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THE DISSOLUTION
The di ssol ution of the nonasteries
was one of the nost dranatic
devel opnents inEhglishHstory. In
1536, there i g ous orders had owned
about afifthof thelands of Bng and
Wthinfour years the nonesteri es hed
been abdl i shed and thei r possessi ons
national i sed by Henry M 11, Wthin
anot her tenyears, nost of this had
been pri vati sed. These devel opnent s
affected | ocal conmunities up and
downtheland, inanuchgreater vay
than t he break wi th Fone or per haps
any aher change o thereignof Hry
MII. They affected themintheir
economc as wel | astheir relig ous
life. Innany casesit sinply neant
repl aci ng one | ord by anot her, but
el sewhereit sawthe great nonasti c
bui | di ngs transf or ned, whet her to
ruins or toother uses. Near the
nonasti ¢ sites, conmoni ties suffered
toageater or | esser extent fromhe
| oss of the mai n enpl oyer or
consungr of thelocaity. Bit howfar
verethe nonest eri es repl acedi nthese
rol es by newowners? Behi nd the
netiod pictueliestheinpect of the
Dssduiona alocd levd.

The process of di ssal uti on began

Titchfield. The gatehouse of the new residence

has been carved through the centre of the nave wththet of thelesser nnesteriesin
of the monastic church. 1536, by parliamentary action. The
governnent argued that it was a

By Colin Smith, CC BY-SA 2.0
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=4885309 nmeasur e of reformof corr Upt

institutionsthat woul d only renove
thel esser houses. It ves nat toi nd ude
thedestructi ondof grester houses were
‘thanks beto Gd, religionisright
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wel | kept and observed' . ! These
greater houses woul di ncreaseinsi ze
as the exi sti ng nonks and nuns voul d
be gi ven a chai ce of giving upthe
nonastic |ifewthout conpensati on
or novi ng t o one of the surviving
nonast eri es. But the parlianentary
preatl ecaelittleidead theredity
of the future, and in 1537 t he
dssduiond thegeaer naresteries
began, andthe process vas virtud |y
conpl et e by the end of 1539. The
parlianentary act of dissad utionin
1H0served nerel ytoprovide al ega
basi s for what had @ ready been done.

THE MONASTERY AS A QUARRY

But what shoul d be done wi th t hese
nagni fi cent buil dings. There vas a
genera bout of asset stripping. A
Titchfield (Hants), one of the new
ower’ sservats comertedthat * Sone
hal f adozennei ghbourstovisit your
nanor andvi ewour hospitaity: weress
they had neet drink and | odgi ngs and
have pronnsedtoreturnand buy narbl e
staes, dtars, inages, tadesetc, yomn
the sal e of vhi chwe proposetol evy
our Gristnas charges’. A Anesbury
(Wtshire), pavingrtiles, tilesherds,
stog, tinhers, far thepartitiond the
perl our chenbier, thecea lingandti ner
o Mstressaredl’s chanter vered |
sa d. Excavations at Battl e (Sussex)
suggest asiml ar deve opnert therg in
theddrisof huldngnateridsfound
thefragnartary renmarts o werefl oor
tiles, cgper dloyadahe djetsthe
had beencol lectedand sol d of f. A
Leves i n Sussex, Thonas Gomnel |’ s
officia s conplai nedthat they needed
nare securi ty guar ds because wi | et hey
wrea oneendd thesitethen git-

(top) Sherborne Abbey. After the dissolution
the townspeople were able to acquire the
buildings of the abbey church, which was to
become their own church, and the earlier
parish church was pulled down.

(middle) Battle Abbey. Here Sir Anthony
Browne built a great new range containing
two floors of lodgings and a gallery, above
an existing monastic undercroft. This range
survived until the eighteenth century, but
now only the two polygonal turrets remind
us of this change.

