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“Closed and kept most surely in religion”:
Piety and Politics in Richard Whitford’s The Pype, 

or Tonne, of the Lyfe of Perfection

brandon alakas

Royal Military College of Canada

Depuis sa fondation, la communauté de Sainte-Brigitte à l’abbaye de Syon a 
exercé son ministère et répondu aux besoins spirituels des pieux qui cherchaient 
une pratique dévotionnelle plus complète pour leur usage privé. Un des frères les 
plus prolifiques de l’abbaye, Richard Whitford a écrit de nombreux textes visant 
à renouveler la vie religieuse et à l’adapter aux laïcs. Cet article décrit l’engage-
ment monastique de Whitford face à la pression exercée par l’État Tudor pour 
obtenir l’obéissance aux Actes de Succession et Suprématie et place l’émergence 
de l’humanisme de Whitford dans le contexte culturel de l’abbaye de Syon des 
années 1530. Cet article examine également la contribution que fait le Pype or 
Tonne of the Life of Perfection de Whitford à son programme général de réforme, 
qui promeut le retour à la stricte observance de régimes dévotionnels complexes. 
Pour Whitford, le monachisme fonctionnait non seulement comme un modèle de 
réforme s’adressant essentiellement à l’individu, mais aussi comme un modèle 
d’importante nationale plus large, ayant le potentiel de revitaliser le catholicisme 
anglais et de faire face directement au mouvement protestant.

As reformers sought to undermine the spiritual authority of cloistered life 
in the 1530s,1 demand among laypeople for more extensive para-monastic 

devotions for private use had not diminished. Catering to the spiritual needs 
of such individuals, the Bridgettine community at Syon Abbey had for decades 
been exporting this culture to lay audiences through its diverse literary output.2 
Exceptional among the abbey’s small group of brothers was Richard Whitford, 
a former fellow of Queen’s College, Cambridge, graduate of the University of 
Paris, and close friend of Erasmus and Thomas More. 



94 brandon alakas

While Whitford has left us with few biographical details, we do know 
that the brother remained committed to improving the quality of religious life 
for those within the monastery and spent much of his energies upholding the 
ideals of the cloister as they came under increasing criticism from without. 
Employing his pen to accomplish these tasks, Whitford flourished as an au-
thor and translator from the 1520s to the abbey’s expulsion in 1539,3 and his 
works enjoyed considerable popularity among other religious houses, as well as 
among the laity.4 

In 1532, Whitford published The Pype, or Tonne, of the Lyfe of Perfection 
as a guide to religious living that also defended the institution of monasticism 
against attacks from reformers, whom he labels “Lutherans.”5 Aimed primarily 
at religious audiences, The Pype contributes to Whitford’s larger program of or-
thodox reform by championing a return to thorough observance of a complex 
devotional regimen among religious. This work reveals that, for Whitford, the 
value of monastic culture lay in its capacity to furnish comprehensive models 
of piety that upheld the traditional spiritual order. Yet, while monasticism func-
tions in this text as a principle of reform aimed primarily at the individual, 
Whitford also represents this principle as having a broader, national impact, 
and he therefore draws on the extensive pattern of monastic living not only to 
revitalize the faith but also to engage directly with reformers. 

Both Whitford’s personal attachment to religious living and Syon Abbey’s 
unique literary culture and spirituality play a significant role in determining the 
brother’s approach to monastic discipline in the Pype. Taking these factors as 
my point of departure, I will explore the significance with which Whitford in-
vests monastic discipline by focusing on the text’s seemingly unusual governing 
metaphor of religious life as a pipe or barrel. Such imagery situates the brother’s 
spirituality firmly within a Bridgettine tradition, and it is also within this tradi-
tion that we may locate the brother’s emphasis on a return to more stringent ob-
servance of traditional customs, such as the practice of lectio divina, as a means 
not only of reforming the individual, and thus halting the decay of religious 
life, but also of fashioning ideal communities, especially in the New World. 
When Whitford turns his attention back to Europe’s current spiritual crisis, he 
applies, I argue, the concept of monastic obedience to a broader secular con-
text in order to create an alternative paradigm for balancing clerical and regal 
authority that responds directly to Tyndale’s Obedience of a Christian Man and 
its potential for influencing royal policy. This discussion will therefore touch 



“Closed and kept most surely in religion” 95

on the individual, social, and political ramifications of the brother’s notion of 
monasticism. In doing so, I will argue that although Whitford was not alone 
in his efforts to renew religious life or adapt it for a devout laity, his writing is 
distinguished by an innovative synthesis of traditional elements of monastic 
discipline and devotional culture that offers comprehensive models of piety as 
an alternative to the popular appeal of doctrines emerging from a variety of 
dissenting groups which would drive the English Reformation forward. 

Shortly before entering the religious community at Syon Abbey, 
Richard Whitford, who likely served as the chaplain to Richard Fox, bishop 
of Winchester,6 enjoyed a position within the clerical hierarchy that brought 
him near to the heart of ecclesiastical as well as regal authority. However, an 
account passed down from William Roper’s Lyfe of Moore, and subsequently 
embellished by Nicholas Harpsfield, suggests that Whitford was fully cognizant 
of political realities at the Tudor court.7 In fact, the episode, which centres on 
a young Thomas More when he was still only a burgess of the Parliament, con-
veys Whitford’s perceptiveness quite well. More had fallen out of favour with 
Henry VII on account of his opposition to the king’s plan to raise money to pay 
for Lady Margaret’s marriage to James IV of Scotland,8 and More sought advice 
from Fox, who belonged to the king’s Privy Council. Roper tells us that, when 
the two met, Fox attempted to entrap More: 

…pretendinge greate favour towardes [More], [Fox] promised him that, 
if he wold be ruled by him, he wold not faile into the kings favour againe 
to restore him; meaning (as it was after coniectured) to cause him thereby 
to confesse his offence against the kinge, whereby his highnes might with 
the better coler haue occasion to revenge his displeasure against him. But 
when he came from the Bysshoppe, he fell in communicacion with one 
master Whitford, his familiar friend, then Chapleine to that bishoppe, 
and after a Father of Syon, and shewed him what the bishop had saide 
vnto him, desiringe to haue his advise therein; who for the passion of god, 
pryed him in no wise to followe his Councel: “For my lord, my master,” 
quoth he, “to serve the kings torne, will not sticke to agree to his owne 
fathers death.” So Sir Thomas Moore retorned to the Bishoppe no more.9 

This encounter suggests a great deal of mistrust towards clerical as well as regal 
power on the part of Whitford and perhaps even foreshadows his retreat from 
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the court to the monastery. Counselling More to avoid submitting himself to 
Fox, Whitford himself increasingly withdrew from the affairs of state until fi-
nally entering Syon Abbey. In this way, Whitford’s and More’s lives follow an 
inverse trajectory: whereas More emerged from a possible religious vocation 
to become one of the most renowned humanists of his day, Whitford emerged 
from an academic background to enter the cloister and dedicate himself to the 
preservation and transmission of monastic ideals. 

