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 Folklore 122 (December 2011): 235-249

 THE TWENTY-NINTH KATHARINE BRIGGS MEMORIAL LECTURE,
 NOVEMBER 2010

 How Pagan Were Medieval English Peasants?

 Ronald Hutton

 Abstract

 During the first two-thirds of the twentieth century, it was commonplace among
 historians that the common people of medieval England had remained
 substantially pagan in their religious beliefs. Christianity, according to this view,
 was essentially the faith of the elite, with the populace embracing what was at best
 a dual allegiance to the new and old religions. This view has now disappeared,
 and the time seems right to take stock of medieval popular religion in England
 with a view to solving three problems: why did the concept of a pagan medieval
 populace develop, flourish for so long and then decline; what is the actual
 evidence for medieval popular belief; and what new perspectives can be taken on
 medieval English Christianity by employing comparisons with paganism?

 Introduction

 It is a great honour to be invited to give a lecture in this famous series, and I have
 accordingly chosen a subject that both has some relevance to folklore studies and
 features some of the most distinguished past members of The Folklore Society. The
 question that I have posed concerning it needs to be understood in the crudest and
 most straightforward sense: to what extent any of the common people of medieval
 England self-consciously followed a surviving pagan religion. In taking this
 course I must recognise at once that my chosen sense is not that usually now
 adopted by scholars of the period. For example, when Ludo Milis edited a
 collection entitled De heidense Middeleeuwen (1991) [The Pagan Middle Ages, 1998], it
 was concerned instead with two very different phenomena: the process of
 conversion from paganism to Christianity, and the manner in which pagan ideas,
 images and practices survived embedded in medieval culture. The question of
 pagan survivals, in that sense, was of course central to the early preoccupations
 of the discipline of folklore, and it actually remains so to any consideration of
 western culture. The names of the days of the week, the months of the year and the
 constellations in the sky continue to be resolutely pagan, and classical pagan
 motifs persisted in medieval literature and to a much lesser extent in medieval art;
 in both, they were of course to experience a tremendous expansion at the end of
 the Middle Ages and thereafter. In Christianity itself, many of trappings of ritual,
 and the form of buildings, were taken over from the pagan ancient world. In a
 more subtle fashion, pre-Christian ways of thought remained embedded in both
 learned science and folk medicine, while - in a manner less often appreciated - an
 active veneration of ancient deities was smuggled back into scholarly Christian
 cosmology in the guise of planetary spirits (Hutton 2004). In this sense, to be partly
 pagan is simply to be anybody living in the European and Mediterranean worlds
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 at any time since the end of antiquity: which is why I am not interested in it
 tonight.

 What at first sight seems a much simpler and crasser interpretation of the
 question can, I would argue, usefully highlight a set of other considerations that
 have considerable relevance to the study of medieval culture, and perhaps even to
 that of English culture in general. The first is that the question is in fact very rarely
 posed directly by academics in the present day, for two reasons. One of these
 consists of the compartmented nature of the research required to give it a
 satisfactory answer. As posed, the question cuts through all three of the
 conventional divisions of the Middle Ages, the Anglo-Saxon, high medieval and
 late medieval. It requires reference to legal records, theological tracts, modern
 folklore, and religious art and architecture. Finally, it demands the inter-relation of
 a large amount of new material derived from scholars in a range of different
 disciplines. The second reason for current neglect of my question is that the
 answer to it now seems to be obvious, and firmly negative. This is because the
 main structures of interpretation that had seemed to support a different answer
 for most of the twentieth century have now collapsed, leaving a certain sense of
 embarrassment and revulsion in their wake. This phenomenon itself says some
 interesting things about changing fashions in modern intellectual tradition, and
 will form the first section of my analysis.