(bottom) Lacock Abbey. The nunnery was
converted into a new house of Sir William
Sharrington. Here the monastic cloister
was retained, as were the buildings round
the cloister (other than the church which
was destroyed).
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tinera dersvereasset-strippnga the
aher ed

The | ead fromt he roof s and
w ndovs went tothe king. They vere
nelteddomonsiteas at Battleand
Michel ney (Sonerset). Sone was
reusedinroyal projects. Leadfrom
Beaul i eu and S Mry' s Wnchest er
vereuwsedfor hi s newcastl es at Gwes
and Gl shat, and Hrst respectively,
but nost was sent to the Tower of
London for future use. But, asthe
Survi vi ng nonasti ¢ rui ns renind us,
t he nonast eri es provi ded a huge
quatityd stonetha cod dbereused
Parts of the bui | di ngs vere destroyed
ad a Leves, theldtersfrantheltdian
engi neer Rortinarii toGome | tel
us of the engi neering and nini ng
works required to pul | down the
nanesti ¢ churchand, insodaoing, tell
us noch about the churchitsel f. The
val | s vere under nined, and support ed
wthtinber. The props on one si de
verethenburnt ‘e ther wthfirea wth
povder ... and so we reckon to bring
themtothe ground .2 A Sanl ey
Abbey in WItshire, such nining
operations are known from
excavati ons andended i ndi saster for
one of thoseinvol ved. H's body was
crushed by the wal | he sought to
destroy. Sonetines t he nonastic
churchvas chosenfor del i berate and
early destruction, as at Lewes and
Battle, whileother buildings vere
reused. These woul d have gener at ed
short -t ermenpl oynent al t hough not
necessarily for loca Iabour, asthe
preseced Levesof Rxtirerii adthe
nen t hat he had brought fromLondon
remnds us. At Hyde Abbey in
Whchest er t he chur ch was descri bed
as ‘ cl ene down', but nuch of the
nonast i ¢ bui | di ngs renai ned | ong
after. Intows |ikeWnchester, the

presence o severd naresticandfriary
rui ns woul d have | ong provi ded a
ready sorced essilyaval dd estoe
I nthe countrysi de cottages near
nonasti crunshult of reusedash ar
renind us of the ready presence of
chegpaval |l ad estore.

Sonet i nes t here wer e speci fic
reasons Wiy nonasti ¢ renai ns shoul d
be destroyed and not | eft to decay.
The stonevas usedfor royal purposes,
pecticd arlyfor thecostructiond the
chainaf castleshult dongthesouth
coast or for the grow ng nuner of
royal pal aces. Sonefrom3 Mrtin's
priory at Dover was used at Ganfoer
CGastl e, fromQuarr and Beaul i eu
(Hants) for Qwes castl e, and from
Beaul i eufor G shat castle. Sone of
the w ndows of the cl erestory and

conflict adriatinginthefifteenth
catuy, adafireinwichpartsd the
newabbey church was heavi |y burnt.
The abbey vas nowsa d for £1, 242to
Sr John Horsey, acourt figure, who
thensd dthe abey churchtothevi car
and parishfor £66.13.4d. and £230for
thel ead (exd ud ngthe bd I swhi chvere
adsobougt). Intheendit vasthed d
peri shchurchthet vas tod sappear. A
Ronsey the townspeopl e had
previousl y beenrestrictedtousinga
transept and ai sle. Nowin 1544, they
veredd etobuy theabbey huil d ng, so
that they coul denjoytheusedf the
bui | di ng as a whol e. Q her great
nanesti ¢ bu | d ngs surviveinwd ear
part as nodern day churches as at
Ghristchurch (Hants/ Dorset), Bath
(Snerset), Tevkesbury (G oucester),

One obvious method of reuse,

was to convert the buildings

into a great COUIltI'y hOUS€.

cloi sters fromRew ey Abbey found
useinlighting Hnry' s newbow i ng
dleyat Hinpton Qurt. 3 Sonefrom
S anl ey abbey vias used for the great
enl argenent of Sr Edvard Baynton' s
house at near by B ontnam

