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‘For the solace of their advanced years.’ The retirement of monastic superiors in late medieval England 
MARTIN HEALE

The opportunity to retire in late medieval England, although by no means commonplace, was far from unknown.
 Some peasants provided for old age by ceding their property to a third party, in return for material support for the remainder of their lives.
 Others spent their final years in a hospital or almshouse, while the better-off might acquire a corrody in order to enjoy a peaceful retirement within a monastery.
 For the personnel of the church, there were well defined structures and processes for retiring. Elderly parish priests might negotiate a life-time pension with their intended successor, to be drawn from the benefice’s revenues: a practice which was apparently becoming more common over the later middle ages.
 Where more senior secular clergy, such as cathedral canons and bishops, received permission to resign from their offices, they could expect generous provision.
 Meanwhile, frail monks and nuns were often accorded a bed in the monastic infirmary, and some respite from the strictures of regular observance.
 

The option to retire from their duties was also available to male and female monastic superiors. By the early thirteenth century, it was generally agreed that those heads of religious houses who resigned should not simply return to their former rank in the cloister (as was early Cistercian practice, and remained customary among the Carthusians throughout the medieval period).
 Rather, they were to receive special retirement provision as a former, or quondam, superior. The treatment and experience of ex-monastic superiors have received only fitful attention from scholars working on the religious orders or the life cycle, but in fact quondam abbots and abbesses are among the best documented of any group of retirees in late medieval society. The aim of this article is to explore how abbatial retirement worked in practice, to consider what can be learned about attitudes towards resigning and resigned superiors, and to trace developments taking place in these matters during the later middle ages.

The first thing to note is that the retirement of monastic superiors in late medieval England – although rather more common than among the episcopate
 – always remained the exception rather than the rule. The indispensable Heads of Religious Houses volumes, which collect together a good deal of information about how superiors left office, record just 114 examples of abbatial resignation from the seventy-seven independent houses of Benedictine monks between 1400 and 1530: an average of 1.5 instances per house over that 130 year period.
 During these years, more than three times as many Benedictine superiors (347) are known to have died in office. No data is available for a further 136 superiors, but it is clear that a large proportion of late medieval abbacies – perhaps over three-quarters of the total – ended in death rather than in cession of office. There are even fewer recorded resignations by the heads of English nunneries (of all orders) in these years – just 102 cessions of office from 135 female monasteries, equating to 1.3 cases per house – although significant lacunae in the evidence mean that this figure must be treated with caution.


There are a number of possible explanations for the relative rarity of resignations among monastic superiors. The first is the potential reluctance of heads of houses to retire. Neither the Benedictine nor the Augustinian Rule made provision for the resignation of a superior, and so this act may have been seen by some as a dereliction of duty.
 Ceding office also entailed a significant change in status, as quondam superiors forfeited mastery over their community, the perks of their office (including one or more comfortable residences, and a troupe of household servants), and their honourable position in wider society.
 It is worth noting in this context that resignations of male heads were rather more common in small than in large religious houses. Of the 114 attested Benedictine resignations between 1400 and 1530, fifty-three involved monasteries with an annual net income (according to the 1535 Valor Ecclesiasticus) of under £200, at a rate of 2.7 cessions per house. This figure compares with an average of just 0.9 resignations per monastery over these years in Benedictine houses valued at over £750 a year.
 Indeed, several major houses (Bury St Edmunds, Christ Church Canterbury, Evesham, Glastonbury, Gloucester, Malmesbury, Tavistock, Hyde (Winchester), St Mary’s York – and probably Crowland, Reading and Worcester as well) did not experience a single abbatial resignation during this 130 year period, other than for translation to a bishopric. This pattern – which almost certainly underplays the contrast between large and small monasteries, since the extant evidence for the latter is so fragmentary – perhaps resulted in part from the inherent strains and challenges of ruling over a poorly endowed community. Conversely, it may have been more difficult to relinquish the prestigious headship of a major monastery.