 The Altering Scholarly Consensus

 In the first half of the twentieth century, there was a very strong disposition among
 scholars to believe that in medieval England Christianity represented no more
 than a veneer, concentrated among the elite and barely penetrating the mass of the
 population, which continued to adhere, for all practical purposes, to the old
 religion. It was perhaps summed up most famously by the great historian of
 monasticism, Geoffrey Coulton, who claimed that "in church, the women
 crowded around Mary, yet they paid homage to the old deities by their nightly
 fireside, or at the time-honoured sacred haunts, grove or stone or spring" (Coulton
 1925, 182-3). Such a view persisted into the 1970s, and was projected onto the
 whole of Europe, arguably to greatest effect by Jean Delumeau, who claimed that
 the true conversion of ordinary Europeans to Christianity only occurred with the
 Reformation and Counter-Reformation of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries
 (Delumeau 1971). I have examined the emotional roots of this construct elsewhere
 (Hutton 1998, 112-31), and suggested that they lay in two different impulses. One
 was the sense of alienation and fear experienced by many educated Europeans
 between 1850 and 1914, on finding themselves in charge of two new and
 frightening forms of mass population: the industrial and urban working classes
 and the subject peoples of colonial territories. A view of civilisation as something
 spread precariously over a populace who are essentially alien to it, and disaffected
 from it, runs through the writings of the age. The other impulse consisted of a
 growing disenchantment with conventional Christianity. At times this resulted in
 a desire to dilute it, rather than abandon it, by mixing in elements from other
 religions, including paganism. At others, the same disenchantment manifested as
 outright hostility towards Christianity. It was clearly satisfying to those possessed
 by it to see the Middle Ages, traditionally regarded as the greatest epoch of fervent
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 Christian faith, apparently to be revealed instead as a time in which most people
 still revered pagan deities.
 One aspect of this kind of medievalism needs to be emphasised here: that

 the evidence which underpinned it was mainly derived not from a study of
 medieval records themselves, but from other sources: from apparent survivals
 of medieval customs, from later written evidence, and from the physical remains
 of medieval buildings. Here folklorists played a crucial role, in articulating, and
 providing data for, the belief that most of the customs of British country people,
 especially at seasonal festivals, were remnants of pagan worship. Members of this
 society also were prominent in other intellectual enterprises that powerfully
 reinforced the image of the pagan Middle Ages. By far the most celebrated was
 Margaret Murray, whose researches into early modern trial records seemed to
 have clinched the nineteenth-century hypothesis that the individuals accused of
 witchcraft in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries had been practitioners of a
 surviving pagan religion. It may perhaps be necessary to emphasise once more
 that this became the scholarly orthodoxy throughout the mid-twentieth century,
 repeated by historians as eminent as Sir Stephen Runciman, Christopher Hill and
 Sir George Clark (Clark 1945, 245-8; Runciman 1962; Hill 1967, 115-18). In itself, it
 seemed to prove the existence of a robust popular paganism all through the
 Middle Ages, and Margaret Murray started another hare in this direction, by
 looking at the figures carved in medieval English churches. In particular, she drew
 attention to the occasional representations of naked women with spread legs,
 conventionally known by the Irish folk nickname of sheela-na-gigs. These she
 interpreted as icons of fertility goddesses, installed in Christian buildings because
 their cults remained so strong among ordinary people (Murray 1934). It was
 almost certainly her example which inspired another member of this society, Lady
 Raglan, to propose a similar purpose for the much more common medieval church
 decorations of foliate heads. She conflated these with the vegetation-clad figure
 from English May processions, the Jack in the Green, to suggest that they
 represented enduring reverence for a pagan fertility god. To this entity she gave
 the general term, taken from a common pub sign showing a forester, of the Green
 Man (Raglan 1939). These interpretations of the two carved church figures
 continued to be proposed through the centre of the century. In 1973 the pioneering
 scholar of Iron Age British religion, Anne Ross, contributed an essay to Katharine
 Briggs's Festschrift that restated the view of the sheela-na-gig as proof of the living
 cult of a pagan goddess (Ross 1973). Two years later, she and Ronald Sheridan did
 not merely repeat as fact the idea that medieval grotesque art represented
 enduring pagan deities but added further kinds of image to the list and accused
 academic scholars of "almost a conspiracy of silence" in refusing to integrate this
 truth into general histories of the period (Sheridan and Ross 1975). There was, of
 course, no conspiracy, but an absence of any focused and sustained research. In
 that absence, popular culture readily absorbed the concepts published by the writers
 cited above, especially Anne Ross. The sheela-na-gig became a potent symbol for
 feminist artists in the 1980s, and the "Green Man" an icon of the environmental
 movement. As such, both are now important and dynamic modern images.
 It was only in the 1970s that sustained scholarly investigation began of both the