Despite his associations with prominent humanists and ecclesiastics, 
Whitford turned away from the high-profile literary and clerical circles to 
which he belonged in order to become one of the brothers at the monastery 
of Saint Saviour and Saint Birgitta of Syon. However, information is equally 
scarce concerning Whitford’s entrance into Syon and his subsequent life there. 
James Hogg, following David Knowles, dates the year of his profession near 
150710 while Jan Rhodes suggests a date of 1511 on account of a will he had 
drawn up in the same year.11 The next recorded account of Whitford dates from 
the period of Thomas Bedyll and Roland Lee’s visitations to the abbey in 1534 
to secure the brothers’ submission to the Acts of Succession and Supremacy. 
Although there is no reason to believe that the community escaped swearing 
to the oath,12 Bedyll’s letters foreground on various occasions Whitford’s re-
sistance to royal supremacy as well as his willingness to speak his mind. For 
example, on 21 July 1534, Bedyll wrote that Whitford “shuld be brought to the 
greate shame of the world for his irreligious life, and for using bawdy wordes to 
diverse ladys at the tymes of their confession”; Bedyll went on to threaten the 
abolition of this sacrament, and, while we are not told the brother’s response, 
Bedyll commented that Whitford “hath a braysyn forhead, whiche shameth at 
nothing.”13 Though we may be inclined to question the motives behind Bedyll’s 
accusations of shamelessness or misconduct on Whitford’s part, these lines 
may point towards the brother’s commitment to maintaining the traditional 
sacraments. And Whitford’s obstinacy continued even after Richard Reynolds, 
the spiritual father of the community known as the “Angel of Syon,” was ex-
ecuted at Tyburn.14 Three months after Reynolds’s death, Bedyll wrote once 
more to Cromwell about the state of the community at Syon, and his comments 
concerning Whitford’s intransigence toward royal policy are revealing:

 
Whitford, one of the most wilful of that house, preched and wolde speke no 
worde of the Kinges Grace said title; and this man hath but small lernyng, 
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but is a greate rayler… if any such remedie shal be put in execution, as 
towching the attachment, or putting in prison, of any of thaim, it shuld 
best be bestowed, in myne opinion, upon Frire Whitford and upon Lache, 
which bee the vaunperlers, and heddes of thair faction.15

In the end, Lache, along with other pockets of resistance within the community, 
conceded to the pressure applied by Cromwell’s agents.16 Whitford, however, 
remained firm, and, as the accounts we have suggest, continued as an obstinate 
opponent to Henry’s reform of the English Church until Syon’s expulsion in 
1539.

Despite the small amount of information we possess, it is clear that 
Whitford’s decision to enter Syon stands paramount among the events of his 
life—especially since his entire corpus centres in some way on the restoration or 
adaptation of the monastic life. The rigorous intellectual climate at Syon leaves 
little doubt as to why this academic chose to enter that particular community. 
Yet Whitford must have been equally drawn to the Bridgettines’ commitment 
to strict religious observance. Such dedication to upholding the doctrines and 
disciplinary structure of Catholicism, which is evident in all the records that 
describe his resistance to the Acts of Succession and Supremacy, is even more 
clearly expressed in the Pype, which seeks to reinforce an adherence to the te-
nets of the faith by promoting a greater devotional zeal. 

Yet Whitford, along with his fellow priest-brothers at the Bridgettine ab-
bey, was equally concerned about the piety and spiritual wellbeing of the laity. 
Founded by Henry V in 1415, Syon had formed a major part of the king’s plan 
to restore religious life in England through both encouraging a return to more 
austere discipline within established communities17 and creating new founda-
tions that would supply “orthodox guidance for the personal religion of the 
laity.”18 Indeed, Syon was easily able to fulfill the better part of this mandate 
because of the particular emphasis that Bridgettine spirituality had placed on 
reaching out to the laity. The Regula Salvatoris,19 along with the later Additions, 
foregrounds the role of the brothers as spiritual instructors. For example, the 
Regula stipulates that the brothers are to “entende oonly to dyuyne office and 
studie 7 prayer [… and] to expoune iche sunday the gospel of the same day in 
the same messe to all herers in ther modir tonge.”20 In addition to their duties to 
preach to the nuns, the brothers were also obliged to preach to the laity on im-
portant feast days.21 The pastoral responsibilities of the brothers thus extended 
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beyond the enclosure to include pious laypeople who travelled to Syon to hear 
the gospels preached in the vernacular, confess their sins, and receive spiritual 
guidance.22 Indeed, this commitment to caring for the spiritual needs of the lay 
community who lived in the abbey’s precincts, as well as those of the pilgrims 
who visited Syon from afar, is even discernible in the design of the enclosure it-
self, which sought to accommodate large crowds of visitors on feast days.23 The 
expectation of the Syon brothers, notes Vincent Gillespie, “to have a decisive 
and effective pastoral programme and to offer spiritual guidance and leader-
ship”24 made them appealing not only to pious laypeople but also to monarchs 
eager to promote a traditional and uniform faith in the wake of the suppression 
of the Lollards early in the fifteenth century.