A second reason for the relative rarity of abbatial resignations was that a monastic head needed formal permission from an ecclesiastical superior to be absolved from their dignity. For non-exempt religious houses and orders, this was the diocesan; heads of those monasteries directly subject to the Apostolic See required papal permission to lay down their office; Cistercian heads generally resigned into the hands of their father abbots; and Premonstratensian superiors needed the consent of the abbot of Prémontré or – more commonly by the later middle ages, at least for English houses of the order – his commissary-general.
 According to canon law, licence to resign from a benefice should be given only if it was freely tendered – with no suggestion of fraud or violence – and for a just and legitimate cause.
 Judging from the tenor of the majority of monastic superiors’ petitions to resign their office, this latter requirement was normally understood to mean that the incumbent was no longer physically or mentally fit to carry out their duties (see below).
Acquiring official permission to resign was by no means a formality. In July 1293, on receiving a petition from Adam, abbot of Wigmore, to lay down his office on grounds of old age and infirmity, Bishop Swinfield of Hereford instructed his official to investigate the prior’s physical condition, ‘since cessions of this kind should by no means be easily admitted according to canonical sanctions’. Abbot Adam’s resignation was subsequently granted, but not every supplicant was as fortunate. The request of John of Astwick, prior of Newnham, to cede his office in May 1322, on account of the hostility he was facing from his convent, was declined by his diocesan, who instead ordered the canons to practise obedience to their superior. In the event, Astwick remained in office for another twenty-five years, until his death in or around January 1347.
 In other instances, superiors needed considerable tenacity and determination in order to obtain permission to resign. For example, Isabel of Sonning, prioress of Broomhall, applied in April 1310 for licence to cede her office on account of her debility and advanced age, ‘just as she has frequently sought in the past’. On investigation, her diocesan finally agreed to the cession ‘on the most instant request of the prioress’.
 It is noteworthy, however, that most recorded cases of unsuccessful petitions to resign monastic headships date to the thirteenth or early fourteenth centuries, and it appears that by the 1400s English bishops were more accommodating to requests of this kind.

A third explanation for the infrequency of abbatial resignation can be sought in the attitudes of monastic communities. Some standard concerns about this practice can be viewed in the regulations issued by different religious orders during the thirteenth century. Both the Cistercian general chapter (in 1234) and the provincial chapter of the English Augustinian canons (in 1237) required ex-heads to dwell within the precinct of a monastery of their order (although not necessarily their own house) – a measure presumably aimed at protecting the quondam superior from temptation and preserving the good repute of their institution.
 The monastic authorities also sought to ensure that provision for retired heads was affordable for their communities. In 1290, the Premonstratensian chapter legislated that pensions granted to resigned superiors should be drawn from properties that they themselves had added to the monastery’s endowment, up to a maximum of one hundred livres tournois per year. The 1237 statute of the southern English chapter of the Augustinian canons, meanwhile, stipulated that the bishop should provide ‘moderately’ for any retired superior of the order, so that ‘the community should not be burdened, [and] nor from any excess should a pretext to resign be given to others’.

This last clause reflects a certain suspicion towards abbatial retirement within monastic circles, and a view that resignation should not be too easy or too attractive an option for heads of houses. The retirement of monastic superiors had the potential cause a range of difficulties for their communities. By definition, it would bring about more frequent abbatial vacancies, always moments of considerable stress and expense for religious houses.
 Moreover, for smaller monasteries, where (as we have seen) the cession of superiors was more common, the prospect of supporting more than one retired head at a time was distinctly unappetising. The convent of Thurgarton Priory opposed Archbishop Wickwane’s deposition of their head, Alexander of Gedling, in March 1304, on the grounds that it would not solve but would instead worsen their financial difficulties, not least because they already had two quondam priors to maintain.
 Similar anxieties can be seen at Leeds Priory in April 1537, when the head of the house, Thomas Daye, petitioned Thomas Cromwell to suspend the pensions owed to his two retired predecessors until the monastery’s debts had been cleared.

Although expected to show unswerving obedience towards the new head of house,
 retired superiors could also become a source of internal unrest. Roger of Driffield, ex-abbot of Meaux, was said to have so dominated his successor, Adam of Skerne (who took up office in 1310), that the latter became disparagingly known as ‘the second abbot’.
 In or around May 1325, the quondam prioress of Barrow Gurney, Joan de Gurnay, was warned to obey her successor on pain of excommunication; and it was reported in a visitation of Flixton nunnery in August 1520 that the former prioress, Margaret Ponder, was refusing obedience to the new head of house.
 Some ex-superiors even sought to formalise their intransigence. In October 1351 – around a year before ceding his office – Abbot Richard Maury of Milton obtained a papal indult releasing him from the jurisdiction of his successor; and Richard of Seynesbury claimed this same privilege after resigning from the abbacy of Chester in 1362, although Pope Urban V ruled six years later that he should be compelled to return to his monastery and to the obedience of its abbot.