 Murray thesis and the pagan interpretation of medieval church images, and they
 rapidly collapsed under the impact. Margaret Murray's reading of the witch trials
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 was abandoned by all specialists in the subject by the end of the decade (Hutton
 1998, 362 and 378-9). Lady Raglan's composite figure of the Green Man was
 dismantled component by component. In 1979 our own Roy Judge proved that the
 Jack-in-the-Green had no connection with the church decorations but had evolved
 out of a London chimney sweeps' dance in the late eighteenth century (Judge
 1979). From 1978 onward, Kathleen Basford, Rita Wood, Mercia MacDermott and
 Richard Hayman have shown between them that nobody associated the foliate
 heads in medieval churches with paganism before the twentieth century. They
 appeared mainly in buildings commissioned by members of the elite, rather than
 those in which common people had influence, and were especially popular in the
 later rather than the earlier Middle Ages. The ancient precedents for them are few
 and do not provide exact parallels, and the first appearance of what became the
 standard form of them was in manuscripts produced in tenth-century
 monasteries. It got into churches only in the twelfth century, and it is possible
 that its ultimate point of origin is in India, from which it was transmitted to
 European culture through the Arab world (Basford 1978; Wood 2000; MacDermott
 2003; Hayman 2008; 2010). Between 1977 and 1986, Jorgen Andersen, Anthony
 Weir and James Jerman similarly re-evaluated the sheela-na-gig, revealing that
 this image appeared in eleventh-century France, as part of a new repertoire of
 decoration associated with the evolving style of Romanesque. From there it spread
 quite rapidly to Spain and England, where its popularity peaked in the twelfth
 and thirteenth centuries: it did not enjoy the continued and increasing interest that
 the foliate heads provoked in the later medieval period. Its purpose, taken in
 context with the other forms in the repertoire, was to warn against the horrors and
 temptations of carnal lust (Andersen 1977; Weir and Jerman 1986). The most
 famous sheela-na-gig in England is now probably that in Kilpeck church,
 Herefordshire, which also contains an early example of a foliate head. It was
 indeed the type specimen used by Margaret Murray to underpin her original
 theory. The church is now known to have been built by the Norman lord of the
 village, a courtier and royal official called Hugh, who imported masons working
 in the new Romanesque style as part of a deliberate imposition of Continental
 culture on that part of England (Thurlby 1999).
 It is worth pointing out that there are some rather large loose ends lying
 around in this new set of interpretations. Brandon Centerwall has drawn attention
 to the existence of figures actually called "Green Men" who appeared in Tudor
 and Stuart English pageants and entertainments, as leaf-covered men carrying
 clubs. They also feature on sixteenth-century wooden fittings in a church and a
 cathedral. Their association seems to be with drunkenness, mirroring the
 traditional use of foliage as a sign for the sale of alcohol, but how they relate to the
 foliate heads, if at all, we do not yet know (Centerwall 1997). Moreover, we still do
 not really know what the foliate heads themselves signified. The best hope for
 discovering the answer must surely lie in a systematic examination of late
 medieval English sermons and devotional works, with a concentrated purpose of
 uncovering apparent references to the motif; but nobody has as yet undertaken
 this.

 As for the sheelas, it has always been recognised that they spread to Ireland as
 well as to England (although not to Scotland), and became especially popular
 there. The Irish examples, however, were increasingly placed in positions where
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 the human eye could not reach, and on secular buildings such as castles in
 addition to churches. They may be linked in such contexts to a tradition recorded
 in much later Irish folklore, by a German traveller in the 1840s, that misfortune (in
 general) could be averted by the display of a woman's genitals (cited in Andersen
 1977, 23). Here there might be a direct relevance to surviving ideas from ancient
 paganism, which could be associated with goddesses, as some scholars have
 indeed suggested in recent years (Kelly 1992; 2006; Karkov 2001). In other words,
 in this specific and limited case, Margaret Murray and Anne Ross could possibly
 have been correct, and especially the latter, who drew most of her material from
 Ireland. None of this, however, does anything to rescue the twentieth-century use
 of church carvings as evidence for a continuing and active paganism in England.

