
THE RISE OF PRISON LITERATURE IN THE
SIXTEENTH CENTURY

Examining works by some of the most famous prisoners from the
early modern period, including Thomas More, Lady Jane Grey,
and Thomas Wyatt, Ruth Ahnert presents the first major study of
prison literature dating from this era. She argues that the English
Reformation established the prison as an influential literary sphere.
In the previous centuries we find only isolated examples of prison
writings, but the religious and political instability of the Tudor reigns
provided the conditions for the practice to thrive. This book shows
the wide variety of genres that prisoners wrote, and it explores
the subtle tricks they employed in order to appropriate the site
of the prison for their own agendas. Ahnert charts the spreading
influence of such works beyond the prison cell, tracing the textual
communities they constructed, and the ways in which writings
were smuggled out of prison, and then disseminated through script
and print.

ruth ahnert is a lecturer in Early Modern Studies in the School
of English and Drama at Queen Mary, University of London.
Her work focuses on the literature and culture of the Tudor period,
with a specific emphasis on religious history, prison literature, and
letter writing. Recent and forthcoming publications examine prison
scenes in early modern drama, trial narratives, and Protestant
letter networks. Dr Ahnert serves on the Council of the Society for
Renaissance Studies, and is co-editor of the society’s Bulletin.

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-04030-4 - The Rise of Prison Literature in the Sixteenth Century
Ruth Ahnert
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107040304
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-04030-4 - The Rise of Prison Literature in the Sixteenth Century
Ruth Ahnert
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107040304
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


THE RISE OF PRISON
LITERATURE IN THE
SIXTEENTH CENTURY

RUTH AHNERT

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-04030-4 - The Rise of Prison Literature in the Sixteenth Century
Ruth Ahnert
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107040304
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


University Printing House, Cambridge cb2 8bs, United Kingdom

Published in the United States of America by Cambridge University Press, New York

Cambridge University Press is part of the University of Cambridge.

It furthers the University’s mission by disseminating knowledge in the pursuit of
education, learning and research at the highest international levels of excellence.

www.cambridge.org
Information on this title: www.cambridge.org/9781107040304

© Ruth Ahnert 2013

This publication is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception
and to the provisions of relevant collective licensing agreements,
no reproduction of any part may take place without the written

permission of Cambridge University Press.

First published 2013

Printed in the United Kingdom by CPI Group Ltd, Croydon CR0 4YY

A catalogue record for this publication is available from the British Library

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Ahnert, Ruth.

The rise of prison literature in the sixteenth century / Ruth Ahnert.
pages cm

Includes bibliographical references.
isbn 978-1-107-04030-4 (Hardback)

1. Prisoners’ writings–History and criticism. 2. Prisoners in literature. I. Title.
pn494.a38 2013

809
0.8920692–dc23 2013014365

isbn 978-1-107-04030-4 Hardback

Cambridge University Press has no responsibility for the persistence or accuracy of
URLs for external or third-party internet websites referred to in this publication
and does not guarantee that any content on such websites is, or will remain,

accurate or appropriate.

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-04030-4 - The Rise of Prison Literature in the Sixteenth Century
Ruth Ahnert
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107040304
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Contents

List of illustrations page vi
Acknowledgments vii
List of abbreviations and references ix

Introduction 1

1 The sixteenth-century prison 8

An antipanopticon 11

Writing from the inside 22

2 Writing the prison 29

Graffiti 33

Graffiti on the page 42

Thomas More’s Tower works 48

Prison Psalms 59

3 Prison communities 74

Margaret Douglas and Thomas Howard’s epistolary verse 81

John Harington’s Booke of freendeship 90

Nicholas Ridley and his ‘comfortable conferences’ 100

4 ‘Frendes abrode’ 112

John Frith and the ‘brethren’ 118

John Fisher and Elizabeth White 129

The carriers of John Bradford’s letters 136

5 Liberating the text? 144

1557 151

Foxe’s forebears 166

The ‘Book of Martyrs’ 181

Afterword 193

Bibliography 202

Index 218

v

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-04030-4 - The Rise of Prison Literature in the Sixteenth Century
Ruth Ahnert
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107040304
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Illustrations

1 Title page from the ‘Great Bible’, Miles Coverdale’s
The Byble in Englyshe (London, 1539). Reproduced from
shelfmark Young. 35 by kind permission of the Syndics of
Cambridge University Library. page 9

