peterôs 

dissimulation with the declaration: óWhy, in some case the Catholikes thinke they may 

communicate with you, come to your Churches, & you againe co[m]municate 

w[ith]us, & go to our churches, dispute & conferre w[ith] us, &cô; to which Fulke 

responds, óYou drawe to a thing you ought to be silent in. It is a matter of state, it were 

best for you to leave such things.ô Here, Campion asks if he is being threatened: a 

                                                             
120 Field, Three Last Dayes, sig. Hr. 
121 Holleran describes them as ómagisterialô and ócombativeô respectively: Holleran, Jesuit Challenge, 

p. 64. 
122 See ibid., p. 57. 
123 Field, Three Last Dayes, sig. Hr. 
124 Ibid., sigs Hr, H.iiiv; BL Harl. MS 422, f. 148r. 
125 Field, Three Last Dayes, sigs H.iiir, I.iii v. 
126 BL Harl. MS 422, f. 154r; Field, Three Last Dayes, sig. L.iir. 
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sharp reminder of the balance of power, which at once damages the rhetoric of formal, 

equitable disputation.
127

 

 This change in tone came to full fruition on the third day, and here sheds light 

on the purpose of these debates. Throughout, the Protestants had maintained that they 

were working for Campionôs benefit; the assertions of Nowell and Day being repeated 

by Hopton on the 23
rd
. Field has him telling the Jesuit óto consider what great favour 

her Majestie shewed him, that hee might have conference with the learned to reforme 

his erroursô; to which Campion replies that he is not in doubt, and aims to instruct his 

opponents.
128

 When none present then volunteered to serve as moderator, Fulke 

reportedly turned to the lieutenant to ask: 

 

that it might please [him] when one argument was done, to commaunde 

us to go to another. And also when we have accepted an answere, not to 

suffer the adversarie to carie the matter with multitude of wordes: so that 

we be neither forced to leave our argument, as though we could followe it 

no longer, nor the adversarie permitted with large discourses to spende 

the time unprofitably, contrary to the right meaning of this conference.
129

 

 

As the debate heats up, he explains: 

 

The other day when wee had some hope of your conversion, we forbare 

you much, and suffered you to discourse, contrary to the order of any 

good conference... nowe that we see you are an obstinate heretike, and 

seeke to cover the light of the trueth with multitude of wordes, we meane 

not to allow you such large discourses, nor to forbeare you, as we did. 

 

                                                             
127 Ibid., sigs Nv-N.ir (emphasis added). 
128 Ibid., sig. O.ir. 
129 Ibid., sig. O.iv; see chapter 2 above. 
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Catholic manuscript reports had already interpreted Campionôs verbosity as 

dominance; and these assertions, combined with his professed certainty, drove his 

opponents to exert greater control.
130

 From the first day, disputation had been 

manipulated to contain Campion, but in risking it in the first place, the authorities had 

failed to cover the polemical exits. 

Two things need exploring in this statement from Fulke. The first is the 

Protestantsô prior concern for their respondentôs soul. While it seems doubtful that 

they truly believed he might be convinced, the expression of hope was vital ï reports 

of his conversion had already been circulated to discredit him; and, more importantly, 

the debates needed an objective beyond discredit and self-evident proof. A genuine 

hope for Campionôs conversion should not, however, be dismissed: as implied in 

many contemporary analogies, a disputation was a battle, at the end of which 

something ought to be claimed. Moreover, it was considered a Christian duty to win 

dissenters to the faith. In a move that recalls Fulkeôs offer at Wisbech, Catholics in the 

Tower were brought to hear sermons, indicating an effort beyond disputation to foist 

reformed doctrine upon them.
131

 In considering purpose, perhaps, we must distinguish 

between the intended effects of a disputation and those of subsequent accounts ï 

McCoogôs depiction of Reformation debates as ótrialsô intended to demonstrate and 

destroy is flawed in a post-Reformation context because it glosses over this 

distinction. With the exception, one might argue, of Westminster, religious opposition 

was not ódestroyedô in disputation; rather, it had to be weakened through the 

distribution of unfavourable reports. More importantly, the errors of heretics were not 

to be demonstrated, but met and justifiably confuted. Disputation was a challenge and 

duty, as shown in every facet of its surrounding imagery.
132

 

                                                             
130 Ibid., sig. O.iir. 
131 Milward, Religious Controversies... Elizabethan, p. 59. From February to March 1581, they were 

brought to hear Calvinist preachers, but despite issuing challenges were not permitted to engage 

directly: Henry Foley, Records of the English Province of the Society of Jesus, vol. 2 (London, 1875), 

pp. 163-4. 
132 McCoog, óóPlaying the Championôô, p. 120. 
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The second point to be noted is Fulkeôs renewed distinction between 

ódiscourseô and ógood conferenceô. A portion of this is rhetorical; intended to place 

Campion in opposition to recognised ideals. But in the climate of the period this alone 

speaks to the persistent role and weight of formal disputation. If Campionôs written 

efforts had succeeded because of their form and tone, Fulkeôs championing of 

scholastic debate might appear something of a risk, but it does not seem to have been 

regarded as one by the authorities or the disputants. In fact, the methods employed by 

Fulke and Goad demonstrate those trends posited in chapter one: the continued 

influence of academic tradition, and a persistent faith in the value of certain scholastic 

forms.
133

 Moreover, Fulkeôs distinction between ódiscourseô and disputation hints at 

his frustration at Wisbech. The tone of his 1581 account cast him as the dutiful 

polemicist, but here he seems more like a schoolmaster, working to contain a 

troublesome pupil. Indeed, this image itself forms a part of the accountôs approach: 

once Fulke questions Campionôs education, expressing doubt that he had read a 

particular volume by Augustine. óI do not beleeve that ever you read it,ô Fulke states. 

óBut sure I am, that xx. yeres agoe you had not read it. You would seeme to be an 

older student in Divinitie then you are by a great deale.ô This is a response to the 

protest, óTwentie yeres agoe I have read this bookeô, but is phrased to undermine the 

Jesuit ï again, to discredit his óintellectual pretensionsô.
134

 These formal debates ï and 

the accounts that followed ï were not intended simply to confute Campionôs religious 

points, but to separate them from the clear foundation of learning elucidated in the 

                                                             
133 Campion, by contrast, gives a nod to practicality: óI answere... two wayes. First, for the 

understanding of the people, and after in respect of the learned.ô For the people, he states that a passage 

cited is falsified and written by a heretic, while for the learned he suggests that all citations from the 

author be studied with care: Field, Three Last Dayes, sig. X.ii r-v. 
134 Ibid., sig. X.iiiv; Loades, Oxford Martyrs, pp. 127-8. 
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Rationes Decem and the óBragô.
135

 Disputation had to be used, because an adversary 

had associated their beliefs with a certain degree ï and type ï of scholarship.
136

 

Much of this day consisted of a return to earlier points, as Campion was shown 

works previously unavailable. The Protestantsô tone remained brusque; their 

respondentôs answers being read back to him as each place was cited and given the 

last word. Campionôs answers were taken as definitive, and he was given little space 

to expand on them ï in this, these exchanges resemble the first dayôs examination of 

the Rationes Decem. As Fulke reportedly told him, óWe have heard your answere 

before: we are not now to dispute the matter againe, but to deliver our credite for the 

allegations.ô
137

 This process did not, however, consume the entire disputation; and in 

fact, a good portion of the day consisted of syllogistic reasoning, hindered more by 

confessional intractability than artificial restriction. Here, by the Protestant account, 

Campion confined himself to prior answers: often, he gave a definitive statement and 

would then accept no further debate; even when Goad allowed him (briefly) to 

oppose.
138

 There are, however, signs that the Protestants were simply noting his 

answers and moving on, suggesting demonstrative, rather than persuasive, intent.
139

 

Once, Goad expanded the morningôs acceptance of prior answers to cover all Catholic 

works: óWhatsoever you can shewe... hath bene shewed by others of your side, and is 

sufficiently answered.ô
140

 This, though tactical and ï with hindsight ï detrimental to 

the debateôs intellectual credentials, is nonetheless confined to a few incidents. By any 

                                                             
135 In the Rationes Decem, Campion had cited Cicero to show that ótruth does sometimes stand out in so 

clear a light that no artifice of word or deed can hide itô: Campion, Ten Reasons, p. 91. 
136 Nowell and Day assert: ówee thought... wee should have bene sore incumbred by his learning, and 

overmatched by his knowledge in the tongues: so farre off was it, that... upon experience and triall with 

him, we found him not to be that man that we looked forô: Nowell and Day, True Report, sig. G.iv. This 

discredit began in print: Anthony Mundayôs A Discoverie of Edmund Campion (London, 1581), 

described him as a vainglorious sophister, pitied by the learned (sigs G.ir-G.iir). Munday developed this 

with reference to the disputations in A Breefe Aunswer Made unto two Seditious Pamphlets (London, 

1582), targeting attitude and use of logic: sigs C.ir-C.iiv. See McCoog, óñThe Flower of Oxfordòô, pp. 

901-5. 
137 Field, Three Last Dayes, sig. O.iiv. 
138 Ibid., sigs Q.ir, Q.iiii r, T.iii r, T.iiiv-Uv, U.iiii r, X.iii v, Y.iiv, Z.iir. 
139 Ibid., sig. Q.iiiir.  
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account, it is neither endemic nor obvious enough to disqualify the event as a 

disputation. 

Indeed, the efficient scholasticism of Fulke and Goad was something of a high 

point. Simpson noted that on the fourth day, Walker and Charke ï with the 

governmentôs óman of businessô Norton, now one of the notaries ï ótreated Campion 

more brutally than any of the former disputants.ô
141

 Simpson highlights the 

accusations of impudence and sedition with which Walker opened proceedings; but 

both he and the Catholic reports fail to mention the beginning of that oration, as 

related by Field: óGentlemen, ye shall understande that we be sent hither by authoritie, 

to talke & conferre with one called Campion, an English man borne, and brought up in 

this realme in schooles & places where good learning hath bene taught, so that he 

might have bene a good instrument in this common wealth and Churchô.
142

 Here is a 

divergence from previous days: Walker is not trying to undermine Campionôs 

abilities, but to paint them as a loss to the realm ï taken by Rome, and thus tragically 

gone to waste. Whatever their prior intentions, it would seem that by the 27
th
 of 

September Campionôs opponents held out little hope for his conversion.
143

 Moreover, 

the reference to his schooling bolsters the illusion that the disputations were balanced: 

Campion is an educated man, and thus a worthy adversary, despite his imprisonment. 

More generally, Walker retained the practical wariness of Fulke; his scolding of 

Campion ending with a determination to proceed: ónotwithstanding we will doe our 

best that we can, God give it good effect.ô
144

 Charke was less ambivalent, and Field 

has Campion himself pointing out his hostility: óThis man would be angry with me, if 

                                                             
141 Simpson, Campion, p. 375. Norton is termed Campionôs óRackmaisterô in Personsô A Defence of the 

Censure (Rouen, 1582), p. 8. Though a puritan critic of the regime, he frequently engaged in anti-

Catholicism, which M. A. R. Graves describes as being óin collaboration with and in deference to the 

privy councilô: M. A. R. Graves, óThomas Norton the Parliament Man: An Elizabethan M.P., 1559-

1581ô, The Historical Journal, 23 (1980), pp. 31, 35; Patrick Collinson, óPuritans, Men of Business and 

Elizabethan Parliamentsô, Parliamentary History, 7 (1988), p. 192; Lake and Questier, óPuritans, 

Papists, and the ñPublic Sphereòô, p. 592. 
142 Field, Three Last Dayes, sig. Z.iiiv-Z.iiii r; see Bodl. MS Rawl. D.353, f. 1r. 
143 One Catholic report casts doubt on this. The queen, Walker tells the Jesuit, óhad rayther wyne you by 

[fair] meanes; then to show Justice agaynst youô: Bodl. MS Rawl. D.353, f. 1r. 
144 Field, Three Last Dayes, sig. Z.iiiv-Z.iiii r. 
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he knew why.ô Here, Charke responds, óIf I woulde, knowe I not why to be angrie 

with you, a notable and vowed enemie of the trueth of God, and a seditious man 

against the state? But I come not to deale with your person, but against your errors: 

Answer the argument.ô
145

 

Walkerôs first question was a return to the Rationes Decem, and the first point 

covered by Nowell and Day.
146

 Here, however, Field indicates that Campion was 

permitted to give considered answers. The debate was no more balanced than earlier 

portions had been, but direct arguments were at least being made, similar to those 

against Fulke and Goad.
147

 In the afternoon, Campion was allowed to state his position 

on justification ï a statement presented in Fieldôs account in reasonable language.
148

 

In the attitude of the opponents, however, the divergence between Fieldôs account and 

Catholic reports is remarkable. Persons describes a return to the posturing of the first 

day, Charke in particular playing to the audience.
149

 Their reactions, meanwhile, are 

presented as unfavourable: Persons claims that they once tried to leave, but that 

Charke closed the doors. Field makes little mention of this, other than to note óan open 

misliking of the answeres, and some speach of making an endeô, at which Charke 

requests an additional argument.
150

 The one Catholic assertion supported here is that 

of Charkeôs appeals to the auditory. His arguments are dressed with such phrases as, 

óThis I would have all the companie marke and understand, whom you labor with 

indirect speaches to abuse and draw from the truthô, as well as praise for the purpose 

and disputation format, and condemnations of evasion.
151

 One rebuke is for the 

                                                             
145 Ibid., sig. Aa.iir; on Charkeôs hostility, see Bodl. MS Rawl. D.353, ff. 3v-4v. 
146 Field, Three Last Dayes, sig. Z.iiiir; Bodl. MS Rawl. D.353, ff. 1r, 1v. 
147 Holleran suggests that the disputants (or the authorities) ófelt that that Protestant positions... had not 

been adequately presented by Nowell and Dayô, hence the repetition; although the space given Campion 

to expand on his answers actually suggests a procedural fault: Holleran, Jesuit Challenge, p. 74. 
148 Field, Three Last Dayes, sig. Dd.ir. Charke cautions that óyou are not to use your old sleight in 

running from the matter, and loading one thing upon an otherô; but this stems from a disagreement over 

the nature of the topic.  
149 Simpson, Campion, p. 376; Persons, Defence of the Censure, pp. 5, 8. 
150 Simpson, Campion, p. 376; Field, Three Last Dayes, sig. Ff.iiiv. 
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5r, 5v, 10v, 11r, 11v, 12v. 
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benefit of any Catholics in attendance: Charke repeats an answer óto lay open your 

contradictions for some that I thinke are present, and looke for no such weaknesse in 

their Champion.ô
152

 

Field notes a procedural discussion at this debate, which raises questions of 

reliability. In the morning, Norton suggested that the disputants óstay a while and 

speake leasurelyô, so that their answers could be put in writing. This was not to deviate 

from spoken debate, but to formalise the notariesô role and give the disputants a 

greater hand in the notesô preparation; allowing them to perfect their arguments.
153

 

The questions here are why this was needed; and how, if it was, had the notaries been 

recording previous debates? In Fieldôs account there is no difference between the 

arguments following Nortonôs suggestion and those preceding it ; but the idea does 

provide new opportunities for Campionôs discredit. Having agreed to it, the Jesuit is 

said to have demonstrated impatience, describing the writing ï initially suggested as 

óprofitable for the hearersô ï as a óloss of timeô. A marginal note from Field further 

states that he ódid often adde & alter his answeres, while they were in writing.ô
154

 

The afternoon of the fourth day provides for a comparison of the opponents. Of 

all the pairs taking on the role, Walker and Charke had the most disparate styles. They 

alternated on the afternoonôs topic (justification), Walker urging the first line of 

argument before handing over to his partner.
155

 Walker, by his own admission, was 

óan olde man... long from the universitieô, and his fastidiousness surpassed that of 

other disputants.
156

 He began with basic etymology, asking Campion the derivation of 

ófaithô, and tying this to ófoundationô. He then asked the subject and object of faith, 

identifying one as manôs understanding, and the other as the truth or word of God. 

Finally, he asked the same of hope and charity, bringing Campionôs answers round to 

                                                             
152 Field, Three Last Dayes, sig. Ee.iv. 
153 Ibid., sig. Aa.iiv. The suggestion is not mentioned in Catholic accounts, but at the close of one, 

Charke tells Campion, óAll your Aunswers are sett downeô: Bodl. MS Rawl. D.353, f. 13r. 
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a Protestant image of justification.
157

 Each step appears to have been achieved with 

little animosity, and it is possible that Campion was surprised by the questionsô 

simplicity. It is worth noting, however, that Catholic reports depict Walker as a 

staggeringly weak opponent: indecisive and unlearned, and frequently chastised by 

Campion himself. óWe come to dispute,ô the Jesuit tells him, óyou muste not therfore 

stande uppon yf, and, and...ô
158

 Once, he is challenged for petitio principii.
159

 Walkerôs 

approach, then, was a tightrope act: disarming, but susceptible to scorn from sharper 

minds. By contrast, when Charke urged his first point of the afternoon, no quarter was 

given. His first statement warned Campion against deviation, and was followed by a 

polemicistôs rant about óthe olde popery and the neweô.
160

 It is near impossible to tell 

whether this combination of opponents was a deliberate move by the organisers, or 

whether it was unintentional.
161

 Given the depiction of him in all accounts of the 

encounter, it is easy to imagine Charkeôs impatience as Walker ran through basic 

definitions. Here was religious and intellectual change in action.  