The privileges enjoyed by former superiors dwelling within the precinct might also prove destabilising for the monastic community. After resigning as abbot of Wigmore in December 1318, Philip le Galeys was instructed not to invite canons to his chamber to dine except with the abbot’s permission, and then only one at a time. There were similar concerns voiced at Newburgh Priory during a September 1275 visitation, where the chamber of the (unnamed) ex-prior had become a popular venue for illicit gatherings by the canons and laymen.
 Internal tensions could equally arise over the particular arrangements put in place for a retired head. In 1442, the arbitration of Humphrey, duke of Gloucester, was required to settle a disagreement between John Wheathampstead, the recently resigned abbot of St Albans, and his successor John Stoke, concerning the former’s retirement provision.
 Other clashes between quondam superiors and their successors ended up in the royal courts. For instance, late medieval heads of Durford and Tilty were accused in Chancery of forging indentures setting out the terms of their retirement.
 The illicit retention of their monastery’s possessions by former superiors was another cause for concern, and was the subject of occasional lawsuits as well as legislation by the Cistercian general chapter.


Quondam superiors could therefore prove a source of discord and discontent in their communities. Few ex-heads in late medieval England, however, can have surpassed the level of havoc generated by John of Foxholes of Newburgh Priory. When Foxholes resigned his priorate in April 1318, he was initially granted the possession and revenues of the parish church of Cundall, where he was to reside with a canon-companion. However, this provision was withdrawn after just seven weeks ‘for the health of his [the ex-prior’s] soul’ by Archbishop Melton of York, whereby Foxholes was assigned a chamber and corrody in Newburgh Priory and ordered to follow regular observance. A document issued in August 1318, in which the archbishop strongly rebuked the former prior for his reported incontinence and alienation of the monastery’s goods, indicates the cause of this re-location. Notwithstanding his disgrace, Foxholes received a second chance the following March with the life grant of Newburgh’s daughter house of Hood, together with an annual pension of ten marks and a canon-companion to dwell with him. This arrangement was confirmed by the archbishop on the condition that it should be revoked if Foxholes was found guilty of any further sexual misconduct; and in September 1326, following renewed reports of incontinence and dilapidation, the ex-prior renounced possession of Hood. The following July he was sent by Archbishop Melton to Shelford Priory, to live penitentially under house arrest. Having caused considerable disruption at Shelford, however, Foxholes is next found back at Newburgh in March 1334, when he was warned to cease from rebellion against his prior and from setting a bad example to the brethren, on pain of deprivation of his pension. Hereafter his trail of destruction leaves no further trace.

In view of the various difficulties that could arise regarding retired superiors, it is perhaps unsurprising that the alternative option of appointing one or more coadjutors to assist ailing heads of houses was quite often pursued.
 Convents might also actively seek to dissuade their heads from retiring. The consent of one’s community was not legally required for an abbot or abbess to resign, but it was apparently the convention in late medieval England that monastic superiors should first seek the blessing of their convent. The Historia of Gloucester Abbey recorded with disapproval that Abbot Thomas de Horton resigned in 1377 ‘without taking the advice or obtaining the consent of his brethren’, an oversight also committed by a previous head of the house, John Thoky, around fifty years earlier.
 Meanwhile, Thomas de la Mare’s quiet intention to cede office was forestalled when the Black Prince disclosed his plan to the St Albans community, who successfully opposed this course of action.
 In 1395, the monks of Meaux were likewise able to thwart the retirement plans of Abbot William of Scarborough, for which he had sought the support of the house’s patron, the duke of Gloucester. However, the following year Scarborough outflanked his convent by communicating his desire to resign to the monastery’s father-abbot, Robert Burley of Fountains, who received his cession with the duke’s support.
 Other heads also considered it politic to discuss their intentions with the monastery’s patron before resigning, such as Walter, abbot of Alnwick, who gave up his office in 1362 ‘having entreated the brethren and advised the patron’.