2 ‘The talke betwene M. Bradford and two Spanysh Fryers’,
from John Foxe’s Actes and monuments of these latter and
perillous dayes (London, 1563), 1209. Reproduced from
shelfmark Young. 198 by kind permission of the Syndics of
Cambridge University Library. 14

3 Graffiti in Beauchamp Tower, Tower of London. Reproduced
by kind permission of Historic Royal Palaces. 34

4 Thomas Abell’s rebus, Beauchamp Tower. Reproduced by
kind permission of Historic Royal Palaces. 36

5 Ornate graffito by John Dudley, Beauchamp Tower.
Reproduced by kind permission of Historic Royal Palaces. 37

6 Sentences copied from Proverbs 9.10 by Edward Seymour
on to the flyleaf of his almanac, Stowe MS. 1066. © British
Library Board. 43

7 The closing lines of Thomas More’s ‘Godly Meditation’,
inscribed on sigs. d.1v–d.2r of his prayer book, MS Vault
Shelves More. Image supplied by Beinecke Rare Book and
Manuscript Library, Yale University. 49

8 ‘A picture describing the maner and place of them which
were in bondes for the testimony of the truth, conferring
together among themselves’, from John Foxe’s Actes and
monuments of these latter and perillous dayes (London, 1563),
1260. Reproduced from shelfmark Young. 198 by kind
permission of the Syndics of Cambridge University Library. 75

vi

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-04030-4 - The Rise of Prison Literature in the Sixteenth Century
Ruth Ahnert
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107040304
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Acknowledgments

This book began as an undergraduate essay set by Colin Burrow during the
final year of my English degree at the University of Cambridge. I quickly
realised that the topic of sixteenth-century prison writers could not be
addressed adequately in a weekly essay, and decided to make it the focus
of my doctoral research. I was fortunate enough to be supervised for
my PhD by Daniel Wakelin, who was not only an astute and rigorous
reader but also a kind and sage mentor. He has had a profound effect
on the way I approach texts, and the book is what it is because of him.
The development of the thesis into the book was also crucially shaped by
the advice of my examiners, Brian Cummings and Jason Scott-Warren,
and it has benefited from numerous other careful readers, including Linda
Bates, Aisling Byrne, Helen Cooper, Joanna Craigwood, Sarah Howe, Joe
Moshenska, Bill Sherman, Paul Strohm, Diane Vincent, James Wade,
Edward Wilson-Lee, and the two anonymous readers from Cambridge
University Press. Mary Flannery read more than her fair share of the
manuscript, as well as providing other crucial support throughout
the duration of this project through friendship and food. Any remaining
faults are, of course, my own.
Many others offered helpful comments at conferences and through

other forums, including Jerome de Groot, Genelle Gertz, Kathleen Lynch,
Molly Murray, Bill Sheils, and Rivkah Zim. Audiences at meetings of
the Renaissance Society of America, the Sixteenth Century Society and
Conference, the Society for Renaissance Studies and at the Religious
History of Great Britain 1500–1800 seminar (Institute of Historical
Research) asked useful questions and provided thought-provoking com-
ments. I am indebted to Tom Freeman for sharing his incomparable
knowledge of Foxe’s ‘Book of Martyrs’ (and cinema) with me over numer-
ous dinners in Cambridge. Colleagues at Murray Edwards College,
Cambridge, and Queen Mary, University of London, also provided pru-
dent advice, support and friendship. I am especially grateful to Tamara

vii

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-04030-4 - The Rise of Prison Literature in the Sixteenth Century
Ruth Ahnert
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107040304
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Atkin, Shahidha Bari, Michèle Barrett, Julia Boffey, Warren Boutcher,
Andrea Brady, Jerry Brotton, David Colclough, Mark Currie, Markman
Ellis, Heather Glen, Alfred Hiatt, Lisa Jardine, Gwilym Jones, Raphael Lyne,
Leo Mellor, Joad Raymond, Christopher Reid, and the late Kevin Sharpe.
EvelynWelch has been an inimitablementor duringmy time atQueenMary,
helping me to think big, but also to know when to let a project go. Special
thanks to my editor, Sarah Stanton, for seeing the potential of this book, and
for responding so quickly and efficiently to all my queries, and to Fleur Jones,
Rebecca Taylor, Jessica Murphy, and Hilary Hammond for overseeing the
various stages in the production of the volume.