 

These debates represent the authoritiesô most aggressive use of disputation, but despite 

their careful manipulation, they can also be interpreted as a loss of control over the 

practice. State and church caution does not reflect mastery so much as wariness; a 

mistake, made evident as Catholic reports spread and the disputations were scaled 

down and contained. The printed accounts were delayed for two years; a fact that has 

been interpreted as Protestant hesitancy. Simpson observed that Nowell and Day 

órested quite contentedlyô, despite the perception that they had been bested.
162

 Further, 

he posited a ócommon opinionô (actually that of Persons) that their successors would 

have produced accounts immediately if they imagined themselves the victors (in this, 
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he contrasts Fieldôs report with Fulkeôs work after Wisbech, overlooking their 

difference in purpose).
163

 The authors themselves naturally offered explanations for 

the delay: Nowell and Day claimed they saw no reason to produce their account 

(though it had circulated in manuscript), as the Rationes Decem had been confuted 

elsewhere; but following Catholic reports, they were ópartly of ourselves enclined, and 

by the often and earnest exhortations of others importuned, and by some of great 

authoritie almost inforced to set downe the true report of the saide conferenceô.
164

 This 

goes beyond the customary trope of being pushed into writing, mentioning as it does 

higher authorities: óalmost enforcedô is an extraordinary phrase in this context. Fieldôs 

accounts are prefaced with the following: óbeing private conferences, it was thought 

not much requisite to make the[m] publikely knowen, neither had they bin now set 

forth, if the importunitie of the adversaries, by their sundry untrue and contrary 

reportes made and scattered amongst their favourites, had not even perforce drawen 

the[m] forth.ô
165

 Thus, the works were not, indeed, pro-active, but a reaction to 

Catholic appropriation and condemnation: damage control, following events the 

authorities had themselves commissioned.
166

 

The Campion debates were not disastrous ï they certainly donôt appear to have 

been an effective Catholic conversion tool, although the extent of their influence is 

impossible to determine.
167

 Nonetheless, they were halted after the fourth day. A fifth 

debate, scheduled for October with Laurence Humphrey (Regius Professor of Divinity 

                                                             
163 Ibid., pp. 376-7. This can be found, almost verbatim, in Personsô Defence of the Censure, p. 9. 
164 Nowell and Day, True Report, sig. A.iir; Holleran, Jesuit Challenge, pp. 95, 220. 
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embrace and follow it; and after he did intend it, a good while passed before he did execute it.ô 
Simpson, Campion, p. 369. 
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at Oxford) opposing, was cancelled by Aylmer, apparently on his own authority.
168

 

Crucially, however, those involved did not question their use of disputation, instead 

blaming carelessness within it. Nortonôs report of September 30
th
 stated that the 

disputations had been damaging because they lacked order, moderation and a 

beneficial audience.
169

 Lake and Questier focus on the third of these ï echoed by 

Aylmer ï as a call for restriction.
170

 But procedurally, the first two suggest a departure 

from the authoritiesô prior approach. Public disputation was not dismissed: there was 

no re-assertion of the 1559 injunctions. Instead, prison debate was brought closer to 

the academic ideal. The only way to conduct such an event without incurring 

condemnation was to present it in a scholarly manner and ensure victory more subtly; 

and this is precisely what can be seen in the 1582 conference between Rainolds and 

Hart. The Campion debates had been contained, but public religious disputation had, 

to an extent, been set free. After Campionôs execution, in a work directed to William 

Charke, Persons renewed the challenge for an óequall disputationô.
171

 

 

                                                             
168 Strype, Aylmer, pp. 53-4; Simpson, Campion, p. 360. Humphrey supposed that óa different course 

was to be taken with the Jesuits, and that they would... be accused not of heresy, but of treason.ô  
169 BL Lansd. MS 33, no. 61, f. 150r. 
170 Lake and Questier, óPuritans, Papists, and the ñPublic Sphereòô, p. 621; Strype, Aylmer, pp. 53-4. 
171 Persons, Defence of the Censure, pp. 9-11. 
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Chapter Four: New Opponents, 1582-1603 

óThey who deale with [the] taming of lyons (I have read) are wont... to beate dogges 

before them: that in a dogge the lyon may see his owne desert.ô
1
 

 

The conditions that gave rise to the 1581 debates did not disappear with Campionôs 

death, or with the production of the printed accounts. As Elizabethôs reign progressed, 

reports of public religious disputation on all fronts indicate that the practice expanded 

and diversified. In part, this was a reaction to new challenges, but it also reflects a 

conscious response to prior events. The English church and government were not, of 

course, a monolithic entity ï both housed a range of opinions as to how adversaries 

should be dealt with.
2
 But where public disputation is concerned, particularly with 

imprisoned priests, a development in policy can be seen in 1582. Changes in 

Campionôs aftermath were occasioned by Catholic challenges and denunciation; but 

these matched the intellectual preferences of officials and divines. Rainoldsô 

deployment against Hart suggests a new direction in prison debate; but that same year, 

clear evidence can be found in a directive from the Privy Council to Whitgift and the 

bishops.
3
 

 This directive, entitled óOur Opinion concerning the Proceedings with the 

Jesuits and Seminary Priests, and other Papists, by such as shall be appointed to have 

Conference with themô, contains instructions for disputation. John Strype describes it 

as a response to the growing number of priests held in England, and to challenges like 

that of Campion; but its rules match the problems encountered in 1581, and ï more 

directly ï Rainoldsô debate with Hart. They emphasise reliance on scripture, discount 

written authorities after the accession of Pope Gregory I, and lay out a progression of 

                                                             
1 Rainolds, Summe of the Conference, p. 495. 
2 See Kenneth Fincham, óClerical Conformity from Whitgift to Laudô, in Peter Lake and Michael 

Questier (eds), Conformity and Orthodoxy in the English Church, c. 1560-1660 (Woodbridge, 2000), 

pp. 126-30. 
3 This is printed in John Strype, The Life and Acts of the Most Reverend Father in God, John Whitgift 

(London, 1718), pp. 98-9; Strype cites collections including the Petyt manuscripts at the Inner Temple: 
Petyt MS 538, vol. 47, ff. 18-19. 
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evidence to be followed; before requesting abstention ófrom angry and opprobrious 

Wordsô, and arguments ówith Weight and Force of Matterô.
4
 The topics to be dealt in 

are listed as follows:  

 

The Authority and Sufficiency of the Holy Scriptures. Of the true 

Church, and what be the Right Notes and Definition thereof. In this 

Matter be contained, Whether the Church be Visible, or not? Whether the 

Catholick Church must of Necessity have one Visible Head in Earth? 

And of his Succession in Persons, and Sees, and in Doctrine.
5
 

 

This paper, then, confirms the position implied in Nortonôs reaction to the Campion 

debates, explaining the direction public (or publicised) anti-Catholic disputation 

would take from 1582. It concludes with a list of recommended disputants, including 

Nowell and Day, Fulke, Goad, Walker, Laurence Humphrey and Rainolds, as well as 

Charke and Walter Travers. The refinement of anti-Catholic disputation did not, it 

would appear, mean the abandonment of radical disputants; but this directive provides 

an incomplete picture. It is only a statement of intent; and indeed, the divines listed 

(twenty-five in all) suggest an explosion of anti-Catholic debate not reflected in the 

surviving evidence. In part, this can be explained through the fortunes of individual 

clergymen, the increasingly visible danger of Catholicism through the later 1580s, the 

ability of disputants to hold to the suggested topics and the use of religious disputation 

in efforts separate from polemic (of which there is evidence later in the reign). But in 

addition, a refinement can be seen in the gap between the debates expected here and 

those ultimately written up and printed.  

 

 

                                                             
4 Strype, Whitgift. p. 98. 
5 Ibid., pp. 98-9. 
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John Rainolds and John Hart 

To add detail to this directive, then, we must first turn to the model for the new 

approach. Rainoldsô debate with Hart was arranged by Sir Francis Walsingham; a 

patron of reformed learning, and of Rainolds in particular.
6
 Walsinghamôs intentions 

were varied. Green goes so far as to argue that he ówas less interested in Hartôs soul 

than in the political value of a recantationô, adding that the Popeôs temporal authority 

was the óone major pointô of the discussion that interested him; but this is not reflected 

in reports of the debate.
7
 Though in 1609 Walsinghamôs Catholic namesake described 

it as a Protestant contrivance, óassignedô in lieu of a public trial, Featley, in Thomas 

Fullerôs Abel Redivivus of 1651, stated that Rainolds was sent to engage Hart in 

response to a direct challenge.
8
 Rainoldsô account asserts that he was sent ófor the 

better informing of [Hartôs] conscience and judgementô; and the priestôs own preface 

to the work ï which will be discussed below ï describes the occasion in similar, 

though resistant, terms.
9
 Of course, those defending a disputation had as much interest 

in presenting it as a genuine, persuasive effort as critics had in highlighting its political 

aspects, but these assertions are matched in Rainoldsô account by the scope of the 

arguments.
10

 One issue stands out amongst Walsinghamôs concerns: Feingold suggests 

that in arranging this debate, he hoped to counter óthe infelicitous outcomeô of the 

disputations with Campion.
11

 It is also worth noting that Hartôs fellow prisoner Luke 

Kirbie, in a letter printed by Allen, reported that Rainolds, like Fulke at Wisbech, had 

                                                             
6 Green, John Rainoldsôs Oxford Lectures, pp. 30-33. 
7 Ibid., p. 31. 
8 Francis Walsingham, A Search Made into Matters of Religion (St Omer, 1609), p. 3; Daniel Featley, 

óThe Life and Death of John Reinoldsô, in Thomas Fuller, Abel Redivivus: or the Dead Yet Speaking 

(London, 1651), pp. 481-2. 
9 Rainolds, Summe of the Conference, pp. 9-10, 33. Two versions of Rainoldsô account survive: The 

Summe of the Conference, and an incomplete manuscript held at Lambeth Palace Library (MS 402), 

which is signed by Hart on the last page, and ï in a different hand ï refers its readers to the printed 

edition. It is possible that this is a draft produced during negotiations over the printed account: its edits 

all reflect the printed work. This version halts abruptly at a point corresponding to p. 603 of The Summe 

of the Conference. 
10 See Lake and Questier, óPuritans, Papists, and the ñPublic Sphereòô, esp. p. 587. 
11 ODNB Rainolds, John. 
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occasionally ócome hither to preach and conferreô, suggesting that it was the account 

that formed part of a new strategy.
12

 

A seminary priest, Hart had been caught on his arrival in England in June 

1580, tried and condemned to death. For a time, he was imprisoned in Nonsuch, where 

he was examined by Walsingham and sent ï before their conference proper ï to 

Rainolds at Oxford, for three monthsô óreligious instructionô. When this had no effect, 

he was taken to the Marshalsea, then to the Tower. Scheduled to be executed beside 

Campion, he recanted en route to Tyburn and was granted a reprieve, apparently 

offering his services to Walsingham as an informant on Allen. Green asserts that it 

was Hartôs subsequent wavering that prompted Walsingham to arrange the 

disputation.
13

 The priestôs preface to Rainoldsô account describes the Secretaryôs 

ófavourô in allowing the debate, but denies doubt on his own part: he accepts the 

disputation ógrounding my selfe upon the most certayne foundation of the Church,ô 

and does so ówith all dutieô.
14

 His true feelings have been lost in the competing 

depictions of subsequent reports, but there is a note of reluctance here, compatible 

with the Catholic Walsinghamôs claims, and echoed in his objections to the 

conferenceôs imbalance.
15

 Overall, he appears more conflicted than Campion had 

been, and Rainolds paints him as a measured but inexperienced disputant. By no 

account was he the bold challenger Featley would later describe. 

The choice of Rainolds for this recorded event is a clear indication of a change 

in tone after Campion. Peter Heylynôs Cyprianus Anglicus (1668) states that it was 

Rainoldsô puritan leanings that commended him to Walsinghamôs attention, but he 

                                                             
12 William Allen, A Briefe Historie of the Glorious Martyrdom of XII Reverend Priests (1582), sig. 

B.vv. 
13 Milward, Religious Controversies... Elizabethan, p. 60; Green, John Rainoldsôs Oxford Lectures, p. 

31; E. E. Reynolds, Campion and Parsons: The Jesuit Mission of 1580-1 (London, 1980), p. 152; B. A. 

Harrison, A Tudor Journal: The Diary of a Priest in the Tower, 1580-1585 (London, 2000), pp. 31-2, 

38n, 50n-51n, 193. Harrison prints Hartôs letter to Walsingham in full, pp. 163-5. It doesnôt mince 

words: óIt were not remiss, in my simple judgement, speedily to think upon some means how to know 

the very secrets of [Allenôs] whole heart, if it were possible. Which thing may be done in this wise...ô. 
14 Rainolds, Summe of the Conference, p. 9. The reference to Walsinghamôs ófavourô echoes Hartôs 

letter: Harrison, Tudor Journal, p. 163. 
15 Rainolds, Summe of the Conference, p. 33; see chapter 3 above. 
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was also widely respected for his learning.
16

 Rainolds was an academic figure, more 

active in university disputes than in anti-Catholicism. Though he was ordained and 

began preaching in the 1570s, and had taken an active role in religious clashes at 

Oxford, he is at this time generally described as a student in divinity; a more positive 

force in reformed theology than someone like William Charke.
17

 His critiques of 

Ramus included an objection against his bitter invectives and ómoral example as a 

controversialistô.
18

 Moreover, like his father and two of his brothers, Rainolds had 

been brought up a Catholic; and his studies at Oxford were interrupted by a visit to 

one of the English seminaries on the continent.
19

 It is interesting that Featley, in 

describing Rainoldsô background, finds his origins in college and county, passing over 

his childhood in favour of comparisons to Jewel and Richard Hooker.
20

 The most 

dramatic account of Rainoldsô turn from Catholicism tells of a disputation with his 

brother William (óearnest for Reformationô), which resulted in a mutual conversion: 

 

As heart would wish, each one his brother takes; 

As fate would have, each one his faith forsakes.
21

 

 

Disputation was thus woven into the myth of John Rainolds, but Green ï prompted, in 

part, by Anthony Woodôs work on William ï casts doubt on this tale. The mutual 

conversion does not fit with the chronology of either brotherôs beliefs, and the story 

might have been inspired by a 1584 debate between John and another sibling, 

Edmund. Green concludes that Rainolds may well have been a Protestant by 1566, 

                                                             
16 Peter Heylyn, Cyprianus Anglicus (London, 1668), p. 51. Kirbie described him as óthe best learned of 

that sortô: Allen, A Briefe Historie, sig. B.vv.  
17 Green, John Rainoldsôs Oxford Lectures, pp. 29-31; Fuller, Abel Redivivus, pp. 480-1; ODNB 

Rainolds, John. 
18 McConica, óHumanism and Aristotleô, p. 307. 
19 Heylyn, Cyprianus Anglicus, p. 51; Green, John Rainoldsôs Oxford Lectures, p. 25. 
20 Fuller, Abel Redivivus, pp. 477-8 
21 From a Latin poem by William Alabaster; translated by Featley in Fuller, Abel Redivivus, pp. 479-80. 

See Alabaster, Unpublished Works, pp. 12-13, 84-5. Manuscript versions can be found at the Bodleian 
(MS Rawl. D.399, f. 199) and Cambridge University Library (Add. MS 8460).  
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when he was made a probationary fellow at Corpus Christi, and certainly by 1567. 

Feingold describes the process itself as ógradualô.
22

 From his activities and 

background, then, Walsinghamôs match for Hart was no anti-papal firebrand, although 

his theology would become more radical through the 1580s. For those arranging and 

allowing the exchange, each disputant was a departure from prior occasions. But while 

Hart presented an opportunity, Rainolds was a deliberate change of pace.
23

 

 To this point, the singular ódebateô or ódisputationô has been used, but in fact 

the exchange was spread over several occasions and written up by Rainolds as one, 

uninterrupted whole.
24

 The account includes written exchanges after and between the 

divinesô face-to-face meetings, within its continuous dialogue, and thus, while it 

conforms well to Leyôs ideal of disputation pursued through writing, it cannot be 

taken as reported speech; although the work contains as many direct exchanges as 

longer, heavily referenced orations. The accountôs creation is described in Hartôs 

preface: it began, the writer states, with óbreefe notesô, which Rainolds expanded 

upon; Hart óbeing troubled then with more necessary cogitations of deathô. Later, the 

preface reports that Hart was allowed to examine the draft and suggest amendments, 

but when he found out it was to be printed, he tried to delay, eventually being 

permitted to review it with greater access to books.
25

 This version of events cannot, of 

course, be taken as truth, or even as written in Hartôs own words: the vague reason for 

his hesitancy (ófor... considerations which seemed to me very great and importantô) is 

telling, as is a formulaic acknowledgement that the account is óa true reportô. 

Interestingly, however, it describes the printing of the work as óhis Honours pleasureô 

ï Walsinghamôs idea.
26

  

                                                             
22 Green, John Rainoldsôs Oxford Lectures, pp. 26-7, 32; Alabaster, Unpublished Works, p. 84; ODNB 

Rainolds, John.  
23 See Harrison, Tudor Journal, p. 31. 
24 Godfrey Anstruther put the span of the exchange at three months: Godfrey Anstruther, The Seminary 

Priests, vol. 1 (Ware, 1969), p. 154. 
25 LPL MS 402 might reflect a stage in this process. Although it is signed by Hart, the body text and 

edits share a distinct hand, and the tone and content of the insertions suggest Rainolds editing himself. 
26 Rainolds, Summe of the Conference, pp. 10-11. 
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Rainoldsô preface, directed óto the students of the English seminaries at Rome 

and Rhemesô, praises the workôs preparation as a mode of debate unto itself: following 

an earlier authority, he describes a conference ónot by extemporall speaking, but 

writing with advise; the question agreed of; the arguments, the answeres, the replies 

set downe, and sifted of both sides, till ech had fully saydô ï a method ómost fit for 

triall of the truthô.
27

 The exchange, then, contained elements of written as well as 

spoken debate. Perhaps as a result, it was not, as described, strictly held to the 

academic form; but does show familiarity with that process. At first glance, Rainolds 

seems to have opposed for much of the debate, offering the greater contribution and 

exerting more control, but in fact Hart takes this role several times, and that 

impression is a result of Rainoldsô authorship of the account and Hartôs 

imprisonment.
28

 The use of logic form is also evident, but not so explicitly described 

as in 1581. On the one occasion where he does offer detailed criticism of anotherôs 

logical practice, Rainolds refers not to Hart but retrospectively to Campion.
29

 

Throughout, these formal aspects of disputation are a given, rather than a novelty ï 

another change in tone.
30

 Rainoldsô decision not to highlight scholastic forms is 

undoubtedly a reflection of his humanism: his preference within the debate is toward 

listing, and other more rhetorical methods.
31

 

The questions went beyond the issue Green posits as Walsinghamôs sole 

interest. The temporal power of the Pope was, it must be said, a central focus, disputed 

at length by the citation of authorities; and indeed, this gives a more directly political 

                                                             
27 Ibid., p. 15. 
28 Hart begins by framing arguments and proving them through syllogistic reasoning, offering similar 

proofs further into the debate; Rainolds, Summe of the Conference, esp. pp. 37, 457. 
29 óIt was a common practise amongst the young students of our Universities in the time of the Dunses... 

that if in disputation they were brought to an inconvenience, were it never so absurd: they would have a 

distinction, though voyde of braine and sense, yet a distinction to mainteyne it... And I wish, if it had 

beene the good will of God, master Campian had had the grace in the Tower-conference to have 

aimed... rather in sinceritie to have sought the truth, then with shiftes and cavilles the mayntenance of 

his cause and credit.ô Ibid., pp. 46-7. This is placed in opposition to Campionôs óI would you would 

dispute to have the truth knowen...ô (see chapter 3). 
30 Rainolds, Summe of the Conference, pp. 37, 274, 328, 450. 
31 Ibid., pp. 42-3, 335, 368-9, 475, 482, 497, 590. There is a striking group of three, p. 160, and use of 
rhetorical questions, pp. 466, 513. 
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impression than the questions of transubstantiation, justification and visibility tackled 

with Campion. But the discussion extended to the interpretation and force of the 

authorities cited. A part of the debate was dedicated to the use of scripture, and 

another was given over to the Fathers. The role of the church was also considered, 

alongside the judgement of successive councils.
32

 Thus, while logic form is taken for 

granted, Rainoldsô account serves as a commentary on the authorities relied upon in 

cross-confessional disputation. This is, perhaps, unsurprising; the one being an 

enduring formula, while the other was an intractable point of contention. 