 Direct and Contemporary Evidence

 Now that all these red herrings have been removed from the subject, it is worth
 asking what direct evidence can be produced for the presence or disappearance of
 active paganism in the English Middle Ages. It may be suggested that there are
 two principal bodies of it, which derive from opposite ends of the period. The first
 consists of the law codes issued by Anglo-Saxon kings and the edicts of early
 English church councils. Those from the late seventh century, just after the formal
 conversion to Christianity, certainly forbid the continued worship of the old
 deities. However, none of the texts from the eighth century do so, and indeed the
 only pair that forbid non-Christian practices - the Canons of Egbert, Archbishop of
 York, from around 740, and the rulings of the Church Synod of 786-7 - are
 concerned with what would now be called superstitions or operative magic rather
 than an active continuation of the former religion (Commissioners of Public Works
 1840, passim ; Johnson 1850, vol. 1, 219; Haddan and Stubbs 1871, vol. 3, 189; Gee
 and Hardy 1896, 41-2). This would seem to harmonise with the impression given
 by Bede's famous History, completed around 740: that paganism itself was defunct
 by that time. There was a further flurry of prohibitions of pagan practices in
 northern England in 1000-2, issued by Wulfstan, Archbishop of York, but these
 may be explained by a new influx of pagan settlers represented by the Viking
 conquests in the region. In the early 1020s King Canute incorporated Wulfstan's
 directives into a law code for his whole realm, but after this nothing more is heard
 of the problem (Commissioners of Public Works 1840, passim ; Whitelock, Brett and
 Brooke 1981, vol. 1, 304-5, 309, 319, 409, 461-3 and 489). This would accord with
 the impression given by all other sources, of a relatively swift and easy absorption
 of the Danish and Norwegian newcomers in Anglo-Saxon Christendom.
 The body of evidence from the other end of the period consists of the records of

 church courts, which are relatively plentiful for the fifteenth and sixteenth
 centuries and dealt routinely with cases of religious heterodoxy as well as with
 probate of wills and all kinds of moral offences. They certainly reveal an enduring
 condemnation of the established Church, covering most of its core doctrines and
 institutions. Although this was expressed by a small minority of the population,
 concentrated in certain districts of southern and central England, it was
 determined and persistent. Historians have adopted for those who articulated it
 the contemporary abusive term of "Lollards." They were, however, not pagans but
 the direct opposite: very devout Christians who happened to disagree profoundly
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 with the interpretation of Christianity made by medieval Catholicism. In addition,
 the same records contain an equally persistent number of cases of individuals who
 mocked aspects of Christian piety. They were even fewer than the Lollards,
 belonged to no continuous and articulated rival tradition, and did not argue for
 any alternative system of religion: they were either exercising their wit at the
 expense of the pious or else expressing a scepticism concerning the value of any
 religious faith. What the court archives of the period embody very strongly is a
 sense that unorthodox religious or moral beliefs by individuals threatened the
 whole community to which they belonged, by tempting divine wrath. It was
 therefore the duty of residents to spy upon their neighbours and report any
 reprehensible activities or words of theirs in order to maintain the safety and
 health of all (Dickens 1959; Thompson 1965; Thomas 1971, 166-73; Aston 1984;
 Hudson 1988; Rex 2002; Somerset, Havens and Pitard 2003; McSheffrey and
 Tanner 2003; Ford 2006). An entirely typical and humdrum example of this,
 chosen simply because it occurred in my own city of Bristol, is that of a young
 widow called Margery Northoll, who was sued for breach of promise in 1539.
 There were witnesses to testify to all of the key words and actions of Margery and
 her jilted fiance at each of the three successive stages of their courtship, even when
 they had made efforts to try to be alone. [1] It is difficult to imagine how, in such a
 world, a persisting pagan religion could go completely unreported. The nearest to
 any expression of one in the whole of this great mass of material is the case of two
 Hertfordshire men who were accused of declaring that there were no gods but the
 sun and moon. They were, however, not suggesting that these should be
 worshipped, but - if the charges were actually true at all - fall into the category of
 those who cast doubt on the efficacy of religious belief in general (National
 Archives, KB9, file 40, no. 4).
 Between these two substantial bodies of evidence come just two specific cases
 that could be interpreted as expressions of pagan cults; but that interpretation
 breaks down once they are examined in more detail. At Bexley in Kent, in 1313,
 one Stephen le Pope worshipped images of gods that he had fashioned and set
 up himself in his garden. On the same night that he did this, however, he also
 murdered his maidservant, and it seems that we are dealing with an individual
 case of lunacy (Mandy 1920-5). The second example does involve an actual cult of
 a sort, at Frithelstock Priory in North Devon in 1351, where the monks established
 a chapel nearby with an image in it that was supposed to represent the Virgin
 Mary but which the current Bishop of Exeter thought more resembled "proud and
 disobedient Eve or unchaste Diana." He ordered the building and its contents to
 be destroyed. Nicholas Orme has recently reconsidered the case in detail, and
 concluded that the real source of the bishop's wrath was that the monks had built
 the chapel without asking his permission, and were using it as a source of income
 by attracting pilgrims to it and adding the service of telling fortunes: pilgrims
 were traditionally supposed to pray for healing or remission from sins, and not
 attempt to learn their future. It may be that his particular fulmination against the
 image was because the prediction of fortunes in love was one of the services
 provided; although he clearly thought that monks should not be worshipping the
 Virgin outside the walls of their own priory at all. The bishop concerned was
 exceptional for his energy, severity and intolerance, producing a huge register of
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 reforming and corrective orders. Once more, there is no real evidence of surviving
 paganism behind the episode (Chope 1928; Orme 1992).

