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Comparing the Martyrdoms of Anne Askew and Elizabeth Barton Under Henry VIII 

Sarah Farha 

  

In his assessment of the religious changes initiated during the reign of Henry VIII in 

England, historian Richard Rex remarks, “The Henrician Reformation had been a curious hybrid, 

driven by and riven with contradictory impulse.”
2
  Henry VIII, once a defender of the Catholic 

Church and papacy, launched the English Reformation, which separated England from the pope's 

power. Henry wanted to be the supreme head of the Church of England. In the process, many 

evangelicals seeking significant theological changes rose to power within the government, while 

loyal Catholics fell from the king's favor. For a while, the so-called Reformation Parliament had 

its way with rather liberal reforms between 1529 and 1536.
3
 Then conservatives came back to 

power after chief minister Thomas Cromwell's fall from power in 1540. One of Henry's main 

goals was to have a secure monarchy. The Henrician Reformation divided England and the court, 

but being a powerful monarch meant having a stable, united country.  Michael A. R. Graves 

                                                           
1
As quoted in Megan Hickerson, “Gospelling Sisters „Going Up and Downe‟: John Foxe and Disorderly Women,” 

Sixteenth Century Journal 35 no. 4 (Winter 2004): 1035-51, http://www2.truman.edu/esjc/ (accessed September 

2009). 

2
 Henry's court contained both liberal and conservative factions. Many people would switch sides depending on what 

side Henry was on at the time. He supported liberal factions for a while, but when he agreed to the Six Articles of 

1539 during his later reign, he supported a more conservative policy. Historians debate Henry's position as to 

whether he was a conservative or liberal. However, historians tend to agree that his main goal was to achieve royal 

supremacy. See Richard Rex, Henry VIII and the English Reformation, 2
nd

 ed. (New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 

2006), xvi-xvii. 

3
 In this context "liberal reforms" were religious and political reforms, which veered away from Roman Catholic 

traditions. The papacy had a prominent role in European governments at this time. 
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asserts that there was “one consistent belief and unswerving aim: unity. Henry‟s insistence on 

uniformity and the punishment of nonconformity were directed to that end."
4
  

 Elizabeth Barton and Anne Askew did not conform to Henry and his court's will. These 

two young women represented two extremes of nonconformity that occurred during Henry's 

reign. Barton was a Catholic nun who would not conform to the policies of the Reformation 

Parliament and who publicly proclaimed her objections concerning Henry's divorce from 

Katherine of Aragon. Her confrontation with the king occurred in the 1530s, and she was 

executed in 1534. Askew was a Protestant woman who was put on trial and executed for being a 

heretic in 1546. Askew's clash with conservative leaders in Henry's government occurred toward 

the end of Henry's reign, which was when his policy and advisors became more conservative. In 

1539, for example, the Act of the Six Articles passed, which almost sounded almost Catholic in 

its theology, as it supported transubstantiation, confession before a priest, and celibacy for 

priests.  

These two women were victims of Henry's effort to create a stable monarchy that ruled 

over a religiously and politically unified nation. The nation was filled with factions waiting for 

their chances to be in the king's favor and to make an example of proponents of the other side to 

deter dissent. Barton and Askew embodied political, religious, and social, specifically gender, 

challenges that were deemed threatening enough to warrant execution. This paper argues that 

these women created a "perfect storm" of religious, political, and female deviance that 

endangered Henry's royal supremacy over the English Church. It was not just that these women 

would not conform to Henry's religious and political doctrines, but that they transgressed proper 

female boundaries as well.      

                                                           
4
 Michael A. R. Graves, Henry VIII: A Study in Kingship, Profiles in Power, edited by Keith Robbins (London: 

Pearson Longman, 2003), 166. 



3 
 

Barton and Askew's Stories 

 To understand the threat these women posed, it is first necessary to examine the events of 

their lives and the processes that led to their deaths in greater detail. Elizabeth Barton was a 

young servant girl who came down with an illness in the 1520s. While sick, she asked if the sick 

child in the house (the master‟s child) was dead yet. This was her first prophetic experience 

because the child died shortly after her question. Barton had a vision that if she would visit the 

chapel of Our Lady of Court-of-Street, then she would be healed. A Catholic supporter of 

Barton, Edward Thwaites, wrote A Marvilous worke, an account of Barton's miracles, which was 

then edited by a Protestant, William Lambarde, in his Perambulation of Kent. The 

Perambulation states that that after Barton visited the chapel, she was revived “from the very 

point of death” and that her healing “should be rong for a miracle.”
5 

Barton's attainder for treason 

in the Statutes of the Realm described her healing in similar terms as a “myracle.”
6
  

   After this incident, influential Catholic men, such as the Archbishop of Canterbury, took 

notice of her. These men encouraged Barton, so she became a nun with considerable influence at 

Canterbury. She prophesied about purgatory and people‟s sins. Many of her contemporaries 

compared her actions to Saint Catherine of Sienna, a venerated prophetess, and considered 

Barton a "holy maid," a title given to highly regarded female prophets in the medieval tradition. 