RELIGIOUS REUSE

Sned thenaresteriesfoud, adstill
perform religious uses. The ol d
nanesti ¢ cathedrd s i ke Wichester ad
CGanterbury were convertedintothe
churches of the newleans and Gepter.
A Withester, Ria Basing thefarner
WI'1iamK ngsnil |, nowbecane Dean
Kingsmill. Sone, |ike the abbey of
Goucester, or that of Bistd, becane
thebasefor one dof the newhi shopri cs
founded by Henry. 1n sone cases the
citizens were abl e to purchase t he
nonasti ¢ churchfor thel r newpari sh
durch dtenthsfird lyresdvirglag
standing conflict andfriction. A
Sherborne (Dorset), the denands and
privil eges of the abdoey churchover the
popul ation of thetow hadledto

Camber Castle. Like many others castles
built along the south coast, by Henry VI,
it was partly built of monastic stone.

By Simon Carey, CC BY-SA 2.0, https:/
commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=12575051

Boxgrove (Sussex), or Ml nesbury
(WIts). Thenonasticdininghal | at
Beaul i eu Abbey (Hants), but not its
church, nowserves asthe pari shchurch
Qxcasi ondl |y docunentary or bui | di ng
evi dence poi nt's to t he presence of
expansi onand rebui I ding after the
D ssal uti on usi ng t he advant ages of
cheap second- hand stone, asinthe
church towers of Overton and
Mchel dever, Hanpshire. A Mrebath
i n Devon t he newowner of Barlinch
priory provi dedthe pari shchurchwth
thestae ironandsta nedd asswndowv
as agift.* These exanpl es provi de a
remnder that the Dssd utiond dnct
entirely destroy thetraditional
assunmtias of churchlife

FROM MONASTERY TO COUNTRY
MANSION

Qne obvi ous net hod of reuse was to
convert thebuildingsintoagreat
count ry house of t en by one of the
influetiad nend theroyd cout. In
thelongrunthey andtheir famlies
acquiredavestedinterest inthe new
rdigosoade. Intheshort termit
vas particu arly inportant torepl ace
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the counci | s of t he adbeys by t hose of
newi nfl uertia |ordsvihocod dact as
afocusfor defenceinthecriticd ad
dangeros tines of thelate 1530s. For
atine Engl and seened to face the
prospect of i nvasionfromanal liance
of France and Sai n. V& shoul d not
expect toseetheabbats, |ike one of
thei r predecessors fromfourteent h
century Battle lead ngthetrogpsto
fight, but they andtheir councils
provided afocus for nabi | isingloca
opposi tiontofore gninvasi on, and
counti es | i ke Sussex and Hanpshi re
verelikdytobeincriticd danger. It
vesvitd toestadishtherewpditicd
leedershipdf thearea

Bittleddey, itsdf asynbd of an
eglie suoessfu inves anin103%5 vert
toSr Athony Bowe, al ead ngcourt
figureand Herry' s Mister of Horse.
He pul | ed down t he church, converted
the Adbat” s bui | d ngand corstructed a
newl odgi ng range, | argely ontop of
anedstingnanesticrangeintheouter
cout. Qher parts o thenonasteries
gal ned newuses, probably i ncl udi ng
one bui | di ng whi ch under Queen
Hizabethservedasalarge Gthdic
chepd inapratestat vorld Aearly
seventeenth century |ife of Lady
Magdal en Mont ague r ecor ds howshe
nai ntai ned 3cathaicpriestsanda
cat hol i ¢ chapel inwhichupto 120
attended But at Battlethefocus of
i nport ance seens to have shi fted from
theaead theddsterstothosed the
outer court. By contrast nany
coversiastokasther startingpa nt
thed astersandthebu | d ngs aroud
them and transforned theminto a
Tudor courtyard house, as at Lacock
(Wits). Sonetines ve knowlittleof
what was done, either because like
W liarHrbert’ sWton(Wts) o Sr
John Thymne' s earl y work at Longl eat
(WIts) the renai ning evidenceis
conceal ed behind | ater bui | di ngs and
dterations, o becaussethe bui | d ngs
have been destroyed. Viat di d Thonas
Come | intedtodowththesited
Leves Fri ory? He had const ruct ed new
buildingsthereby thetineof his
executi onin 1540, but the pl ans vere
probeld v i nconpl et e and nat hi g seens
to have survived. The sad hi story of
thesitecud mretedwthara lvayline
bei ngdrivenacrossthemdd e of the

site of the nonastic churchinthe
n neteerthcertury!