The success of the Syon brothers as spiritual advisors for diverse groups of 
laypeople was aided in particular by their literary endeavours and their open-
ness to the press. In addition to the abbey’s library, which attracted elites from 
across England, Syon gained influence as a centre for the publication of religious 
literature.25 In the course of evaluating the texts associated with the abbey, Jan 
Rhodes notes that Syon’s influence derived from its position not simply as one 
of the most frequently visited abbeys in England in the early sixteenth century, 
but also as a centre for the production of religious literature.26 The influence 
of Syon’s devotional culture throughout England was significant.27 The will-
ingness of the Bridgettines to accept the utility of the press, which was shared 
most notably by certain Benedictine houses,28 facilitated a wider distribution 
of texts associated with the abbey and thus elevated its prestige.29 Targeting 
a broader lay audience through print, the Syon brothers, as C. Annette Grisé 
notes, were able to “enhance their roles as fathers, teachers, and preachers.”30 
While the extent to which the community actively organized a comprehensive 
catalogue of works—designed to provide basic pastoral instruction as well as to 
export the devotional culture of the monastery—can never be known for cer-
tain,31 speculations regarding a coordinated program of publication may also 
be applied to Whitford himself. Shorter texts such as A Werke for Housholders 
and the Daily Excercyse were printed individually in multiple editions, but 
they were also brought together in larger collections: indeed, Whitford, notes 
Rhodes, ensured that these texts would be printed in an identical format in 
order to be bound together at the least possible expense.32 By bringing books 
into the vernacular and by printing them in order to ensure the widest circula-
tion, Whitford challenged reformers not only by engaging with them directly 
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on doctrinal issues but by attempting to reach larger audiences who may have 
had access to spiritual literature that straddled the line between orthodox and 
heterodox.33

The role that the brothers played as spiritual advisors would have no 
doubt compelled them to defend traditional institutions that were coming 
under increasingly vigorous attacks. Noting the defiance of many of the broth-
ers, Alexandra da Costa demonstrates that Syon was “trenchantly opposed 
to [Henry’s] divorce and supremacy throughout the early 1530s” and further 
suggests that brothers, such as Whitford, exploited genres of devotional writ-
ing to advance more subtle criticisms against the reformers and those within 
the Tudor establishment who sought to supplant the established ecclesiastical 
order.34 However, whereas such politicized readings of Whitford’s Pype by 
Ann M. Hutchison and Alexandra da Costa foreground the brother’s opposi-
tion to the attacks of opponents whom he groups together under the name of 
“Lutherans,” I wish to focus in particular on his defense of monastic life and his 
promotion of it as a curative for the spiritual and political ailments that were 
afflicting the English commonwealth. 

Written originally for the sisters of Syon Abbey, the Pype, or Tonne, of the Lyfe 
of Perfection,35 which was later printed in 1532 by Robert Redman,36 is both the 
fullest exploration of the value of religious life made by the author and also his 
most explicit attempt at political intervention.37 Whitford brings these two ele-
ments together by championing the value of religious vocation to the individual 
and society, arguing that it is essential to living out the ideal Christian life. This 
claim is made explicit when, at the end of his treatise, Whitford argues that mo-
nasticism provides a pattern of living “moste apte and moste conueniant”38 for 
the “lyfe euangelyke that… Christe caunsayled and also that he commanded.”39 
That the brother is referring to religious life in general may explain why, de-
spite the fact that the text is targeted at the female members of the Bridgettine 
community, gender issues rarely arise in its discussion of monasticism. When 
Whitford does acknowledge differences between male and female religious, he 
addresses disparities in education.40 But, when he advocates reading and study 
as a deterrent against disciplinary laxity, Whitford applies the same advice to 
both communities. In fact, even at the points at which he refers to the nuns 
specifically, it is to include rather than exclude them from a particular exercise, 
asserting that he is of “the same mynde of al religious women / as theyr lernyng 
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doth extende.”41 By not insisting on gender divisions, Whitford refers back to 
an older tradition of monasticism that sees the religious profession as equal. 
Such a tendency is not, however, unique to the brother since the double house 
at Syon seems itself to gesture towards this equality.42 

Following in the tradition of Bridgettine spirituality, Whitford believed 
that, in order to achieve this aim of living out the optimal Christian life, a reli-
gious vocation, whether belonging to a man or a woman, had to embrace fully 
the ideals of monastic discipline. This fact is at once made evident by the title 
of the treatise: the Pype, or Tonne, of the Lyfe of Perfection. Whitford’s preface 
offers its readers a remarkably detailed portrait of monastic discipline that em-
phasizes its role in shaping the individual’s behaviour. The notion of enclosure 
entailed by this vocation is underlined as Whitford carefully elucidates how 
each of the different pieces of the pipe or barrel stand in for the various ele-
ments of religious life: 

lyfe… is moche lyke vnto a pleasaunt / precious / and holsome wyne / 
contayned / preserued / and kept in a pype or tonne. Whiche vessell ben 
communely made of planed bordes. And those bordes compassed about 
/ and bounde fast with hopes. And yet those hopes: bounde and made 
fast with small wykers. So that if the wykers (by any chaunce) be losed or 
broken: the hopes forthwith / done flye or starte of. The bordes than done 
lose and ben divided or departed in sondre. And so dothe the wyne flowe 
out and perisshe. In lyke maner is it of the lyfe of perfection: whiche is 
closed and kept most surely in religion. And religyon is made and standeth 
principally / in the iii essenciall vowes / obedience / wilfull pouertie / and 
chastitie. For these thre (as in maner the bordes of the sayd vessell) ben 
the substanciall partes of religyon. Which vowes… ben compassed and 
bounde to gether (as the sayd vessell with the hopes) with the preceptes 
and counsell of the holy rules: … and yet those rules ben knytte and made 
fast to gether (as the sayd hopes with the wykers) with the holy sermonies 
of religion: whiche ben contayned in the statutes / and constitucions / 
addicions / iniunctions.43 

Immediately striking about this passage is Whitford’s seemingly unusual choice 
of metaphors for depicting religious life. From the twelfth century onwards, 
architectural imagery had often been used to articulate the shifting attitudes 
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towards cloistered life as emphasis moved away from bodily self-denial to-
wards a more constructive “affirmation of one’s spiritual powers.”44 As a result, 
metaphors for monastic life took on spatial dimensions as the interior life of the 
religious was represented as a castle, a garden, and even the water which fish 
inhabit: all of these images, argues Ellen Caldwell, emphasize a desire to focus 
on the positive elements of cultivating one’s “interior, psychological space.”45 
However, Whitford deliberately rejects these more familiar and majestic spatial 
metaphors that draw attention to the expansive interior world which religious 
life makes available. By likening monastic life to a barrel, he employs an im-
age that is arguably more democratic: whereas aristocratic castles and enclosed 
gardens were elite spaces to which few people would have had access, barrels 
were regularly used and wine, even if not consumed regularly by everyone, was 
familiar and accessible, at least sometimes, at Mass. Thus, while the quotid-
ian image of the pipe or barrel emphasizes the necessity of monastic discipline 
for containing the individual’s thoughts and behaviour within acceptable and 
orthodox limits, the wine suggests that perfection is available to everyone.46 
Possibly on account of his desire to reach out to a wider segment of the middle 
class who “purpose or intende to entre religion,”47 Whitford relies on a meta-
phor that benefits from being familiar and immediately understandable. Of 
course, this imagery is entirely appropriate within the context of Bridgettine 
spirituality. Following the prologue of the Regula Salvatoris, Birgitta tells how 
Christ informed her of his decision to “plante […] a newe vyneʒerde”48 because 
the “enmye” had sown seed that choked the vines to such a degree that “the 
braunches myʒt bere no wyne but with grete difficulte.”49 Alluding obliquely 
to the laxity that has crept into older monastic vineyards, Christ’s injunction 
to create a new order, or vineyard, equates religious life with wine, and thus 
renders Whitford’s metaphor entirely at home within a Bridgettine context. 