 Implications for a Consideration of Medieval Christianity

 It may therefore be fairly concluded that there is no good evidence for a survival of
 active paganism among the English population after the early eleventh century.
 That verdict may surprise few if any members of this audience, at the present time,
 but it does generate the supplementary, and perhaps more interesting, question of
 why this should be so. To reformulate such a question, what was there about
 medieval Christianity that brought about such a swift end to pagan worship, at
 least in England, and rendered any revival of it unnecessary? It may be proposed
 in answer that the medieval English Christian religion was of a kind that matched
 paganism in so many structural respects that it provided an entirely satisfactory
 substitute for it. Let it be plain at once, in making this suggestion, that there is no
 attempt involved in it to deny the novelty of the faith of Christ in many key aspects
 of its nature. It offered a new theology of salvation and damnation, a new polarity
 in its concept of the universe, a new relationship between deity and humanity, a
 new intolerance of all other kinds of religion, and a new centralisation and
 professionalisation of authority, with an equally new centrality of theological
 dogma. It was in many ways a revolutionary form of human religious belief and
 organisation: the point being made here was that, at a popular level, these
 novelties were mediated through forms that made it seem more familiar and
 acceptable in practice.
 These shall now be suggested, resting on my own research for one of my books

 (Hutton 1994), but also upon a range of texts that between them provide a
 synthesis of recent thought upon the nature of English religion in the Middle Ages
 (Thomas 1971; Rollason 1989; Duffy 1992; 2006; Brown 1995; Davies 2003; Blair
 2005; Flint 2006; Phythian- Adams 2006; Burgess and Duffy 2006; Pfaff 2009). These
 between them provide a reasonably good portrait of the Christianity of the period,
 but the necessary comparison with paganism is difficult to make directly because
 almost no evidence survives for the nature of pagan English religious practices.
 What little does exist is usually interpreted by analogy with continental data
 (Owen 1981; Wilson 1992; Carver, Sanmark and Semple 2010). The proposal here is
 to extend that method, by comparing the body of information concerning
 medieval English Christian religion, cited above, with that for ancient European
 paganism as a whole. This is most abundant and well-studied in the cases of
 Greece and Rome (Burkert 1985; Fox 1986; Derks 1998; Beard, North and Price
 1998; Bremmer 1999; North 2000; Turcan 2000; Ando 2003; Warrior 2006; Rivers
 2007; Ando 2008; Mikalson 2010; Ogden 2010). The authors of the few general
 works on European paganism, however, have found many characteristics in
 common between the religions of the ancient Mediterranean and those of the
 north of the continent, making a framework into which the little that is known of
 Anglo-Saxon pagans fits well (Jones and Pennick 1995; Dowden 2000). What is
 proposed here is to compare that general framework for pagan religion with the
 specific features of medieval English Christianity. When this exercise is carried
 out, it becomes apparent that the new religion carried over a series of features
 from the old.
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 One of those was polytheism. This may at first sight appear a remarkable claim
 for a system of faith that attached such importance to its worship of a single true
 god, even if one divided into the Trinity. At a popular level, however, this
 monotheism was much diluted by the cult of the saints, who represented the most
 active centres of devotion for many, if not most, ordinary people. There were
 hundreds to choose from, many of them international figures that spanned the
 Christian world while others were revered only in a county or a district. Cornwall,
 of course, was exceptional, with its profusion of individual parish patrons, but the
 rest of England was noted for such figures as Sidwell, whose cult was confined to
 Devon, and Walstan of Bawburgh, hugely popular across a single, thirty-mile,
 span of Norfolk. Just as the pagan deities of the Graeco-Roman world (and
 perhaps of the entire ancient world) had done, the saints of medieval England
 commonly functioned as patrons and protectors of particular human activities
 and aspects of the natural environment. As such, people could accord them an
 intense and permanent personal devotion, but also approach them for particular