 Rainoldsô approach, as reported, was a blend of academic methods with 

controversy. Unlike Campionôs later opponents, he seems to have held out some hope 

that Hart might be convinced ï contrary to Greenôs depiction of the eventôs purpose, 

he does not allow answers to stand, or simply note them for later exploitation. The 

event ï for all its limitations ï is here presented as a disputation, not a óshow trialô: 

Rainolds works to persuade Hart throughout. His method in this is one of 

comprehensive evidence and exhaustive disproof: several times, he shows an 

argument of Hartôs to be false, only to demonstrate that it was also unnecessary. On 

Peterôs presidency of two Apostolic gatherings, he prefaces a secondary argument 

with: óBut, to yeeld unto you (for your most advantage) as much or more then any 

likely-hood may afford you... yet are you no neerer unto [the] supremacy which you 

shoote at.ô
33

 Once, he argues that the Catholic óschoolmenô ï including Thomas 

Aquinas ï have little authority in scriptural interpretation, before proving that they 

support his point.
34

 Where Hart asks why he cited lesser writers before the more 

respected Fathers, he offers an explanation reflecting not only his own approach, but ï 

inadvertently ï the perceived ethos behind prison debate: óThey who deale with [the] 

                                                             
32 Ibid., pp. 29-32, has an outline of the accountôs content. The parallels to be drawn with the Privy 

Councilôs recommendations are remarkable. 
33 Rainolds, Summe of the Conference, p. 153.  
34 Ibid., pp. 110-113. Further, see pp. 63, 78, 224, 560, 563, 589, 595-6, 597, 615-6, 624. 
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taming of lyons (I have read) are wont, when they finde them somewhat out of order, 

to beate dogges before them: that in a dogge the lyon may see his own desert.ô
35

 

A more aggressive element of this comprehensive approach was that Rainolds 

was, as Hart describes it, ódisposed to toyô.
36

 Several times, he lays traps for the priest, 

forcing him into a corner.
37

 Hart is aware of these tactics, however. Once, he asserts, 

óI see what you goe aboutô; Rainolds having embarked on an induction to prove that 

when the Pope erred, he did so as Pope. Rainolds replies, óYou are too suspiciousô, 

before making precisely the argument predicted.
38

 Some time later, he again reassures 

him, óI seeke not to entangle youô.
39

 For one so opposed to the theatre in later life, 

Rainolds makes little effort to avoid linguistic or intellectual theatrics.
40

 His use of 

colourful language and argument is remarkable, and a further indication that he hoped 

to have a positive effect. Later in his career, he is reported to have used striking 

imagery and humour in teaching: Featley states that anyone hearing or reading his 

criticism of Aristotleôs scholastic champions would laugh so hard as to endanger both 

spleen and health.
41

  

Rainoldsô approach in this regard can be broken down into three categories: 

metaphor, sarcasm, and reductio ad absurdum. The best instance of his logical 

extensions appears early in the account, where Hart cites St Paul (óThe head cannot 

say to the feet, I have no need of youô) in support of the Popeôs single primacy. Here, 

Rainolds asks who the feet are: 

 

The Emperour I trow, must be the right foote. The left, who? The king of 

Spaine? What shall the French king do then? It is well that the king of 

                                                             
35 Ibid., pp. 495-6. 
36 Ibid., p. 161. 
37 Ibid., pp. 180, 446, 634. 
38 Ibid., pp. 355-8. 
39 Ibid., p. 360. 
40 Rainoldsô views on the stage emerge here: óIf one of us should make but a semblance of such an 

answere: you would sport your selves with it, and... whoope at it like stage players.ô Ibid., p. 80. See 

Green, John Rainoldsôs Oxford Lectures, pp. 79-82. 
41 Fuller, Abel Redivivus, p. 478; Green, John Rainoldsôs Oxford Lectures, pp. 55-6.  
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Scots is no member of it: nor the king of Denmarke. Marry we had newes 

of the king of Swethland, that Jesuits had converted him. Shall he be the 

left foote? Or shall the king of Poleland set in a foote for it... how many 

feete may this body have?
42

 

 

A similar absurdity occurs further into the debate, Rainolds concluding from his 

opponentôs arguments that Peter was built upon himself, and ï bizarrely ï was his own 

head.
43

 Later, an imprecision in Hartôs description of the Mass prompts Rainolds to 

comment, óTheir teeth be good and strong, if they eate of a stone altar.ô
44

 

 The use of elaborate similitudes serves as the cornerstone of this dramatic 

approach; an offshoot, in some respects, of Rainoldsô citation of authorities. He 

compares the work of Thomas Stapleton to the army of Antiochus: impressive only in 

the eyes of its originator.
45

 He compares the Popeôs usurpation of power to that of 

Richard III, and casts Hart as a writer defending that monarch. In the course of the 

account, Rainolds constructs analogies involving all manner of professions and 

historical anecdotes, classical tales, Lacedemonianôs plucked nightingale (óa voice, 

nought elseô) and shadow boxing. Candlelight at noon denotes unnecessary proofs, 

and the Jesuits are said to mingle counterfeit coin with genuine, on discovering they 

have been given both. Once, by way of a dispute between Diogenes and Plato, the 

false church becomes a plucked chicken.
46

 What is important here, in the context of 

sanctioned cross-confessional disputation, is that each of these dramatic or humorous 

features has some connection to the world of learning, beyond controversial religion. 

                                                             
42 Rainolds, Summe of the Conference, pp. 39-40. In the Lambeth manuscript this exchange is an insert, 

on separate paper, intended to replace a shorter version of Rainoldsô argument (that by óheadô, Paul 

meant all of the Apostles, or those with the best gifts): LPL MS 402, ff. 6v-7v. 
43 Rainolds, Summe of the Conference, p. 63. 
44 Ibid., p. 448. 
45 Ibid., p. 84.  
46 Ibid., pp. 62, 95, 106, 123, 124-5, 144, 147, 152, 174, 192-3, 199, 237, 295, 361, 366, 404, 424-5, 
428, 487, 555, 629. 
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In appearance, they are weightier and more justified than the grandstanding of Nowell, 

Day and Charke.  

 This is not to say that Rainolds was above such grandstanding, simply that his 

account does a remarkable job of underplaying it. His adversary, as described by 

Rainolds himself, is quick to point out when he crosses the line: óYou triumph over 

me at every small occasion, as though you had a conquestô.
47

 Several times, Rainolds 

is criticised for his tone, but this is always framed in terms of his reputation.
48

 In 

addition, his rhetorical and comedic flourishes are countered by the mass of evidence 

accompanying them. Rainoldsô points, however made, are never made to look trivial. 

The question of grandstanding also raises that of audience ï some officials would 

certainly have been present, but there is no mention of an audience in either version of 

the account.
49

 If they were indeed absent or restricted, any triumph in the event was 

meant for Hartôs benefit, and so the lack of an audience here might be revealing ï or, 

for that matter, a deliberate omission. More generally, it is a testament to the account 

that such an earnest impression is given, despite Hartôs imprisonment and Rainoldsô 

flamboyant debating style. Charkeôs aggression is offset with knowledge and 

measured humour, and the simplicity of Campionôs Rationes Decem is countered with 

humanist poise.
50

 As a reaction to the 1581 debates, Walsinghamôs choice of disputant 

was remarkably astute. 

 But what of Hart in all this? The priest is described as relatively inexperienced, 

but is nonetheless an active participant: as written, the conference is more than just a 

platform for Rainolds to orate against Catholicism. Hart is given space, to a greater 

degree than Campion, to offer arguments, although the accountôs production must 

urge caution in asserting balance in the event. In addition, two things should be borne 

                                                             
47 Ibid., pp. 169. 
48 Ibid., pp. 91, 367, 599. 
49 Historians have not been able to describe an audience; Milward likening the event to Fulkeôs 

Wisbech visit: Milward, Religious Controversies... Elizabethan, p. 60. 
50 The juxtaposition of Rainolds and Campion demonstrates the outpacing of new formal clarity by 

humanist óconfidenceô. It was this, as much as his religious standpoint, that made Rainolds a natural 
choice for the debate. 
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in mind: Hartôs reported submission to Walsingham, and his own intellectual ability.
51

 

Despite the apparently full, detailed nature of the debate, both cast doubt on the 

priestôs value as an opponent. 

Wood indicated that Hart was educated at Oxford, but later historians find no 

mention of him in the college registers.
52

 He took orders at Rome in the 1570s and 

proceeded to the University of Douai, graduating just two years before being sent on 

the English mission.
53

 Rainolds invokes his training on the continent early in the 

account, in reaction to Hartôs pleas of unpreparedness: the priestôs course of study, he 

states, was short but intense, and at its end he was granted a degree, óWherefore... you 

may not alleage unripeness of yeares, or reading, or judgement: especially against me, 

before whome, in time so long, in place so incomparable, you tooke degree in 

divinitieô.
54

 This is offered as a statement of equality, but when combined with 

Rainoldsô preface to the seminarians, it takes on a greater significance. The preface 

emphasises the length of time spent by English university students ï ósixe yeares in 

the studie of Philosophie, for that you spend three; seven in Divinitie, for that you 

spe[n]d foureô ï asking, rhetorically, if that at Rome or Rheims was really enough.
55

 

Transposing this back into the point about Hartôs education, it is clear that Rainoldsô 

claim to balance is not genuine; that in fact it contains a measure of the óscornô Hart 

would later identify. Rainolds is conscious that Hart is not on his own intellectual 

level, but still needs to prove his superiority. The account, then, is a work of 

educational, as well as religious, polemic: beneath the central motive of disproving 

the Papal supremacy, it is an effort to compare the worth of English and Catholic 

                                                             
51 In the aftermath, there were doubts among Catholics as to Hartôs ósteadfastness under tortureô: 

Anstruther, Seminary Priests, vol. 1, p. 154. 
52 Anthony à Wood, Athenae Oxonienses, vol. 1 (London, 1721), p. 277; Foley, Records, vol. 2, p. 

327n. 
53 ODNB Hart, John. 
54 Rainolds, Summe of the Conference, pp. 34-5. 
55 Ibid., pp. 20-1. 
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training in logic and divinity.
56

 This, it must be said, was a contest Walsingham and 

others would have had a keen interest in, particularly in Campionôs aftermath. 

 The clearest indication of Hartôs inexperience is his reliance on the work of 

Stapleton: at several points, Rainolds responds to an argument with, óD. Stapleton told 

you so, and you beleeved it.ô
57

 Where Hart offers his preferred places from the 

Fathers, praising and elevating the Pope, they are dismissed as óthe chiefest of... 

[Stapletonôs] treasurieô.
58

 Prior to this, there is a detailed criticism of Stapletonôs 

handling of the Fathers, which Rainolds defines by three ófeatsô: first, that he changed 

their words; second, that he found meanings not intended; and third, that he drew 

conclusions from contradictory points, as if forgetful of his own previous assertions. 

Stapleton, Rainolds states, was guilty of vanity, and by adherence to his writings Hart 

damaged the supremacy he hoped to defend.
59

 

 This criticism, intended to divide Hart from his authorities, returns us to the 

question of the priestôs loyalties. Rainolds does not miss an opportunity to drive a 

wedge between his adversary and the Catholic Church: where Hart cites Gilbert 

Genebrard, in arguing that Popes not lawfully succeeding ought not be judged as 

Popes, Rainolds notes that Genebrard there conceded two points: that Popes had erred, 

and that the succession had been broken for long periods of time. He adds: óWherein if 

you say the same with him, M. Hart; I am glad of it. But your felowes (I feare me) will 

not allow that you say, if you allow that he saith.ô
60

 Additional evidence of this 

intention ï indeed, of a desire to convince Hart ï can be found in their debate on the 

Mass, where Rainolds implores: óI would to God, M. Hart, you would... consider more 

deepely both the wicked abuses wherewith the holy sacrament of the Lords supper is 

profaned in your unholy sacrifice of the Masse; and the treacherous meanes whereby 

                                                             
56 There is criticism of the seminaries within the account: ibid., pp. 349, 351-2, 486. 
57 Ibid, p. 443; see chapter 2 above. 
58 Rainolds, Summe of the Conference, p. 645. 
59 Ibid., pp. 347-9. 
60 Ibid., pp. 330-335. 
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your Maister and Felowes of the College of Rhemes doo seeke to maintaine it.ô
61

 As 

noted, the attributes of both Hart and Rainolds give the account an active polemical 

drive: the priest is a link to those Catholic readers addressed in Rainoldsô preface.
62

 In 

context, from the Protestant perspective, Hart is a positive model; a counterbalance to 

the martyr that emerged from Campionôs mishandled examination. 

 In describing the outcome of the debate, Green concentrates on its political 

aspects ï Hartôs apparent capitulation, and the production of Rainoldsô account.
63

 His 

depiction of the event accords, in part, with the work itself, in that Hartôs admission 

comes toward the end of the discussion: óTruly,ô the priest is reported to have said, óI 

see more probabilitie on your side then I didô. This is followed, after further debate, by 

the statement: 

 

I had thought... that you meant to give as much to [the] Prince by [the] 

title of [the] supremacie, as we do to the Pope. Where you give no more 

me thinkes... the[n] S. Austin doth, who saith that Kings do serve God in 

this, as Kings, if in their own realme they com[m]aund good things, & 

forbid evil; not only co[n]cerni[n]g the civil state of me[n], but the 

religion of God also. And thus much I subscribe to.ô
64

 

 

What is interesting here, however, is that by Rainoldsô account this was not intended 

to be the end: far from being dismissed as soon as this had left his mouth, Hart himself 

calls a halt. The account has Rainolds asking for more time, to discuss the true church; 

but Hart, displaying similar wariness to that of Campion, or simply hoping for a stay 

of execution, declines: óI will co[n]fer no farder herof, unles I have greter assura[n]ce 

                                                             
61 Ibid., p. 553. 
62 See chapter 2 above; Rainolds, Summe of the Conference, p. 28. 
63 Green, John Rainoldsôs Oxford Lectures, pp. 31-2. 
64 Rainolds, Summe of the Conference, pp. 666, 674. 
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of my life.ô
65

 The suggestion that Rainolds was prepared and authorised to proceed, 

with a more challenging question, further speaks to the debateôs purpose being more 

than political ï if, that is, the account is accurate. 

Once Rainoldsô Summe of the Conference was printed in 1584, Hart appears to 

have received the assurance he desired, being deported to France with a number of 

other priests the following year.
66

 Rainoldsô offer did not, however, result in additional 

debate; and thus some doubt must remain over the eventôs purpose. Indeed, even its 

outcome was questionable: Hart remained a committed Catholic, despite any 

concession drawn; and the facts soon fell victim to polemical posturing. Hartôs 

admission had been limited, even by the printed account; and whilst Rainolds feels 

able to tell the seminarians to ólearnô from the priest, it was recorded ï possibly by 

Hart himself ï that during the exchange he ówas punished with twenty days in irons 

because he refused to agree with the minister Reynolds.ô
67

 On his expulsion, Hart 

travelled to Rome and was received into the Society of Jesus on the 14
th
 of November; 

having applied in prison, during or soon after the disputation.
68

  

Though Hart himself was not convinced, the debate ï or, more accurately, 

Rainoldsô account ï had achieved distance from those with Campion, and would 

become a shining example for reformed writers. Rainolds himself gained favour in the 

aftermath; his name and approach having featured in the Councilôs directive to 

Whitgift.
69

 As the 1580s progressed, and the threat posed by Catholicism became 

increasingly visible, anti-Catholic disputation continued, but accounts dwindled. At 

                                                             
65 Ibid., p. 674. 
66 Foley, Records, vol. 2, p. 106n; Harrison, Tudor Journal, p. 194. 
67 Harrison, Tudor Journal, p. 57. This appears in Hartôs prison diary, on December 1st, 1582. E. E. 

Reynolds and others believe that Edward Rishton was the diaryôs author, citing a version of this 

statement in his name: Reynolds, Campion and Parsons, p. 152. But Harrison offers a convincing 

argument for Hart being the author, from a reference from Persons: Tudor Journal, p. 19. A similar 

description of Hartôs refusal is given by Kirby: Allen, A Briefe Historie, sig. B.vv. Fascinatingly, as 

Harrison points out, the date of this punishment ï and thus of Hartôs resistance ï was the first 

anniversary of Campionôs execution; an occasion Hart had narrowly avoided: A Tudor Journal, p. 57. 

The refusal is not mentioned in Rainoldsô Summe of the Conference. 
68 Hart added óSJô to his name in the diaryôs final entry, penned the day of his deportation: Harrison, 

Tudor Journal, p. 194. Further, see Anstruther, Seminary Priests, vol. 1, p. 154. 
69 Green, John Rainoldsôs Oxford Lectures, p. 32; Strype, Whitgift, p. 99. 
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Oxford in 1584, in a mingling of public and academic disputation, Rainolds disputed 

against his brother Edmund, a moderate Catholic. Both were said to have performed 

well, but neither was convinced.
70

 In the intervening year, disputation with imprisoned 

priests continued: in March 1583, the Yorkshire clergyman William Palmer disputed 

against the priest William Hart on behalf of the local authorities.
71

  

 

The Lambeth Conference 

Two contrasting images of disputation have thus far been described. On the one hand, 

it was a respected test of learning and a route to truth through structured, equitable 

combat. On the other, it was a tool of the polemicist, whose every nuance ï indeed, 

whose very existence ï could be cited for additional respectability. In examining 

disputation with imprisoned priests, this second aspect has been referenced to an 

overwhelming degree, but in 1584 an event took place that was more akin to the first: 

a conference at Lambeth, between two puritan divines and several of Elizabethôs 

bishops. 

 By the lone manuscript account, written by Walter Travers, this event was 

occasioned by the Earl of Leicester.
72

 Conscious of puritan calls for debate and 

objections to the Book of Common Prayer, Leicester had requested that Whitgift 

summon Travers and Thomas Sparke, ófor his satisfaction in such pointes... as were 

called into question that he might heare what the ministers did reproove and how such 

thinges were to be aunsweredô.
73

 Whether Leicester had particular expectations is not 

made clear, and this description of the meetingôs purpose ïostensibly written by an 

opponent of the authorities ï is similar to that of Westminster in its guarded phrasing 

                                                             
70 Green, John Rainoldsôs Oxford Lectures, p. 32. 
71 ODNB Palmer, William; Anstruther, Seminary Priests, vol. 1, p. 155. 
72 Two versions of this account survive: BL Add. MS 48064, ff. 49r-63r, and a version held in the 

Morrice manuscripts at Dr Williamsô Library, London. The latter is transcribed, with brief omissions, in 

A. Peel, The Seconde Parte of a Register, vol. 1 (Cambridge, 1915), pp. 275-283. The two are 

remarkably similar, indicating that one is a direct copy of the other. 
73 BL Add. MS 48064, f. 50r. On puritan calls for disputation, see Zlatar, Reformation Fictions, pp. 155, 
172. 
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of the occasion. In fact, the immediate backdrop was the archbishopôs drive for 

conformity, which involved direct claims to unity and articles challenging radical 

dissent; the latter rousing protest from councillors including Leicester and Burghley.
74

 

Thus, the debate was not called on Leicesterôs whim, further evidence of which can be 

found in the individuals summoned. Travers, once exiled to Geneva, was too radical 

for preferment in the Church of England, but had gained favour with Burghley. He 

had been made chaplain to the Lord Treasurerôs household and tutor to Robert Cecil in 

1580, before securing a position at the Temple Church in London.
75

 Sparke, 

meanwhile, had become chaplain to Bishop Cooper of Lincoln in the 1570s, and 

counted Lord Grey of Wilton among his patrons.
76

 The puritans, then, were critics of 

the church, not separatists, and the two-day debate was an exploratory but cautious 

exercise, endorsed by forward members of the Privy Council. The final audience 

included Grey and Walsingham, and Burghley was present for the second day.
77

 

 In this company, it is the man tasked with defending the Prayer Book who 

becomes a curiosity. Whitgift took the lead throughout, aided on the second day by 

Edwin Sandys, and on the first by Cooper, who had been translated to Winchester that 

year.
78

 Whitgiftôs opening statement appears reassuring: as Travers has it, he told the 

puritans, óyou appeare not nowe judiciallie before me, nor come not as called to 

question by authoritie for these thinges, but by waye of conference to object, what you 

                                                             
74 Zlatar, Reformation Fictions, p. 155; S. J. Knox, Walter Travers: Paragon of Elizabethan Puritanism 

(London, 1962), pp. 63-4. Knox calls the debate óa great concession on Whitgiftôs partô, which ógave 

great hope to the puritansô, and this is echoed in Collinson, Elizabethan Puritan Movement, p. 269. On 

Whitgiftôs drive for conformity, see Fincham, óClerical Conformityô, pp. 130-3.  
75 Knox, Walter Travers, pp. 54-5; Prest, Inns of Court, p. 192. When, in 1584, Burghley suggested 

Traversô appointment as Master of the Temple, the idea was successfully opposed by Whitgift: Knox, 
Walter Travers, pp. 65-9; Strype, Whitgift, pp. 173-5; Prest, Inns of Court, p. 195. 
76 ODNB Sparke, Thomas. 
77 BL Add. MS 48064, ff. 49r, 50r, 56r. Though the account refers only to óLord Greyô, Collinson 

describes him as Lord Grey of Pirgo, rather than Sparkeôs patron, Wilton. John, Lord Grey of Pirgo, 

had died in 1564, and his surviving son, Henry, was not raised to the peerage until 1603. Both men 

demonstrated support for puritanism, but Wiltonôs life fits with the conference: ODNB Grey, Henry; 

ODNB Grey, Arthur. 
78 Ibid., ff. 49r, 50r, 56r. The Morrice manuscript provides the dates (December 10th and 12th) without 

the year, and the version at the British Library omits both. However, Knox and Collinson place the 

event in 1584, after Cooperôs translation (ODNB Cooper, Thomas). For an explanation of the dating, 

see Knox, Walter Travers, p. 64n. The placing of Cooper and his former chaplain on opposing sides is, 
therefore, remarkable: see Fincham, óClerical Conformityô, pp. 134-5, 7. 