Equally striking is the way that Whitford’s metaphor seems to encourage 
a reversal of value judgments. Traditionally, a pipe or barrel is valuable for what 
it contains. Often this is some form of nourishment or even precious docu-
ments, as in the case of the Pipe Rolls which held the records of the Exchequer. 
In his treatise, however, Whitford gives the container a weight equal to, if not 
greater than, that of its contents, the “precious / and holsome wyne” that stands 
in for this “lyfe or maner of lyuing.”50 In fact, Whitford takes great pains to 
describe a highly realized object to contain this valuable, but immaterial, sub-
stance. Thus, while the text acknowledges the priority of the barrel’s contents, 
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the barrel itself is just as important since it is the container that gives its valuable 
contents integrity and allows them to be “preserued.” In other words, without 
the container of monastic living, the contents “flowe out and perisshe” in a form 
that is of no use. 

Moreover, unlike the more common spatial metaphors that authors em-
ployed to emphasize the brother’s or sister’s freedom within an open interior 
life, Whitford’s barrel image draws attention to how the rigours of monastic 
custom and discipline control and contain the life of those in religion. Whitford 
goes even further to eliminate any ambiguity about his opinion of the benefits 
of this restrictive culture by further drawing out the implications of his choice 
of metaphor: “For as in the sayd pype: whanne small wykers ben broken or 
losed: all the residue doth folowe fayle and decaye / vnto the distruction of the 
wyne. So in lyke maner / whan the holy cerimonies of religion ben neglected… 
[t]han done the rules decaye: and the vowes losed.”51 Drawing on the familiarity 
of this image, Whitford comments on the role of ceremony, which he then de-
fines as a rite, a custom, or a practice52 that includes the monastic habit, periods 
of silence, and the division of the day between various activities in upholding 
the rule. But he also stresses the interdependence of ceremonies, vows, and 
rules to a healthy vocation. All are necessary, according to the brother, and, if 
one is lacking, religious life is quickly corrupted. Thus, for Whitford, it is not 
just one’s interior state of being but rather the outward forms of the discipline 
and the customs of claustral life that define monastic identity. The function of 
these forms is to reinforce the central tenets of the rule. 

Whitford’s discussion of religious ceremony certainly reflects the empha-
sis within the Bridgettine tradition that is placed on bringing exterior discipline 
into conformity with interior restraint. For example, the initial chapters of the 
Additions for the sisters set out in precise detail not just the activities that the 
sisters ought not to engage in but also the demeanour in which they should 
fulfill their obligations.53 Responding to the reformers’ claims that monastic 
rules lead one away from Christ, the Pype asserts that careful observation of 
religious ceremonies, as well as obedience to the rules and ordinances of one’s 
order, helps the individual “more perfectely and more very christianly kepe 
the lawes of the gospell and the commaundements and counsayles of Christ.”54 
Thus to Whitford as well, ceremony is essential to the individual’s moral forma-
tion. By devoutly observing such ceremonies, the brother declares, the male or 
female religious consciously constructs a pattern of living that makes him or 
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her more receptive to the “grace” that will aid him or her to follow more closely 
the “lawe of the gospel.”55 Whitford makes this connection between exterior 
and interior life even more explicit when he claims that “certeynly the beste 
and moste perfecte educacion or bryngynge up of youthe unto vertue and good 
maners is in religion.”56 The importance of these customs as tools for determin-
ing one’s exterior behaviour as well as interior devotions is further underscored 
when Whitford, citing Hugh of St. Victor, admonishes religious to observe the 
discipline of their order even in private. Once again, such advice was certainly 
consonant with Brigittine spirituality. Just as the first several chapters of the 
Additions for the sisters detailed, in precise terms, the behaviour and demean-
our demanded of the nuns, the Additions for the brothers offered an equally 
thorough catalogue of conduct and attitudes the priests must avoid.57 Within 
this tradition, these practices were seen to ensure that one honours God contin-
ually “in soule / herte / or mynde” despite the fact that such interior devotions, 
by the author’s own admission, “nedeth no ceremonies.”58 Whether public or 
private, frequent performance of regular, ritualized actions is thus viewed as a 
crucial element in the formation of the religious since, as Whitford’s language 
indicates, such regulation of outward behaviour shapes one’s private habits of 
thought. 

In addition to the importance of ceremony to religious life, Whitford 
places a significant amount of stress, at various points throughout the Pype, 
on the role of reading. Whitford affirms, as P. G. Caraman notes, that superi-
ors should give the brothers and sisters under their care every opportunity for 
reading since books contain “the food and clothing of the soul.”59 But, more 
specifically, the reading he prescribes is explicitly indicated as the contemplative 
reading of the cloister rather than the philologico-critical reading he practised 
in his youth while still closely associated with Erasmus’s circle of humanists. 
The benefits of meditative reading are especially apparent near the end of his 
discussion on monastic poverty. To conclude this segment, Whitford leaves off 
advising what not to do and instead offers his reader a positive strategy for 
uprooting a desire for property. The strategy he counsels is strongly reminiscent 
of the traditional spiritual exercise of lectio divina: 

I do sende you unto vitas Patrum … . Be nat I praye you therefore lothe 
to tourne the boke. I have shewed you the place it is but very short and 
yet (as they say) very swete and profytable. Rede it ones ouer and if ye 
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haue a loue and a desyre unto this holy vertue wylfull pouerte: and ful 
determinate mynde to auoyd, fle, abhore, and utterly to fle the contrarie 
vice poysoned propriete: ye shall (I dare say) rede it ouer agayne with 
good wyll undesired. Our lorde moue and styrre your mynde to folowe it 
or at the leest to inforce and to attempte: to attayne unto the toppe of the 
hyll the moste hyghe pynt of this perfection.60 