 aid in times of specific need, according to their individual power and speciality.
 They were variously concerned with trades, age groups, illnesses, genders,
 nations, regions, farming processes or animals. Some were clearly more
 overworked than others: Clement, for example, was the patron of blacksmiths,
 anchor-makers, iron-workers and carpenters; and Blaise of wool-combers, wax-
 chandlers, wild beasts and sore throats. Although their cults were usually
 concentrated in parish or monastery churches, they could also be attached to
 natural landmarks: commonly wells and occasionally trees. No statistics are
 available for their relative popularity in medieval England, although their
 absolute popularity was clearly considerable, but the situation may not have been
 too different from that recorded in a rural Catholic community, the French
 department of Lozere, in the 1960s. There 5% of all working-class people
 interviewed had been to mass in the previous year, but 49% of the men and 78% of
 the women had visited a saint's shrine (Hayden Mason, pers. comm., 13 April
 1989).

 The cult of saints was a steadily-developing feature of medieval English
 Christianity, much more prominent in the later Anglo-Saxon Church than in the
 early one, and still stronger in the high and later Middle Ages. It did, however,
 both appear early and seem to be driven by popular demand, as has been
 illustrated by studies of the inception of the cult of St Oswald (Lambert 2010, 208-
 11). It does not seem to have derived from a direct transformation of pagan deities.
 In no known case was a representation of a goddess or god reused as a Christian
 icon, such as happened in famous cases on the Continent - such as those of the
 Madonna and Child at Enna in Sicily, which had been cult statues of Ceres and
 Proserpina, or the Virgin of Chartres Cathedral, taken from a pagan altar (Moss
 and Cappanari 1982). Nor are there any apparent parallels in England to the
 manner in which Irish divinities such as Brighid and Goibhniu were thought by
 scholars, at least in the past, to have been refashioned as saints with the same or a
 similar name (O'Kelly 1952; MacCana 1970, 34-5; but now also, for cautions,
 Mckenna 2001; Bray 2010). There are one or two cases where buildings that have
 been interpreted as Christian churches were erected on or beside recently disused
 Romano-British temples, but none of these survived for long (for example,
 Woodward and Leach 1993). On the other hand, not one of the medieval churches
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 or cathedrals of England has so far proved to have had an Anglo-Saxon shrine or
 temple on its site (Morris 1989, 73-84). Leslie Grinsell, indeed, could trace only
 twelve places in the whole of Britain where medieval Christian churches or
 chapels were built near pre-Christian monuments from any period (Grinsell 1986).
 This evidence flies in the face of the much-quoted letter in Bede's Ecclesiastical
 History, from Pope Gregory the Great to Abbot Mellitus, written near the
 beginning of the missionary effort to the English and ordering that pagan temples
 should be converted to churches. For whatever reason, it does not seem to have
 been obeyed. Nor is there much more sign of direct reuse of sacred waters. Those
 that have yielded the most spectacular evidence of pagan votive offerings, such as
 Sulis's spring at Bath and Conventina's Well at Carrawburgh, Northumberland,
 did not become reconsecrated as centres for Christian cults. Nor, conversely, have
 traces of pagan worship been recovered at the many wells that became
 prominently associated with medieval saints. Jeremy Harte has recently
 confirmed in impressive detail what we had already begun to suspect: that
 enthusiasm for holy wells was a phenomenon that burgeoned as the Middle Ages
 wore on, rather than being a direct and straightforward transference from pre-
 Christian times (Harte 2008). The medieval English cult of saints, therefore, was
 not a Christianisation of pagan deities, but a provision of new figures who offered
 a parallel service. By the end of the Middle Ages, most parish churches contained
 shrines dedicated to saints who were not their patrons: large urban churches could
 have more than thirty of these. Many were maintained by guilds of laity who paid
 a subscription to maintain a priest who would pray regularly to that saint to
 intercede on their behalf, both before and after death. All but the very poorest
 members of society could afford to belong to these.
 A second familiar feature of ancient religion which was reproduced in medieval

