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Boys who were tonsured by their bishop acquired clerical status. Bishops might confer the
tonsure at or near a general ordination but also on their progress around their diocese or
when resident at one of their manor houses. Candidates had to be ‘literate’, possessing a
certain level of Latin, free (or manumitted), legitimate (or dispensed) and ‘suitable’. There
is evidence of local selection and candidates were examined before being tonsured.
Tonsuring could be the first stage in progress to the priesthood, but many did not proceed
beyond the first tonsure and others progressed only to ordination as acolyte.

T homas Hempnall, bishop of Worcester, –, ordained 
subdeacons,  deacons and  priests between September
 and September . In addition to these ordinations

to the higher, or ‘holy’, orders he ordained  acolytes and conferred
the ‘first tonsure of the clerical army’ (‘prima tonsura clericalis
milicie’) on no fewer than  boys. First tonsure was the initial
stage in the progress of young men to the priesthood but, as these
totals suggest, tonsured boys did not necessarily proceed beyond that
first stage, and even those who became acolytes might not advance to
the higher orders.

CYS = Canterbury and York Society; RPD = Registrum Palatinum Dunelmense; WHS =
Worcestershire Historical Society

 These numbers exclude those from other dioceses ordained with letters dimissory,
andalsobeneficed clergy and religious, whodidnot necessarily originate fromthediocese.

 Acolyte was the highest of the four minor orders, the other three being door-
keeper, lector and exorcist, which were not administered separately in this period
(but see n.  below). For a discussion of the duties of each order see P. H. Cullum,
‘Boy/man into clerk/priest: the making of the late medieval clergy’, in
N. F. McDonald and W. M. Ormrod (eds), Rites of passage: cultures of transition in the four-
teenth century, York , –. See also R. N. Swanson, Church and society in late medieval
England, Oxford , –.
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This study seeks to examine in detail the conferring of the tonsure in the
first half of the fourteenth century. It is based on those episcopal registers
which list the names of boys who received the tonsure.

Sources

Episcopal registers survive for sixteen of the seventeen English dioceses in
the first half of the fourteenth century. From their origins a century earlier,
their core content was the recording of institutions to benefices, which pre-
served information of permanent value regarding the status of parochial
benefices and the identity of their patrons as well as the names of those
instituted and often of the predecessor and the reason for the vacancy.
To this core might be added entries of various kinds, predominantly
copies or summaries of acts of the bishop but also including copies of
some incoming business. The registers were created by binding the
written-up quires into one or more volumes, usually following the death
of the bishop. They are the products of a sophisticated and experienced
registry staff and many of them bear the appearance of systematic and
polished scribal activity. This may nevertheless obscure the reality, which
was that many of the entries were compiled from drafts or brief notes
which were written up periodically and often at some considerable time
after the event or the issue of the document, that errors and omissions
crept in and that decisions as to which acts to include or exclude offered
significant scope for scribal decisions which might not be consistent even
within the register or registers of a single episcopate.
There was scope for either deliberate exclusion or accidental omission or

loss at various stages in the creation of the registers and their survival there-
after. Institutions were the core of the registers but, even so, there is con-
siderable evidence of institutions which were not registered. Certain
categories of material, such as royal writs, appear as substantial sections
in some registers but are not found in others, either because they were
never recorded formally or because the decision was made not to bind
the relevant quires into a register. Some kinds of entry appear from time
to time in a register but were clearly not recorded systematically there. In
some cases, when a register was bound as several volumes, one or more
of the volumes may later have been identified as no longer justifying pres-
ervation, or may have been accidentally lost or destroyed. Also, many acts

 D. M. Smith, Guide to bishops’ registers of England and Wales: a survey from the Middle
Ages to the abolition of episcopacy in , London .

 A. Hamilton Thompson, ‘The registers of John Gynewell, bishop of Lincoln, for the
years –’, Archaeological Journal lxviii (), – at p.  and n. .