Soneti mes we can see the
conver si on fromnenast ery to country
house nore clearlyinits runs than
voul d have cont enporari es, wenthe
housesvereinthe r hey-day. Theruirs
of two Hanpshi re nonast eries, Netl ey
adTitchfiedd shonthisparticdarly
vel |, & thoughinboth cases the new
owner s adopt ed di fferent net hods of
convertingthe buildingsintoa
courtyardhouse. Sr W liamPau et,
aninportant financia ninister, and
later earl of WitshireandMrqui s of
Wichest er, converted Net| ey abbey.
The nave becane a ki tchen, hal | and
chapel ; the southtransept agreat
chanber, the dornitory becane a
gdl ey, adthednnghd | vespuled
down and repl aced by a new
gatehose. A Titcfid d theevidence
of thebu | d ngs canberei nforced by
asiesd cotemporayleterstothe
newowner, Sr Thonas Wi ot hesl ey.
They shownen westlingwththe
probl ens of howto convert a
nonast ery i nto a count ry house t hat
cod ddojusticetoarisingoaut figre
Trey d soshonthefamliar dfficdties
between patronand hi s officia s ad
achitet. Treearliest gdasinJavary
are anhi guous but showcl ear evi dence
of debate. Wi ot hesel y vas probabl y
proposi ng t hat t he chur ch shoul d be
convertedintothehd| (asa Ntley),
but hi s officia s enphasi sedt he cost
of anewki t chen and t he probl ens of
di sposal of kitchenwvaste. Acheaper
conver si on wvas suggested. By April,
therehedbeenafurther chage o g an,
adit vasthisthat was carriedout.
Nowt he ref ect ory vas convertedinto
thehd | wthneworid andporchbe ng
constructed. God progress vas soon
made and, by 12 April, the
hei ghtening of theva | s vas dore, the
newporchvaes tenfodt high, theorid
vas begun and t he roof woul d soon be
conpl eted. Bit thed sputes conti nued

Titchfield Abbey. As a ruin, we can see
how the monastic buildings were
converted much more clearly than could
visitors to the new manor house. The
Tudor brickwork results from the
conversion of the monastic nave into two
chambers. Notice also the shaft from the
corner of the monastic church.

- _________________________________________________________________________| Historian

on other parts of the buil di ngs.
W ahesley sdfficddsdespaireda his
absence: ‘your presenceherewl! | see
nor e of your owninan hour than at
M chel dever (his ot her Hanpshire
resi dence) i nayear’

But t he newhouse was qui ckl y
conpl eted. Lel and coomented in
1542 that ‘M. Wi ot hesel ey hat h
hilddarigt stadyhoseetett] ed,
and havi ng a goodl y gate, and a
condui t castledinthe mdd e of the
court of it, inthe very sane pl ace
where the | ate nonastery of the
Prenonst r at ensi ans st ood cal | ed
Tichefd d . Viden Wi ot hesl ey acoui red
alicencetofartifyhishoseit vasto
cover what he had al ready done,
ind ud ngdecoratingit wthtonersad
battl enents. The heral dry of the
w ndows, as recordedin e ghteenth
century draw ngs, a sosuggests that
t he bui | di ngs wer e conpl et ed and
gazedbytheend of HaYy sreign

W can reconstruct the

arrangenent s of the conpl et ed house
from the docunentary and
archaed ogi cal sources. Thevisitor
entered t he house t hrough t he great
(etevay, intothestorecourtyardwth
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central fountain, where once the
clastershadbeen. (yosite, laythe
gea hd | wthitsnewporch, roof and
oriel. Totheright hand side, the
dornit ory range had been convert ed
intoagallery, parlour and ot her
roons, wththe chapter house onthe
ground fl oor havi ng becone a chapel .
The chancel and northtransept had
been convertedintoacontinuati on of
thegd l ery, 1 odg ngs and study. Qher
| odgi ngs, for retai ners and guests,

voul d have been found i nt he church
range and i nthe westernrange.