 Christianity was that seasonal festivals were the most important forms of ritual
 observance. Services were indeed provided each Sunday, but there was no law
 before the Reformation that compelled people to attend them. The events that
 crowded out churches, and on which most expense and care were lavished, were
 the spectacular feast days positioned at key points of the annual calendar. They
 included the dawn service on Christmas Day, in a church blazing with candles and
 festooned with holly and ivy; the blessing of candles at the beginning of February,
 as part of a liturgy that glorified the power of light to drive back dark; the
 consecration of spring foliage on Palm Sunday, and its fashioning into protective
 crosses; the drama of the resurrection of Christ on Easter Day, a consecrated host
 and crucifix normally being removed from a miniature tomb in which they had
 been placed and guarded since Good Friday; the Rogation processions to bless
 the growing crops in May; the processions that celebrated Pentecost, with the
 releasing of a white dove from the ceiling to symbolise the Holy Ghost; and
 the prayers for the dead and ringing of bells to comfort them at the feasts of All
 Saints and All Souls that ushered in the dark and dead time of the year. For most of
 the time, the church was regarded as a house of the deity, in which a priest or
 priests kept regular worship going without the need of a congregation; although
 the personally devout, and those in need, were of course welcome. This seems
 very much to have been the pagan pattern.
 The Christianisation of pagan festivals was a much more regular and frequent

 occurrence than the Christianisation of pagan places and deities, but it was not a
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 wholesale and automatic one. The solstices certainly became the feasts of the
 Nativity and of John the Baptist, while the quarter day that opened winter was
 appropriated for All Saints. Some of these developments took some time,
 however: the institution of the feast of All Saints only began in the ninth century.
 The greatest of all Christian festivals, Easter, was tied not to any pagan celebration
 but to the Hebrew Passover, and overshadowed the pagan feast of May Day so
 much that the latter was only given to two minor apostles. The traditional quarter
 day that opened spring only became significant in church liturgy because it
 (almost) coincided with the major Christian event of the Purification of the Virgin
 Mary, and Christ's recognition as a saviour of the Gentiles. What happened overall
 was that seasonal themes were interwoven at festivals with key messages and
 passages from the New Testament, to express both to maximum effect. It was an
 appropriation of traditional ways as much as an adaptation to them. For centuries
 the English Church maintained a distance, often disapproving, from secular
 revelry such as May games, village summer feasts, the crowning of mock
 monarchs to preside over seasonal celebration, and collections by ploughmen in
 January. In the late medieval period, however, it incorporated these as well, by
 converting them into mechanisms to raise money for the upkeep of religious
 buildings and ceremonies. Parish officers would organise seasonal celebrations,
 with traditional pastimes and entertainments, to which parishioners paid
 admission, and the profits were put towards the expenses of their church. In
 rural communities, in particular, these became the normal means of providing
 repairs and embellishments for the building and its decorations, and the trappings
 and commodities of services. They completely removed the need to levy a rate,
 and, by turning activities formerly associated with temptation to sin into a means
 of glorifying heavenly powers, arguably cheated the Devil.
 Medieval English Christianity also resembled the older religions in the space
 that it provided for women. Divine female figures were amply represented by
 saints, and above all by the Virgin Mary herself, who made an effective queen of
 heaven. Human women had their own religious houses, in the form of nunneries,
 and featured as celebrated mystics, such as Lady Julian of Norwich. They
 sometimes served as churchwardens, and were admitted to most parish gilds on
 an equal basis with men, and served as officials in them, while some gilds were
 reserved entirely for women. All this had the effect of erecting a thick screen
 before the apparently unequivocal maleness of the single true deity. A fourth
 major continuity with the old ways was that the central religious rite was sacrifice:
 that of the mass, offered up at an altar as the old animal sacrifices had been. The
 major empowering motivation of paganism, the propitiation of deities with gifts,
 had been succeeded by one in which the deity offered himself as the sacrificial
 being, a concept that the evolving doctrine of transubstantiation made vividly real.
 The lesser sacrifices offered by paganism, of incense and flowers, remained in
 churches as accessories to ritual. Preaching, a distinctive Christian contribution to
 the religious mainstream, remained popular through the Middle Ages, being
 especially carried on by friars in the later centuries. It was not, however, essential
 to the practice of the religion, as the consecration and communion of the mass was.
 In general, parish priests were not expected to preach, and their essential role was
 to carry out rites for the good of the community in the manner of pagan priests and
 priestesses before them.
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 In this context, it becomes important to emphasise how much the Protestant
 Reformation and the Catholic Counter-Reformation had in common as reform