Barton transgressed the holy maid boundaries, however, when her prophecies attacked the king's 

                                                           
5
 William Lambard, A Perambulation of Kent: Conteining the Description, Hystorie, and Customes of that Shire 

(1576; reprint, London: Chatham 1826), 172, available from 

http://www.archive.org/details/perambulationofk00lambuoft (accessed September 2009). Original spelling and 

punctuation is maintained in all primary source quotations used in this article. 

6
 United Kingdom, Statutes of the Realm, edited by A. Luders and other, 11 vols, (London: HMSO, 1810-28). 

http://heinonline.org/HOL/Welcome (accessed October 2009). 
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credibility and propriety.
7
 When she warned that Henry would see the wrath of God if he 

divorced Katherine of Aragon and predicting his death, doubt entered the minds of some of her 

supporters, and rebellion entered the hearts of others. Barton refused to deny papal authority, 

despite new legislation declaring Henry to be the Supreme Head of the English church, and she 

was a fierce proponent of Katherine of Aragon. She wanted an audience with King Henry, and 

apparently she received her desire at least two times, although Katherine never gave her an 

audience. Apparently, though, Anne Boleyn, Katherine‟s rival and Henry‟s second wife, was in 

communication with Barton in an attempt to get Barton on her side, but Barton refused to alter 

her position.
8
  

 The parliamentary attainder of treason claimed that Barton and her associates, such as her 

confessor Dr. Bocking, spread false prophecies concerning the king's marriage. Parliament called 

these prophecies "lyes by them unlawfully and traiterously practysed devysed ymagyned and 

conspired, as well to the blasphemy of Almyghty God.”
9
  Parliament believed Barton had enough 

sway to disrupt Henry‟s divorce proceedings and possibly cause others to rebel against Henry‟s 

will. Parliament believed Barton's male associates worked with her to commit such traitorous 

acts. For example they mentioned her miracles and revelations to have been "falsely devysed 

compased conspired wrytyn and maynteyned, by the seid Elizabeth Edward Bockyng Richarde 

Maister and John Deryng, to thonely intente to bryng the seid Elizabeth in the fame and credyte 

                                                           
7
 She was not the only holy maid during Henry's reign. Many contemporaries also considered Anne Wentworth to be 

a holy maid. Ethan Shagan, Popular Politics and the English Reformation (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

2003), 64-65. 

8
 Sharon L. Jansen, Dangerous Talk and Strange Behavior: Women and Popular Resistance to the Reforms of Henry 

VIII (New York: St. Martin‟s Press, 1996), 41-55. 

9
 Statutes of the Realm.  
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of the people of this Realme."
10

 Parliament considered Barton's words concerning the end of 

Henry's reign to be punishable by death, but they did not want to make Barton a Catholic martyr. 

Instead they made her a traitor and attempted to discredit her reputation.
11

 There was a rigorous 

interrogation, and sermons were preached across England portraying Barton as a fraud.
12

 

Protestant chroniclers and editors, including Lambarde, who inserted his own perspective in 

Thwaites‟s original, sympathetic account, altered records of her story and her words. Barton's 

opponents claimed she was in communication with the devil and attacked her chastity by 

claiming she was having an affair with Dr. Bocking, her confessor.
13

 Protestant chronicler 

Edward Hall recorded her confessing that she had lied against the Holy Spirit and made 

everything up.
14

  

 Anne Askew was on the opposite side of the religious spectrum, but like Barton she 

would not conform to Henry‟s conservative councilors‟ will either. She became a public figure 

more than a decade after Barton‟s humiliating execution. Askew was the daughter of a wealthy 

gentleman, William Askew. As the new humanistic learning advanced, she benefitted from 

learning how to read, and since her father supported Reformation and allowed his children to be 

                                                           
10

 Ibid.  