Wi ot hesl ey ended upwith a
grand nid Tudor resi dence such as
night have been bui It fromscrat ch
e sewnere but a aconsiderably | over
price. Vi can nowd stingui sheasily
bet ween t he nonast i ¢ st onevor k and
the post-d ssd utionbrickvork: this
voul d not have been apparent tothe
early visitors. They woul d perhaps
have agreed wth Gayford. ‘ Many
do prai se your work, sone so highly
that they say no nan i n Engl and
wthout exceptionfor the quartity of
it shdl|l haveastroger nare beautifu
neat and pl easant house al t hough
t hey or he shoul d spend t hree
t housand pound nar e t han you shal | .

Inthe 1530s, Wi ot hesl ey vas one
of therisingstars of the Tudor
governnent, andakey figureinthe
politics of thel540s. He did
exceptional Iy wel |l out of the
Dssd ution, settinguphisfanly as

great Hanpshi re | andowner s havi ng
acquredover afiftho thegants o
nonast i ¢ nanors i nthe county, and
gainingthetitle of Earl of
Southanpton. Li ke ather bereficiaries
of the process he sawhi ngel f as anew
nentoer of the aristocracy. H's new
house vies desi gedtol okl i keacast| e
Wi athesd ey vies nat yet enndd ed, but
he evi dent |y sawhi nsel f as nentoer
of aristocracy, not as anenber of a
newhbreed of Tudor bureaucrats. Wth

The men of court and government saw
the opportunity of building up blocks of

land for themselves and their families.

itsgesa castd | a ed ga ehouse snashed
throughthe heart of the nanesti c nave,
Titchfieldprovidesus still wtha
vorthy syniodl of the dranati c i npact
of the D ssolution, and of the
aspirati ons of the newowers.

The nen of court and gover nnent
sawt he opportuni ty of building up
b acks of ladfor thensd vesandtheir
famlies. It vesnat just therdig oss
radicas: wenthefirst hintsof the
D ssal uti onreached the conservet i ve
VMiscout Lislein@a's, hisreaction
vas to seek t 0 acqui re nonast i ¢ | and.
In 1537 those |l eading rival s the
conservati ve Dike of Norfd k andthe
ref orming Thonas Gommel | put in
ajan reqest for thelands bd ang ng
toLlewes Priory andits daught er
house at Castle Acre. Wen
Wi ot hesl ey, the newowner of
Titchfidd, fel fromnfluenceit vas
after headi ng t he conservati ve
oppositiontothepratestant pdicies
bei ng pur sued under Edward M .
\Wen H i zabet h sought desperately to
carythroughher reig ous settl enart
through t he House of Lords, she vas
opposed by t he cat hol i c owner s of
Net | ey Abbey and Battl e Abbey

. (WIIliamPaul et, Marquis of

Whnchest er, and Ant hony Browne,

Malmesbury Abbey. The nave of the
monastic church became the parish church,
some buildings were converted into a new
house and others were converted to
weaving sheds for the textile industry.