As with most authors in the latter Middle Ages who invoke the process of 
meditative reading known as lectio divina, Whitford does not name it specifi-
cally.61 Yet, the progression he describes, which moves from initial reading to 
a more reflective rereading “with good wyll” designed to raise one’s thoughts 
to the heights of perfection, is highly reminiscent of the sacred reading prac-
tised within the cloister and certainly recalls the programmatic reading scheme 
encouraged in the well-known Bridgettine text, the Myroure of Oure Ladye,62 
which counsels moving from understanding as a first step to a more “deuoute 
redyng” that will “sturre vp the affeccyons of the soule”63 Indeed, the spatial 
metaphor of a vertical movement in stages that Whitford employs recalls the 
more familiar language of sacred reading as an upward ascent on the rungs of 
a ladder.64 

Whitford also clearly intends such frequent recourse to traditional forms 
of meditative reading to serve the additional role of preventing one’s thoughts 
from straying beyond certain limits. As well as being generative—a catalyst 
for devout contemplation—monastic lectio assists the reader to develop con-
trol over his or her thoughts, and this purpose is evident in the brother’s en-
couragement of the “study of holy scripture” to habituate one to “drive away / 
and destroye” vain fantasies.65 Whitford’s concern over actively managing the 
thoughts of religious is also present when he compares a person’s mind to “a 
rote / or a whele in a wynde: that neuer doth rest / but alway tourneth and 
doth renewe cogitacions and thoughtes.”66 While his choice of imagery neatly 
conveys the uncontrollability of cognitive activity, Whitford asserts that the 
“batayle / bytwene the persone / and his thoughtes” begins the moment he or 
she reflects on how the “mynd is occupied.”67 Certainly, this martial register 
underscores the gravity with which the brother viewed the individual’s effort 
to master his or her thoughts. Such attitudes towards reading, which viewed 
the specific texts as being capable of inciting certain thoughts, were fostered 
among the Bridgettines and may once again be found in the Myroure. Within 
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the short treatise on reading, the Myroure specifies different texts required to 
manage certain behaviours and encourage others, and it concludes by recalling 
a tale from the Lives of the Fathers in which a group of “fendes,” who had long 
tempted a holy man, gave up simply because the saint was able to summon 
thoughts that would counter the temptations with which the devils sought to 
destroy him.68 

But it is in Whitford’s use of even more violent imagery that we can see 
his concern about the ways in which uncontrolled thoughts might harm not 
just the individual religious, but also the institution of monasticism as a whole. 
The brother’s admonition to maintain a firm control over arbitrary thoughts 
is graphically conveyed in his application of imagery drawn from the psalms: 
“Blessed be that persone that doth holde and restrain his children / or babes / 
that is to say / his fyrste mocions: and that doth thruste and crushe theyr hed 
vnto the stone / that is vnto Christ.”69 Adapting the imagery from Psalm 137 
and, most likely, his interpretation of the children as “fyrste mocions,” or lustful 
thoughts, from Augustine,70 Whitford transforms the psalmist’s petition for the 
destruction of his enemies’ children into a violent exhortation to keep care-
ful guard over any thought that could threaten one’s spiritual well-being. Such 
language is further indicative of the severity with which the brother wishes to 
inculcate a habit of auto-evaluation through meditative reading in his audience. 
But I would argue that Whitford’s approach may also be suggestive of an anxi-
ety on his part about the uncertain control that can be maintained over one’s 
private thoughts. Indeed, the introspection that such practices promoted could 
result in a greater sense of spiritual entitlement on the part of the laity and even 
dissent from clerical authorities.71 

Individual piety, however, cannot flourish in secular society, in Whitford’s 
view, without the support of religion: this fact is made explicit in the broth-
er’s tale, set in the New World, which emphasizes the essential role religious 
communities play in creating an ideal Christian commonwealth. As part of 
Whitford’s broader defence of religious life in general, this tale underscores 
the value of monasticism as a vehicle for promoting devout and disciplined 
living. Although his narrative concerns the Observant Franciscans, the brother 
is reticent about drawing sharp distinctions between the various communities, 
whether enclosed or not, that obey a rule. This blurring of boundaries between 
monk and friar, Carthusian and Franciscan, is especially evident in Whitford’s 
later response to hypothetical objections against religious life: “I can nat deney 
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but that monasticall religion is sore dekeyde… Shewe vs (saye they) one 
monasterie where the promise of theyr profession is perfourmed. I can shewe 
diuerse of the reuerend fathers of the obseruauntes / the charterhouses / with 
other.”72 Here, Whitford’s comments shed a great deal of light on how exactly 
he imagines “monastic religion” as well as the ideas of enclosure and confine-
ment that are so forcefully conveyed in his metaphor of religious life as a pipe 
or barrel. By slotting Observant Franciscans next to Carthusians at the end of 
his statement, Whitford’s definition seems less concerned with physical enclo-
sure than with the discipline inherent in religious life, 73 a term that is virtually 
synonymous with monasticism in the text. Indeed, despite Syon’s reputation 
for observing strict physical enclosure,74 Whitford emphasizes instead a more 
symbolic form of enclosure that secures, as Christopher Cannon notes, “the 
body’s imaginative boundaries.”75 Sarah Beckwith argues that such “disciplin-
ary practice” as Whitford seems to have in mind plays an integral and highly 
successful role in producing “religious subjects.”76 Yet, while Beckwith’s discus-
sion of religious discipline focuses attention solely on the subject who imposes 
this rigid discipline upon him- or herself, Whitford viewed such regulation not 
only as essential to the individual for living out the most ideal form of Christian 
life but also as generative since its performance extended outward beyond the 
individual to shape the beliefs of others. 

A vivid example of the benefits to the wider community that result from a 
careful observation of religious discipline and a tacit response to attacks on mo-
nasticism, Whitford’s brief conversion narrative set in the New World serves 
a spiritual and political aim. In his account of the quasi-utopian society that 
the Observant Franciscans are helping to construct in New Spain, Whitford 
comments that 

…in the newe founde lande that is called newe spayne / ben many and 
divers miracles done by religious persones. …eueryche of [the friars] done 
take vnto theyr cure and laboure chyldren to teache and specially the 
chyldren of the great states and rulers whiche children (whan they haue 
learned the feythe of Christe) done (with merueylous feruour) preache i 
maner and shewe vnto the people the same feythe as they lerned of theyr 
teachers / the sayd freres minores.77 



“Closed and kept most surely in religion” 107

Just as Thomas More located his ideal commonwealth in the New World, 
Whitford constructs his own vision of an idealized community—removed from 
the reach of most Europeans—in the Americas out of second-hand reports. In 
his brief account of the friars’ mission, Whitford, like Hythloday, depicts what 
would have appeared to European readers as a similarly topsy-turvy world, 
where children preach, instruct, and convert parents in the precepts of the 
faith. But the sanctity of this ideal society is underwritten by many miraculous 
occurrences. For example, owing to the holiness and devotion of the people, 
who are “inspired / inflamed / and kindled with the spirite of god,”78 the Christ 
Child appears in a white garment and instructs the people for “many days,”79 
while the Virgin materializes before two recently converted women struggling 
to learn the Paternoster and teaches them not just this fundamental Christian 
prayer but “all maner of thynges that were necessary unto Christes feyth.”80 No 
doubt intended to provide a sharp contrast to the disordered society of Europe, 
the image of New Spain that Whitford paints, where the sacred and divine con-
verge with the everyday, also serves as a criticism of Europeans’ attack on the 
value of the religious orders. 