 D. M. Smith, ‘Lost archiepiscopal registers of York: the evidence of five medieval
inventories’, Borthwick Institute Bulletin xi (), –.
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of the bishop were never, or only very occasionally, recorded. Lists of those
ordained to the higher orders presumably justified being preserved during
the expected lifetime of the ordinands but were of little practical value
thereafter. They are found in the registers of only twelve dioceses during
this period, and there are significant lacunae in most of these. They
usually appear to be tidy and well-organised, but in a few cases we can
see that a list was prepared from a number of smaller slips from which
the information was to some extent edited. Those lists which survive
may cover only the three holy orders, although most also include acolytes.
Ordination to these orders was normally restricted to the Saturdays of the
four Ember weeks of the church year and two other permitted days. There
was no similar restriction on imposition of the tonsure, which might take
place on the day of a general ordination or a day or two immediately
before or after it, but might be given to smaller groups as the bishop
moved around his diocese or resided at one of his manor houses. Lists
of first tonsures survive for only six dioceses during this period. We
cannot know whether lists of those tonsured were, in most dioceses, pre-
pared but not entered into a quire, or whether there were quires of
them which were not preserved and registered, or whether, in many dio-
ceses, the names were not recorded. The six dioceses for which they
survive are Winchester, Exeter, Rochester, Durham, Worcester and Ely.

 D. Robinson, ‘The Black Death and clerical recruitment: the evidence of ordin-
ation lists’, Archives liv/ (), – at pp. –.

 There is evidence, later in the Middle Ages, of ‘the first tonsure being subsumed in
receipt of the higher order’: Swanson, Church and society, . See also Cullum, ‘Boy/man
into clerk/priest’, . Lyndwood, in the fifteenth century, discussing whether the first
tonsure might be conferred on a person together with the other minor orders on the
same day, considered that they ought not to be conferred openly but might be con-
ferred privately on the same day before the beginning of the mass of the celebration
of orders: Provinciale, seu constitutiones Angliae, Oxford , .

 Winchester: Registrum Henrici Woodlock, diocesis Wintoniensis, A.D. –,
ed. A. W. Goodman (CYS xliii–xliv, –); The registers of John de Sandale and Rigaud
de Asserio, bishops of Winchester (A.D. –), ed. F. J. Baigent (Hampshire Record
Society, ); The register of John de Stratford, bishop of Winchester, –,
ed. R. M. Haines (Surrey Record Society xlii–xliii, –); The register of William
Edington, bishop of Winchester, –, ed. S. F. Hockey (Hampshire Record Series
vii–viii, –). Exeter: The register of Walter de Stapeldon, bishop of Exeter (A.D. –
), ed. F. C. Hingeston-Randolph, London–Exeter . Rochester: Registrum
Hamonis Hethe, diocesis Roffensis, A.D. –, ed. C. Johnson (CYS xlviii–xlix,
). Durham: Registrum Palatinum Dunelmense, ed. T. D. Hardy (Rolls Series, –
). Worcester: Calendar of the register of Simon de Montacute, bishop of Worcester, –
 (WHS n.s. xv, ); Worcestershire Archives, b.–BA./(iv), register
of Thomas Hempnall; A calendar of the register of Wolstan de Bransford, bishop of Worcester,
–, ed. R. M. Haines (WHS n.s. iv; Historical Manuscripts Commission joint pub-
lication ix, ). Ely: Cambridge University Library, EDR, G//, registers of Simon
Montacute and Thomas de Lisle. Scattered entries can be found in other registers.
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Rochester and Ely were two of the three smallest English dioceses, and the
other four were dioceses of medium size, each covering approximately the
area of two counties. In the largest dioceses, York, Lincoln and Coventry
and Lichfield, the number of boys tonsured would have required the
expenditure of much time, ink and parchment and, even if there were a
need later to establish whether a man had been tonsured, the lists would
be difficult to search and it might be impossible to establish that a name
in the list referred to the person in question. Tonsuring was unlikely to
hold serious consequences for the bishop or his successors, and the
fact that it often took place away from regular ordinations would make it
less of a matter of clerical routine. Of the six dioceses, the Rochester reg-
isters were not systematically divided into sections, and ordinations, in-
cluding tonsurings, are included in the overall chronological sequence.
The registers of the other five dioceses include quires devoted to
ordination lists and all but Ely include tonsurings in these sections. Ely ton-
surings are entered on separate folios. (See Figure  below for the periods
covered.)
The lists are usually headed ‘[ordinati] ad primam tonsuram’, whether

these are headings for a tonsuring or subheadings within the entry for a
general ordination. When the tonsuring took place on the day of the
ordination, the lists of those tonsured normally took their appropriate
place in the sequence of orders, preceding the lists of acolytes, subdeacons,
deacons and priests, usually without any indication that they had taken