M scount Mnt ague, sonof thefirst
| ay owner of the abbey bui | di ngs).
The newnonast i ¢ settl enent of Hery
MIl hadcreatedavestedinterest in
the Henri ci an changes. As Mry was
tofindau, shecod drestarethe peod
surenacy i n 1554, but shehadtog ve
up t he hope of restoringthe
nanest eri es, aher thaninexcepti ond
cases. Too many religious
conservativeshedtoogreat aninterest
inthepost-Dssd ui onladsett! enert.
Sfar we havel argel y consi dered
| arge-scal e conversi onintoagreat
count ry house. Rrobably nare typi cal
vasthecoversiond asnal | part of a
nonast ery t o a f arninouse or snal |
nanor housewththerest | eft todecay
o tobeusedas servicehbu | d ngs. Bx
swchreuseisbythevery netureof the
surviving fragnents, make it
paticdalydffialt fa istoestddish
what was done. Cccasional |y the
boomtine conditions of thecloth
indstryledtoindstrid use Wiam
Sumpe, arichdahier, acquiredthe
site of Mal nesbury abbey. He
converted parts of easterncl austral
rangeintoaprivate residence, but
nany ot her bui | di ngs were used for
cloth producti on. Lel and conment ed
in142 ‘Al theabbey buildngs are
nowt he property of a nan naned
S unpe, who bought t hemfromt he
King. Heis anexceptional lyrich
cl othi er whose son has narried Sr
Edvar d Baynt un’ s daught er. S unpe
veslargdyresposidefa tunngthe
abbey churchintoapari shchurch, ad
itsminbaefacta. A thepresent tine
every corner of the enornous donesti c
bui | di ngs v ch bel onged t o t he abbey
isful of loonsfor weavingcloth.’®
He al so seens t 0 have been pl anni ng
simlar industrid useat Gney abbey
(&on). Inurban areas where the
denand for | and was hi gh, nonastic
sites night bed vided upintoseverd
d fferent houses, asinthe conversion
of Holy Trinity Al dgate and &
Bart hol on@w s priory i n London.

AFTER THE DISSOLUTION

For the nonastic sites and their
dependent comunities, the
D ssal uti on began a newphase as vl |
as endinganearlier one. For nany,
their futurevas to be shaped by the
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Battle Church: The tomb of Sir
Anthony Browne in the parish church
reminds us that, for many of the new
owners, the monastery was to be seen
as the future headquarters of the family.

qurksd famlyhistay. A Bitle Sr
Ant hony Browne, havi ng converted
theabbey wththeinterti onof naki ng
it the headquarters of his fanily,
i nheritedthe newhouse at Gowdr ay,
Mdhurst (Sussex), fromhis hal f-
brother Sr WIliamfitz2W|iam For
atinethefanly usedbath, but from
theendof thesixteenthcentury they
vereincreasi ngly based at Gowdr ay,
lead ngtothel ong-termdecay of bath
their houseat Battleand of thetomn
that had gromn up at the abbey gate.
A Titchfie dsuccessi vel ack of nal e
heirs at the end of the seventeenth
century ledtothe break up of the
estate and t he destructi on of nuch of
thehouse. A Netley, it seenstohave
beenrationalisationand ultinatel y
lack of interest insuchaperiphera
residencethat ledtodecay. Hreit
Vas el ght eent h-cent ury dest ructi on
thet ledtothecreationd arun, ad
not theactivities of Hry MI1. By
theenddf thecentury, thisronartic,
overgrown and newruin, Wthits
access by seafronthetourist resorts
of Southanptonand | sl e of Wght, hed
becone a popul ar placetovisit. As
oevisitor comented ‘ | vas, | nost
conf ess, nuch nore struck t han on
seeing Tintern, andthis| canonly
account for by supposing the
ruggedness of the area of Netley
scattered over wththe fragnents of
thepllarsandtheva | s; and shaded
by Ashtrees, isnoreinharnony wth
aruinthanthe snooth | evel green
which i s kept up with too much
restness et Tintern . Asapaticdaly
noted ruin, its nane had becone
famliar tothetheatre-ga ngverl d of
London and Bat h (WPRear ce, Netley
Ateyanqperati cfarceintwoads, 1749,
and tothe novel -readi ng publ i ¢ not
nerelydf Bitanbu of Rris, Blin
and Phi | adel phi a (Anon [ R Verner]
Netley Avey: agathicstay, 17%, ad
subsequent |y transl at ed and
reprinted). The nonasti ¢ bui | di ngs
continuedtowel dtheir infl uence,
long after the O ssol utionandthe
subsequent stat el y hone had gone.
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