Whitford’s deliberate placement of this narrative in the middle of his 
vindication of religious life adds significant weight to his rebuttal against the 
assaults of reformers—since his depiction of a utopian society stresses the 
integral role that the friars, faithful to the discipline of their rule, play in con-
structing an ideal Christian commonwealth. Whitford champions the vital 
part played by the Observants in the New World when he emphatically states 
that it was on account of the faith and discipline of the friars that such appari-
tions occurred in the first place: “These miracles coulde nat haue ben done by 
those rilgious fathers excepte they had kepte theyr rules and pleased god.”81 Of 
course, it is likely no coincidence that Whitford chose to relate a tale praising 
the Observants, whose austerity and discipline were well-known in England; 
indeed, the Observants, Carthusians, and Bridgettines were each held up as 
models that the Benedictines should strive to emulate when, in 1520, the rigour 
of the Black Monks’ claustral life occupied Wolsey’s attention,82 and it was these 
same orders that Reginald Pole praised in his Pro ecclesiasticae unitatis defen-
sione—the cardinal’s response to Henry’s claim to supremacy over the English 
church.83 The “decay” of the religious orders in Europe,84 frequently noted by 
Whitford, eliminates the possibility for such miracles at home; yet, Whitford’s 
tale from America, like More’s Utopia, points to the potential that a disciplined 
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life can have in transforming the community and its individual members. 
Writing almost fifteen years after Utopia’s publication,85 there is no reason why 
Whitford would not have already known that text firsthand.

While Whitford’s defence of monastic life extols its value to the individu-
al and the community, the brother’s discussion of obedience, which fills almost 
200 pages and far exceeds the segments on either poverty or chastity, departs 
radically from the apologetic tone that pervades the rest of the work: indeed, 
Whitford’s explicit engagement with Tyndale’s Obedience and implicit critique 
of Tudor policy form a bold attempt at political intervention. We know that 
his intended audience extended outward beyond the cloister since, from the 
outset, Whitford states that his topic is not limited to religious readers alone but 
should “appertyne vnto all christianes generally.”86 Seeking to reach out to as 
many readers as possible, Whitford expresses his concern that every Christian 
should remain obedient to the “ordinaunce of god and of his churche catho-
like.”87 Such a statement would have been quite polemical given that by the time 
of the work’s publication on 23 March 1532, Henry was moving ever closer 
to proclaiming himself supreme head of the Church in England and forcing 
the submission of the clergy to the Crown.88 When we consider Syon’s reputa-
tion as a mainstay of orthodoxy throughout the fifteenth century, the abbey’s 
resistance to Henry’s break with Rome—which would culminate in the Acts 
of Succession and Supremacy in 1534—is hardly surprising. Writing on Syon’s 
opposition to the divorce and supremacy, Alexandra da Costa notes several 
instances of what “can only be described as passive resistance”: beyond offering 
its initial support to Elizabeth Barton, the Holy Maid of Kent, who prophesied 
against the king’s wish to have his marriage to Catherine of Aragon annulled, 
the Bridgettine community refused to admit Anne Boleyn into the enclosure or 
accept the English prayer books she offered to the nuns.89 A similarly “passive” 
form of resistance was shown by John Fewterer, the abbey’s Confessor-General, 
who, despite his public support for the king, refused both to censure the broth-
ers who expressed their reservations about the marriage while preaching and to 
comply with Henry’s wish that he persuade the Carthusians to accept the Act of 
Supremacy.90 Whitford’s attack on the reformers, then, is not unique and may 
be seen as part of a larger culture of Bridgettine resistance to the reformers and 
the threat of a break from Rome. 

Whitford’s attack against Tyndale’s Obedience of a Christian Man may 
likewise be more than just an attack against reformers: it may also have sought 
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to sway Tudor policy. Opposition to the monarchy could, of course, never be 
direct; any explicit criticism, especially in print, would have constituted an 
act of treason.91 As a result, those who chose to resist were forced to adopt 
alternative strategies of intervention, which, for many, entailed drawing atten-
tion to the dangers inherent in the reformers’ message.92 This alternate course 
of action is exactly the one Whitford takes in the Pype, whose discussion of 
obedience furnishes the author with an opportunity to launch a sustained at-
tack on the usurpation of papal authority by a sovereign that is counselled in 
Tyndale’s Obedience. Whitford’s attempt to undermine Tyndale’s arguments—
which, notes Richard Rex, were widely considered “the classic presentation of 
the Reformation theology of obedience in English”93—was certainly driven by 
theological and political concerns. Both Ann M. Hutchison and Alexandra 
da Costa have noted the polemical force of the Pype and its role in opposing 
the movement of state policy towards a complete separation from the Roman 
Church. However, Whitford may have also feared that Tyndale’s theology 
would, in addition to appealing to the king’s desire to master the clergy, also 
open the door to a proliferation of dissenting voices within England. However, 
what especially distinguishes the brother as innovative, I argue, is the way in 
which he draws on monastic tradition in particular to counter the political and 
theological doctrines of the reformers. 