I would not have been able to undertake this project if it were not for
the financial support of various institutions. Early research for the project
was made possible by grants, studentships and fellowships from Murray
Edwards College, Cambridge, the University of Cambridge and the Arts
and Humanities Research Council. A postdoctoral research fellowship
funded by the Society for Renaissance Studies enabled me to undertake
the research for Chapter 5. And a grant from the Marc Fitch Fund paid for
the reproduction of the images found in the following pages. I am most
grateful to all these institutions. I must also thank the librarians and
archivists at the British Library, Cambridge University Library, Emmanuel
College Library and the National Archives, especially Helen Carron at ECL.
Annie Heron at Hampton Court Palace helped me track down images of
graffiti to illustrate Chapter 2. Portions of Chapter 2 were first published as
‘Writing in the Tower of London during the Reformation, ca. 1530–1558’, in
‘Prison Writings in Early Modern Britain’, Huntington Library Quarterly,
special issue 72 (2009), edited by William H. Sherman and William
J. Sheils; I am grateful to the editors of this journal for permission to reprint
revisions of that material here.

First books have a long history of debts, and I’d like to take the
opportunity here to thank my sixth-form teacher, Anita Gentry, who saw
my academic potential and persuaded me to apply to Cambridge to study
English. Friends and family have supported me and offered much needed
distraction throughout the process of writing this book, especially my
parents Judith and Graham Roberts, my brother Lewis Roberts, my grand-
mother Joan Roberts, and my mother-in-law and father-in-law, Bridget and
Frank Ahnert. The person who would have been proudest of this book, but
sadly did not live long enough to see it, is my late grandfather Lewis Myall
Roberts. I would also like to remember Jemima and Leslie Windscheffel
here. However, my greatest debt of all is to my dear husband, Sebastian,
who has helped me in more ways than I can count. This book is for him.

viii Acknowledgments

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-04030-4 - The Rise of Prison Literature in the Sixteenth Century
Ruth Ahnert
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107040304
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Abbreviations and references

When quoting from early printed books, I provide semi-diplomatic
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-es graph with -es. These have been silently expanded. Deletions in the text
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with /xxx\ and editorial insertions with [xxx]. Titles from early modern
printed books have frequently been truncated for brevity. The following
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frequently:

BL British Library, London
CW The Complete Works of St Thomas More, 15 vols. (New Haven,

1963–97)
ECL Emmanuel College Library, Cambridge
EETS OS Early English Text Society, Original Series
HLQ Huntington Library Quarterly
LM Certain most godly, fruitful, and comfortable letters of such true

saintes and holy martyrs of God (otherwise known as ‘Letters
of the Martyrs’), ed. Henry Bull (London, 1564)

LP Letters and Papers, Foreign and Domestic, of the Reign of
Henry VIII: Preserved in the Public Record Office, the British
Museum and elsewhere (in England), ed. J. S. Brewer et al.,
21 vols. (London, 1862–1910)

MED Middle English Dictionary
ODNB Oxford Dictionary of National Biography
OED Oxford English Dictionary
Rerum Rerum in Ecclesia gestarum (Basle, 1559)
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compiled by A. W. Pollard, and G. R. Redgrave, 2nd edn,
revised and enlarged by W. A. Jackson, F. S. Ferguson and
K. F. Pantzer, 3 vols. (London, 1976–91)

TAMO
(1563)

The Unabridged Acts and Monuments Online or TAMO
(1563 edition) (Sheffield: HRI Online Publications, 2011).
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TAMO
(1570)

The Unabridged Acts and Monuments Online or TAMO (1570
edition) (Sheffield: HRI Online Publications, 2011). www.
johnfoxe.org [accessed 18 December 2012]

TAMO
(1583)

The Unabridged Acts and Monuments Online or TAMO
(1583 edition) (Sheffield: HRI Online Publications, 2011).
www.johnfoxe.org [accessed 18 December 2012]

TNA SP The National Archives, State Papers

Latin biblical quotations are taken from St Jerome’s Nova vulgata
Bibliorum sacrorum editio (Vatican City, 1979); English biblical quotations
are taken from Miles Coverdale’s Biblia the Bible (Cologne?, 1535). I have
used Coverdale’s translation (rather than William Tyndale’s, for instance)
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of Thomas Smith and Henry Howard, the earl of Surrey, amongst others.
References to Psalms are by the Vulgate numbering.

Throughout this book, whenever a particular work was printed in more
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manuscript alone.
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