Once a superior’s resignation had been officially approved, the terms of his or her retirement could be negotiated. In some cases these arrangements were made by the diocesan or father abbot, particularly if they had themselves encouraged an infirm or incompetent superior to step down, after which the formal confirmation of the convent was sought. At other times, the departing superior would first come to an understanding with their community, which was then ratified by the diocesan, father abbot or general chapter.
 Significant numbers of these detailed agreements survive in bishops’ registers or monastic archives, following a fairly standard pattern. They generally begin by offering an explanation for the resignation taking place. Most commonly this was attributed to ill health, with the retiring superior often described as ‘broken with age’ (senio confracta/um). Certain agreements also offer a justification for the retirement grant, for instance by stressing the long and laudable service of the superior;
 and they sometimes include an expression of sympathy for the outgoing head. Thus when Abbot John Deeping of Peterborough resigned in August 1438, the provision of an annual pension by Bishop Alnwick of Lincoln was stated to be ‘for the solace of his advanced years’.
 Similar sentiments were articulated in a 1470 petition to the papacy seeking permission for Abbot John Greenwell of Fountains to retire, after twenty-seven years in office. His convent thereby agreed to provide him with an annual pension of £20 and other benefits, so that he might end his days peacefully and free from care.
 Such examples may reflect the Benedictine Rule’s call for ‘compassionate consideration’ to be showed to elderly brethren,
 as well as more a general view that aged and ailing servants of the church merited some tranquillity and rest.

In some instances of abbatial resignation, however, it is clear from the documentation and/or context that an inadequate head was being strongly encouraged to stand down. A number of superiors are known to have ceded office directly following an unsatisfactory visitation of their house. For example, Prior William Walpole of Ely resigned in September 1401, acknowledging his own ‘insufficiency and inability’ to govern the house, after an episcopal inspection had criticised his ‘indiscreet rule’.
 In the thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries, abbots and priors who had ceded office in such circumstances might be denied special retirement provision, and be instead required to live as an ordinary cloister monk. Of the two ex-heads encountered by Archbishop le Romeyn of York during his visitation of Newstead Priory in September 1293, one (John de Lexington) was to be provided for generously on account of his good service to the monastery, while the other (Richard of Hallam) was ordered to follow the regime of the cloister until further notice. Similarly in June 1300, John, prior of Hastings, was sent back to his former house of Michelham as a simple canon, having resigned his office under charges of dilapidation and negligence.
 Such measures, however, seem to have been applied with a certain reluctance by the ecclesiastical authorities. Thus in February 1321 the ex-head of Thurgarton Priory, John of Rudston, was ordered by Archbishop Melton of York to follow the convent in choir, refectory, dormitory, chapter and cloister and to submit to fasting and other discipline, as a result of his lax rule; but three years later, the archbishop instructed the monastery to provide Rudston with a chamber, corrody, canon-companion and servant, in recognition of his subsequent good behaviour.
 Moreover, as we shall see, by the early 1400s even disgraced superiors – such as William Walpole of Ely
 – were almost invariably granted the standard privileges of a quondam superior. In consequence, failed heads of religious houses quite possibly enjoyed the most extended ‘retirement’ of any group in late medieval society.

The documents outlining provision for resigning superiors naturally focussed principally on the practical arrangements for the head’s retirement. This included details of where the quondam superior was to stay, the size of the cash pension to be granted, and the other perquisites to be provided – which often comprised regular liveries of food, drink and fuel equivalent to the portions ordinarily afforded to two members of the community. In addition, retired superiors might expect to receive one or more servants to assist them, the costs of whose board and lodgings would be met by the monastery. Some ex-abbots and priors were also provided with a monk-chaplain as a companion, to aid them in the performance of the office. Moreover, in a good number of instances – including the agreements made with John of Arleston, abbot of Wigmore, in 1295; William of Dringhoe, abbot of Meaux, in 1356; John of Hedon, prior of North Ferriby, in 1372; Edmund Frome, prior of Maiden Bradley, in 1389; and Walter Causton, prior of Dover, in 1416 – it was specified that the superior was to be relieved from attending the regular round of services in the conventual church.
 That this was standard practice for retired male superiors by the early fourteenth century is also implied by fact that full attendance in choir was sometimes imposed as a punishment for misbehaviour, as in the aforementioned case of John of Foxholes.