 Bishop Pontoise of Winchester searched his ordination register for a boy who had
been tonsured at Southampton in  and issued him letters testimonial although, on
another occasion, when a man accused of causing a death pleaded benefit of clergy and
this was doubted by some who were enemies (‘a nonnullis emulis’), Pontoise relied on
depositions of faithful witnesses that the man had received the tonsure from Bishop
John Gervase (–): Registrum Johannis de Pontissara, episcopi Wintoniensis, A.D.
MCCLXXXII–MCCCIV, ed. C. Deedes (CYS xix, xxx, –; Surrey Record Society
i, vi, –), i. –, , cf. ii. –.

 If a bishop ordained to the higher orders a man without a title (secure income),
he and his successors became liable to support him if he fell into poverty, but titles were
not required for the first tonsure or ordination as acolyte.

 The Exeter scribe noted of two small tonsurings in , of six boys on one occa-
sion and one on the other, ‘me absente’ and ‘similiter me absente’, and in , when
seven were tonsured, ‘et memorandum quod non interfui’: Reg. Stapeldon, , . It is
easy to believe that on similar occasions in this and other dioceses tonsurings might not
have been recorded. The scribe was also on one occasion absent from an ordination to
acolyte and the higher orders: Reg. Stapeldon, .

 ‘Ordained’ is frequently used in the registers, although ‘conferring the first tonsure’
is also used and Bishop Assier of Winchester, when commissioning Peter, episcopus
Corbavensis (Krbava, now in Croatia), distinguished between ordaining to major and
minor orders and ‘imposing or conferring [clerical] character’: Regs Sandale and Asserio,
. There had been discussion among canonists as to whether the first tonsure consti-
tuted an order, but it became accepted as such: Lyndwood, Provinciale, .
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Figure . Numbers of recorded first tonsures (in parentheses, number of
occasions on which bishops are recorded as conferring first tonsures).

. Candidates with letters dimissory are excluded, as are occasions on which a bishop
conferred the tonsure only on such candidates, together with occasions on which a
bishop conferred the tonsure only on candidates from another diocese by commission
from the diocesan bishop. In a few instances, when a tonsuring is undated and the year
is uncertain, it has been assigned to the most probable year. In the register of Bishop
Bransford of Worcester (–) many lists of tonsurings provide a date and place
but not a year. These have been attributed to  and  because of evidence of
the bishop’s presence in the vicinity at the time and to  on the basis of the late
date of Trinity Sunday.
. The number of asterisks indicates the number of ordinations at which the bishop
both conferred the tonsure and ordained to one or more of the higher orders on
the same day or within one or two days, although not necessarily in the same place.
When more than one tonsuring took place within one or two days of such an ordination
only a single asterisk is used.
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place outside the main ordination. Occasionally ‘coronati’ or ‘benedicti’
is used. In the margin of one list of those tonsured in Rochester the clerk
has written ‘Exorciste’ and in two lists of monks of Furness Abbey granted
letters dimissory by Archbishop Melton of York this word is used for what
are clearly candidates for the tonsure.

Figure . (continued)

 In Bishop Woodlock’s lists of ordinands at general ordinations the first tonsures
usually precede the acolytes but occasionally follow the priests. This may indicate that
tonsuring took place either earlier in the day or following the ordination, although it
may simply reflect the scribes’ arrangement of their draft lists. On  February 
twenty-nine first tonsures precede the acolytes, and following the list of priests there
is a memorandum that the bishops ordained to the first tonsure ‘the clerks written
below’, followed by nineteen further names.