126 

 

have to saye against the booke that it may be aunswered.ô
79

 Few direct comparisons 

can be made between this event and the examination of imprisoned Catholics, but the 

contrast between this assurance and the restraints evident in other accounts ï 

particularly in the early 1580s ï does throw the latter into sharp relief. Here, 

disputation is allowed to play a broader role in the maintenance of national doctrine.
80

 

The significance of this, however, depends on the relationship between the sides: how 

far Whitgift would submit to the process, and whether the puritansô connections would 

restrict them in a more subtle manner. This said, Sparkeôs tone at the beginning of the 

first day appears wholly independent and positive; as, by Traversô account, he ógave 

most humble and hartie thanks to god, and to that honorable [pre]sence, that after soe 

manie yeares, wherin or cause colde never be admitted to any indifferent heareing, it 

had pleased god of his gracious goodnes soe to dispose that we had nowe that 

equitieô.
81

 

 In terms of structure, Traversô does not, on the surface, seem to be reporting a 

formal disputation. But while the roles are never expressly stated, the participants do 

fall into them, directed as much by topic as by custom.
82

 Objecting to the Prayer 

Book, the puritans are naturally presented as opponents, while the archbishop 

responds. This de facto structure can be seen in the puritansô objections and the use of 

óto which the Archbishop aunsweredô at the beginning of Whitgiftôs replies.
83

 The 

result, as noted, is that the archbishopôs authority is, procedurally, lessened: he keeps 

nominal command of the eventôs practical aspects, but is forced to follow the puritansô 

                                                             
79 BL Add. MS 48064, f. 50r. 
80 Whitgift told the puritans, óit shalbe free for you (speaking in dutie) to charge the booke w[ith] such 

matters as you suppose to be blameworthie in itô; ibid., f. 50r. 
81 Ibid., f. 50r. 
82 Elsewhere, it should be noted, Travers would show wariness of formal logic, stating that its 

arguments óare as common to good and badde, as are the rules of grammarô: Walter Travers, A Defence 

of the Ecclesiastical Discipline Ordayned of God to be Used in His Church (Middelburg, 1588), p. 180, 

in Morgan, Godly Learning, p. 110. 
83 BL Add. MS 48064, f. 51r onwards. 
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lead.
84

 Sparke and Travers, meanwhile, direct the arguments with an astonishing 

degree of freedom, and are naturally permitted to select the questions. 

At the commencement, Sparke outlines two broad points that he and Travers 

intend to deal with: first, ósuch matters as concerne the bookes appointed to be reade 

in the Churche for holy scriptureô, and second, the sacraments.
85

 The first is then 

divided into two sections; one relating to the canonical scriptures, and one to the 

apocrypha.
86

 Sparkeôs first objection is that parts of the former were passed over in the 

Prayer Book as óleast ediefieingô, in favour of passages from the latter.
87

 This prompts 

a discussion of the nature of both, in which Travers describes Whitgiftôs position ï 

and that of the church ï as ónot... farre from blasphemie.ô
88

 Sparke then argues that the 

best translation of scripture should be read in church, whereas the Prayer Book 

appointed that which was óthe worste & to be charged w[ith]... grosse and palpable 

errors.ô
89

 One example ï a description of Mary being ómarriedô to Joseph, rather than 

óbetrothedô ï is given, before unnamed members of the audience call for the disputants 

to deal with a matter requiring óskill in the tonguesô. Whitgift then seizes this 

opportunity to press the puritans on the main topic of the day: the errors they saw in 

the apocrypha.
90

 

The archbishop is not presented in a favourable light here; a depiction that 

must, of course, be taken with a pinch of salt. It was certainly in the interest of Sparke 

and Travers to align themselves with the reformist figures in the audience, while 

describing Whitgift as an impediment to the assembly. The archbishop is offered as a 

symbol of the errors they hoped, with their listenersô support, to overturn; and 

                                                             
84 See chapter 2 above 
85 BL Add. MS 48064, f. 50v.  
86 Here, the Morrice manuscript, in Peelôs transcription, has Sparke saying ówe are to speake of the 

Canonicall and of the Apocryphaô (Peel, The Seconde Parte, p. 277), whereas BL Add. MS 48064 has 

ówe are to speake of the Canonicall, and not of the Apocryphaô (f. 50v). 
87 BL Add. MS 48064, ff. 50v-51r. 
88 Ibid., f. 52r. His position was that the writing of the canonical scriptures (informed by the Holy 

Ghost), and that of the apocrypha (achieved, in Traversô eyes, by man alone), were equal; as the Fathers 

had, on occasion, doubted them both. 
89 Ibid., f. 52r-v. 
90 Ibid., ff. 52v-53v. 



128 

 

Whitgift, as written, certainly plays his part. His opening reassurance has to be 

affirmed by Leicester, and rings false when compared to his denial of Sparkeôs 

prayer.
91

 In the debate itself, he is evasive: dismissing arguments quickly, and urging 

new matters rather than proceeding with those at hand.
92

 In addition, Travers notes 

occasions where he read from his notebook, something neither puritan ï indeed, no 

other participant ï is reported to have done. The first of these, in which the archbishop 

reads an argument from Peter Martyr on Ecclesiasticus, is followed by Cooperôs call 

for a bible, ófor further and deeper considera[tion] of the placeô.
93

 At the second 

debate, Whitgift answers a mistranslation in Romans by suggesting that there is ósome 

ambiguitieô in the original Hebrew, before admitting that he himself has no knowledge 

of the language.
94

 

At the end of the first day, there was some discussion of private baptism and 

baptism by women, both of which the archbishop was defending when night fell and 

the debate was cut short.
95

 Traversô describes a frustrating transition to the second 

day: forced óto put into the land before we had runne half [our] courseô, the puritans 

are required to repeat arguments for the benefit of Burghley (óas by a contrarie winde, 

alreadie a good waye uppon the voyage, we were cast back againeô).
96

 It is interesting 

that the debate is here depicted as a journey, rather than the more customary battle or 

duel.
97

 This revision of the first day, prompting new points from Burghley and the 

audience, appears to have taken up a good portion of the second, for only two further 

topics were discussed ï the use of interrogatories and the cross in baptism, which the 

puritans roundly condemned, and provision for an educated preaching ministry.
98

 

                                                             
91 Ibid., f. 50r-v; Knox, Walter Travers, p. 64; see chapter 2 above. 
92 BL Add. MS 48064, ff. 52r, 58v, 61v.  
93 Ibid., f. 54r (emphasis added). For another example, see f. 54v. 
94 Ibid., f. 57v. 
95 Ibid., ff. 55v-56r. 
96 Ibid., f. 56r. 
97 See the conclusion below. 
98 BL Add. MS 48064, ff. 60r-63r. 
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What is striking about this second day ï although it can be seen, to a lesser 

extent, on the first ï is the involvement of the audience. In Traversô report, their 

interjections form part of the dialogue, indistinguishable from the back-and-forth of 

the puritans and Whitgift. Burghley takes an active role, once criticising Traversô use 

of logic on the apocrypha: óyou can never make a syllogisme of that, because Christ 

had not alleadged them; therefore they were not holie scripture; for... there are alsoe 

sundry partes of the Canonicall which are not cited at all.ô When Travers expands his 

point to include the Apostlesô citations, thus forming a syllogism, it is Burghley who 

tells him: óprove your minorô.
99

 Throughout, Burghley is the voice of reasoned 

pragmatism, agreeing with Whitgiftôs points, but in practical terms.
100

 Walsingham, 

though mostly content to listen, also shows interest, asking whether the places cited by 

Sparke in response to Burghleyôs challenge are correct. The book is turned towards 

him, and he finds and affirms the first of them himself.
101

 

 The most intriguing contributions come from Leicester: he questions the 

archbishop on those parts of the apocrypha appointed to be read in churches, and is the 

first to agree with Traversô interpretation of a place in Judith (that sins appointed by 

God are sins and the fault of the sinner).
102

 On the second day, he reminds Sparke of 

objections on baptism, stating: óit was a pitifull thing that soe manie of ye best 

ministers, & painefull in their preacheing, stoode to be deprived for these thinges.ô
103

 

Throughout, he is the individual most sympathetic to the puritan side, and this adds 

further implications to Traversô depiction of the occasion. He also directs the eventôs 

practical elements as often as Whitgift: at the end of the second day, he asks the 

puritans if they have further points, and closes the debate.
104

 Of course, Leicesterôs 

interest and inclination are not surprising: he was to attack Whitgiftôs policies in the 

                                                             
99 Ibid., f. 56v. The Lord Treasurerôs response is reported as óYea... if they alleadged allô; but this is to 

the same effect, and Travers immediately cites two places by way of proof. 
100 See, for example, ibid., ff. 61v, 62v-63r. 
101 Ibid., f. 56v. 
102 Ibid., ff. 54v, 55v. 
103 Ibid., ff. 60r, 62r. 
104 Ibid., ff. 62v-63r. 
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Lords three months later.
105

 But his contributions are worth considering, to gauge the 

credentials of this event as an open hearing for the puritans, rather than a way of 

simply dealing with them. For all the favourable comparisons to be made with anti-

Catholic disputation, it must be remembered that this conference was occasioned by 

those in authority, and attended, however optimistically, by the man who had 

commissioned Hartôs examination. 

 The outcome is perhaps the best argument for this note of caution, as several 

elements conspired to prevent Sparke and Travers achieving anything. The first was 

the attitude of the puritans themselves. Knox argues that their objections were subject 

to self-censorship, in that they avoided presbyterianism, although the best argument he 

can make for Sparkeôs views in this regard is that he would (quietly) fight that corner 

two decades later at Hampton Court.
106

 If Sparke shared Traversô presbyterian 

opinions, and if, as Travers suggests, they were free to propose the questions, this is 

certainly a glaring omission. Where Leicester asks for óother pointes materiall of 

doctrineô at the end of the debate, Travers notes this response from Whitgift: óyea we 

wold call the B. authoritie into question & other thingesô. But here the puritans refuse 

to take the bait, moving to the issue of an effective ministry.
107

 This is reminiscent of 

nothing so much as Campionôs refusal to deal with the true church: an indication that 

some topics were so deeply entrenched as to prevent discussion. The closest Sparke 

comes to criticising the Episcopal system is an argument against non-residency and 

pluralities; a matter disliked by all, and thus requiring no debate.
108

 Collinson 

compares the eventôs apparent compromise to Hampton Court, which in its aftermath 

faced accusations of state orchestration.
109

 It is a comparison that cannot easily be 

dismissed.  

                                                             
105 Collinson, Elizabethan Puritan Movement, p. 270. 
106 Knox, Walter Travers, p. 64. 
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 And yet the procedural restraints imposed on Whitgift remain a curiosity. In 

Traversô account, the archbishop plays a predictable role in the debateôs outcome, but 

he is partially forced into evasion through his role as respondent. If the debate was 

orchestrated, the account suggests that it was structured to Whitgiftôs disadvantage.
110

 

A middle way is perhaps closest to the truth: the puritans were not about to launch into 

an attack on the bishops; but equally, Leicester and others would not let Whitgift turn 

the conference into an examination. This would explain the allocation of roles ï a 

further reflection of post-Campion sensitivities. Of course, a less abstract factor in the 

outcome, expressed in Traversô nautical images, was the lack of time; and this 

Collinson posits as one of two causes of the end result, the other being collective 

avoidance of óthe larger issuesô.
111

 This was an event hindered by practical and 

circumstantial factors, and by the disputants themselves, but not ï as far as the 

evidence can show ï fully weighted in one sideôs favour.  

 The conferenceôs aftermath was mixed: it did not produce a flurry of written 

accounts, and Traversô report is curiously restrained. Only Whitgift claimed outright 

victory, insisting that the audience was satisfied by his arguments. His first 

biographer, George Paule, repeated this, noting surprise at the puritansô óweak and 

trivialô objections.
112

 Strype goes further: the óHonourable Personagesô present, 

óobserving the Strength of the Archbishopôs Reasons, and the Weakness of [the 

puritansô], persuaded them to Conform themselves; and withal told the Archbishop 

they would acquaint her Majesty thereof.ô
113

 Collinson refutes Whitgiftôs claim to 

have persuaded anyone present, noting the actions of various councillors after the 

debate, while Knox feels the need to state that Strypeôs version ï which appears 

wholly unaware of the surrounding circumstances ï is óincorrectô.
114

 Sparke and 
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Travers were not persuaded to conform, and Sparke went on to stand silently for 

puritan objections at Hampton Court. 

 

The Examination of Separatists and Nonconformists  

Like disputation with imprisoned Catholics, encounters with radical puritans after 

Whitgiftôs translation to Canterbury walked a narrow line between debate and 

interrogation.
115

 Indeed, the nature of puritan objections, and the manner in which the 

authorities chose to confront them, meant the two could often fuse together entirely. 

The use of academic forms in official proceedings can be seen in Aylmerôs 

examination of a man named Merbury in 1578.
116

 This encounter, which took place in 

the consistory at St Paulôs before a large crowd and Aylmerôs Ecclesiastical 

Commission, began as an inquiry into Merburyôs activities, but turned into an 

examination on rudimentary logic.
117

 Merbury, by his own account, was asked what 

he had to say, whereupon he accused all bishops of murdering souls: óas manye... as 

have [per]ished by the Ignorance of ye ministers of ther makinge whom they knew to 

be Troble.ô When pressed on those appointed by Aylmer, he responded: óI accuse yow 

nott [par]ticulerlye because I knowe nott your estateô; but if Aylmer had made such 

ministers, he deserved ócondemnationô. At this, the bishop stated: óThy proposition is 

false if it were in Cambridge it would be hissed out of ye schooles.ô
118

 He then took 

Merbury to task on the definitions of ódistinctionô and ódifferenceô, and asked how 

many predicables and predicaments there were in scholastic logic.
119

 Merbury 

protested óI am no logicianô, and the examination descended into a shouting match.
120

 

Just as interrogation might creep into debate, then, academic tropes could appear in 

                                                             
115 On Whitgiftôs translation, see Lake, Moderate Puritans, p. 113. The change in policy in 1583 would 

partly account for the falling away of anti-Catholic debate ï many on the Councilôs list no longer 
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116 Merburyôs account is held at the British Library: Add. MS 39828, ff. 23r-24v. 
117 Ibid., f. 23r. 
118 Ibid., f. 23r. 
119 Ibid., ff. 23r-v; see Howell, Logic and Rhetoric, pp. 17-21. 
120 BL Add. MS 39828, ff. 23v-24r. 



133 

 

outright examination ï a reflection of their role as a commonplace in religious 

discourse.  

 The most detailed accounts of disputation on this front concern the separatists 

Henry Barrow and John Greenwood. Greenwood had been granted several church 

posts in the early 1580s; turning to separatism around 1585, most likely under the 

influence of Robert Browne. Barrow, meanwhile, was a ógentleman commonerô, 

educated at Cambridge and Grayôs Inn, who had been drawn to separatism through 

Browneôs writings, in consultation with another figure, Thomas Wolsey.
121

 The pair 

were arrested in 1587, Greenwood with a group of 20 separatists in October, and 

Barrow a month later, on visiting them in the Clink.
122

 Both were taken to the Fleet, 

and over a period of more than five years were subjected to examination by Whitgift, 

who was aided in the task by senior bishops and ï amongst others ï members of the 

Privy Council. These proceedings naturally concerned religious questions, but (more 

so even than Aylmerôs examination of Merbury) were investigations, rather than 

disputations. They had no academic form, and their questions appear as 

óinterrogatoriesô in the accounts that followed.
123

 Barrow viewed these events with 

contempt, contrasting them with óconferenceô: óI was brought out of my close pryson 

& co[m]pelled there to answere... unto such articles as the Bishops in theire secret 

Councell had contrived against us.ô
124

 

                                                             
121 Barrow proceeded BA in the 1570s, entering Grayôs Inn in 1576: Collinson, Elizabethan Puritan 

Movement, p. 388; Prest, Inns of Court, p. 196. When examined, he was asked about his training by 

Whitgift: Leland H. Carlson (ed.), The Writings of Henry Barrow, 1587-1590 (London, 1962), pp. 93-6. 
See ODNB Greenwood, John; Patrick Collinson, óSeparation In and Out of the Church: The 

Consistency of Barrow and Greenwoodô, The Journal of the United Reformed Church History Society, 

5 (1994), pp. 244-6. 
122 Writings of Henry Barrow, p. 91; Collinson, óSeparationô, pp. 252-3. 
123 Writings of Henry Barrow, esp. pp. 86-8, 89, 101, 102, 170, 171, 173-7, 190-2, 193; Leland H. 

Carlson (ed.), The Writings of John Greenwood, 1587-1590 (London, 1962), esp. pp. 20-1, 22; Leland 

H. Carlson (ed.), The Writings of John Greenwood and Henry Barrow, 1591-1593 (London, 1970), pp. 

85-9, 223-9. 
124 Barrow, Sclaunderous Articles, sig. D.iiv. Once, he termed Whitgift óa monster, a miserable 

compound... he is neither ecclesiastical nor civil, even that second beast spoken of in Revelationô. Lord 

Burghley, also present and entirely unfazed, asked him to cite his reference for the first: Writings of 
Henry Barrow, p. 188; Collinson, óSeparationô, p. 253. 
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In addition to these investigations, however, the separatists were called upon to 

take part in religious conferences ï another indication that they were used for more 

than evidence-gathering.
125

 Collinson notes that conferences were held between 

Barrow and a total of 42 divines whilst he and Greenwood were in the Fleet, but only 

seven such events were written up and printed.
126

 Barrowôs reports, produced covertly 

within the year, are written in a blend of dialogue and narrative form, with the former 

structuring the latter. The recorded conferences took place over two months in 1590. 

At the first, on the 9
th
 of March, Greenwood disputed against William Hutchinson, 

Archdeacon of St Albans and chaplain to Aylmer, and on the 14
th
, Barrow took on the 

London divine Thomas Sperin.
127

 Greenwood and Hutchinson resumed on the 17
th
, 

the latter joined by one Dr Bright, and the following day Barrow faced Hutchinson 

and Lancelot Andrewes, recently elected Master of Pembroke, Cambridge.
128

 On the 

20
th
, Greenwood joined Barrow to dispute against Sperin and another clergyman, 

Stephen Egerton, and on the 3
rd
 of April they faced Sperin and one Cooper.

129
 On the 

13
th
, Andrewes and Hutchinson returned. Of these divines, the views of Sperin and 

Egerton are most remarkable ï both were known radicals, suggesting that a similar 

policy was being pursued as had been with Campion.
130

 But whereas in anti-Catholic 

debate this suggested caution, here it demonstrates subtlety, and greater confidence in 

disputation. 

As described by Barrow, Greenwoodôs first solitary debates established the 

tone and conditions of these events. Hutchinson, echoing Fulke and other sanctioned 

disputants, told the separatist that óhe came by virtue of Commissionô, upon which 

                                                             
125 A chronology of the recorded debates is provided in Writings of John Greenwood, p. 337. 
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Greenwood demanded a witness (naming one Calthrop, a fellow prisoner), and access 

to writing materials. Hutchinson expressed his purpose as follows: ónot to examine 

him, or anie way to hurt him, but to confer with him about his separating of himself 

from the Church of Englandô; at which Greenwood said that he had not asked 

Hutchinson to come, but was ówilling of anie Christian conference, where it shall be 

free aswell to oppose as answere, & on both sides the matter to be recorded in 

writing.ô
131

 By this account, then, Greenwood assumed that formal disputation would 

be applied, and saw any restriction in the roles as being tantamount to another 

examination. His description of the more balanced form as óChristian conferenceô is 

also remarkable, given the importance of debate within the puritan movement.
132

 

The questions tackled here would similarly set a trend for the events that 

followed. As Barrow has it, Hutchinsonôs focus was on the motives behind 

Greenwoodôs separation. When Hutchinson declined to set down a proposition of his 

own, the separatist objected against the governance and composition of parish 

assemblies: they contained, he stated, óall sorts of profane peopleô, under an 

óantichristian ministerie, lawes, Courts, worship, &c.ô
133

 Here, he attempts to prove his 

first assertion by way of the 1559 settlement ï that all were received óby the blowing 

of her Majesties trumpetô; an image of the church that formed a cornerstone of 

separatist objections (and Barrowôs writings).
134

 At the second debate between 

Greenwood and Hutchinson, the question is said to have been pursued further, but the 

arguments revolved around a scriptural analogy ï the baptism of the Pharisees and 

Sadducees ï urged by Hutchinson during their first exchange. Barrow notes 

occasional interjections from Bright, but these always express agreement with his 

partner. Both conferences, as described, were inconclusive. On departing, Hutchinson 

                                                             
131 Barrow, Sclaunderous Articles, sig. Cr (emphasis added). 
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is twice said to have promised another point (proof that Rome could be called a true 

church), but this is not raised in any subsequent account.
135

 

At the first of his own conferences, Barrow reports making his opinion of such 

events clear, and ï like Greenwood, though in less practical terms ï stating his 

preferred conditions. Sperin told him that he had been sent by Aylmer to discuss one 

of Barrowôs assertions (óthat there was no Church in Englandô), to which Barrow 

responded that he óhad nothing to do withô the Bishop of London, and that ówhat I 

hold concerning their Church of England the Bishhopps knew long agoe, & never as 

yet would grant either publicke or private conference, where the Booke of God might 

quietly decide the co[n]troversies betwixt usô. Recounting the injuries dealt him since 

his imprisonment, the separatist asserts, óI had just cause to suspect anie conference 

that [Aylmer] could send unto meô; a suspicion that would inform his attitude 

throughout.
136

 As an indication of Sperinôs radicalism, Barrow expresses surprise that 

he is there in the bishopôs name, óbecause I had heard he had sometymes bene 

otherwise mindedô, and advises him to use his own name in requesting a debate, rather 

than that of Aylmer.
137

 

 The structure of these initial exchanges has more in common with the fluid 

discourse of Rainoldsô debate with Hart than the approach taken with Campion. As 

Barrow describes his fir st encounter, the arguments proceeded naturally from the 

discussion of Aylmer, and it was not until ink and paper were produced that 

propositions were set down in response to the question.
138

 At each conference, these 

were generally argued without logic form, and debated freely by both sides ï as 

Greenwood had asked, neither was limited to a specific role. There were, however, 

confused elements of disputation on display, particularly in Barrowôs first debate. 