11
 Parliament was changing the treason laws around the same time that they created the attainder against Barton. 

Jansen points out that she wanted to study Barton because she was political and did not want to discuss Askew 

because she was a heretic. Jansen did not want to deal with religious women, unless they were women using religion 

to get into the political realm. Entrance into the political realm was not a boundary women should cross. G. R. Elton 

mentions, "Cromwell had proposed to make it treason to attack the marriage and succession not only by some overt 

act, of which 'writing' would be one form, but also in words only, and the advisers shied away from this drastic 

step." Barton took a stand against the marriage, which made her a traitor. The treason laws were formulated during 

the 1530s. G.R. Elton, “The Law of Treason in the Early Reformation,” The Historical Journal 11, no. 2 (1968): 

212-22. http://www.jstor.org/stable/2637780 (accessed October 2009).  

12
 Jansen, Dangerous Talk and Strange Behavior, 42.  

13
 “The Sermon against the Holy Maid of Kent and Her Adherents, Delivered at Paul's Cross, November the 23rd, 

1533, and at Canterbury, December the 7th,” ed. L.E. Whatmore, English Historical Review 58, no. 232 (Oct. 1943): 

468-74. http://www.jstor.org/stable/553675, (accessed September 2009). 

14
 Jansen, Dangerous Talk and Strange Behavior, 42. 
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educated in evangelical teachings, Askew may have read Tyndale's English translation of the 

Bible. Evangelicals like Askew believed in the authority of the Bible rather than papal authority, 

and in salvation through faith, not salvation through good works and the sacrament of 

confession. Evangelicals believed in a more personal religion, whereas Catholics sought a 

mediator between God and themselves. The Catholic clergy and ritual filled this role of 

mediation. Askew‟s brother Francis was a supporter of reform as well, but he valued his land and 

had enough power to stay out of trouble. William died before conservatives like Gardiner and 

Wriothesley came to power, but Francis did not feel the need to do any “gospelling” like Anne 

had done, perhaps fearing the ramifications. William arranged Anne‟s marriage to Thomas 

Kyme, an uneducated, wealthy farmer. Because Kyme was supportive of Catholic theology, he 

had no sympathy for Anne‟s beliefs and was criticized within his parish for Anne‟s "gospelling." 

She would read the Bible aloud to others, which was not considered proper for a woman. Anne 

returned to the household of her birth family, possibly leaving two children behind. She claimed 

that her husband had forced her to leave, which might be true because he was obviously 

embarrassed by her.  

 Anne traveled to London to secure a divorce, share her faith, and grow in her faith under 

the guidance of other Protestants. She easily made enemies because the conservatives at court 

did not like her reading from the English translation of the Bible to others thereby spreading 

disunity.
15

 Anne never attained her divorce, and her husband grew tired of being tied to a 

                                                           
15

 There have been debates on Henry's policies and as to whether his country was Protestant or Catholic at the end of 

his reign. Henry's Six Articles makes it sound like the English Church was "Catholicism without the Pope." Richard 

Rex argues, "that while elements of the mix looked Catholic they were not retained on Catholic principles, and while 

elements of the mix looked Lutheran or evangelical they were not adopted on evangelical principles...What tied the 

whole bundle together was the doctrine of the royal supremacy."  Rex wants his readers to see that a crucial element 

of Catholicism was missing from the English Church, and that was "universalism." He questions just how 

conservative Henry was in reality. It seems like Henry turned the Reformation into a way to be in complete control. 

Rex, Henry VIII and the English Reformation, 150, 166.  



7 
 

nonconformist wife.  She was arrested after refusing to quit reading the Word of God and sharing 

her faith. Brought before many men to be examined, she never wavered and often outwitted her 

opponents according to her own written account of her interrogations, which was edited by 

Protestant John Bale. After her first examination by authorities she was released and returned to 

the home of her brother Francis, but Kyme refused to let the issue go. Conservatives like 

Wriothesley and Gardiner saw Anne as way to get at Catherine Parr, the final wife of Henry 

VIII, and some of the other ladies at court who protected Protestants. In the end Anne was 

burned at the stake for heresy after being tortured in an effort by Wriothesley and his partner 

Rich to get information about Catherine.
16

  

Early Modern Gender Expectations 

 Gender provides an important lens through which to view the lives and deaths of these 

two religious women. Elaine Beilin discusses the English and European culture that created the 

gender norms of the Renaissance period and begins her analysis of female writers by describing 

these norms in the context of Christine de Pisan‟s depiction of ideal women. Pisan‟s book, The 

