Nota Bene:  Similar to “External Manipulation of Marriages in Elizabethan England,” I have included this essay in my portfolio to demonstrate both my analytical and writing skills.  I presented this particular paper at a regional conference of the historical honor society, Phi Alpha Theta, hoping to garner feedback on the general concepts.  My original thesis for my M.A. in History was going to examine how protestant Tudor historians revised history to justify Henry VIII’s break with Rome as well as the Virgin Queen’s continual defiance of Rome.  One such historian was John Bale, and my original thesis as it was shaping up was going to utilize his writings quite extensively.  Unfortunately, halfway through writing my second chapter, I came across two books that dealt very in-depth with my topic of protestant Tudor historical revisionism, thus requiring a change in topics.  
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The pre-modern English people used history to instruct others to behave in a socially acceptable manner.  History was seen as a natural cycle, and to avoid making the same mistakes that were made in the past, a person needed to learn from history.  The spread of the Reformation and the printing press only emphasized this point.  The ability to read and understand historical and scriptural writings was of utmost importance to the newly protestantized nation, and, like generations of English men and women before them had done with chantry schools, the Tudor people gave generously to help fund schools and public libraries.  However, not everyone was literate, so many Tudor people also funded morality plays which could be seen and heard by everyone.

Thomas Cromwell, the Earl of Essex, was one such individual.  Late in the reign of Henry VIII, Cromwell sponsored John Bale’s King Johan.  Although a morality play, King Johan is much more than a moralization of Henry VIII’s seizure and reform of the English church.  This play attempts to rewrite history in a manner consistent with what Norman Jones refers to as “Reinventing Christianity.”
  To make the religious reforms viable, Jones argued, the Protestant governments had to replace a traditional past written by monastic chroniclers with a new past that focused on the Primitive Church and remnants of God’s true church that seemed as “individual sparks of true light set against the black sky of the long papal night.”
  Even though Jones only argued that the Protestants reinvented religious history, I argue that the principle may be applied to secular history as well, and it is within this sense of spiritual and historical iconoclasm that John Bale wrote King Johan.

To most scholars, Bale was a polemicist.  Everything he wrote was polemic against the Catholic church and in favor of England’s newly Protestant church.  Peter Happé and John N. King, for instance, stated that Bale’s lesson on vocation, tribulation, and deliverance within his Vocacyon is central to the story of his experiences as a Protestant missionary bishop in Catholic Ireland.
  In discussing the various texts of King Johan, Barry B. Adams argued that Bale wrote the play to satire and comment on would-be papal domination.
  Rainer Pineas, in two separate articles, stated that Bale “was an important propagandist for the extreme Protestant position,” and then went on to examine the polemical techniques of Bale.
  To Alfred W. Pollard and Honor McCusker, “Bilious” Bale “gave the best of his strength to polemics,” and only touched upon history to prove his polemical points.

It is only with May McKisack, Jesse Harris, and Leslie Fairfield, a generation separate from either King or McCusker, that we get a sense that Bale has something more to offer than just polemic.  Bale, argued McKisack, was part of the first generation of Medieval historians, a generation of historians who sought to “demonstrate the scriptural (as distinct from Romish) foundations of the land’s ecclesiastical traditions.”
  Harris focused primarily on Bale’s dramatic works, but looked at both the polemical argument and the historical reinvention within those works.
  Although Fairfield’s John Bale: Mythmaker for the English Reformation explored Bale’s polemical nature, Fairfield’s Mythmaker also pointed to Bale as one of the first post-Reformation Englishmen to begin rewriting history with more of a Protestant bias.
  In a separate article, Fairfield also argued that Bale’s Vocacyon “refashioned the medieval hagiographical and homiletical traditions by depicting his own life and his own experiences,” and was thus a pre-cursor to English autobiography.

Although Bale’s works in general and King Johan in specific are polemical, Bale seems to have taken upon himself in King Johan not only the mission of polemicizing against the Roman church, but also the mission of restoring the good name of John, one of England’s most tarnished kings.  Thus, in the epilogue of the play, Bale states:

By this example ye may see with your eyes

How Antichrist’s whelps have noble princes used.

Again ye may see how they with prodigious lies 

And crafts uncomely their mischiefs have excused.

So, what did Bale have to say about King John? John, according to Bale, was not militarily inept.  Granted, John may have lost his possessions in France because he focused most of his loving energies on England, but he “got much more in Scotland, Ireland and Wales.”
  Bale’s portrayal of John also showed him to be a proto-Henry; someone who earnestly tried to reform the church and relieve England’s ecclesiastical burden:

For none other cause God hath kings constitute

And given them the sword but for to correct all vice.

I have attempted this thing to execute

Upon transgressors according unto justice,

And because I will not be partial in mine office

For theft and murder to persons spiritual,

I have against me the priests and the bishops all.

Being, of course, hindered by Sedition (alias Stephen Langton), John called forth his Clergy and Nobility to discuss England’s plight and had them swear an oath to “be true and just in every city and town,/ And this to perform set hand and kiss the book.”
  To further hinder John’s reform efforts (and also to prevent John from taxing the clergy), Sedition sought and received approval from Usurped Power (alias Pope Innocent III) to absolve Clergy and Nobility of this oath.

