
Why did Henry dissolve the monasteries?

In 1535 there were about 10,500 monks and nuns in some 850 institutions. Between 1536 and 1540 they disappeared. What were his motives?
1) Financial: a transfer of monastic wealth to the Crown would make the King 'astonishingly rich' - Hoyle, p. 71.
Crown intentions / plundering of the Church before the dissolution
1533 - Henry had told Chapuys that he was determined 'to unite to the crown the goods which Churchmen held of it, which his predecessors could not alienate to his prejudice, and that he was required to do this by the oath he had taken at his coronation' - Scarisbrick, p337.

1534 - Act for First Fruits and Tenths

a) This annexed 1st year's revenue of bishoprics to Crown and demanded similar payments from all ecclesiastical benefices


b) All clerics were to pay 1/10th of their net income to Crown per annum thereafter.

This brought in £40,000 per annum on average.

'Churchmen were paying much heavier taxation than they had ever done in the days of their obedience to Rome' - AGR Smith, p. 27

This Act meant that it was necessary to assess the income of secular benefices and that of the religious orders – this what the Valor Ecclesiasticus was designed to accomplish.
· If this was Cromwell's main intention then it means that from 1536 he was set upon dissolving all the monasteries because the smaller houses did not bring the Crown great wealth

· Why set up the Court of Augmentations if houses of £200 and less were to all that were dissolved?

Some figures to wealth of the monasteries: (NB: £100,000 = £62 million today - 2014)
· between 1/5 and 1/3 of all the land in England was owned by the Church, much of it by closed orders;

· in 1536 the annual rev of all closed orders was about £136,000 pa = 3x the income of all the Crown estates in 1536! 
· The dissolution of the smaller monasteries brought the Crown about £25,000; between 1536 and 1547 the dissolution netted the Crown a total of £1.3 million

· about 1/4 of the income came from tithes, glebes etc; the rest was temporal income, chiefly from rural estates;

· there was also the prospect of significant income to be gained from sale of plate and other valuables: sales of these items raised £80,000;

· H received an average of £80,000 pa from sales of land between 1539 and 1547.

..... and H needed more money because:
a) there was a decline in customs collected on wool in the 1530s;

b) there was an increasing threat from the continent 1533 - 1534, esp after Henry had been excommunicated in 1533. Money was needed to build defences;

c) affairs in Ireland demanded heavy expenditure;

d) the French pension was surrendered in 1534 as part of the diplomacy which tried to maintain friendship with France to balance the danger from Charles V;

e) it was difficult to ask parliament for subsidies at a time when its cooperation was needed in order to secure the legislation facilitating the break from Rome. (Cromwell obtained subsidies in 1534 but they amounted to less than £200,000 payable over 4 years.)

2) Political

The prospect of monastic land was the reason why the gentry accepted the dissolution.

It would allow the crown to ‘live of its own’ without having to ask Parliament to raise taxation – especially important in light of the financial considerations outlined above.

Destruction of a base from which the Pope might re - establish his authority - there was a clear concern about a papal sponsored invasion of England after the Pope had excommunicated Henry in September 1533.

Parliamentary statute demonstrated the support of the political nation for the Royal Supremacy, the dissolution would cement the relationship between the crown and the nobility who would benefit from former monastic land and wealth.  

The dissolution of the monasteries therefore confirmed England’s separation from the Catholic Church and the royal supremacy.
3) Personal

Henry believed that the true mark of a king was victory in battle; he needed to be able to finance his military campaigns.

By 1537 Henry had finally achieved the male heir that he craved – but was likely to be an infant or child king.  This was at least as dangerous as leaving a female heir and it would become imperative that he secure the loyalty of the leading noble families to support the continuation of the Tudor dynasty.  Using lands taken from the monasteries would enable him to do that.
4) Religious Motives The monasteries were a formidable obstacle in the path of a truly reformed Church which Cromwell sought.


 Precedents existed for the dissolution of monasteries

a) Wolsey had suppressed some 29 religious houses (in order to endow Ipswich and Cardinal College). So too had Fisher.

b) In the 1520s orders had been dissolved in parts of Germany, Switzerland and Scandinavia.

c) The ideas of Erasmus, Tyndale and Fish were also gaining currency.  In 1521 Luther had puslished De votis monasticis (On the monastic vows) which denounced monastic life is as having no scriptural basis, pointless and immoral in that it was incompatible with Christian life.  He argued that monastic vows were meaningless and that no one should feel bound by them.  
Monasteries were seen as corrupt, as apparently demonstrated by the Compendium Compertorum, 1536,  and the inspectors went into the monasteries expecting to find corruption.
(See the preamable to the 1536 Act).

The Act of 1536

On the less than £200 rule, this would have shut some 300 of the 850 monasteries - though some 70 - 80 successfully petitioned for exemption.