Once, he set down a syllogism whilst asking Sperin to óproveô that his parish was óa 
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138 Ibid., p. 3. 



137 

 

true established Church of Christô.
139

 Later, Sperin cited passages in scripture to prove 

an argument about church governors, but these do not appear to have been considered 

in any detail.
140

 Reacting to a distinction on the substance of a ministry, Barrow states: 

óThus whilest you professe science you make shipwrack of faith, & with your logick 

put away the Testame[n]t of Christ.ô
141

 This is expanded upon in subsequent events, 

and in Barrowôs preface to A Collection of Certain Letters and Conferences: óthese 

Preachers were loth to have the sore touched, but by evasions sought alwaies to 

darke[n] & torne away the truth with indirect answeres & con[n]ing distinctions.ô
142

 

Two things can thus be noted in these initial debates. First, they were not 

intellectual contests: the prisonersô views and situation preclude niceties of form, and 

nominally rule out scholastic wrangling. Secondly, they are possessed of a heightened 

immediacy, covering the separatistsô direct situation, and the state of the church as it 

existed ï points that drew them closer to examinatory proceedings. The clearest 

physical manifestation of this was the private nature of the conferences. As noted, 

Barrow and Sperin had to relocate because a crowd had gathered.
143

 The account does 

not relate which of them suggested the change of venue, but the decision itself is 

indicative of a movement away from spectacle towards more earnest, delicate 

discourse. Greenwoodôs second encounter with Hutchinson further suggests the 

authoritiesô hand in this: it was held in the porterôs lodge, where the disputants were 

locked in, óthat no ma[n] might heare our conferenceô.
144

 

 It is in his second individual debate that Barrow sets out his view of logical 

reasoning in relation to religious argument. At the commencement, he repeated the 

assertion that he had not yet obtained a conference ówhere the Booke of God might 

peaceablie decide all owr controversies.ô Before the debate itself, there was some 

                                                             
139 Ibid., p. 5. 
140 Ibid., p. 14. 
141 Ibid., p. 9. 
142 Ibid., sig. Aiir. 
143 Ibid., p. 5; see chapter 2 above. 
144 Barrow, Sclaunderous Articles, sig. C.iiiv. 



138 

 

discussion of his separation, focusing on the etymological links between ósectoriesô 

and óschismaticsô.
145

 But eventually, there was talk of making a start, on the topic of 

the church and its communicants, and here Barrow reports a dispute about process ï 

ówhither it should be after their schole maner, by Logicke or noô.
146

 Barrow makes his 

position clear: 

 

I desired to reason after a Christia[n] maner, according unto truth, though 

not in logicall formes... I would not bynde the majestie of the Script. to 

logicall formes, whereabout we should have more vaine cavilles, and 

spe[n]d more tyme, the[n] about the discussing of the question; and that 

my co[n]science could neither be convinced or instructed with anie 

syllogismes so much as with the weight of reason & force of truth.
147

 

 

This explains the format of the conferences, as presented here.
148

 But for all that he 

would not be convinced by logic form, Barrow had no qualms about using it: several 

of his arguments are set out as syllogisms.
149

 

 At the beginning of the separatistsô first dual conference, in the chamber 

ówhere they were kept close prisonersô, Egerton was the last to arrive, and both sides 

reportedly decided to start without him. Sperinôs opening question echoed earlier 

debates: óI would know the causes of your forsaking our Churchô. Barrow referred 

him to their previous encounter, and the discussion proceeded from there.
150

 As 

Barrow relates it, the topics again concerned the nature and authority of the church, 

beginning at the settlement before moving to its dealings with Catholicism, and the 

power of the bishops and civil authorities. Egerton arrived some way into the second 
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point, and from here his interactions with Sperin are remarkable; both having puritan 

sympathies.
151

 Egerton holds Sperin back from subscribing to the view that bishops 

held only civil  offices; but where Barrow proclaims them Antichristian additions to 

Christôs óperfect ministrieô, Egerton again halts his partnerôs denial: óMr. Sperin here 

would have denyed the Bishop[s] to be Antichrist: But Mr. Egerton willed him never 

to denye that, which they had agreed uppon.ô
152

 

Procedurally, the conference with Sperin and Cooper provides the most 

interesting examples. Again, the debate is preceded by a discussion of the distinction 

between sectories and schismatics, in which Greenwood tells Sperin: óBy your 

Logicke & prophane Artes you pervert the trueth of the Scriptures... You make [logic] 

a cloke for your wickednesô.
153

 Barrow also reports a dispute over written points and 

answers: whereas in previous accounts calls for pen and paper had met with a 

favourable response, here the request is questioned.
154

 óTo what purpose?ô Cooper 

asks; óYou seeke writing [but] to catch.ô When Barrow states that it is óto avoide 

sclanderô, Cooper dismisses it as a waste of time. Finally, Greenwood decides, ówe 

will write though you will not.ô
155

 Again, in permission and intent, this is a departure 

from anti-Catholic debate. There is little interest on Cooperôs side in disseminating 

accounts, only in confronting the separatists themselves. This reflects the more 

complex front on which the debates were taking place: there was little desire to 

publicise separatist views. 

 The close of this conference is extraordinary. Barrowôs account has Cooper 

breaking off, claiming to be needed elsewhere, but the participants were locked inside 

a chamber at the Fleet, with no porter at hand to let the free men out. On realising this, 

Cooper reportedly turned to two óstanders byô (the only ones permitted to observe the 
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debate), expanding on his arguments unilaterally.
156

 This led to some further, 

unstructured discourse, which ï as Barrow has it ï prompted one of the observers, a 

gentleman named Bartlet, to comment: óyt was not well we had not some more 

orderlie Conference about theis weightie causes that the truth might appeare.ô The 

separatists agree, blaming the authorities, but Cooper, paradoxically, states: óThey 

denie our Church and ministrie & therfor are not to be disputed withô, suggesting that 

he viewed these events as but another form of examination. More remarkably, at some 

urging from Greenwood and the observer, he adds: óWe graunt the things they seeke 

are good, and manie of us have written and taught fullie the same, but they seeke them 

not by due order.ô Thus, despite his attitude, Barrow places Cooper in the same 

category as Sperin and Egerton: a radical, disputing on the authoritiesô behalf.
157

  

The final debate, in which the separatists conferred with Andrewes and 

Hutchinson, is described by Barrow in a summary, rather than his usual blend of 

narrative and dialogue. In form and content, it appears similar to previous events: the 

accountôs style a result, as Barrow has it, of its ódisorderlyô handling by the opposing 

divines, ówho sought nothing so much as to obscure & turne away the truth by theire 

schole learning, manifold cavills & shifts, shameless denyall of manifest truthes, & 

most unchristian contumelies, scoffes, & reproches against owre persons.ô
158

 Here, 

ódisorderlyô can partly be translated as óacademicô: Barrowôs objections throughout 

were as much a reaction to scholastic forms as to the arguments being made. He 

rejects examination; but also outwardly rejects procedural ideals of balance, in favour 

of óChristian conferenceô based on scripture.  

Conference with radicals like Barrow and Greenwood is thus interesting in the 

ideals on display. Despite some blurring of disputation with interrogatory approaches, 
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a distinction is being observed, on both sides, between the two actions; and 

óconferenceô, as the separatists term it, is held up ï explicitly by Barrow; implicitly by 

the authoritiesô representatives ï as the more valid exercise. This is not to imply that 

there was a consensus on what óconferenceô entailed, but it speaks to the persistence 

and spread of those ideals exploited in anti-Catholic debate. These events also suggest 

development; as Barrowôs óChristian conferenceô ï typical of puritan rhetoric ï 

revolves around authority and proof, rather than scholastic forms. But despite his 

aversion to the (literal) trappings of academia, the Grayôs Inn alumnus and former 

Cambridge man is still tied to syllogistic reasoning, through opponent, training and 

custom. 

 

Conversion and Reclamation 

What these reformed encounters demonstrate is that a spectrum of conference and 

disputation was being employed by the authorities by the end of the reign. Aside from 

its application in polemic, conference was seen as an effective means of combating 

dissent and examining ï or even reclaiming ï recusants and converts. In 1577, the 

bishops and Privy Council had laid out a regimen of conferences to be applied with 

notable recusants, and several accounts of such efforts survive.
159

 These were, it 

should be emphasised, private encounters, held in the home of a minister or bishop, or 

before Ecclesiastical Commissioners. They rarely produced printed accounts: those 

reports that survive are generally written by the subjects themselves, relating failed 

attempts to persuade them, and remained in manuscript.
160

 The lack of printed 
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accounts indicates either that such efforts were highly unsuccessful, or that the 

authorities had little interest in calling attention to them ï converts and lay recusants 

presented a more delicate situation than imprisoned priests. If, as later events and the 

rhetoric of disputation suggest, religious conference was seen as an effective method 

of persuasion, the latter explanation is more likely. These events were aimed at those 

under examination; they were not intended for polemic. In the 1590s, at the urging of 

the Earl of Huntingdon, Thomas Morton engaged in conference with several 

recusants. His biographer John Barwick stated that Elizabeth had commanded the Earl 

óto convince them by arguments rather then suppress them by forceô.
161

 

The most detailed accounts of conference to reclaim a Catholic convert in this 

period were written by William Alabaster, whose fascination with the Rainolds 

brothers was tied to his own religious experience. As he describes in his conversion 

narrative, Alabaster had been drawn to Catholicism through reading and 

conference.
162

 In 1597, he came into contact with the captured priest Thomas Wright, 

through Gabriel Goodman, Dean of Westminster.
163

 The introduction was 

undoubtedly an attempt to convert Wright through debate, but as such was wholly 

unsuccessful: Alabaster, writing as a Catholic, describes their discourse as ónever to 

any great purpose for matters of controversie... but certayn skirmishesô; emphasising 

his own pride and Wrightôs credentials.
164

 It was in the priestôs room that Alabaster 

encountered William Rainoldsô Refutation of Sundry Reprehensions, Cavils and False 

Sleights, a defence of the Catholic translation of the New Testament; and in reading 

this work he converted to Catholicism ï a moment he describes as revelation grounded 

                                                                                                                                                                               
Extremity of the Timeô: Conformity, Orthodoxy and the Post-Reformation Catholic Communityô, in 

Lake and Questier, Conformity and Orthodoxy, p. 218. 
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in prior study.
165

 The interplay of learning and religious experience here is 

remarkable: turning swiftly from knowledge of the truth to its demonstration, 

Alabaster emphasises judgement as well as óaffectionô.
166

 Faith and reason are 

described as lady and handmaid, and in the latter Alabaster states a preference for 

scholastic divinity over the man-made óRethoricall assertions and paradoxesô he found 

in Protestantism.
167

  

In addition, Alabaster expresses enthusiasm and hope for disputation, partly 

through the imagery of martyrdom:  

 

I imagined my self to speake with the protestantes and dispute for the 

Catholique faith; which I was resolved to defend, even unto death itself; 

and to suffer most gladly any kinde of torture or persecution that man 

colde laye upon me for the same, acounted my self happie that I was 

fallen into the opposition of tymes wher I shold have aboundant occasion 

to shewe my love unto Christ and his Church by confession of my 

faith.
168

 

 

He reports praying for six monthsô freedom to prepare, spending more than twenty 

pounds on Catholic books and engaging in private discourse with as many as would 

listen.
169

 Eventually (as he describes it, after the required six months), Alabaster, who 

held a Cambridge post, was called before the master of his college and the vice-

chancellor, who asked that he return to the English Church, but neither, by his 
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reckoning, offered disputation.
170

 He was then imprisoned, but again, his desire for 

debate was frustrated: he was visited by several divines, including John Overall, but 

óto no bickering of disputation we ever cameô.
171

 

 Finally, he was brought before the Bishop of London (now Richard Bancroft) 

whose intention was to win him back to the church: óhe beganne presently to reason 

with me alone, saying that he hoped I was not yeat so farr gonn, but that I might be 

reclaimedô. Bancroft asked the extent of his Catholicism, which drew some debate on 

relative church authority, but Alabaster describes the exchange as a process of 

question and answer, which only took on a disputatious tone when he proved 

steadfast.
172

 As an extraordinary postscript, he notes that after dinner, Bancroft locked 

him in a room with the apostate priest Ralph Ithall (óof kyne to the Bishoppô), in the 

hope of persuading him, but that ówe had scarce begane to talke, but the B. repenting 

himselfe and thinkinge belike that I might rather move the preest to repentance... than 

he me to retorne to protestantes Religion he came running backe in great hast, and 

saide that now he had thought of it, he would not have us talke togetherô. By this, 

conversion through discourse was not just a possibility:  it was a positive danger.
173

 

Another meeting with Bancroft occurred several days later, which Alabaster states 

was pursued through temptation, rather than disputation ï this only confirming his 

position.
174

 

 Conference had not, however, been abandoned. Within days of his second 

encounter with Bancroft, Alabaster was sent to Bishop John Still of Bath and Wells, 

with whom he had personal connections.
175

 In the company of several others, Still is 

said to have launched into a dramatic lament, causing the convert to laugh out loud; 

but this evolved into a conference similar in tone to his first encounter with Bancroft. 
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By his account, Still ignored answers, expressed the view that Rome had been a true 

church, and at one point could not find a place he cited, but ended on a confident note, 

telling Alabaster to óweighe well his reasons which he had givenô. Again, the convert 

departed unconvinced.
176

 Following this, he was sent to confer with Andrewes, 

because (as he puts it) óthe tow Bushoppes... had fownd by experience that ther was 

little hope of change in me, except they could convince my judgement by force of 

argumentô.
177

 Here, both Alabaster and Andrewes emphasise the importance of 

conference, one asking that his adversary óimploye all his endevours to shewe my 

error if he couldô, while the other cites the example of St Paul in urging the role of 

conference in conversion. Alabaster maintained that he had spoken with learned 

ministers, and remained unsatisfied.
178

 The discussion then turned to the authority of 

the Catholic Church, and what Alabaster perceived as the lack of a reformed 

equivalent. Here, Andrewes stresses faith, comparing it to the light of understanding; 

an argument Alabaster dismisses as ónothing sownd nor doctorlikeô.
179

 Once again, by 

Alabasterôs account, the debate did not resemble disputation, although he objected and 

Andrewes replied. 

 Following this, conference gave way to official proceedings. At his next 

meeting with Bancroft and Still, they ósatt in solemnity at the high commission Tableô, 

and the discussion revolved around Alabasterôs position, with occasional invectives 

against Rome and ólight questionsô that were never followed up.
180

 In the meantime, 

the convert was denied books in prison, and his challenges went unanswered.
181

 He 

was deprived of his ministry, and after more unproductive debates concluded óthat no 

                                                             
176 Alabaster, Unpublished Works, pp. 138-41. 
177 On Andrewes, Alabaster offers an early critique of avant-garde conformity: ibid., p. 142. 
178 Ibid., p. 143. 
179 Ibid., pp. 143-7. Marotti notes a discrepancy in that Alabaster criticises faith by divine inspiration 

but applies the same to his conversion. In fact, this is a matter of faith: Alabaster distinguishes divine 

assistance from human imagination. Marotti, Religious Ideology, p. 108; see chapter 1 above. 
180 Alabaster, Unpublished Works, pp. 148-9. 
181 Ibid., pp. 150, 152. 
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further disputation or lawfull trial would be geven unto meô.
182

 Frustrated, he escaped 

to the continent and, finally, to Rome.
183

  

The gap described in Alabasterôs narrative between the disputation he desired 

and the conferences he received reflects the official attitude towards debate with 

converts. As G. M. Story and Helen Gardner note, his encounters were all private, and 

his calls for public debate refused.
184

 Alabaster himself notes anxieties surrounding his 

case: following his meeting with Andrewes, he was not returned to Cambridge, óleast 

my example and conversion might drawe others to followe meô; and Bancroft would 

not have him in his house because he was óafraid to be suspected for a Papistô.
185

 

These concerns ï plausible enough for Alabaster to suggest them ï suggest why such 

debate rarely fuelled polemic. Recusants and converts by definition blurred the binary 

oppositions on which polemic relied (in contrast to imprisoned priests); but also, in the 

context of effectual debate, they raised greater concerns of exposure. 

 

James Ussher and Henry Fitzsimon 

Amid these private conferences and proceedings, formal disputation with imprisoned 

priests continued, though it was not so widely reported or utilised in polemic as in the 

early 1580s. In the 1590s, Robert Abbot disputed against the Marian priest Paul 

Spence at Worcester, but did not print their exchange, óleast I should seem partial 

either for my self or against him.ô
186

 Meanwhile, the returned convert Thomas Bell 

was deployed against Catholics at York Castle and the Jesuit Henry Walpole.
187

 

Earlier that decade, William Fitch, an imprisoned English Capuchin, had been 

opposed by several divines, one debate reportedly taking place before a large, lay 

                                                             
182 Ibid., pp. 153-8. 
183 Ibid., pp. 158-9, 163-4. 
184 G. M. Story and Helen Gardner (eds), The Sonnets of William Alabaster (Oxford, 1959), p. xv. 
185 Alabaster, Unpublished Works, p. 148. 
186 Questier, Conversion, Politics and Religion, p. 178n; Robert Abbot, A Mirrour of Popish Subtilties 

(London, 1594), sigs A4v-* r. 
187 BL Add. MS 34250, f. 67r; Walsham, óóYielding to the Extremity of the Timeôô, pp. 225, 227. 



147 

 

audience.
188

 In the early 1600s, Thomas Morton disputed against a priest named 

Young and one Stillington, a gentleman, before a mixed crowd; his biographers noting 

that the account was never printed, óbecause he and his Adversaries engaged 

themselves by mutuall promise, not to Print it but by common consentô.
189

 These 

events, then, present further evidence of diversity in public religious disputation, in 

terms of audience, attitude and purpose, but this time within anti-Catholic debate. 

Echoes of Campion inform the modesty of Abbot and Morton. Their concerns sit at 

some remove from McCoogôs demonstration and destruction. 

This trend can be explored further by turning, briefly, to Ireland. On June 27
th
, 

1600, a student from Trinity College, Dublin, disputed against the Jesuit Henry 

Fitzsimon ï fifteen years his senior, and a prisoner in Dublin Castle. Fitzsimon had 

returned as a missionary in 1594, and ï as Alan Ford notes ï had allowed himself to 

be captured in the hope of finding Protestant opponents; a strategy that proved 

spectacularly unsuccessful.
190

 His adversary was James Ussher, later Archbishop of 

Armagh, a dedicated student of Travers (provost at Trinity from 1594) and an 

adherent of Ramism, less than two years from ordination.
191

 Few details of the 

arrangements surrounding their debate survive, but Ford offers it as a first example of 

the radical divines of Trinity being focused, sans distraction, against Catholicism. 