 Bishop Pontoise referred to ‘primam tonsuram que vulgariter apud nos corona
benedicta nuncupatur’: Reg. Pontissara, i. –, and the list for  August  in
the register of his successor, Henry Woodlock, is headed ‘benedicti’: Reg. Woodlock, ii.
. Two letters in Latin to Bishop Montacute of Worcester permitting the tonsuring
of bondmen refer to the first tonsure; a third, in French, refers to ‘le ordre benoyte’:
Reg. Montacute (Worcester), –. ‘Psalmistatus’ is also used on occasion: Lyndwood,
Provinciale, ; Registrum Johannis Trillek, episcopi Herefordensis, A.D. MCCCXLIV–
MCCCLXI, ed. J. H. Parry (Cantilupe Society, ; CYS viii, ), . In a list of
 boys tonsured at Balsham in  ‘psalt’’ is noted against the name of John
Blessed of Bottisham, which may suggest that ‘psalmistatus’ was occasionally used in a
specific sense: Reg. Montacute (Ely), fo. .

 Reg. Hethe, i ; The register of William Melton, archbishop of York, –, i,
ed. R. M. T. Hill (CYS lxxx, ), , . Although it was uncommon for boys to
enter a religious house or order before receiving the first tonsure, the fact that the
‘exorciste’ preceded acolytes and those seeking the higher orders indicates that the
letters dimissory were for tonsuring. The location of the abbey, at the westernmost
part of the diocese, rarely visited by the archbishop and probably rarely by a suffragan,
may explain why boys old enough to be accepted as novices might not have received the
tonsure while still in secular life. The St David’s episcopal registers in the later fifteeenth
century and the sixteenth century also refer to what are clearly tonsurings as ‘exorcist’:
The episcopal registers of the diocese of St David’s,  to , ed. R. F. Isaacson and
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When and where?

At the first ordination by Walter Stapledon as bishop of Exeter on 
December  more than , candidates appeared:  for the
higher orders,  to be ordained acolyte and  to receive the first
tonsure. They attended from all parts of his diocese: those tonsured com-
prised  from the three Devon archdeaconries ( from Exeter,  from
Totnes,  from Barnstaple),  from the archdeaconry of Cornwall and
six from peculiar jurisdictions. This was followed in February and March
 by a lengthy itinerary through Cornwall, including the Lent ordin-
ation ( February) at St Germans and one at St Crantock at Sitientes (
March), both of which included first tonsures ( and  respectively).
In addition thirty-four boys were tonsured on  March at St Laundy and
thirteen on  March at Launceston priory. These ordinations and ton-
surings were attended almost exclusively by Cornish candidates. Between
December  and September , no fewer than  boys were ton-
sured on eight occasions. Thereafter, Stapledon held at least one major
ordination each year, on the day of which he conferred the tonsure as
well as ordaining to the higher orders. He also held lesser tonsurings, some-
times for between ten and twenty boys but often for only one, two or three.
In September  Stapledon tonsured eighty-three boys at Paignton, an

episcopal manor, in the morning before the main ordination later in the
day at Totnes. It was also quite common for a bishop, having held a
major ordination in his cathedral or another large church, to confer the
tonsure in the chapel of his castle or manor house on the following day:
Richard Bury, bishop of Durham, held a major ordination in his cathedral
on  December , followed by tonsuring thirty boys in Durham castle
chapel on Christmas Eve.
Most bishops conferred the tonsure while they were travelling around

their diocese, moving from one of their manor houses to another or

A. Roberts (Cymmrodorion Record Series vi, –). Cullum suggests that ‘exorcist’
may have been used with reference to tonsured boys serving as holy water clerks in
parishes: ‘Boy/man into clerk/priest’, .

 These are the number of names listed for each order. The heading to the list states
that ‘about ’ were tonsured and  ordained as acolyte. It is possible that prepara-
tory lists were misidentified although it would be understandable if the distances which
candidates needed to travel deterred many potential candidates for tonsuring from
attending.  Reg. Stapeldon, –.