Cyte of Ladyes, was written in French in 1405, and in 1521, an English translation of the book 

was published. Elizabeth Barton was executed in 1534 and Anne Askew was executed in 1546, 

which makes the translation of Pisan‟s work fairly contemporaneous to these two women. Pisan 

attacked the prevailing notion that women were inherently evil, which made her appear "radical" 

for the time. Beilin describes how the “attackers” of women pointed out that “Eve listened to 

                                                           
16

 Askew did not conform to Henrician doctrine in the 1540s. Megan Hickerson explains, "As Susan Brigden, 

Richard Rex, and others have argued, in a context in which religious division seemed less shocking than it had only 

a decade before, London juries became increasingly unwilling during the 1540s to cooperate with what many 

thought draconian, unnecessary, and even arbitrary religious policy." Juries started to be more sympathetic towards 

heretics, but politics still made a difference. Stephen Gardiner, Bishop of Winchester, had Askew tried and executed 

in an effort to get at evangelicals within the court. Hickerson mentions, "What remains—and will likely forever 

remain—unclear, is whether Askew‟s fate in 1546 hinged on her actual heresy or on her potential value on the rack 

to Gardiner and his associates." Megan Hickerson, “Negotiating Heresy in Tudor England: Anne Askew and the 

Bishop of London,” Journal of British Studies 46 (October 2007): 793-94.  
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Satan and thus initiated all of humankind‟s future woe. Since then, women had followed their 

guilty foremother by being disobedient, talkative, lascivious shrews.”
17

 In contrast, the defenders 

of women pointed out how there was “a second Eve, the Virgin Mary.” Beilin claims, “Their [the 

defenders‟] image of the virtuous woman was a domesticated version of the Virgin: remaining at 

home to keep the household goods, a good woman was pious, humble, constant, and patient, as 

well as obedient, chaste, and silent.”
18

  

 Pisan ended her book by asking women to uphold “the spiritual virtues of Christ and the 

Virgin Mary, and therefore the ideals of a Christian life.”
19

 She implores all women “to draw to 

the vertues and flee vyces to encrease and multeplye our Cyte.”
20

 In the modern world these 

virtues of chastity, silence, humility, and obedience may make a woman of the Middle Ages and 

the Renaissance look weak and submissive. However, in their own period these women could be 

exulted in God's eyes over men in a spiritual sense, since the ideal Christian was, after all, to be 

humble.
21

 According to Beilin, it is possible to envision an evolution in the portrayal of women 

from the evil offspring of Eve to the defenders of morality that women would become in the 

Victorian Era.  

Contemporary evidence suggests that women of the Middle Ages and the Renaissance 

took great pride in appearing virtuous. The supporters of Barton and Askew still believed them to 

be virtuous women because they had the spiritual authority of the Bible, in Askew's case, and of 

                                                           
17

 Elaine Beilin, Redeeming Eve: Women Writers of the English Renaissance (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 

1990), xiii-xv. 

18
 Beilin, Redeeming Eve, xiii-xv. 

19
 Ibid. 

20
 As quoted in ibid. 

21
 Perhaps Beilin expresses it best when she declares, “Placing women at the very heart of Christianity, they 

[European women writers], like Christine [de Pisan] envision women‟s proper place, which if lower than men‟s in 

the hierarchies of the world, is often higher in the beauties of the spirit.” Beilin, Redeeming Eve, xiii-xv. 
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prophecy, in Barton's case, to transgress the virtue of silence. Protestant editors of Askew's story 

depict her as being saintly. John Louthe, an eyewitness at her execution, mentioned how a 

conservative spy even praised Askew to be the "godliest woman" he ever knew.
22

 Barton also 

seemed virtuous, but the first thing Protestants attacked was her virtue, claiming it to be false.
23

 

Information about expectations for virtuous behavior for nuns like Barton can be found in 

guidebooks from the early 1500s before the dissolution of the monasteries and convents became 

common practice under the Reformation Parliament.
24

 Suzanne Hull lists some of the advice 

given to nuns in her book, Chaste, Silent, and Obedient, noting that "a Virgin ought not desire to 

gad abroad, and see the cities."
25

 The exception to this was the holy maid, who was supposed to 

possess God's authority to speak. Barton was already considered a holy maid so she could justly 

transgress this boundary of silence.  