Placing himself at the centre of the increasingly heated religious debate 
that was taking shape in England in the 1530s, Whitford takes on Tyndale’s 
doctrine—which invalidated papal and ecclesiastical authority by transferring 
the subject’s loyalty entirely to the sovereign—and offers an alternative model. 
Recognizing the consequences Tyndale’s tract could have on Henrician politi-
cal policy, Whitford considers not only the submission owed by the common 
Christian to the clergy but also the obedience owed by the “secular princes and 
souereynes.”94 The Protestants, Whitford argues, not only are dangerous to the 
Roman Church; they also threaten to destabilize the established political order. 
Drawing attention to the fact that “[a]ll maner of christiane prynces… receiue 
the auctorite of theyr power of the spirituall parte of Christes churche / and 
done make solempne othe of theyr obedience thereunto,”95 the submission of 
the secular authorities to the spiritual is essential, the brother asserts, to the 
“wel ordred” community.96 Whitford then invokes familiar corporeal language 
to describe the commonwealth and underscores the propriety of this political 
arrangement by asserting that it is God’s will for “the body to be obedient vnto 
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the soule and nat contrarie.”97 While the body is clearly representative of the 
secular order, the soul represents the Church or, more accurately, the clergy 
who hold authority within the Church. However, instability arises, he contin-
ues, as reformers “done flater the secular prynces and exalte theyr power: by-
cause they shulde defende them and theyr heresy.”98 As a result of the reformers’ 
“flattery,” the balance of power within the commonwealth is destabilized as the 
monarch becomes the sole locus of power. Whitford makes this point explicitly 
when he claims that their doctrines “make [monarchs] tyrannes” and further 
incite them to perform acts of “moste cruell tyranny.”99 Whitford’s language, 
his use of corporeal metaphors as well as his labelling such sovereigns tyrants, 
upholds the status quo as normative and lays the groundwork for his response 
to Tyndale’s “Englysshe boke of obedience”100—printed in 1528 only four years 
earlier than the Pype—which he identifies as the source of this politically dis-
ruptive ideology.

Whitford’s cognizance that Tudor policy towards the papacy could be de-
termined or at least influenced by Tyndale’s doctrine of obedience demonstrates 
a keen awareness on his part of contemporary theological developments. While 
it is difficult to identify for certain the different forces that shaped Henrician 
obedience doctrine,101 Stephan Haas focuses on the role of this particular text 
in influencing Tudor policy. Offering a glimpse into Henry’s thinking on pa-
pal authority almost two years before the Act of Supremacy, the king’s own 
A Glasse of the Truthe, argues Haas, lends support to earlier speculations by 
scholars such as J. J. Scarisbrick that Tyndale’s Obedience influenced Henry “to 
reconsider his concept of royal sovereignty.”102 Haas provides a succinct expla-
nation for why this text was so attractive to the king: 

Henry sorely needed a polemical ship upon which he could sail into 
combat against the papal flotilla of arguments opposing his divorce 
from Catherine of Aragon. Tyndale’s Lutheran description of a restored 
Christian monarchy  whose king was “the vicar of God,” enforced God’s 
law on laymen and priest alike, and deserved total obedience from all 
Christian Englishmen, well suited Henry.103 

The point that Haas so forcefully makes, regarding Tyndale’s potential to supply 
monarchs with arguments for laying claim to papal authority, is the very con-
cern that Whitford is voicing in his 1532 edition of the Pype.104 What is most 
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striking, then, about Whitford’s engagement with Tyndale’s tract is his insight 
into the possible ends to which it could be applied. Indeed, such perspicacity 
contrasts sharply with the popular perception of the late medieval religious cut 
off from current theological developments who advocates traditional forms of 
piety simply because he or she knows of no others. Rather, Whitford’s return to 
monastic obedience as an answer to the threat he perceived in royal supremacy 
constitutes an innovative response to contemporary political issues that applies 
religious discipline beyond the scope of piety. 

Responding to the current debate over obedience and the potential for 
the Tudor regime to exploit Tyndale’s doctrine, Whitford redefines this virtue 
within the framework of monastic discipline. It is on account of this that the 
two definitions he offers—one aimed at “al christianes” and the other at “reli-
gious persones”105—mirror each other so closely. The principal definition he 
gives reads “Obedience generall: is an applicacion or graunt of hearte / minde 
/ and wyll / vnto the due and lawfull precepts / or commaundementes of the 
right and ordinarie superiours / accordynge vnto the ordinaunce of god and of 
his churche catholike.”106 Immediately apparent in this definition is Whitford’s 
foregrounding of ecclesiastical power. Obedience must be rendered to secular 
authority provided that the Church’s supremacy is recognized and that it is 
primary to one’s loyalty to the king’s command: “for the lawe of god and the 
decrees of the churche: must nedely be kepte / rather than the contrarie com-
maundement of any souereyne.”107 Whitford’s definition of monastic obedience 
simply places these claims of submission within the context of the enclosure: 
“Obedience is a wylful and vtter abnegacion and forsaking of proper wyll / and 
an obligacion or bounde vnto the wyl of the souereyne / in all thynges that ben 
lawfull and reasonable / accordynge vnto the rules / constitucions / and or-
dinaunces / of that order or that religion.”108 Aside from the additional require-
ment of the brothers or sisters to bind themselves to the “rules / constitutions / 
and ordinaunces” of their order, which replaces the obedience owed to secular 
authorities, these two definitions are indistinguishable. Moreover, the place-
ment of and similarity between “general” and “religious” obedience109 within 
the text is indicative of Whitford’s understanding of this notion as a distinctly 
monastic virtue which has value for others. That the brother understands obe-
dience as primarily a monastic vow but is eager to have it apply universally to 
all Christians is further suggested in his general discussion, in which he draws 
on numerous exempla from lay society to illustrate an argument. In his chapter 



112 brandon alakas

on the diversities of obedience,110 Whitford positions religious obedience as the 
most meritorious, since the brother’s more rigorous vow is willingly entered 
into and is therefore done “for his owne pleasure”111 against the obedience owed 
by “any Christian,”112 who must obey God’s ordinances on account of his or 
her baptism. Thus, although frequently referencing the more general notion of 
obedience, Whitford’s inclusive language only re-inscribes the priority of the 
monastic vow as the standard by which one may articulate its more general ap-
plication. Whitford’s monastically inflected notion of obedience is noteworthy, 
however, since it provides him with an orthodox response to Tyndale’s authori-
tarian and patriarchal notion of obedience as the submission of children to 
parents, wives to husbands, servants to masters, and subjects to kings, princes, 
and rulers.113 

What emerges from Whitford’s discussion of obedience is an orthodox 
alternative to Tyndale’s tract with important theological and political ramifica-
tions. For Whitford, obedience is, at first glance paradoxically, equated with 
freedom—since submission to ecclesiastical authorities entails the security of 
a society governed by rules that are “due and lawfull / and also lawfull and 
reasonable.”114 One need not fear, according to Whitford’s model, disobeying 
the sovereign’s will if it is unethical, since another authority exists beside it to 
which one can theoretically appeal. This vision of the commonwealth is neatly 
summed up in his frequently employed tag, the “wel ordered people of god,” 
and directly opposes Tyndale’s vision, in which, according to Whitford, ap-
parent freedom from the pope or the clergy results in tyranny, since authority 
resides solely in the sovereign. For Whitford, the theology promoted by certain 
dissenters, a part of which is embodied in the Obedience of a Christian Man, 
poses a serious threat to the stability and harmony of the state: this anxiety 
seems, within the brother’s imagination, to link the attacks of reformers closely 
to Tyndale’s work and its possible influence. In place of Tyndale’s model, 
Whitford offers a system of checks and balances in which clerical and princely 
authority offset one another. 