 movements directed at medieval Christianity, and especially at its popular
 manifestations. In many key respects they were utterly different, and bitterly
 opposed, forms of religion, but both were designed to achieve a better control over
 general religious observance, with a greatly enhanced level of education,
 uniformity and active lay piety. This is where the insights of historians such as
 Jean Delumeau deserve a fresh consideration, and respect: as they argued, the
 Christianity of early modern Western Europe was indeed radically different from
 that of the Middle Ages. It did represent a fresh and strenuous attempt to inculcate
 at a popular level what devout churchmen had always held to be the key tenets of
 Christianity, and in the process to remove many elements from the practice of
 religion that perpetuated or resembled pagan forms. The transition was especially
 intense in a Protestant nation of the kind that England became, where it involved
 the abolition of the mass, the cult of the saints, and the seasonal rituals, and the
 substitution of a religion based on preaching, compulsory Sunday attendance and
 a far more male-centred concept of the divine order. The crucial distinction to be
 drawn here is that this process did not represent the definitive conversion of the
 populace to the Christian faith, as authors such as Delumeau suggested, but the
 replacement of one form of Christianity with another.

 It may, further, be suggested that the new form was a more difficult one for
 ordinary people to maintain, and most problematic was its concept that salvation
 was a vigorous and strenuous personal matter. English Protestant preachers in the
 sixteenth and seventeenth centuries repeatedly complained of the disposition of
 their congregations to regard an unremitting preoccupation with salvation as the
 business of the professional ministry. For themselves, they were inclined to believe
 that fairly regular church attendance, especially with communion at the major
 festivals, and general good behaviour towards their neighbours was sufficient for
 their entry into heaven (Collinson 1982; 1988; Haigh 1993). Certainly, the
 Reformation experiment proved a failure in one essential respect: that of inducing
 a much greater piety and uniformity among ordinary people. Instead it resulted
 first in a far greater diversity of opinion and then - in just over a century - in the
 complete breakdown of compulsory church attendance and the beginning of a
 long process of secularisation in state and society. Even so, it may be proposed that
 the religious attitudes of the English in the late twentieth century were in some
 respects more similar to those of their medieval predecessors than those which
 Tudor and Stuart churchmen had attempted to inculcate. A modern society in
 which most people did not regularly attend religious services, but many of these
 still desired the services of a priestly figure for personal rites of passage and in
 which parish churches filled up at Christmas, has certain obvious older parallels.
 They are embodied in surveys in 1985, in which only 10% of respondents still
 attended any church but 65% still confidently described themselves as Christian,
 and 1990, in which 32% believed in a personal god but 71% believed in a being
 called "God." They are arguably summed up by the famous answer of a Londoner
 in 1968, who, asked if she or he believed in a god who changed the course of events
 on earth, replied confidently: "No, just the ordinary one" (Abrams, Gerard and
 Timms 1985, 60; Davie 1994, 1 and 74-92). We may be on the brink here of a
 general theory of religious behaviour on the part of the people of this land,
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 spanning more than two thousand years: but that has taken me very far from my
 original question, and so I shall conclude my considerations of it now, with further
 gratitude for the honour of addressing this company

 Note

 [1] Bristol Record Office, D/D/ Cd 4, 1535-40. 1 owe this reference to my former colleague at Bristol,
 Joseph Bettey.
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