 Hull investigates how women lived during this time by viewing their lives through 

literature such as advice manuals and guidebooks. She points out most of the writing about 

women came from men.
26

 The issue of conformity to established gender norms was taken very 

                                                           
22

 There were Catholic spies who would try to turn in radical Protestants. In this narrative by eyewitness John 

Louthe, a spy is disappointed by Askew's godliness. The editor of Louthe's work transcribed "applye owr sleape or 

do worse" incorrectly. Apparently the correct transcription should be "appyed our sleep, or to work." John Louthe, 

"Reminiscences of John Louthe" in Narratives of the Days of Reformation: Chiefly from the Manuscripts of John 

Foxe the Martyrologist with Two Contemporary Biographies of Archbishop Cranmer, Camden Society 77 

(Westminster: Camden Society, 1859), 40. 

23
  During the Sermon at St. Paul's Cross, used to discredit Barton and hinder others from speaking against the king's 

divorce from Katherine of Aragon, the speaker declared: "And when she ceased any while of shewing new 

revelations unto him, he was wont to say unto her: 'How do you live now? Virtuously? Meseemeth God hath with-

drawn His grace from you, that ye have no revelations this season.' Whose words caused her to feign many more 

revelations than she else would." "Sermon," ed. Whatmore, 469. 

24
 Suzanne W. Hull, Chaste, Silent, and Obedient: English Books for Women, 1475-1640 (San Marino: Huntington 

Library, 1982), 60. 

25
 Some women could read, but even if they could read, that did not guarantee they could write. Hull notes, "Writing 

was a different, more complex skill, historically left to clerics or secretaries; it did not have to be taught in 

conjunction with reading." Hull, Chaste, Silent, and Obedient, 150. 

26
 Suzanne W. Hull, Women According to Men: The World of Tudor-Stuart Women (Walnut Creek, CA: Altamira 

Press, 1996), 24.  
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seriously, especially for women. "Such a largely rural, small population favored conformity.... 

Punishments such as wearing the scold's bridle, or whippings and dunkings, were embarrassingly 

public. Conformity, then, was the easier route for women."
27

 

Besides virtue and conformity, learning also brought women honor in the Renaissance. 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, much of the praise for women‟s learning came from humanists like 

Thomas More. Beilin argues that some people of the period were afraid of the idea of educated 

women, “but by claiming that learning would increase a woman‟s virtue…the humanists and 

their successors reassured society that a woman‟s knowledge was under control and directed 

only to enhancing her womanliness.”
28

 It is necessary to keep in mind that at this time men saw 

women as inferior in intellect and morality. Learning about religion and humanist theories might 

improve a woman‟s prospects, but a woman still needed to be submissive and obedient. 

However, men encouraged women to read religious literature probably because these men felt 

Christianity reinforced ideals of submissiveness and humility as mentioned previously. In the 

end a woman would not want to go too far in expressing her intelligence, as did Barton and 

Askew.  

Sara Mendelsohn and Patricia Crawford studied the period just after Henry‟s reign, 

examining particularly the question the wife‟s role in marriage during the late sixteenth century. 

They concluded, “An obsession with the control of female sexuality, with women‟s dependent 

and submissive self-presentation as the outward sign of sexual subjection, also seemed to crop 

                                                           
27

 Ibid, 22. The scold‟s bridle was an instrument designed to hold the tongue of an unruly woman, assigned by the 

courts. Civil authorities frequently ordered whippings as punishment for various misbehaviors, including theft and 

sexual impropriety. “Dunkings” refers to the practice of dipping an unruly, outspoken woman in a body of water to 

prompt humiliation. 

28
 Beilin, Redeeming Eve, xxi-xxii. 
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up.”
29

 Women were submissive to and dependent on their husbands. When a woman did not act 

submissively, but instead acted independently of her husband, then she transgressed the gender 

norms of the age. Askew was therefore transgressive for her time, because she did not submit to 

her husband's will.
30

 Hull explains that "women were expected to stay close to home and learn 

household skills and duties and little else."
31

 Most women performed domestic work of some 

sort, unless they were widows who took over their husbands' business or midwives.
32

 The legal 

status of feme couverte (the "hidden woman") put the woman under the authority of the 

husband.
33

 Girls had training, depending on their social classes, to help them with their 

household duties as wives. Hull notes that Henry VIII made divorces legal but notes that women 

could not easily attain them. Upper class families with connections in London could get their 

divorce cases heard, but it was harder for poorer families. Hull contends that "remarriage was 

usually not an option."
34

 According to male writers women should have used their intelligence to 

support their husbands, "allowing all glory to devolve on the husband," while women who 

nagged or gossiped acquired the reputation of being "shrews and scolds."
35

 Hull finds that both 

"meek" and "independent" women can be found in written accounts, but the guidebooks 

"promoted the meeker" and obedient alternative.
36

 

                                                           
29

 Sara H. Mendelson and Patricia Crawford, Women in Early Modern England, 1550-1720 (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 1998), 4. 