Sedition, however, was not Usurped Power’s only agent.  When Private Wealth (alias Cardinal Pandulphus), another agent of Usurped Power, called upon John to repent of his “wickedness” and cease taxing the clergy, John responded “And as for their tax, I have for me the Gospel.”
  The scriptures, John said, were replete with reasons why a prince could tax and judge the clergy.  Solomon, for instance, stated that God moves the hearts of kings.  Thus, when kings give judgment, “God speaketh in their lips.”
  Also, Christ Almighty subjected himself to the temporal power of Caesar, and ordered His officers “to preach abroad without staff, script, or wallet.”
  John’s superior logic, however, only earned him the enmity of Private Wealth, as well as an Interdict that was placed upon John’s realm of England.  This Interdict put John in the precarious situation of trying to instill a godly reformation of the English church while at the same time trying to overcome the opposition of Nobility and Civil Order that was stirred up by Sedition and the other agents of Usurped Power.  Unlike Henry, though, John did not have a number of devout Christians to rely upon when trying to undo the superstitions of his generation, and John’s resulting defeat is expected after England and Commonalty are unable to help reform the church because of spiritual blindness and temporal impoverishment.

Traditionally, John had been blamed for many bad things that had befallen England during his reign, and, most importantly, for being an ineffective ruler.  The nobility deemed John a poor military leader because he lost his lands in France and attempted to extract taxes from Parliament to regain those lands.  Roger of Hovenden, for instance, portrayed John as short-sighted and easily manipulated into following bad advice from his council.
  Not denying John’s short-sightedness or manipulation, Gervase of Canterbury stated that John’s nobles despised him for his inexperience and “smallness of body.”
  The church viewed John as a tyrant who sought only to enrich himself at the expense of traditional ecclesiastical liberties, such as interfering in the right to free ecclesiastical election.
  For example, the Benedictene monk, Ralph of Coggeshall, castigated John first for his pecuniary demands, and second for his interference in the election of Stephen Langton.
  Although we must rely upon the records of learned people for the commons’ view of John, some interesting information can still be gleaned from the monastic chronicles.  For example, Gervase of Canterbury stated that not only the nobility despised John, but most everyone despised him.
  Also, the chronicles of the abbeys of Burton and Melrose focus on the effects of the Interdict upon the commons, and the misery that resulted from England’s unrepentant ruler.
  While this view of the Interdict is monastic in nature, there is an element of truth to it.  The inability of the priesthood to perform various acts of intercession only serves to agitate the commons, especially in a culture heavily reliant upon priests as intercessors between man and the supernatural.
  

Bale sought to change these views of John, while at the same time moralizing Henry VIII’s reforms.  In order for Bale to accomplish his mission, he first had to call into question the existing accounts of history.  This meant, in essence, challenging the millennium-old tradition of chronicling.  Chronicles had three major flaws that lent credence to the call by Protestants to rewrite Medieval English history.  First, the chronicles were based on the corrupted ecclesiastical Latin of the Middle Ages.  Ecclesiastical Latin, Bale argued, hid the “subtle drifts” of the Catholic church and the true points of the gospel and consequently allowed the Catholic church to “lack neither gold nor silver, girdles nor rings,/Candles nor tapperes, nor other customed offerings.”
  Second, the chronicles were piecemeal, in that they did not assemble the disparate pieces of information together to form a larger picture of an event or a period of time.  This meant that the chronicles offered little in the way of cause and effect, the reasons why events happened.  Third, the Medieval chronicles were mostly biased in favor of the church of Rome.  With these reasons in mind, Bale has Nobility declare its disgust at monastic chronicles in the play:

You priests are the cause that Chronicles doth defame

So many princes and men of notable name,

For you take upon you to write them evermore;

And therefore king John is like to rue it sore

When ye write his time, for vexing of the clergy.

Bale further challenged the validity of monastic chronicles by having Verity question the loyalties and accuracy of chroniclers such as Polydore Vergil:

I assure ye, friends, let men write what they will,

King Iohan was a man both valiant and godly.

What though Polydorus reporteth him very ill

At the suggestions of the malicious clergy?

Think you a Roman with the Romans can not lie?

Once the traditional story was called into question, Bale could then rewrite history that seemed to him more appropriate to John’s situation.  Thus, the villains of the play (Clergy, Sedition, Dissimulation, Usurped Power, Private Wealth, and Treason) are all clerics, and anything bad that happens in the play is a result of their actions.

Bale could moralize all he wanted about Henry’s reforms of the church, and he could also rewrite the history surrounding John all he wanted, but unless his audience was receptive to the message of King Johan, Bale would have failed to get his message across.  Thus said, how did people react to King Johan? It appears that many people were at least receptive to the idea that John was not such a bad king, and that he was unfairly portrayed by the Pope’s agents to be such.  One John Alforde, for instance, had attended a showing of King Johan, and had declared afterwards “that it is pity that the Bishop of Rome should reign any longer, for if he should, the said Bishop would do with our King as he did with King John.”
  One Thomas Brown likewise had seen King Johan, and had told one Henry Totehill “that he had heard diverse times priests and clerks say, that King John did look like one that had run from burning of a house, but this deponent knew now that it was nothing true.”

By writing King Johan, Bale sought to rewrite England’s history of John, a monarch Bale portrayed as being mercilessly plagued by the Pope because he sought to reform England’s church.  Bale first called into question the existing accounts of John, and then provided alternative views of John to replace the monastic view.  John was thus seen as uniting all of Britain instead of getting involved in the endless continental wars, and he was also seen as a proto-reformer much in the same light as the Lollards.  While John’s image of being a poor king remains to this day, in the early days of the Reformation, many people appeared to be receptive to Bale’s rewriting of history.
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