This vision of an alternative hierarchy is further elaborated when Whitford 
explicitly addresses the issue of where obedience is due. Like Tyndale, Whitford 
reproduces the traditional patriarchal model whereby “children bene bounde… 
vnto the fathers and mothers” and “the subiectes of euery realme: vnto thyr 
kynges and prynces.”115 Yet, to this hierarchy of secular power Whitford ap-
pends clerical authority by insisting from the beginning that “al christianes” 
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owe obedience to “the Pope / the bysshopes / curates / and suche other.”116 
Whitford is equally forthright in proclaiming that the model offered by the 
reformers amounts to nothing more than “moste cruell tyranny”117 in which 
“the spiritualte as well as the temporalte: muste in euery realme be obedient 
vnto the laws of the same… kynge or prynce.”118 With no other political entity 
to restrain the secular authorities, they are, Whitford underscores, free to “byd 
and commaunde prohibitte or forbed without ryme or reason.”119 Over the 
course of Whitford’s discussion of monastic obedience in the Pype, readers are 
led to see how this virtue, one of the three “essenciall vowes” of religious life,120 
may provide an alternative model of Christian obedience to the one advanced 
by Tyndale. Such an adaptation of an ideal of religious discipline to a national 
context is unusual, although later controversialists would follow in Whitford’s 
footsteps.121 

Whitford’s application of monastic discipline to a range of new contexts, 
such as his defense of the value of religious life against attacks from reformers 
as well as his account of a utopian Christian society in the Americas newly 
converted by devout friars, distinguishes him as a significant late-monastic 
author. While the brother’s openness to the vernacular and the press appears 
striking at first glance,122 neither Whitford nor the Syon brothers were alone 
in using the press as a vehicle for promoting orthodox piety or responding to 
the reformers. James Clark has noted the willingness among Benedictines to 
use the new technology to minister to the spiritual needs of the public and to 
oppose the reformers.123 Nevertheless, the vitality of religious life at Syon may 
be seen in the increase in literary production that occurred at Syon in the early 
sixteenth century, which includes the work of Thomas Betson, William Bonde, 
and John Fewterer, whose texts testify to the vigour of their community and 
their commitment to offering spiritual guidance to a broad lay audience. In 
the Pype, Whitford circumvents any direct confrontation with Tudor policy by 
engaging with the attacks of the reformers on traditional religion and with the 
theology they seek to promote. Again, such tactics are not unique to Whitford. 
What distinguishes the brother, however, is the innovative way in which he 
adapts the rigour of Bridgettine spirituality to defend and promote orthodox 
forms of piety in a period of increasing dissent. 
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Notes

1. In De votis monasticis, Martin Luther draws on earlier attacks against the institu-
tion of monasticism, particularly those raised by Wyclif, which claimed that reli-
gious persons go against the ideals of Christian living by sequestering themselves 
away from the world and adhering to a rigid set of practices outlined in a rule that 
is dissociated from the Gospel. On Luther’s criticisms of the principles of monasti-
cism, see David Knowles, The Religious Orders in England, 3 vols. (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1948–59), vol. 3, pp. 165–66.

2. For a discussion of Syon’s sixteenth-century religious publications, see J. T. Rhodes, 
“Syon Abbey and its Religious Publications in the Sixteenth Century,” Journal of 
Ecclesiastical History 44 (1993), pp. 11–25. On Syon’s reading culture, see Vincent 
Gillespie, “The Book and the Brotherhood: Reflections on the Lost Library of Syon 
Abbey,” in The English Medieval Book: Studies in Memory of Jeremy Griffiths, ed. 
A. S. G. Edwards, Vincent Gillespie, and Ralph Hanna (London: British Library, 
2000), pp. 185–208 and Vincent Gillespie, Syon Abbey, Corpus of British Medieval 
Library Catalogues 9 (London: The British Library, 2001). More recent discus-
sions of Syon’s books can be found in Syon Abbey and its Books: Reading, Writing 
and Religion, c.1400–1700, ed. E. A. Jones and Alexandra Walsham (Woodbridge: 
Boydell, 2010).  

3. Included among Whitford’s translations are the following texts: St. Augustine’s 
Rule (accompanied by Hugh of St. Victor’s commentary); the Golden Epistle; 
the Syon version of the Sarum martyrology; short works attributed to Bernard, 
Bonaventure, Chrysostom, and Isidore; and, perhaps most famously, the Folowynge 
of Chryste—the most popular sixteenth-century translation of Thomas à Kempis’s 
Imitatio Christi. The attribution of this translation of the Imitatio to Whitford has 
been challenged in recent years. While Edward J. Klein, who edited The Imitation 
of Christ From the First Edition of an English Translation Made c. 1530 by Richard 
Whitford (New York: Harper, 1941), argues convincingly for a Whitford attribu-
tion, critics such as Rogar Lovatt and Glanmore Williams have more recently 
challenged this claim. Among the arguments Williams cites are Whitford’s un-
characteristic failure to append his name to the translation, as well as those de-
rived from internal, stylistic evidence; see Glanmore Williams, “Two Neglected 
London Welsh Clerics, Richard Whitford and Richard Gwent,” Transactions of the 
Honourable Society of Cymmrodion 1 (1961), pp. 23–44, especially p. 30. One piece 
of evidence that supports a case for Whitford is the author’s statement, at the end 
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of The Pype, that he is now translating a work by “mayster Johan Gerson,” who 
was believed to have been the author of the Imitatio during the Middle Ages; see 
Richard Whitford, The Pype, or Tonne, of the Lyfe of Perfection, 1532 (STC 25421), 
f.ccxxxviiv. 

4. Martha W. Driver, in “Pictures in Print: Late Fifteenth- and Early Sixteenth-
Century English Religious Books for Lay Readers,” in De Cella in Seculum: Religious 
and Secular Life and Devotion in Late Medieval England, ed. Michael G. Sargent 
(Woodbridge: Brewer, 1989), pp. 229–44, argues for a very broad circulation of 
Whitford’s texts, labelling them “bestsellers in the late fifteenth and early sixteenth 
centuries”; she goes on to note that “Whytford’s works were republished by a 
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