Quondam superiors were most commonly granted quarters within the monastic precinct, as was required by some religious orders’ thirteenth-century legislation (see above). A number of monasteries had one or more chambers within their precinct – often with an adjacent garden – which were regularly used to accommodate former superiors.
 Some heads, including Adam of Warwick, prior of Carlisle, and at least two late medieval abbots of Meaux, constructed chambers while in office which were intended for their own usage in retirement.
 Alternatively, ex-heads sometimes received permission to dwell away from their monastery. Superiors who had been appointed from another community might choose to retire to the house where they had been professed, although in this scenario the monastery over which they had presided was required to pay for their maintenance.
 Occasionally, former heads moved to another house with which they had no prior connection, either by volition (like Alice Wode, prioress of Brewood White Ladies, who received licence in 1500 to transfer to another nunnery of her choosing, while receiving her pension from Brewood), or for disciplinary reasons (like John of Foxholes’ aforementioned sojourn at Shelford).

A convenient alternative was for the quondam head to be granted charge of a daughter house. This provided a comfortable place of retirement in a suitable monastic environment, while also ensuring that the institution did not have to allocate any of its ordinary revenues for the ex-superior’s needs. Such a solution was adopted at fourteenth-century Durham on three separate occasions, for the resigning priors William of Tanfield (1313), Geoffrey of Burdon (1321) and Robert Walworth (1391), who were accommodated at the cells of Jarrow, Wearmouth and Finchale respectively. Heads of Montacute, Norwich, Nostell, Repton, Shrewsbury and Whitby are also known to have retired to a dependency of their monastery in the later middle ages.
 Former abbots and priors might equally be granted accommodation at one of their house’s manors or parish churches, together with the profits from the property.
 Such an arrangement, however, could generate problems – as John of Foxholes’ brief stay at Cundall demonstrates – and was relatively uncommon during the fourteenth and much of the fifteenth centuries. A small number of ex-superiors were even granted licence to study at university: an indication that some quondam abbots and priors wished to devote their retirement to scholarly activities.


There was also considerable variation in the size of the cash pensions accorded to former monastic superiors. The heads of richly-endowed houses unsurprisingly received the most lavish provision. The standard retirement pension for the abbots of fifteenth-century Westminster, the most affluent monastery in pre-Reformation England, was two hundred marks (£133 6s. 8d.) per year. In June 1446, Prior John Wessington of the wealthy house of Durham, was granted an annuity of £40 – to meet, we are told, the costs of wine purchases, his servants’ stipends, and other necessary expenses – alongside board and lodgings in the monastery, the right to use two chambers at the priory’s rest-house, Finchale, and the services of a monk-chaplain and four attendants.
 A few ex-abbots and priors of middling monasteries were also able to secure notably generous settlements.
 However, the majority of recorded agreements down to the mid fifteenth century afforded rather more modest cash pensions to retiring heads, along with board, lodgings and attendants.
 Thus during the 1390s, successive abbots of Meaux (William of Scarborough and Thomas Burton) were granted annuities of thirteen marks and forty shillings respectively; Adam of Bilton, prior of Nostell received a yearly pension of eight marks; and John Henycie of Frithelstock was accorded the annual sum of ten pounds.
 Moderate grants of this kind might also be made to the heads of sizeable monasteries. The provision for Abbot John Deeping of Peterborough in 1438 consisted of a pension of just £5, alongside a corrody and accommodation within the monastery; and the same cash allowance was granted to Prior Robert Warde of Bridlington in May 1444.

However restrained the benefits enjoyed by many retired abbots and priors in late medieval England, they received a significantly more generous settlement than was generally accorded to those female superiors who ceded office. Indeed, thirteenth- and fourteenth-century episcopal registers contain few documents outlining the arrangements to be made for resigned abbesses or prioresses – a lacuna which suggests either that special provision was rarely made for the former heads of nunneries, or that bishops left it to monastic communities to settle their own affairs.
 Such documentation begins to appear with more regularity in bishops’ registers over the course of the fifteenth century, but the grants thereby recorded were far from lavish – rarely extending much beyond a chamber in the monastic precinct (never outside), a modest portion of food and drink, and perhaps the services of a maid. If any cash pension was provided for resigning female heads, it was on a humble scale.
 In some cases, it was also specified that the retired abbess or prioress should attend regular services in choir, something very rarely expected of quondam male superiors by this date (even delinquent ones). Such a requirement was included in Bishop Langley’s decree for the retirement of Margaret Hawyk, ex-prioress of Neasham, in November 1437; while Margery FitzNichol, who resigned as prioress of Barrow Gurney in February 1410, was soon after rebuked by her diocesan for refusing to attend daily and nightly office in the conventual church ‘to the peril of your soul and in manifest violation of the rule of your aforesaid order’.