Here was a more liberated, Irish version of the 1580sô harnessing of men like Travers, 

Field and Charke; long since marginalised in England by Whitgift.
192

 In the format of 

his debate with Fitzsimon, however, it is Ussherôs status as a student ï rather than his 

religious alignment ï that is most apparent. By his own account, his allegiance to the 

                                                             
188 BL Harl. MS 3888, ff. 29v-32v. 
189 Barwick, A Summarie Account, pp. 67-8; R. B., The Life of Dr. Thomas Morton, Late Bishop of 

Duresme (York, 1669), pp. 17-19. 
190 Ford, James Ussher, p. 12: in prison, Fitzsimon was refused disputation by Meredith Hanmer and 

Luke Challoner; and was finally óreduced to shouting challenges at passers-by from his window.ô 
191 Ibid., esp. pp. 26, 36-44. 
192 Ibid., p. 59. The use of radical divines to counter Catholicism in England had dwindled after 1583; a 
change Prest notes in relation to preachers at the inns of court: Prest, Inns of Court, p. 181. 
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full, formal process surpasses that of older divines; indeed, the account is in many 

ways a template for the practice.
193

 

 The disputants have equal opportunity to oppose, Ussher taking the role for the 

first half, and Fitzsimon for the second. At the midpoint, the Jesuit asks to take over, 

and Ussher responds, óYou shall verie willinglie.ô Soon, however, Fitzsimon has to be 

reminded of the roles, having requested an argument.
194

 Logic form is used 

throughout, and its direction and force ï in the ócourse of disputationô ï are directly 

urged by the younger man in pursuing one point.
195

 The arguments move from 

syllogistic assertion through authorities to confirmation; the respondentôs part is 

concise and the question, the identification of the Pope as Antichrist, is termed 

Ussherôs óthesisô ï in other words, the encounter is presented as a ódisputationô in 

every respect.
196

 As Ford notes, this was partly a result of Ussherôs youth and 

óprecociousô intellectualism; but more generally, it represents a departure from 

recorded anti-Catholic debate in England. Ussherôs youth, his adversaryôs fervour and 

the drive of Trinity College provide a reflection of those trends only glimpsed 

elsewhere: anti-Catholic disputation loosed from its Elizabethan restraints.
197

 

 

The Spread of Elizabethan Religious Debate 

The most detailed accounts of public religious disputation in Elizabethôs England 

concern the examination of imprisoned priests, but by the end of the reign, these 

encounters had adapted to new circumstances and old concerns. They were, moreover, 

                                                             
193 Ussherôs account is held at the Bodleian: MS Barlow 13, ff. 80r-82v, with a follow-up letter to 

Fitzsimon, f. 83r-v. For this reference, I am indebted to Professor Alan Ford. The account reports the 

back-and-forth of debate with little detail of occasion or arrangements. A marginal deviation from its 

dialogue (f. 81v) suggests some abbreviation or omission, and ï as Ford notes ï Ussherôs letter to 

Fitzsimon indicates more than one meeting between the two men: Ford, James Ussher, p. 13n. 
194 Bodl. MS Barlow 13, f. 82r. 
195 Ibid., f. 80r. 
196 Ibid., f. 80r. On the question, Ussher took a standard apocalyptic line, responding to points from 

Bellarmine: see Ford, James Ussher, pp. 77-8. 
197 Fitzsimon would later challenge John Rider to a disputation before the Viceroy, Council and 

members of Trinity College; but this, in terms of face-to-face debate, went unanswered: Gaffney, 
óPractice of Religious Controversyô, p. 145 
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one aspect of a wider practice. Surviving accounts of disputation cannot be taken as a 

definitive measure of its use, but their diversity and spread in the latter portion of the 

reign, combined with supplementary evidence, indicates a proliferation of such events, 

on a spectrum ranging from the public examination of priests to the attempted 

reclamation of converts and reformed discussion of church doctrine. Early restriction 

was giving way to balance and variety; fuelled by a belief in the efficacy of discourse, 

and framed in the forms and ideals of academic debate. By the reignôs close, Jesuits 

were given opportunities to oppose, and archbishops were required to respond.  

Two things, however, must qualify this Utopian outline. The most fundamental 

is the omnipresence of formal debate in the minds of educated officials and divines. 

The academic role of disputation, coupled with the periodôs divisions, suggests that it 

was the restriction of its public, controversial use that was unusual. Those in authority 

cannot be said to have single-handedly rekindled the practice in the 1580s as a means 

to their own ends ï it was a reaction to religious challenges simply waiting to happen. 

Secondly, religious debate was still subject to the concerns of the time. The absence of 

anti-Catholic accounts in the later 1580s reflects the ascendancy of Whitgift and the 

more fearful political and international climate.
198

 Moreover, as Lake argues, reactions 

to Catholic and reformed dissent were not independent of one another, and what 

prompted disputation in one direction could restrict it elsewhere.
199

 Even when these 

caveats are taken into account, however, the range of debate recorded in the latter 

portion of the reign is striking. Disputation as polemic was one aspect of a broader, 

more significant, and increasingly visible phenomenon.  

Another aspect, sidelined by the examples detailed above, was the role of 

conference or disputation in the puritan movement. Lines have been drawn here 

between debates within puritan gatherings and those crossing confessional or 

controversial lines. In part, this reflects Leyôs boundaries: puritan exchanges had 

                                                             
198 Michael Questier, óConformity, Catholicism and the Lawô, in Lake and Questier, Conformity and 

Orthodoxy, p. 251. 
199 Lake, óTale of Two Episcopal Surveysô, passim. 
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different intentions ï education and clarification, between divines in fundamental 

agreement. But there is also, of course, the question of prior work on the movement. 

To expand this study into all puritan óconferencesô is to re-tread areas detailed by 

Collinson and others. In the context of disputation, the growth of puritan debate in the 

later sixteenth century can be described as a parallel discursive trend. 

 

What emerges clearly from these Elizabethan accounts is the continual adaptation of 

formal disputation to suit individual divines and circumstances. The ideological aspect 

can be seen in Barrowôs urging of conference from scripture, and the practical is 

demonstrated in those debates arranged by the authorities. But individual adaptations 

are also in evidence; in Rainoldsô humanist assurance, Aylmerôs academic 

condescension at the consistory, Ussherôs precocity, and the differences between 

Campionôs opponents. What unifies these diverse styles is a loyalty to the disputation 

format ï a structure that would survive in controversy for decades to come. The trends 

prompting public religious debate were not about to disappear; and on her death, 

Elizabeth would be succeeded by a king possessed of real enthusiasm for the process. 
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Chapter Five: Disputation Distinguished, 1604-1620 

óthere is no order, nor can bee any effectuall issue of disputation, if each partie might 

not bee suffered, without chopping, to speake at large what hee would.ô
1
 

 

Where the new king was concerned, two forces shaped religious disputation in the 

opening decades of the seventeenth century. The first was Jamesô enthusiasm for such 

debate. At his accession, those subjugated and examined under Elizabeth voiced 

renewed hope for tolerance and change, in tracts and appeals to the monarch, and in 

doing so, they invoked his reputation for learning, citing his printed works and 

engagement in disputation.
2
 The reputation was not unfounded: James established a 

connection with the universities greater than that exercised by Elizabeth, and in 1605 

asserted that if not a king, he would have been óa university manô.
3
 He had disputed 

with Scottish ministers before acceding to the English throne, and continued to engage 

in religious debate after 1603, albeit hindered by his royal authority and the import of 

each event.
4
 The second force, however, was more restrictive. James maintained a 

belief in Christian unity, evident in his treatment of puritan dissenters and his 

                                                             
1 James I, in Barlow, Summe and Substance, p. 32.  
2 Patrick Collinson, óThe Jacobean Religious Settlement: The Hampton Court Conferenceô, in Howard 

Tomlinson (ed.), Before the English Civil War: Essays on Early Stuart Politics and Government 

(London, 1983), p. 28; Kenneth Fincham and Peter Lake, óThe Ecclesiastical Policy of King James Iô, 

The Journal of British Studies 24 (1985), p. 184. Questier notes demonstrations of loyalty from 

Catholics: Michael C. Questier, Catholicism and Community in Early Modern England: Politics, 

Aristocratic Patronage and Religion, c. 1550-1640 (Cambridge, 2006), pp. 265-7; idem, óCatholic 

Loyalism in Early Stuart Englandô, English Historical Review, 123 (2008), p. 1133. The convert Francis 

Walsingham describes a climate of receptiveness to religious debate: óI conceived his Majestie to be 

very studious of the truth, by that I had often heard, he would dispute and reason himselfe, concerning 

Religion, being also... of sound judgment and learning, as appeared by his books, which I had seene and 

greatly likedô: Walsingham, A Search, pp. 27-8. 
3 Kenneth Fincham, óOxford and the Early Stuart Polityô, in Nicholas Tyacke (ed.), The History of the 

University of Oxford, vol. 4 (Oxford, 1997), pp. 182-3; David Harris Willson, King James VI and I 

(London, 1956), p. 290. On Jamesô own opinion of his intellectual ability, see W. B. Patterson, King 

James VI and I and the Reunion of Christendom (Cambridge, 1997), p. 51. 
4 An encounter between James and the minister James Gibson in 1585 survives at the British Library: 

BL Add. MS 32092, ff. 86v-88r. Although this was a disciplinary measure (Gibson held puritan 

opinions and had charged the king and others in Scotland with persecution), it contained elements of 

disputation: James questioned the minister on his sermons and the scriptural óproofô underlying his 

accusations, despite informing him, óI sent not for you to disputeô (f. 87v). It is interesting that Gibson 

here describes the event as óconference and reasoningeô rather than examination: an interesting ï 

markedly puritan ï choice of words, given Gibsonôs statement towards the end of the exchange: óyou,ô 
he tells James, óare no judge of my doctryneô (f. 88r). 
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approach to the Church of Rome.
5
 His stance has been described as a via media, a 

desire to bring moderates to the church whilst excluding radical or subversive views, 

an expression of unity intended to avert threats to his authority and person. In theory, 

this would protect the stability and doctrinal equilibrium of the church, and ï as 

Kenneth Fincham and Peter Lake point out ï could also adapt to changing political 

requirements.
6
 In distinguishing between degrees of dissent, and thus incorporating a 

broad spectrum in the bounds of conformity and tolerance, it contributed to a climate 

in which religious discussion could become more widespread; but it might, at the 

same time, have hindered instances and reports of religious disputation ï typically the 

realm of priests and aggressive Protestant polemicists.
7
 Whilst opportunities for 

religious discourse increased in these opening decades, accounts of disputation do not 

survive in great numbers. The formôs influence can still be detected, but the formal, 

demonstrative events of Elizabethôs reign were not long repeated, certainly in terms of 

full accounts. Instead, the evidence to 1620 describes scattered, unstructured debates, 

on the boundaries of the English Church.  

 

The Hampton Court Conference 

James began his reign with a conference intended to address national doctrine and 

religious policy.
8
 Held in January 1604, Hampton Court was ï in contrast to 

                                                             
5 Kenneth Fincham and Peter Lake, óThe Ecclesiastical Policies of James I and Charles Iô, in Kenneth 

Fincham (ed.), The Early Stuart Church, 1603-1642 (Basingstoke, 1993), pp. 30-1; Patterson, King 

James VI and I, passim. 
6 Fincham and Lake, óEcclesiastical Policyô, pp. 170-1. 
7 Patterson captures this in arguing that the relish with which James approached religious discussion 

formed part of his desire for Christian unity: Patterson, King James VI and I, p. 342. 
8 The principal account is Barlowôs Summe and Substance. Shorter relations are printed in Roland G. 

Usher, The Reconstruction of the English Church, vol. 2 (New York and London, 1910), pp. 331-354, 

including óAn Anonymous Account in Favour of the Bishopsô (BL Harl. MS 3795, f. 7r-v and BL Add. 

MS 38492, f. 81r-v) and a transcription of BL Harl. MS 828, ff. 32-8. Several are taken from Barlowôs 

work, where they are printed as óunsavory, and untrueô; sigs A, Pr-P3r. Reports can also be found in 

letters from James Montagu (Edmund Sawyer, Memorials of Affairs of State in the Reigns of Q. 

Elizabeth and K. James I, vol. 2 (London, 1725), pp. 13-15), Tobie Matthew (Edward Cardwell, A 

History of Conferences and Other Proceedings (Oxford, 1849), pp. 161-6), Jamesô agent Patrick 

Galloway (Cardwell, History of Conferences, pp. 212-7) and Dudley Carleton (Maurice Lee, Jr. (ed.), 
Dudley Carleton to John Chamberlain 1603-1624: Jacobean Letters (Rahway NJ, 1972), p. 57). The 
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Westminster ï intended to respond to puritan appeals, most notably the Millenary 

Petition of 1603, and to examine the reformed boundary of the Church of England ï a 

line that was increasingly contested towards the end of the sixteenth century.
9
 There 

were, however, remarkable similarities between this event and its Elizabethan 

forerunner. Like many state-sanctioned religious exchanges, it was carefully 

controlled, and contemporary reports include suggestions (and outright accusations) of 

state orchestration and unfair dealing. Given Jamesô reputation and involvement in 

formal debate, before and after Hampton Court, these images are particularly 

revealing. Whatever academic regard (or polemical respect) was held for disputation 

at his accession, when the stakes were high enough those in authority still recoiled 

from leaving doctrinal questions to chance ï or, more precisely, to the vicissitudes of 

formal, public debate. 

 It is interesting, therefore, to note Collinsonôs placement of Hampton Court in 

the context of similar events and practices. In 1983, he described the relationship 

between these occasions and university disputation as a ólooseô one, citing the 

immediate purpose, powerful observers and laxity of form that characterised such 

politically charged disputes. Nonetheless, he invokes Jamesô observation that, óif [the 

puritan representatives] had been in a college disputing with thair scholars, if any of 

thair disciples had answered them in that sort, they would have fetched him up in a 

place of a reply; and so should the rod have plyed upon the poor boyes buttocks.ô
10

 In 

seeking to contextualise Hampton Court, however, Collinson soon moves away from 

academic disputation, making little mention of process. Instead, he draws comparisons 

with the 1518 Leipzig debates and the Westminster conference ï ódisputationsô upon 

                                                                                                                                                                               
conference has been extensively studied by historians; early cornerstones being Usherôs Reconstruction 

and a chapter in Samuel R. Gardinerôs History of England from the Accession of James I to the 

Outbreak of the Civil War 1603-1642, vol. 1 (London, 1883), pp. 146-59. Subsequent revision has been 

done by Curtis, Frederick Shriver, Collinson, Nicholas Tyacke and Alan Cromartie.  
9 Nicholas Tyacke, The Fortunes of English Puritanism, 1603-1640 (London, 1990), p. 3. Patrick 

Collinson notes the Petitionôs suggestion that questions be addressed óby conference among the 

learnedô; an idea intended óto whet the kingôs appetite for religious argumentô: Collinson, óJacobean 

Religious Settlementô, p. 36. 
10 Cardwell, History of Conferences, p. 161; Collinson, óJacobean Religious Settlementô, pp. 34-5.  
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whose outcome óthe religious destiny of whole nations dependedô. He qualifies this 

with their now familiar duality of purpose: such occasions were to determine in 

principle, but present a government determination in practice.
11

 To explore this duality 

and build on Collinsonôs placement, it is necessary to examine Hampton Court in a 

broader context of debate, and note those elements of academic custom on display. 

The question is, to what extent can the event be said to reflect common ï or, indeed, 

royal ï attitudes toward disputation, and how far was it an engineered, traditional echo 

of earlier óestablishingô debates? 

 After some delay, the conference took place over three days: the 14
th
, 16

th
 and 

18
th
 of January.

12
 The most detailed account is William Barlowôs Summe and 

Substance, which Collinson describes as the ósemi-officialô version.
13

 Barlow himself, 

then Dean of Chester, was intimately connected with the church hierarchy, having 

been one of its representatives in the event, and his account naturally inclines toward 

their side, influenced as much by his own position as by the conferenceôs outcome.
14

 

The work was originally to be dedicated to Robert Cecil, and was commissioned by 

Whitgift.
15

 But for all its limitations, Frederick Shriver, in examining the surviving 

accounts, concludes that Barlowôs ómust remain the basic source for the conference.ô
16

 

Alan Cromartie posits a lack of immediate criticism as a reason for trusting the work, 

in part, as both an account of the event and a óclueô to Jamesô religious position.
17

 

                                                             
11 Collinson, óJacobean Religious Settlementô, p. 35.  
12 Mark H. Curtis, óHampton Court Conference and its Aftermathô, History 46 (1961), p. 8; Stuart 

Barton Babbage, Puritanism and Richard Bancroft (London, 1962), p. 59. A meeting with church 

representatives was held on January 12th, but James postponed their discussion until the 14th: Barlow, 

Summe and Substance, p. 2; Cardwell, History of Conferences, p. 162. 
13 Collinson, óJacobean Religious Settlementô, p. 37; see Alan Cromartie, óKing James and the 

Hampton Court Conferenceô, in Ralph Houlbrooke (ed.), James VI and I: Ideas, Authority and 

Government (Aldershot, 2006), pp. 69-71. 
14 Cromartie, óKing Jamesô, p. 68. 
15 Collinson, óJacobean Religious Settlementô, p. 37; Cromartie, óKing Jamesô, pp. 69-70. 
16 Frederick Shriver, óHampton Court Re-visited: James I and the Puritansô, The Journal of 

Ecclesiastical History 33 (1982), pp. 64-5. 
17 Cromartie, óKing Jamesô, pp. 69, 80. 
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Ultimately, as Collinson notes, the account is three times as long as its closest 

competitor.
18

 

In numerical terms, the conference appears rather one-sided. The established 

church, essentially the question for debate, was represented by a large gathering of 

bishops, deans and doctors, while the puritans, overwhelmingly moderate, were John 

Rainolds, Thomas Sparke, Laurence Chaderton and John Knewstub.
19

 Members of the 

Privy Council were also present, along with several individuals whom Collinson 

describes as óhard to categoriseô, blurring the line between the two sides.
20

 One of 

these, the theologian and chaplain-in-ordinary Richard Field, is listed in Barlowôs 

account among the clergymen summoned by James, but appears in other reports as a 

puritan representative: the óAnonymous Account in Favour of the Bishopsô, as printed 

by R. G. Usher, states that he ówent in with the Puritans, [but] he never spake but 

once, and that altogether ageinst them.ô
21

 This blurring ï which occurred between the 

sides and between the disputants and their nominal observers ï already sets Hampton 

Court apart from the more structured public disputations of the period. That between 

the sides would have a direct impact on the outcome of the conference (and its 

reception); and, as Collinson notes, the best comparison in the latter regard is with the 

Lambeth debate, whose hindrances have already been discussed.
22

 

On the 14
th
, both sides were initially present, but James dismissed all but óthe 

Lords of the Privie Councell, and the Bishoppes, with five Deanes, viz. of the 

Chappell, Westminster, Paules, Westchester, [and] Salisburieô, at which point, as 

                                                             
18 Collinson, óJacobean Religious Settlementô, p. 37. 
19 Barlow names those summoned as óthe Archbishop of Canterburie, the Bishops of London, Durham, 

Winchester, Worcester, S. Davids, Chichester, Carlell, and Peterborow: the Deanes of the Chappell, 

Christs Church, Worcester, Westminster, Paules, Chester, Windsor, with Doctor Field, and Doctor 

King, Archdeacon of Nottinghamô: Barlow, Summe and Substance, pp. 1-2. On the second day, only the  

bishops of London and Winchester were present, accompanied by the deans and doctors, including 

Barlow, George Abbot and Lancelot Andrewes: Usher, Reconstruction, vol. 2, p. 337. 
20 Collinson, óJacobean Religious Settlementô, p. 39.  
21 Barlow, Summe and Substance, pp. 1-2; Collinson, óJacobean Religious Settlementô, pp. 39, 190n; 

Usher, Reconstruction, vol. 2, p. 338; BL Harl. MS 3795, f. 7v. 
22 See chapter 4 above; Collinson, óJacobean Religious Settlementô, p. 35. 
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Barlow describes it, the door was closed.
23

 Accounts of this meeting vary; not just in 

perspective, but in the degree of argument said to have taken place. By all accounts, 

the king questioned the bishops on several points ï the Prayer Book, services in the 

Church of England, excommunication in the church courts, and the provision of 

ministers for Ireland.
24

 In Barlowôs narrative, however, these points are handled in a 

manner more conversational than was typical even of public disputation. While the 

bishops cited scripture, the Fathers and Calvin in support of their arguments, there is 

no trace of formal debate, and the lack of clearly defined sides makes for a conference 

devoid of structural pretension.
25

 This might, of course, reflect the natural 

abbreviation of a purposeful account; but there are few instances here where the 

discussion resembles any form of debate. James excepts against the Prayer Bookôs 

handling of private baptism, and this leads to some unstructured argument on the 

necessity of baptism by ministers; but as a whole, the encounter retains the tone of a 

ruler being informed and ï to an extent ï reassured about the doctrine of his church.
26

 

Tonally and structurally, the impression is given that while he had summoned the 

puritans to deal with their objections, the bishops were there to clarify and offer 

advice.  