 Ibid. –. Ordination at or about the time of a general ordination no doubt
often facilitated supervision of the boys on their journeys and while they were at the
place of ordination. In Figure , the number of asterisks denotes the number of such
ordinations. It also provides a summary of the number of tonsurings and boys tonsured
as recorded in the registers but it must be stressed that we cannot know how complete a
record of these events survives in the registers; the numbers must be received with
caution.  RPD iii. –.
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carrying out visitations. Thomas Hempnall and Wulstan Bransford as
bishops of Worcester can be seen at times conferring the tonsure almost
daily. Hempnall, for example, tonsured boys on seven occasions between
 November and  November  at Worcester, Pershore, Beckford,
Withington, Bibury, Withington again and Fladbury, and on thirteen occa-
sions between  June and  July  at Alcester ( June), Hampton
Lucy (,  June), Tredington (,  June), Bishops Cleeve ( June),
Upton (,  June), Leonard Stanley ( July), Thornbury ( July) and
Henbury Saltmarsh (, ,  July). Apart from the Bibury tonsuring on 
November , when sixty-nine were tonsured, the largest number was
twenty-seven, and at half of them fewer than ten were tonsured. Most
of these places were less than ten, and almost all less than twenty, miles
apart. In north Northumberland, sparsely populated and fifty or more
miles from Durham, Bishop Bury held tonsurings at Alnwick Abbey,
Bamburgh parish church and the chapel of the bishop’s castle of
Norham on ,  and October . These places, thirteen and nineteen
miles apart respectively, were presumably convenient for local boys and the
coming of the bishop to the most distant part of his diocese was no doubt
well publicised: seventeen, twenty-four and sixteen boys attended.
Bishops also conferred the tonsure on boys who came to them when they

were staying at one of their residences. Hamo Hethe, bishop of Rochester,
carried out most of his tonsurings at his manor houses of Halling and
Trottiscliffe and from the mid-s did so almost exclusively: he con-
ferred the tonsure frequently, but the numbers involved were usually in
single figures. By contrast, although Simon Montacute as bishop of Ely
tonsured boys at his manor houses less frequently than Hethe, the
numbers might be considerable: at Fen Ditton forty-seven on  July
, and then fifty-two on  April  when twenty-seven of those ton-
sured were from nearby Cambridge (town, not gown).
Sometimes a bishop was commissioned to carry out specific episcopal

functions in a diocese other than his own. This might be a suffragan,

 Hempnall’s tonsurings are not associated with episcopal visitation: R. M. Haines,
The administration of the diocese of Worcester in the first half of the fourteenth century, London
, ; Reg. Hempnall, , –. Some of Bransford’s tonsurings appear to have
taken place during his  and  visitations: Reg. Bransford, –.

 Parents were expected to bring their children for confirmation when ‘they hear
the bishop to be near [prope adesse audierint]’, ‘prope’ being within seven miles,
‘as common use has it’: Lyndwood, Provinciale, .

 RPD iii. –. Bishop Edington of Winchester conferred tonsures on thirteen
occasions between  August and  September .

 Hethe was charged at an archiepiscopal visitation in  with not travelling
around his diocese and, in particular, not confirming children in the Wealden parishes,
but remaining in Halling and Trottiscliffe. He was acquitted: Reg. Hethe, i. –.

 Reg. Montacute (Ely), fos v, r.
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who at this time in England was usually either a bishop with an Irish see or a
friar ordained nominally to a see in partibus infidelium. Alternatively an
English diocesan bishop might be commissioned to act on behalf of the
bishop of a diocese in which he was temporarily present. This might
include conferring the first tonsure as one item in a list of duties including
consecrating, dedicating and reconciling churches and churchyards, bless-
ing vestments and chalices, confirming children and ordaining. Not all
commissions mentioned tonsuring and sometimes they specifically
excluded it. Sometimes a limit was placed on the number of tonsurings.
When Hethe was en route to the detached parishes of his diocese,
Freckenham (Suffolk) and Isleham (Cambridgeshire), the bishop of
Norwich commissioned him to consecrate and dedicate the newly-con-
structed parish church of Fouldon (Norfolk) and to confer the first
tonsure on twenty suitable and literate persons there on the same day
and then a further twenty in Hethe’s appropriated parish of Tottington,
with its chapel of Brundish. Stapledon, who was often at his diocesan
estate at Faringdon in Hampshire and also often in Surrey, was frequently
commissioned by bishops of Winchester to carry out ordinations and ton-
surings on their behalf or, in some cases, licensed by the bishop to
ordain or tonsure those of his own diocese who were with him or prepared
to travel to his temporary location. In  Archbishop Melton of York
commissioned Benedict, bishop of Sardica (Sofia, now Bulgaria), to
tonsure suitable people in the deaneries of Ryedale and Cleveland as he
travelled north to speak with the pope’s ambassadors, and when he was
returning.