Resignations of monastic heads seem to have continued at a steady and stable pace over the course of the later middle ages. However, the nature of the provision made for quondam superiors can be seen to have evolved notably over the century prior to the Dissolution. To begin with, we find that a significant number of abbots and priors were now increasingly able to augment their retirement package through papal indults authorising the acquisition of ‘incompatible’ parochial livings.
 This could be achieved in two ways. Serving monastic superiors might seek the pope’s licence to acquire an additional benefice, to be held alongside their headship; and since such grants were made for term of life, they remained valid in retirement.
 Alternatively, on resigning their office ex-abbots and priors could obtain an indult allowing them to hold a benefice alongside their pension.
 A few resourceful superiors – including Richard Wakefield (St Katherine’s Lincoln) in 1476, and Thomas Andrewe (Bilsington) in 1503 – secured papal permission to obtain a second parochial benefice when ceding their monastic office.
 Quondam superiors in possession of one or more such livings might choose to dwell in a parochial rather than monastic setting. It was reported at the October 1511 visitation of Leeds Priory that John Bredgar, the former prior of the house, was vicar of nearby Marden and came but rarely to the monastery; and in June 1535 Bishop Shaxton claimed that the priory of Holy Sepulchre Thetford was burdened with four ex-heads all of whom had ‘departed to other lyvinges’.


At the same time, we find that the pensions granted to ex-abbots and priors were becoming notably more generous over the course of the later fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries. As we have seen, prior to the mid-1400s it was quite rare for retired superiors of any but the wealthiest monasteries to receive cash pensions of more than £10 per year. However, larger annuities started to become more commonplace in religious houses of all sizes during the last decades of the fifteenth century. Thus John Curson, who retired as prior of Bridlington in or shortly before April 1498, was granted (alongside other amenities, including a personal wine allowance) a yearly pension of £20 from the monastery’s revenues: four times the sum accorded to his predecessor, Robert Warde, half a century earlier.
 By the early 1500s, ex-heads of fairly minor houses were receiving comparable grants to Curson’s. In August 1518 Walter Hopton, abbot of Wigmore, was awarded a pension of £23 per year; Roland Gosenell of Wenlock Priory received an annuity of forty marks (£26 13s. 4d.) on resigning his office in c.1527; and in November 1506 Richard Marton, head of the small priory of Tywardreath was granted £40 per year.
 Some inflation had also occurred for female superiors by the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries, albeit from a much lower base. Ex-abbesses and prioresses of small or middling houses could now expect to receive a cash pension of between one pound and five marks (£3 6s. 8d.) per year, alongside board and lodgings.


Alongside this tendency towards higher pensions, it also became increasingly rare over the course of the fifteenth century for failed abbots and priors to be denied a comfortable retirement. In 1446, the Augustinian chapter visitors reported with evident disapproval that the bishop of London had granted a pension to John Grene, ex-prior of Leighs, whose misrule had impoverished his priory. The chapter, however, declined to make any diffinition on the subject. Similar leniency was exercised in August 1438 by Bishop Alnwick of Lincoln towards John Fenthorp de Leek, the prior of Markby, who resigned after a visitation revealed serious failings in his administration, but who still received the usual benefits of a quondam superior.
 Abbot George Norwich of Westminster was effectively removed from office in November 1467, after building up debts of over £2000, and awarded an annual pension of one hundred marks (£66 13s. 4d.); and Prior Gosenell of Wenlock enjoyed the generous grant cited above even though his rule was both short-lived and troubled.
 Indeed, the prospect of a dignified retirement could be a useful tool for the ecclesiastical authorities in convincing unsuitable superiors to resign decorously, thereby evading the need to resort to a deposition which might harm the monastery’s reputation.


How can we explain the increasingly munificent treatment of retired monastic superiors in late medieval England? It seems likely that this development can be linked to evolving attitudes towards the dignity of the abbatial office. The later fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries saw a growing emphasis on the status of the monastic superior, a trend which can be observed in a number of contexts.
 When Abbot Hopton of Wigmore was awarded his pension in 1518, Bishop Booth of Hereford justified the sizeable grant on the grounds that ‘a man who has adorned so great a rank in the church of God, having resigned and repudiated that honour and dignity, ought not to defrauded of or lack fitting sustenance and the necessities of his life’.
 Although references to abbatial status are far from unknown in earlier grants of retirement pensions,
 the majority of fourteenth- and fifteenth-century agreements were framed primarily in terms of a reward for good service of the church and/or compassion for the elderly (see above). A studied concern for the dignity of his position is also evident in the remarkable papal indult acquired by Abbot John Ayly of Malmesbury, in June 1479. This permitted him, in the event of his resignation and with the approval of his successor, to retain all the abbatial insignia he currently enjoyed and to receive a pension amounting to one third of the monastery’s revenues.
 Perhaps fortunately for his community, their gratitude and generosity was not put to the test, since Ayly died early the following year while still in office.