Puritan accounts take a different view. One, written on the 15
th
 and printed by 

Barlow for condemnation, highlights Jamesô objections, noting that the bishops 

óbrought foorth many popish arguments, which the King very earnestly answered, and 

learnedly... and said by those reasons, they might proove Popery.ô
27

 Another asserts 

that the bishops ótooke upon them to manteyneô baptism by women ï in disputation 

accounts, ómaintainô is often shorthand for one of the academic roles, and at the least 

                                                             
23 Barlow, Summe and Substance, pp. 2-3. 
24 Ibid., pp. 6-7, sigs Pr-P2r; Babbage, Puritanism and Richard Bancroft, p. 65. 
25 Barlow, Summe and Substance, pp. 6-20. 
26 Ibid., pp. 14-19. The meeting is similarly described in a letter of the 15th from Dudley Carleton ï as 

close as historians have come to a óneutralô source on the event: Dudley Carleton to John Chamberlain, 

p. 57; Shriver, óHampton Court Re-visitedô, p. 59; Cromartie, óKing Jamesô, p. 65.  
27 Barlow, Summe and Substance, sig. Pv. Another has a similar focus: sig. P2r. 
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denotes structured argument.
28

 Curtis, collating this account with intimations in a draft 

royal proclamation the preceding year, has gone further, suggesting that this opening 

day resembled a trial. James, he observes, ócharged the bishops to tell him what in the 

Church needed reformô, a demand glossed over in Barlowôs account.
29

 Finding a 

middle way upon revisiting the conference, Shriver states that the king óexpressed his 

opinions forthrightly, debating with the bishops and winning one pointô.
30

 If the 

battleground of Hampton Court was church doctrine, that of written accounts ï and 

historical interpretation ï has been the attitude of the king. Crucially, however, 

competing depictions of this first day do not rest upon real or pretended victory, but 

hinge on the eventôs proximity to disputation; or, conversely, to counsel.
31

 

More revealing than the conduct of this encounter is Jamesô opening oration, 

although this too is contested. Barlow recalls it as a statement of qualified 

contentment: the king notes óthe example of all Christian Princes, who in the 

commencement of their reigne, usually take the first course for the establishing of the 

Church, both for doctrine and policie... particularly, in this landô, invoking the entire 

Tudor line ï regardless of denomination ï as instances of the same.
32

 This is followed 

by the declaration that he is more satisfied than his predecessors, and that he thanked 

                                                             
28 Usher, Reconstruction, vol. 2, p. 342 (emphasis added). 
29 And one that was issued to the puritans when their turn came: Curtis, óHampton Court Conferenceô, 

p. 8; Usher, Reconstruction, vol. 2, p. 341. The proclamation cited by Curtis is an early draft of that 

given on October 24th, 1603, postponing the conference. Further to this, Carleton has the king 

addressing the bishops in an echo of Whitgift at Lambeth: óhe sent not for them as persons accused but 

as men of choice, by whom he sought to receive instructionô; Dudley Carleton to John Chamberlain, p. 

57. 
30 Shriver, óHampton Court Re-visitedô, p. 58. The victory referred to is an alteration to the Rubric of 

Private Baptism, which Barlow notes was ónot so much stucke at by the Bishopsô: Barlow, Summe and 

Substance, pp. 18-19. Shriverôs depiction resembles that of the Dean of the Chapel Royal, James 
Montagu: óthe King alone disputing with the Bishops, so wisely, wittily and learnedly, with that pretty 

Patience, as I think never Man living ever heard the likeô (Sawyer, Memorials of Affairs of State, vol. 2, 

p. 14), and that of Matthew, again in private correspondence: Cardwell, History of Conferences, p. 163. 

Galloway, meanwhile, describes ódispute had by his Majesty against themô: ibid., p. 213 (emphasis 

added). 
31 Not to be omitted here is Collinsonôs reminder that the bishops were not an homogenous group. The 

presence of Gervase Babington of Worcester, Rudd of St Davidôs, Matthew of Durham and Henry 

Robinson of Carlisle, who may have been óin closer sympathy with Reynolds and Sparkeô might 

certainly have prompted debate; although the principal speakers were Whitgift, Bancroft and Thomas 

Bilson: Collinson, Elizabethan Puritan Movement, p. 459; see Nicholas Tyacke, Anti-Calvinists: The 

Rise of English Arminianism c. 1590-1640 (Oxford, 1987), pp. 15-19. 
32 On Jamesô chronology, see Cardwell, History of Conferences, p. 162. 
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God ófor bringing him into the promised landô.
33

 As Barlow describes it, then, Jamesô 

purpose was clear: he had not called the conference ófor any Innovationô, and his 

reason for consulting with the bishops first was that óif any thing should be found 

meete to be redressed, it might be done... without any visible alteration.ô
34

 But again, 

puritan accounts shift the focus onto Jamesô doubts: that of the 15
th
, along with the 

report held at Harleian 828 (markedly similar in its depiction of the first day), has 

Whitgift, Bancroft and Thomas Bilson falling to their knees to ask that nothing be 

changed, and this is echoed in shorter accounts.
35

 By way of answer, they recount the 

kingôs acknowledgment that óthe best state would gather corruptionsô, omitting any 

longer or more equivocal speech. A similar remark is reported by Barlow, but here 

appears near the end of Jamesô oration, soon after óinnovationô is dismissed as the 

encounterôs object.
36

 

The kingôs intentions at Hampton Court have been debated by successive 

generations of historians, and the enduring difficulty of the question needs to be borne 

in mind here.
37

 If, however, he approached the conference with considered 

satisfaction, as Barlow suggests, it goes some way toward explaining the discursive 

nature of this opening exchange.
38

 More importantly, the existence of this meeting 

must inform our perception of the conference as a whole. With the puritansô 

contribution prefaced ï indeed, bookended ï by consultation with the bishops, the 

occasion appears closer to an examination of their views than a disputation. In other 

                                                             
33 Barlow, Summe and Substance, pp. 3-4. 
34 Ibid., pp. 4-6.  
35 Ibid., sigs Pr, P2r; Usher, Reconstruction, vol. 2, p. 341. 
36 Barlow, Summe and Substance, p. 5; sigs Pr, P2r. 
37 Collinson has attempted to untangle competing explanations: Collinson, óJacobean Religious 

Settlementô, pp. 39-44. Fincham and Lake note that óthe purpose of the conference remains unclearô, 

although they describe it as a characteristic effort to incorporate moderates and isolate radicals: 

óEcclesiastical Policyô, pp. 171-2, 173-6, and óEcclesiastical Policiesô, esp. pp. 25-6. Alan Cromartie 

identifies a conservative streak in the kingôs conduct and the lack of concessions: Cromartie, óKing 

Jamesô, esp. pp. 62-4, 80. However, while Jamesô policy preferences might explain the eventôs form 

and progress, the conference itself can, partly, be laid at the door of conferences past, and the kingôs 

academic turn of mind. 
38 The óAnonymous Accountô states that the conference began on the 16th of January: Usher, 
Reconstruction, vol. 2, p. 335. 
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words, structurally, Hampton Court was a distinctly Elizabethan event. Thus, even 

before Jamesô conduct and the efforts of the puritans are taken into account, the 

conference is far from the equitable hearing many had requested. The overarching 

structure, reliant upon the bishops, shows that James did not value disputation over 

order and continuity, regardless of its intellectual appeal. Collinson arrives at a 

parallel conclusion regarding his approach: his experiences in Scotland, he suggests, 

had cautioned the king against reform, and his attitude here achieved nothing so much 

as the expression and defence of the royal supremacy.
39

 In its origins and execution, 

Hampton Court reflects an ultimately one-sided battle between Jamesô political ï and, 

by some accounts, theological ï reserve and his intellectual enthusiasm; a battle 

perpetuated in contemporary accounts. 

On the 16
th
, the bishops of London and Winchester ï described as 

ósupervisorsô by the óAnonymous Accountô ï arrived before the meeting began; the 

puritans being called in before twelve, followed by the deans and doctors.
40

 Barlow 

reports that the king ï arriving last, with his son in tow ï opened proceedings with óa 

short, but a pithie and sweete speachô, to the same end as that of the previous day. 

James reiterated that the intention was ónot to innovateô, instead laying out three goals: 

óto settle an uniforme order through the whole Church... to plant unitie, for the 

suppressing of Papists and enemies to Religion... [and] to amend abuses, as naturall to 

bodies politike, and corrupt man, as the shadow to the bodieô.
41

 Remarkably, the 

óAnonymous Account in Favour of the Bishopsô reports his stated purpose as óto 

establishe truthe of Religionô; whereas one puritan report seizes upon Barlowôs second 

objective, noting that óthe King spake much to unitie, that they might joyne against the 

Papists.ô
42

 Again, Jamesô perceived receptiveness ï a result of his reputation and the 

                                                             
39 Collinson, óJacobean Religious Settlementô, pp. 43-44. 
40 Usher, Reconstruction, vol. 2, p. 337; Barlow, Summe and Substance, p. 21. Bancroft and Bilson 

were the most conservative of the bishops: Cromartie, óKing Jamesô, p. 65. 
41 Barlow, Summe and Substance, pp. 21-2; this is echoed by Montagu: Sawyer, Memorials of Affairs of 

State, vol. 2, p. 14. 
42 Usher, Reconstruction, vol. 2, p. 335; Barlow, Summe and Substance, sig. P2r. 
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calling of the conference ï offers a polemical battleground, preventing the event from 

being definitive in its aftermath.
43

 

 After the kingôs introduction came that of Rainolds, the óforemanô of the 

puritan side. Kneeling, he offered four objections, touching the purity of doctrine, the 

provision of pastors, church government, and improvements needed to the Book of 

Common Prayer.
44

 In Barlowôs account, it is from Rainoldsô expansion on the first of 

these ï excepting against several of the 39 Articles, including article XVI on 

justification ï that the debate evolves, without structure. Rainoldsô objections, to be 

precise, are interrupted by Bancroft.
45

 From here, Barlow provides shades of the 

formal process, without ever demonstrating its features directly. As Sparke and 

Travers had at Lambeth, Rainolds opposes by default, although Barlowôs language 

shows little of Traversô formulaic repetition and awareness of the roles.
46

 Again, there 

is little trace of logic form. At times, authorities are called for and cited, including the 

Fathers (óTertullian, Cyprian, Origen and othersô), Calvin and William Fulke; 

although a Bible is not produced until well into the debate.
47

 Most remarkable of all, 

in light of this laxity, is Jamesô reaction to that first interruption from Bancroft: óthere 

is no order, nor can bee any effectuall issue of disputation, if each partie might not bee 

suffered... to speake at large what hee would.ô
48

 Thus, if Barlowôs account is to be 

followed, the second day at Hampton Court is concurrently the best and worst 

example of the periodôs blurring of ódisputationô, both in practice and as an abstract 

                                                             
43 Usher suggested that Hampton Court sprung ófrom Jamesôs personal whim,ô and garnered óan interest 

and significance which [he] never intended it should haveô: Usher, Reconstruction, vol. 1, pp. 310-1. 

This image has since been qualified; Curtis questioning the conferenceôs failure, while Shriver and 
Collinson highlight Jamesô political restraint: see Collinson, óJacobean Religious Settlementô, p. 40. 
44 Barlow, Summe and Substance, p. 23; Usher, Reconstruction, vol. 2, p. 336. 
45 Barlow, Summe and Substance, pp. 25-6. On the significance of this article in the context of late 

Elizabethan controversies, and Jamesô handling of it here, see Cromartie, óKing Jamesô, pp. 74-8; 

Fincham and Lake, óEcclesiastical Policyô, pp. 174n, 179. 
46 On several occasions, Bancroft is said to have óansweredô Rainolds, but any structural continuity is 

disrupted by interruption, unstructured discourse and Jamesô complex role as moderator: Barlow, 

Summe and Substance, pp. 32-80; see below. 
47 Barlow, Summe and Substance, pp. 32-4, 35-6, 61, 69. 
48 Ibid., p. 32 (emphasis added). Fincham and Lake present this as an example of James distancing 

himself from Bancroftôs órigidô position, and in this describe the conference as a óformal disputationô: 
Fincham and Lake, óEcclesiastical Policyô, p. 173. 
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ideal.
49

 Questions of format seem to exist only at the back of the participantsô minds 

(and are certainly restricted to the back of Barlowôs), while the topics and their context 

are entirely at the forefront. 

 It would be tempting to dismiss this lack of structural concern as a result of the 

drive and abbreviation in Barlowôs account, were it not for the markedly unstructured 

nature of the arguments reported, the identical focus in alternative sources, and ï most 

significantly ï the restrictive presence of the king. Jamesô role in the debate is a 

complex one: ostensibly that of moderator, but with far greater influence than the title 

would traditionally impart.
50

 More than any similar occasion, Hampton Court throws 

the difference between academic and public disputation into sharp relief: the 

moderator is considering policy, not judging performance. In the universities, the 

disputants naturally occupied the spotlight, but here the situation and import of the 

monarchy ï combined with Jamesô intellectual forwardness ï placed the king centre 

stage. His forthright opinions made him a disputant (and, as Barlow would have it, a 

de facto respondent) on numerous occasions.
51

 This, if it can be termed a disputation, 

was a disputation subjugated by the moderator ï his conclusions were often his own, 

and always definitive. As well as directing the course of debate, James gave lengthy 

speeches, dismissed arguments wholesale, and at one point showed and interpreted a 

place in Ecclesiasticus to address the question of the apocrypha.
52

 As the second day 

progressed, Barlow notes that the king answered the puritansô final points himself.
53

 

Ironically, this image of his involvement only adds to that of Hampton Court as an 

                                                             
49 A similar depiction appears in Harleian 828: Usher, Reconstruction, vol. 2, pp. 341-354. 
50 Collinson describes James as óthe presiding moderatorô; briefly noting the unusual qualities ï of 

authority and engagement ï that he brought to the role: ibid., p. 35. 
51 Tobie Matthew depicts the king as a principal disputant: óhis Majesty had... disputed and debated 

with them, and confuted their objections; being therein assisted now and then, for variety sake rather 

than for necessity, by the two bishopsô. Cardwell, History of Conferences, p. 164. 
52 Barlow, Summe and Substance, pp. 30, 31, 35-6, 38-40, 42-3, 43-4, 46-8, 51-3, 54-6, 57-8, 61-3; on 

the kingôs ólearnedô argument on the apocrypha, see Usher, Reconstruction, vol. 2, p. 347. 
53 Barlow, Summe and Substance, p. 64-83. Harleian 828 has the king interjecting at several points, 

occasionally óin answerô; Usher, Reconstruction, vol. 2, pp. 344-5, 346, 349, 350. Montagu reports that 

James óundertook [the question of ceremonies] himself, and examined them by the Word, and by the 

Fathersô; Sawyer, Memorials of Affairs of State, vol. 2, p. 14.  On Jamesô ódominanceô, see Cromartie, 
óKing Jamesô, p. 65. 
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examination, rather than a full debate.
54

 Particularly suggestive in this regard is Jamesô 

dismissal of three topics ï private baptism, lay censure of the clergy and the provision 

of an educated ministry ï because he óhad taken order for [them] with the Bishops 

alreadyô.
55

  

 The close of the second day has been much pored over, and says less about the 

event itself than about the kingôs opinions ï of church government, the supremacy, 

and the dangers of further reformation.
56

 His final speech, prompted by Rainoldsô call 

for broader ministerial administration (including the reinstatement of prophesyings), 

concluded ï as Barlow has it ï with the reiteration of óNo Bishop, no Kingô; a 

statement made earlier that day.
57

 James then asked if the puritans had any more to 

object. They answered in the negative, and he appointed the following Wednesday for 

a final meeting.
58

 This last day was intended ófor the exhibiting of [the bishopsô] 

determinationsô in points discussed on the 14
th
, and was, by all accounts, a time for 

administrative conclusions, rather than debate.
59

 Harleian 828 notes that the bishops 

spent two hours with the king before the puritans were called in, and that the day 

                                                             
54 Jenny Wormald finds a foreshadowing of Hampton Court in a debate between James and the 

presbyterian Andrew Melville in 1596: James óhad a profound belief in the importance of personal 

contactô, though he could always óretreat back onto the throne... and command where he could not 

persuade.ô Though Wormald finds that he favoured the former, tensions between the two are evident: 

Jenny Wormald, óJames VI and I: Two Kings or One?ô, History, 68 (1983), esp. pp. 188, 197, 203; 

Robert Pitcairn (ed.), The Autobiography and Diary of James Melville (Edinburgh, 1842), pp. 369-71. 
55 Barlow, Summe and Substance, pp. 31, 51-2, 77-8; in Harleian 828, the last is presented in a positive 

light: óthe Kings Majesty answered. that the former day he had dealt with the Bishops concerninge the 

same, and that he meant that these that were unable for the ministerye and had long lived therein, 

shoold be charitably provided for, and other appoynted to preache in theyr roome: but the scandalous 

forthwith to be removed from the ministeryô; Usher, Reconstruction, vol. 2, p. 346. This is glossed over 
by Barlow, while private baptism receives the same treatment here: p. 347.  
56 Collinson, óJacobean Religious Settlementô, pp. 40-44; Curtis, óHampton Court Conferenceô, p. 10; 

Fincham and Lake, óEcclesiastical Policyô, p. 174. 
57 Barlow, Summe and Substance, pp. 35-6, 78-83; Usher, Reconstruction, vol. 2, pp. 351-2.  
58 Ibid., p. 83. On Jamesô attitude on departing, see Usher, Reconstruction, vol. 2, p. 327; Curtis, 

óHampton Court Conferenceô, p. 11; Shriver, óHampton Court Re-visitedô, pp. 60-1. 
59 Barlow, Summe and Substance, esp. pp. 19, 85-86; Cromartie, óKing Jamesô, p. 66. The one 

exception, a puritan account, has Dove of Peterborough urging an argument about baptism, which is 

rejected as óPopishô by the king: sig. P2v. This report may be confused in its timing, as that written on 

the 15th notes that the bishops urged óPopishô arguments the day before, specifically naming 

Peterborough as having óbrought foorth a foolish Argument, with much disgrace to himselfeô: Barlow, 
Summe and Substance, sig. Pv. 
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began with a statement in favour of Episcopal government.
60

 On the puritansô arrival, 

there was óa little disputingô ï Barlowôs words ï on the language of the marriage 

service, but this was ended by James with a ópithie exhortation to both sides for 

unityô.
61

 Chaderton and Knewstub urged points on the use of the surplice and cross in 

baptism ï one asking forbearance for ministers in Lancashire, the other for Suffolk ï 

but these were not disputed so much as dealt with.
62

 The conference was then closed 

by Bancroft, with a prayer thanking God for the king.
63

 

 The most immediate censure of Hampton Court, Henry Jacobôs Christian and 

Modest Offer of 1606, seized upon the puritansô shortcomings ï their official selection 

and moderate views ï and this is echoed in historical accounts. Collinson argues that 

they ówere not in any proper sense delegatesô, building biographically on Jacobôs 

statement that they: ówere not of [the puritan ministersô] chosing, nor nomination, nor 

of their judgment in the matters then and now in questionô.
64

 Less, however, has been 

said about their performance. In some cases, this is because there is little to say: the 

óAnonymous Accountô, as Collinson observes, states that Sparke óspake verie 

sparinglyô, while Chaderton was ómute as any Fysheô; and this is echoed elsewhere.
65

 

But in comparing Hampton Court to other instances of religious disputation, its most 

striking feature is the unprepossessing performance of Rainolds, whose encounter with 

Hart was held up as an example well into the seventeenth century.
66

 Certainly, it is 

                                                             
60 Usher, Reconstruction, vol. 2, pp. 352-3; Barlow, Summe and Substance, p. 93. 
61 Barlow, Summe and Substance, pp. 93-94. 
62 Ibid., pp. 95-98; Usher, Reconstruction, vol. 2, p. 353.  
63 Barlow, Summe and Substance, p. 99. Harleian 828 suggests that Bancroftôs prayer and conclusion 
was intended óto cut of[f] any further mattersô; Usher, Reconstruction, vol. 2, p. 353. 
64 Jacob, Christian and Modest Offer, esp. pp. 29-30; Collinson, óJacobean Religious Settlementô, p. 38-

9. Shriver provides similar descriptions, noting Rainoldsô relationship with Richard Hooker and 

Whitgift: Shriver, óHampton Court Re-visitedô, pp. 57-8. Further, see Cromartie, óKing Jamesô, p. 65, 

and Arnold Hunt, óLaurence Chaderton and the Hampton Court Conferenceô, in Susan Wabuda and 

Caroline J. Litzenberger (eds), Belief and Practice in Reformation England (Ashgate, 1998), esp. pp. 