Completeness of registration

Lists of subdeacons, deacons and priests can usually be assumed to be rea-
sonably reliable when the register bears a general impression of order,

 Bearing the name of a diocese under Orthodox or Islamic rule.
 Except for ordaining, these were all included in the bishop of Chichester’s com-

mission in , when Hethe tonsured forty-four boys in Battle Abbey: Reg. Hethe,
i. –. In  Hethe held an ordination in Canterbury cathedral, including tonsur-
ing  boys of Canterbury diocese, by commission of the archbishop: Reg. Hethe, i. .
Such commissions provide evidence of actions which medieval bishops must regularly
have undertaken when travelling around their diocese but which, apart from ordaining,
leave little trace in their registers.  Ibid. i. –.

 Stapledon also received commissions from the archbishop of Canterbury to
perform episcopal acts, including tonsuring, at East Horsley, in the archbishop’s imme-
diate jurisdiction: Reg. Stapeldon, –, –, –, –, , –, – (this
commission explicitly excludes conferring the first tonsure on boys of Winchester
diocese), , , .  Reg. Melton, i. .
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when ordinations are recorded as being held regularly, and when we can
trace a high proportion of subdeacons progressing, usually swiftly, to the
diaconate and the priesthood.
Although the first of these criteria is relevant for tonsurings, the other

two are of little value. Frequency or infrequency of tonsuring, an event
not dependent on ember days, provides no more than a possible indica-
tion of completeness. Also, unlike subdeacons and deacons, many ton-
sured boys did not proceed further, and most of those who did so
waited several years. When few or no tonsurings are recorded over an
extended period we cannot know whether this represents a change in
policy for tonsuring or in practice of recording, although we may
suspect the latter.
One piece of evidence which gives rise for concern is the number of aco-

lytes whom we cannot trace at tonsuring, even when we have a sufficiently
long period to search in a diocese for which the evidence might appear to
be comprehensive. We can trace only two-thirds of those ordained acolyte
in Exeter, –, at their tonsuring, and a similar proportion at
Rochester, –. This may indicate that many tonsurings were not
recorded. Alternatively, being tonsured may have been subsumed into
the ordination of acolytes. This was clearly the case at Stapledon’s first
ordination in Exeter, when probably twenty-two appear in the lists of
those tonsured and also lists of acolytes. There is no clear evidence of can-
didates being tonsured and ordained as acolyte at the same ordination at
other times and places in Exeter or in other dioceses but it may have
occurred without being recorded.

 The appearance of systematic and complete registration might nevertheless some-
times conceal error and omission: see n.  above.

 The employment of bishops other than the diocesan may also have led to names
not being entered although, when Bishop Kirkby of Carlisle ordained in Corbridge
parish church on behalf of the bishop of Durham in , he omitted the names of
those tonsured from his own register but they appear with the other ordinands’
names in the Durham register: The register of John Kirkby, bishop of Carlisle, –,
and the register of John Ross, bishop of Carlisle, –, ed. R. L. Storey (CYS lxxix,
lxxxi, –), i. ; RPD iii. .

 In these dioceses systematic recording over an extended period seems probable.
The dates have been selected to minimise the likelihood of acolytes having been ton-
sured prior to the earliest surviving records.

 Although some apparent absences may be explained by the ordinand’s name
being differently expressed on the two occasions.