A further sign of the special honour accorded to retired superiors by the 1530s is the common use of the Latin adverb ‘quondam’ as an English noun to designate a former head of house.
 This coinage – the quondam – implied the distinctive and indelible status of any member of the religious orders who had previously held the prestigious abbatial office. It also denoted a set of associated rights accompanying that dignity, with retirement privileges no longer a reward to be bestowed or withdrawn according to merit but rather a natural entitlement. It is clear that ex-superiors in early Tudor England like John Ayly of Malmesbury wished to preserve as much of their former status and lifestyle as they possibly could. At the least, they set out to ensure that their retirement provision was such that, on leaving office, they did not ‘suffer excessive loss’, in the words of a 1515 papal indult granted to the ex-prior of Walsingham, William Lowth.


There remained certain limits to the status and privileges enjoyed by early Tudor quondams. For instance, there is little sign of two forms of canonical cession – resignatio in favorem (resigning in favour of a designated person) or resignatio cum retentione (by which a resigning incumbent could retain possession of their office, often ruling alongside their desired successor) – taking root in pre-Reformation English monasteries.
 Nevertheless, by the early sixteenth century few of the principles which had governed monastic superiors’ retirement provision in thirteenth-century England appear to have retained much traction, particularly for the heads of male houses. Generous pensions were now commonplace, regardless of the effect on the monastery’s finances or the contribution made by the resigning superior; ex-abbots and priors had considerable freedom to dwell wherever they pleased, within or without a monastic precinct; and there was little prospect of former heads returning to the simple observance of the cloister, even as a punishment for misrule or misbehaviour. As a result, whenever an early Tudor monk or canon was elevated to the headship of a house, he would have known that his promotion almost certainly marked a permanent departure from his previous way of life. This understanding must have created some degree of psychological distance between heads of houses and their brethren. We might also note that the possibility of a comfortable and detached retirement, perhaps involving service of a parish church, was already on the horizons of the last generation of English abbots and priors well before this destiny was thrust upon them by Henry VIII in the second half of the 1530s. The generally pliant responses of monastic superiors to royal demands that they surrender their monasteries may have been partially shaped by this expectation. Moreover, given the concern of quondams to retain as much of their status and standard of living as possible in retirement, the regime’s use of greatly inflated pensions – a tactic honed in the 1520s and early ‘30s by Cardinal Wolsey and Thomas Cromwell, in order to lubricate abbatial resignations – was a shrewd means of reconciling heads of houses to their fate.


Whatever the role of pensions in the Dissolution process, the quondam superior was a notable feature of monastic life in the later middle ages. The option to resign from their office was only ever taken up by a minority of incumbents, but numbers of retired monastic superiors were by no means insignificant: perhaps a fifth, or even a quarter, of headships in late medieval England culminated in this way. As with other groups of retirees in this period, the most common cause of abbatial resignations seems to have been ‘age-related disability’, rather than old age in itself.
 The offer of special retirement provision was also used as a means to ease out incapable superiors in a dignified fashion. The treatment of ex-heads became more open-handed over the later middle ages, a trend which may well be linked to the rising status of the abbatial office. This enabled monastic superiors to retain some of the trappings of their former position in retirement, including comfortable accommodation, relief from choir service, and a considerable private income. In theory, abbesses and prioresses possessed the same rights as the heads of male houses, but in practice their retirement provision was considerably less liberal. The relative poverty of many English nunneries helps to explain the reluctance to grant sizeable cash allowances to ex-superiors, but the stipulations that retired heads of female monasteries attend choir and remain enclosed within a monastic precinct seem to have had a gendered rationale.
 As a group, however, monastic superiors enjoyed rather more fulsome and secure provision in old age than most sections of late medieval society. No doubt this prospect afforded some solace to the heads of religious houses as they advanced in years.
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