212-13. 
65 Usher, Reconstruction, vol. 2, p. 337; Collinson, Elizabethan Puritan Movement, p. 458.  
66 Featley named both the Rainolds / Hart encounter and Hampton Court as debates óthe fruit whereof 

we gather even at this dayô: Featley, Romish Fisher, sig. Ir. Rainolds himself compared the two, in his 

handling of the cross by scriptural example, in a letter to the Earl of Pembroke: Peter Lake, óMoving the 
Goal Posts? Modified Subscription and the Construction of Conformity in the Early Stuart Churchô, in 
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hard to reconcile the Hart account with Jamesô depiction of the puritans, or the final 

sentence of the óAnonymous Accountô.
67

 Their startling contrast is an indication of 

how far the authorship of written accounts ï not to mention the circumstances 

surrounding a debate ï could affect a disputantôs reported showing. In no report of 

Hampton Court is there any indication of those attributes Rainolds had displayed with 

Hart. His objections are functional, and devoid of humour, form, and comprehensive 

evidence. There are, of course, several potential reasons for this ï Rainolds was no 

longer a young man, and was disputing, for the most part, with his king ï but the most 

immediate, relating to source and circumstance, are at the heart of this eventôs 

placement in the wider history of public religious disputation. 

 Firstly, all surviving reports are subject to cause and consequence. They are 

neither educational displays nor tools for conversion, as Rainoldsô Summe of the 

Conference had been, but rather instruments of political persuasion, written to uphold 

church doctrine, or to claim the king for puritan positions. Their lack of procedural 

concern is a reflection of this, and the performances of individual divines naturally 

suffer as a result. This leads, secondly, to the purpose of the conference itself. In 

religious debate in this period, a broad spectrum can be observed between the 

maintenance of national doctrine and the expression of theological controversies, and 

Hampton Court sits closer to the former. In addition to Jamesô immediate 

requirements, the history of rulers establishing doctrine placed an emphasis on this 

aspect of the debate which, combined with Jamesô perceived receptiveness, produced 

a guarded event and a highly politicised aftermath. By Barlowôs account, James 

himself prevented the debate from straying into full, controversial disputation, or ï 

worse ï an intellectual free-for-all. The conference was not intended to óestablish the 

truth of religionô ï the king knew disputation well enough to be aware of its pitfalls, 

                                                                                                                                                                               
Peter Lake and Michael Questier (eds), Conformity and Orthodoxy in the English Church, c. 1560-

1660, (Woodbridge, 2000), p. 200, citing LPL, MS 929, item 121. 
67 óDr. Reynolds and his brethren are utterly condempned for silly menô: Usher, Reconstruction, vol. 2, 

p. 338; BL Harl. MS 3795, f. 7v. Shriver describes óthe hapless Reynoldsô on the question of church 
government: Shriver, óHampton Court Re-visitedô, p. 65. 
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and held the discussion to óprofitableô questions and approaches. Thus, Collinsonôs 

placement of Hampton Court within a political, rather than academic, tradition is 

understated by comparison to similar occasions, and it is unsurprising that the one 

academic reference he picks up on ï Jamesô depiction of the puritansô restricted 

abilities ï appears in private correspondence, rather than a printed account. Hampton 

Court, particularly in the figure of the king, shows growing enthusiasm for religious 

disputation, but this is tempered by a lingering mistrust of its scope and potential. 

 

Protestant Demands and Godly Debate 

Hampton Court was a product of its surroundings, and did not set the tone for all 

Jacobean public religious disputation. It does, however, mark a falling off of full, 

printed accounts. In terms of debate with puritan dissenters, this can partly be 

explained through the event itself: Hampton Court and its aftermath engaged some 

moderates ï though Rainolds was never fully convinced ï and, to an extent, deflected 

radical intentions. Moreover, it was intended to be a definitive settlement. Following 

Jamesô determinations, outright dissent was treated as an act of defiance.
68

 Accounts 

on the bishopsô side paint the puritansô arguments as underwhelming, this 

undermining further challenges to dispute.
69

 This goes some way toward explaining 

their depiction of the puritan representatives, and demonstrates that the authorities, 

centred on the king, felt little need to engage calls for reform in such a way again 

(indeed, with radical elements, they had seen no such need in the first place). Disputes 

at all levels naturally continued, but no further engagement on the scale of Hampton 

                                                             
68 Fincham and Lake, óEcclesiastical Policyô, p. 176; Lake, óMoving the Goal Posts?ô, p. 180; see James 

F. Larkin and Paul L. Hughes (eds), Stuart Royal Proclamations, vol. 1 (Oxford, 1973), p. 70. On 

Rainolds, see Fincham, óEarly Stuart Polityô, p. 185. On the outcome of Hampton Court, see Collinson, 

óJacobean Religious Settlementô, pp. 44-48; Babbage, Puritanism and Richard Bancroft, pp. 68-73; 

Shriver, óHampton Court Re-visitedô, pp. 66-71. 
69 Collinson, Elizabethan Puritan Movement, p. 461; Curtis, óHampton Court Conferenceô, pp. 13-14.  
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Court took place, and few accounts of disputation on this front survive for the 

remainder of the reign.
70

  

This is not, however, to suggest that disputation with puritans ceased. Within 

the year, Jamesô intellectual appetite manifested again, on a hunting trip through the 

east of the country ï a region B. W. Quintrell describes as having óas good a claim as 

any to be regarded as the heart of puritan England.ô
71

 After Hampton Court, the 

attention of reformers was directed more than ever to the king, but Quintrell has 

characterised Jamesô activity on the hunt, which began in November 1604, as 

constructing a mode of conformity sharper than that pursued by the Council and 

Bancroft, Whitgiftôs successor at Canterbury.
72

 Whilst in the country, he was 

nonetheless presented with petitions urging reform and protesting the deadline for 

conformity laid out after the conference, and one such encounter resulted in a debate. 

On December 1
st
, James was visited by a large group of ministers (including Arthur 

Hildersham, who had been involved in the Millenary Petition and notably passed over 

for Hampton Court), bearing a petition and óbook of reasonsô outlining their 

complaints.
73

 Overcome, as Quintrell puts it, by óthe fascination of theological 

disputationô, James spent the morning in conference with them, finally asking them to 

write down their demands and referring them to the Dean of the Chapel Royal, James 

Montagu, and Bishop Chaderton of Lincoln for further discussion. The debate they 

required of Chaderton, however, never took place ï the ministers claimed that the 

                                                             
70 For an outline of written controversies in this period, see Milward, Religious Controversies... 

Jacobean, pp. 5-33. Fincham and Lake note a hope that wavering ministers ócould be won over by 

discussion and deliberationô, but this does not imply public disputation: óEcclesiastical Policyô, p. 176. 

Nicholas Tyacke notes that ódarkness seems to descend over the history of Puritanismô after Jamesô 

accession: while the drive for reform continued, its focus and tactics shifted. Nicholas Tyacke, Aspects 

of English Protestantism, c. 1530-1700 (Manchester, 2001), p. 111, and The Fortunes of English 

Puritanism, pp. 3-4.  
71 B. W. Quintrell, óThe Royal Hunt and the Puritans, 1604-1605ô, The Journal of Ecclesiastical 

History, 31 (1980), p. 43. 
72 Ibid., pp. 43-4. See Fincham and Lake óEcclesiastical Policiesô, pp. 26-7. 
73 On Hildersham, see Samuel Clarke, The Lives of Thirty-Two English Divines (London, 1677), p. 116. 
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bishop refused a public, formal disputation recorded by notaries.
74

 The kingôs attitude, 

meanwhile, hardened as his trip continued.
75

 

 The most revealing work after Hampton Court is Henry Jacobôs Christian and 

Modest Offer; which directly appealed to Jamesô intellectualism. Its dedicatory epistle 

repeats the call of the Millenary Petition for controversies to be settled by a 

conference, with the reminder: óYour Majestie professed before you came to the 

Crowne, that you did equally love and honor the learned and grave men of either... 

opinionsô.
76

 Most remarkably, Jacob calls for a full, formal disputation, echoing the 

ministersô complaint against Chaderton (itself a reaction to Hampton Court). His Offer 

requires free choice of representatives, equal time in the roles, logic-form, and 

protection in the aftermath.
77

 The fact that Jacobôs proposal was not taken up 

underlines the authoritiesô reluctance to engage in a formal, public disputation with 

puritan representatives, but appetites for such debate had clearly not been dulled. 

Despite its failure, the Christian and Modest Offer further suggests that disputation 

retained ï and might even have gained ï some polemical force in the aftermath of 

Hampton Court.
78

 

Once again, university debates maintained the presence of disputation in the 

minds of educated divines. James attended several on visitations, including an Oxford 

debate of 1605, for which Richard Field was called.
79

 The king was reportedly 

                                                             
74 BL Add. MS 8978, f. 116r-v; Quintrell, óThe Royal Huntô, pp. 47-8. Both Chaderton and Quintrell 

describe this as a puritan órejectionô of discussion: ibid., pp. 48, 49. 
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attentive, often interjecting: óthe longer he tarried the more he would interpose his 

Speeches... Sometimes he would distinguish or determine of a doubt, and sometimes 

inforce an argument.ô
80

 However, John Chamberlain observed that he ówas so 

continually interrupted with applauding, that he could not express himself so well as 

he wishôd; yet he found Taste in that Distaste, and was never a whit offended.ô
81

 Even 

here, in controversy more formal than serious, Jamesô participation was hindered by 

his royal authority. His enthusiasm in academic or (as with Hildersham) unexpected 

encounters can be explained, in part, through political restraints. Jenny Wormald 

suggests that in England the king had few opportunities to engage in such discourse, 

citing differences in the style of governance from that James had experienced in 

Scotland: ódebateô, she asserts, óbecame the set speech.ô
82

 

 

Fully recorded instances of debate between Protestant divines in this period are few 

and far between, and do not always reflect struggles over subscription. In 1608, 

authorities at Oxford employed forms of debate to examine the chaplain Humphrey 

Leech, who had given sermons challenging Calvinist ideas of merit and salvation.
83

 

After one, he was confronted by the pro-vice-chancellor Leonard Hutton in a nearby 

ócom[m]on kitchinô: the óculinarian Doctourô ï as Leech terms him ï accused the 

chaplain of trying to óinfectô the university with Catholicism, while Leech maintained 

that his terms were drawn from óOrthodox Antiquity.ô
84

 Leech cited the authority of 

the Fathers ï Gregory and Paul ï and that of continuity. Hutton queried one 

distinction, and at the close asked that the place in Gregory be copied out and given to 

him, but this was as far as any similarity to disputation went. By Leechôs account, the 

                                                                                                                                                                               
of King James the First, His Royal Consort, Family, and Court, vo. 1 (London, 1828), p. 533. The 

moderator here was George Abbot, then vice-chancellor of the university. 
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81 Sawyer, Memorials of Affairs of State, vol. 2, p. 140. 
82 Wormald, óJames VI and Iô, pp. 204-5. 
83 Milward, Religious Controversies... Jacobean, pp. 167-8; Tyacke, Anti-Calvinists, pp. 62-3; Questier, 

Conversion, Politics and Religion, pp. 89-93. The principal account is Humphrey Leech, A Triumph of 

Truth (Douai, 1609). 
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discussion was wholly impromptu, and Huttonôs threat to send him before Thomas 

Ravisô Ecclesiastical Commission meant that the spectre of authority hung over the 

entire proceeding.
85

 Leech was later censured by Sebastian Benefield, a Calvinist 

divine and student of theology, whom he then engaged directly, but his account here 

reflects common linguistic blurring ï its óprivate confere[n]ceô denoting simple 

conversation.
86

 

 The chaplainôs greatest trials followed his final sermon on the 27
th
 of June.

87
 

Hutton, Benefield and the Hebraist Richard Kilbye confronted him at Huttonôs 

lodging, where Leech repeated much of his former defence. He expressed his 

obedience to God above any man, and was asked for a copy of his sermon before 

being, as he puts it, ódismissedô.
88

 Following this, he turned to John King, vice-

chancellor and Dean of Christ Church, hoping to pre-empt false accusations, and the 

ensuing argument was again closer to reprimand than debate. Leech was accused of 

óplayingô with Catholicism, and hounded from Kingôs room; but again he argued that 

he only followed óthe sacred Scripture, interpreted by the ancient Church.ô
89

 

 The final action against Leech was a formal examination. He was summoned 

before a panel of divines, including King, Hutton and Benefield, to answer for his 

sermons.
90

 King opened proceedings by accusing him of Popery and of damaging the 

universityôs reputation. Leech expanded upon his former defence, stating that he was 

supported by others at Oxford, and spoke only what he knew to be true.
91

 In this 

aspect ï exemplified by John Aglionbyôs query as to who those others were ï the 

exchange appears wholly interrogatory, but when Leech produced authorities, it took 

on a disputatious tone. Aglionby criticised him for citing Greek texts when he had óbut 

slender skillô in the language ï a criticism Leech turned away with the use of 
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89 Leech, Triumph of Truth, pp. 58-61. 
90 Ibid., p. 62. 
91 Ibid., pp. 62-3. 



170 

 

translations, his own limited ability, and a number of Latin works.
92

 The chaplainôs 

account further claims that he issued a direct challenge to the vice-chancellor: óI 

desired him to deale punctually, that is to say, first to admitt a triall by the Fathers, or 

to deny it... if he admitted this trial, then either to disproove my authorities, or to 

approove my doctrine.ô
93

 At this, King and the panel diverted the question to other 

reformed churches, and then the grounds of faith, where Leech offered a typically 

Catholic point on the interpretation of scripture.
94

 At this, the meeting fell back into 

examination: one of the panel raised the óimpertine[n]t, & bloudy questionô of Leechôs 

opinion of the royal supremacy. Realising that no disputation could take place, Leech 

made two demands: due process, and the subscription of each side to their positions, 

both of which were denied.
95

 King suspended Leech from his position and forbade 

him from preaching. After some attempt to pursue his case with higher authorities, the 

chaplain left England and converted to Catholicism.
96

 

 Two things are worth noting in the case of Humphrey Leech: first, the 

willingness of his accusers to stray briefly into religious debate, and second, Leechôs 

urging of due process. Though the disputation form was not adhered to ï at least, by 

Leechôs account ï its influence can be detected, particularly in his challenge to King. 

Though he occupied a contrary position on the Protestant spectrum to Hildersham and 

Jacob, Leech echoes these divines in calling for an equitable, fully subscribed debate. 

Reports of public disputation might have receded, but these demands again show that 

religious controversy ï connected, as it so often was, with the universities ï had not 

lost touch with the practice. Nor, indeed, had its forms been exorcised from 

interrogatory proceedings. 
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Disputes between individual divines also gave rise to direct encounters. In 1611, the 

London minister George Walker initiated a lengthy exchange with the more 

experienced clergyman Anthony Wotton, on the subject of justification.
97

 Their 

dispute has been examined in detail by Peter Lake, but its face-to-face elements ï and 

Walkerôs preferences therein ï are worth revisiting.
98

 Claiming to have identified a 

Socinian note in Wottonôs writings, Walker appealed for a conference directly and 

through the godly figurehead Alexander Richardson, but neither approach was 

accepted.
99

 Walkerôs account includes a letter of 1614, reminding Wotton of their 

dispute, which describes his desire óto reason and dispute the question... in a kinde and 

friendly mannerô, and the scorn with which Wotton turned him away.
100

 

 As the controversy progressed, this theme ï the avoidance of debate ï would 

become a cornerstone of Walkerôs position, soon expressed in terms of formal 

disputation. A meeting between the two divines was eventually arranged by several of 

Wottonôs friends, after Walker preached two sermons on justification ófor the 

satisfaction of some who were wavering and doubtingô, which described Wottonôs 

position as óSocinian heresieô.
101

 Walkerôs account of this meeting accuses his 

adversary of numerous evasions, but more importantly, it highlights his refusal to deal 

óin strict forme of disputationô ï a complaint Walker would repeat in anti-Catholic 

encounters.
102

 In urging disputation, Walker ï then a recent graduate of St Johnôs, 

Cambridge ï adopted the formôs procedural weight for his image of a challenge 

unanswered, but he also presents it as a theological necessity: his letter, as printed, 
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reminds Wotton, óDid not I beseech you with teares to be silent in these points, till you 

had... thoroughly disputed them with others?ô
103

 In the aftermath, Walker states that 

Wottonôs ódisciplesô spread reports claiming óthat I with teares acknowledged mine 

errour, and vowed to live and dye in your opinion.ô
104

 These, with the continuing 

perceived evasions of his adversary, led him to issue another challenge, this time to a 

hearing before eight fellow clergymen.
105

  

In examining this and other controversies, Lake identifies a curious approach 

amongst the London godly, that adds texture to their use of face-to-face debate, and 

might explain the relative absence of recorded, formal disputation. In the handling of 

these instances, he finds ógodly opinion seeking to maintain unity, order and 

consensus... by constructing room for disagreement and disputeô ï in other words, 

avoiding harmful rhetoric and controversy by defining clear boundaries of orthodoxy, 

in which ódisputableô points could be discussed.
106

 The hearing arranged to consider 

Walkerôs feud with Wotton, he suggests, had the goal of ósilence or, failing that, at 

least tact... and a tacit agreement to live and let liveô ï a goal stated in subsequent 

works.
107

 Moreover, Lake notes the role of church authorities in maintaining this 

approach: King, for instance, passed on direct arbitration of the Walker dispute, and 

such entanglements were restrained by Episcopal chaplains ï including Daniel Featley 

ï through the licensing of accounts.
108

 Theoretically, this would allow for more 

productive debates, a middle way, of sorts, between polarising polemic and the ideal 

of Christian conference, but it did not require formal disputation, or the production of 

innumerable competing reports. Those advocating moderation had a clear concept of 

beneficial argument: Lake suggests that Thomas Gataker, one of those presiding over 
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the hearing and Wottonôs posthumous advocate, preferred óprivate conversations or... 

manuscript discussions between men of learning and good willô, this excluding both 

public disputation and printed accounts thereof.
109

 

Walkerôs attitude illustrates the boundary between this ideal and the wrangling 

and aggression that could develop in disputation: it is worth noting that with Wotton 

he never got the format he required.
110

 Lake states that Gatakerôs frustration with the 

younger minister stemmed from his immodest approach: Walker was factious and 

difficult;  his stark labelling and selective arguments a stumbling-block for real 

debate.
111

 But in addition, he was a close adherent of formal, scholastic disputation, 

and this could be viewed as equally damaging.
112

 Indeed, Lake ties the polemical 

ópandoraôs boxô he represented to logic form: óThe point at which amicable 

disagreement... became open conflict, arrived when that process of assimilation and 

name calling, and the systematic syllogistic terrorism that went with it, was loosed by 

one side upon the other.ô
113

 Alt hough Gataker and those like him do not represent a 

godly consensus on such discourse, their concerns reflect growing objections to 

disputation; indeed, they demonstrate their direct application in religious 

controversy.
114

 

The question here, of course, is whether these academic forms could be 

detached from Walkerôs style. Despite the growing reaction against scholasticism, 

many still believed that its structures retained some useful application. Most 

illuminating here is Lakeôs identification of Featley as a facilitator of contained godly 
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