30
 Hull describes the time period Askew and Barton lived in as a "patriarchal world" where "Father-or husband-knew 

best." Hull, Women According to Men, 16. 

31
 Hull, Women According to Men, 23. 

32
  Ibid. 

33
 Ibid, 18. 

34
 Ibid, 33-34. 

35
  Hull, Women According to Men, 40 and 41. 

36
 Ibid, 49. 
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 Male writers felt that women needed constant reminders to be virtuous and chaste. Hull 

mentions, "Women-thought men-needed constant prodding to toe the line. If sober sermons did 

not work, there were always jests and facetious barbs to press home the point."
37

 Guidebooks and 

other forms of literature repeated the themes of chastity, silence, and obedience. However, as 

Hull points out just because there were rules and advice manuals does not mean that English 

women always followed the advice. The constant repetition of these themes suggests that women 

had difficulty practicing these ideals. One book of jests as Hull mentions contains this rhyme: 

 A woman lately fiercely did assail 

 Her husband with sharp tongue but sharper nail. 

 But one that heard and saw it, to her said, 

 Why do you use him thus, he is your head. 

 He is my head indeed, says she, 'tis true. 

 Sir, I may scratch my head, and so may you.
38

 

 

In this rhyme one can see the ways in which ideals did not always match realities. Another 

guidebook entitled Of Domesticall Duties discussed how women should ignore the flaws of their 

husbands and love them in spite of the flaws. Author William Gouge wrote: 

Wives ought in regard of their husbands to surmise no evil whereof they have not sure 

proof and evidence, but rather interpret everything in better part and follow the rule of 

love which beareth all things, believeth all things, hopeth all things, endureth all things. If 

they note any defects of nature and deformity of body or any enormous and notorious 

vices in their husband, then ought they to turn their eyes and thoughts from his person to 

his place and from his vicious qualities to his honorable office (which is to be an 

husband), and this will abate that vile esteem which otherwise might be occasioned from 

the forenamed means.
39

   

 

 Throughout history religion has provided legitimacy for women to speak with authority, 

                                                           
37

 Ibid, 41. 

38
  Hull, Women According to Men, 42-43. 

39
  Ibid, 45. 
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even when female silence was prized.
40

 Religion did not provide the only means of legitimacy 

for the female voice, but it did provide an important means of acquiring legitimacy nonetheless. 

While humanist learning provided women with an opportunity to speak, they still had to proceed 

carefully. Margaret More Roper, for example, used the new learning to give her voice some 

legitimacy. However, Beilin depicts Roper, Thomas More‟s daughter, as the definition of “the 

ideal of the learned and virtuous woman as a private, modest, silent being.”
41

 Learning could 

only go so far. Women could have influence in the private sphere, but they really needed religion 

to bridge the gap between the domestic world and the public sphere.  Of course, during Henry‟s 

reign the Reformation changed the definition of religious legitimacy in terms of women‟s voices. 

On one side there was the Catholic definition of how women could speak with religious 

authority, and on the other side was the Protestant definition. Beilin points out, “If a Protestant 

woman no longer had the possibilities of Catholic mysticism to provide her an acceptable public 

role within the church hierarchy… By her own learning, she could read Scripture and as a 

Reformer, trust it to empower her words and deeds.”
42

 Female Catholics could speak with 

authority by being mystics or prophets. Protestants could rely on the Word of God in learning to 

give them a voice.  

 

                                                           
40

 Historian Diane Willen studies early modern Puritan women in England. She analyzes the role religion played in 

legitimizing female activities that transgressed gender boundaries. In one particular study she focused on communal 

religious practices. Her paper “argues that the „communion of the saints‟ added an important communal quality to 

the puritan experience and created an unique context in which godly women as well as men acquired legitimacy and 

spiritual authority” (20). She goes on to state, “Through communion of the saints, godly women, whatever their 

marital status, had access to a community that permitted reciprocal relationships to emerge within and beyond the 

private sphere of household” (21). See Diane Willen, “„Communion of the Saints‟: Spiritual Reciprocity and the 

Godly Community in Early Modern England,” Albion: A Quarterly Journal Concerned with British Studies 27, no. 

1 (Spring 1995): 19-41. http://www.jstor.org/stable/4052669 (accessed April 2010). 

41
 Beilin, Redeeming Eve, 29. 

42
 Ibid, 32. 
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Deviance and Challenges 

 

 Elizabeth Barton and Anne Askew posed threats at different periods of Henry's reign to 

the stability of the monarchy. In Barton's attainder one can almost feel Parliament's fear of a 

potential rebellion. Parliament claimed Elizabeth had "sett forth secretly in the hed[es] of the 

people of this Realme as well as nobles as other, that all Kynges actes and p[ro]cedyng[es] in the 

same were ayenst holy scriptures and the pleasure of Almyghty God, wherby the Kynges 

Highnes shulde be brought in a grudge and evyll opynyon of hys people."
43

 Askew was more of 

a pawn that conservatives used in an attempt to remove Catherine Parr from her throne. While 

Barton posed a threat to Henry's evangelical faction, whose support he needed to obtain his 

divorce from Katherine of Aragon and to gain royal supremacy, Askew's evangelical tendencies 

troubled conservative factions who had more authority in Henry's later reign. She refused to 

subscribe to Henry's Six Articles, which many historians see as signaling a conservative turn in 

the Henrician Reformation. Although Askew could not have led a rebellion, as Barton may have 

done, both women posed significant religious challenges to the Henrician religious consensus. 

Barton was a Catholic threat, and Askew was an evangelical one.  

  Barton and Askew received their authority from different religious sources. Barton's 

authority came from prophetic and miraculous experiences where she uttered predictions based 

on what she believed God was telling her about particular situations. She actually believed the 

Virgin Mary or the Lady of Court-of-Street spoke to her on God's behalf. Barton's supporters 

viewed her sanctity and virtue as a confirmation of her holiness and truthfulness. Her religious 

authority derived from prophecies, miracles, and virtues, and proving all this fraudulent 

undermined her authority. Askew's authority came from the Bible and although that source was 

                                                           
43

Statutes of the Realm. 
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harder to prove false, the version she may have used, Tyndale's, could be proved heretical.
44

 

 Barton put papal authority above the king's authority because it was a religious issue to 

her. Henry could not allow Barton's commitment to the institution his Reformation sought to 

discredit to go unpunished, and he needed the support of reform-minded evangelicals. These 

evangelicals would have nothing to do with confessions to priests, prayers to Mary or saints, 

mass, or purgatory. One can imagine how menacing a prophetess who claimed she had authority 

from the voice of God would be to reformers. Shagan explains, “After all, for a nun in an 

obscure convent to attack the regime was hardly newsworthy, but for God himself to challenge 

royal authority could easily provoke a rebellion.”
45

  

 Barton was influential enough to inspire many people to trust in her prophecies and 

defend Catholicism. Almost 3000 people were in attendance at one of her miraculous 

experiences. Barton gained support from the wealthy and the powerful as well as from 

commoners.
46

 She transcended social class boundaries because people from all levels of society 

reached out to her in support. Equally as troubling was the fact that she not only had female 

supporters but male followers as well.    

 There were great miracles attributed to her name, which Protestant chroniclers needed to 

debunk. Lambarde lists the miracles done by Barton at St. Sepulcres in Canterbury (her convent): 

where she laboured sundrie times of her former disease, and continued her accustomed 
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working of wondrous myracles resorting often (by way of traunce onely) to our Lady of 

Court of Streete, who also ceassed not to shew herself mighty in operation there, lighting 

candels without fire, moistning womens breastes that berfore were drie and wanted milke, 

restoring all sorts of sicke to  perfect health, reducing the dead to life againe, and finally 

dooing al good, to all  such as were measured and vowed (as the popish maner was) unto 

her at Court of Strete.
47

  

 

This woman was credited with raising people from the dead in the name of the Lady of Court-of-

Street. Barton was such a great religious threat because she had the signs and wonders to back up 

her authority, which she claimed came from God and the Virgin Mary. 

 Askew did not use miracles or great displays of her authority; she simply used the Bible 

to defend her actions. During her First Examination she made numerous references to the Word 

of God.  When questioned by Christopher Dare, she responded, "I had rather to reade fyve lynes 

in the Bible, than to heare fyve masses in the temple. I confessed, that I sayd no lesse. Not for 

dysprayse of eyther the Epistle or Gospell. But bycause the one ded greatlye edyfe me, and the 

other nothinge at all."
48

 She was "rebuked" by the Bishop of London's (Edmond Bonner) 

chancellor during the First Examination.  Askew records: 

For S. Paul (he sayd) forbode women to speake or talke of the worde of God. I answere 

hym, that I knewe Paules meanynge so well as whych is i. Corinthiorum xiiii. that a 

woman ought not to speake in the congregacyon by the waye of teachynge. And then I 

asked hym, how manye women he had seane, go into the pulpett and preache. He sayde, he 

never sawe non. Then I sayd, he ought to fynde no faute in poore women, except they had 

offended the lawe.
49

    

 

When Askew mentioned offending the law, she probably meant Biblical laws instead of English 

ones. She wholeheartedly believed women should read the Word of God and share what they 

read with others. This was not teaching but declaring the Word of God. Bonner badgered Askew 
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for a long time, trying to get a confession so he could reform her thinking. After much 

questioning, Askew maintained: 

My answere was styll, I beleve as the scripture infourmeth me. And upon thys argument he 

tarryed a great whyle, to have dryven me to make hym an answere to hys mynde. Howbeit 

I wolde not, but concluded thus with hym, that I beleved therin and in all other thynges, as 

Christ and hys holye Apostles ded leave them.
50

  

 

 Askew was executed in 1546 as a heretic. Conservatives tried to make her reveal exactly 

which laws she broke, but she was fairly shrewd and would not reveal too much on theological 

points, especially during her first examination. Richard Rex discusses how the conservative shift 

during Henry's reign put censorship into action. Reading of the English Bible was limited in the 

Act for the Advancement of True Religion in 1543, with only the "gentry, the clergy, and 

merchants" allowed to read the English Bible, "lest it promote sectarian division."
51

 Askew was 

in the gentry class, but the act of 1543 did limit her because "Tyndale's version was banned" by 

it.
52

 Rex also mentions, "The King's Book published that same year [1543] emphasized that 

although the study of scripture was necessary for the clergy, those who taught in the church, it 

was not essential for the laity, those who were taught."
53

 Askew repeatedly declared that she was 

not a teacher of the Word.  

 The major differences between Barton and Askew were the religious beliefs they used 

their authority to uphold. Barton used her authority to uphold Roman Catholic doctrine and papal 

authority. Askew used Biblical references to support evangelical reform and rejected the papists 

all together. She did not believe in transubstantiation, confession before a priest, or private 
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masses as Barton had supported most ardently. Askew had a simpler faith than Barton's, for 

Askew did not subscribe to elaborate religious rituals and practices. She never prayed to the 

Virgin Mary or any other saints as far as her account explains. Instead Askew prayed directly to 

God and rejected the use of priestly mediator between God and herself. Barton and Askew were 

on opposite sides, yet they both interfered with Henry's royal supremacy and religious policies. 

They also inspired others to reject Henry's policies.  

 Because religion was intertwined with politics during Henry‟s reign, he felt it necessary to 

stifle dissension. After all, he was in charge of the souls of his subjects, and if their salvation 

coincided with his desires then it was all the better. The Henrician Reformation did not only 

affect men's religious expressions but also women's, as illustrated in the lives of Barton and 

Askew. They were on two different sides of the issue of the true faith, but both faced the 

consequences of nonconformity. The sources of their authority, how they expressed it, and how 

they used it were different. Contemporaries considered one woman a traitorous liar and the other 

merely a heretic, and their gender only added to the threat they posed to English religion. 

 Elizabeth Barton and Anne Askew's lives illustrate the complicated and chaotic nature of 

the Henrician Reformation. The two women were religious deviants whose transgression of 

gender boundaries and public disapproval of Henry‟s policies endangered his throne. Anne 

Askew and Elizabeth Barton's lives culminated in a "perfect storm" of deviance that ended with 

their executions. The lives of Barton and Askew are important to the study of early modern 

English history because they reveal that women did not always comply with gender expectations 

laid out in guidebooks. Gender was much more complicated in early modern times than 

guidebooks would have one believe. Their lives also reveal how popular beliefs could be 

threatening enough to warrant death, even the death of women, in early modern times. Barton 



19 
 

and Askew were not average early modern women, but historians can still gain much from the 

study of their lives. 
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