 In some cases a tonsured boy and an acolyte might bear the same name. The
December  lists include four examples, additional to the twenty-two of first ton-
sures and acolytes bearing the same name but being listed under different
archdeaconries.
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Numbers

Overall, it seems reasonable to assume, from numbers of occasions of
tonsuring and numbers of boys tonsured, that for Exeter, Rochester
from , and Ely at least from  to , we have a reasonably
high proportion of those tonsured being recorded and that for the other
three dioceses we have at most an indication, based on the ‘best’ years,
of the numbers who might be tonsured when opportunity arose for tonsur-
ing and these events were recorded.
In Exeter , tonsurings are recorded in fourteen years, an average

of over  a year. In the much smaller diocese of Rochester the total is
 in twenty-four years from  to , an average of – a year.
In Ely the total is  over the eight years –, an average of more
than .
We can form only very tentative estimates for the other three dioceses.

In each of them there are years in which considerable numbers were ton-
sured, showing that many boys were eligible to be tonsured and prepared
to come forward when the opportunity arose, but we cannot know whether
the absence or paucity of recorded tonsurings in other years reflects failure
by the bishop to perform the rite (or commission another bishop to
perform it) or of the registry staff to record it. For Worcester, we have
high figures for four of the nine years for which we have records: ,
in – and  in . We might reasonably assume that  was a
plausible annual average, although these years may be exceptional.
Under Woodlock there were four years in which ninety or more boys
were tonsured in Winchester diocese, but the annual average for his epis-
copate is only sixty. Thereafter, the only substantial numbers are the 
tonsured in ,  in  and  in . Finally, Durham presents
very variable annual numbers. In both Winchester and Durham there are
many years in which only one or two occasions of tonsuring are recorded.
The Exeter and Ely numbers, and the  annual average suggested for
Worcester, relate quite closely to taxable wealth in those dioceses. In
Rochester, by contrast, only about two-thirds as many were tonsured in rela-
tion to taxable wealth.

 There is little evidence of numbers during and immediately following the Black
Death. Edington and Hethe performed tonsurings in , Edington on eight
recorded occasions with thirty-five candidates, and Hethe on four occasions with ten
candidates. Numbers recorded are very low in the following years in the few dioceses
for which there are records: between  and ,  is the highest year in
Canterbury (fifty-seven on three occasions) and Ely (forty-two on five occasions) and
 in Rochester (eleven on four occasions). In each of these dioceses there is
more than one year without recorded tonsurings.

 The number of boys tonsured in Rochester was none the less extremely high
compared with the number ordained to higher orders, the diocese, like others in the
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Geographical origins

All but a few of the boys were tonsured in their own diocese by their dio-
cesan bishop or a bishop commissioned by him. Ordination outside a can-
didate’s native diocese required letters dimissory from his bishop. Many
candidates for higher orders obtained such letters, either because of a
hiatus in ordinations in their own diocese or because they had moved else-
where, but there was rarely any urgency for a boy to be tonsured, and he
was unlikely to have moved far from his birthplace.
Letters dimissory specifically for the first tonsure are found only rarely.

More common than the recording of such grants is the dispensation of boys
who had failed to obtain them. Sometimes the offence was discovered at an
early stage. In other cases it came to light later, because the clerk became
afflicted with scruples (‘was troubled in his mind’) or perhaps in some
cases despite his endeavour to keep it secret. The offence is frequently,
and no doubt plausibly, attributed to youthful ignorance. In  the
bishop of Hereford dispensed John Pyrie, priest, who, when a pupil at
Gloucester grammar school, ‘then an infant or child next to infancy’
(‘tunc infans sive impubes, infancie proximus’), had been tonsured
among other ‘parvulos’ there.
The small proportion of boys tonsured with letters dimissory is seen in

the ordination lists. In Exeter, only eight boys with letters dimissory were
tonsured, and in Worcester nine. Even in Ely, a small diocese surrounded

south-east of England, producing remarkably few priests. Winchester probably follows
the same pattern. Although we have no evidence for the largest dioceses, we might rea-
sonably assume that in these dioceses, where the bishop, even if resident and active,
would be remote from a high proportion of his flock for long periods, the proportion
of boys tonsured would be lower than in small and medium-sized ones.

 One example is the grant in  of letters dimissory by Bishop Sandale of
Winchester to Simon ‘called my sone’ of Winchester: Regs Sandale and Asserio, .

 Reg. Trillek, . See also RPD iii.  (a dispensation granted in  for tonsuring
which must have taken place between  and ); Regs Sandale and Asserio, –.
Nicholas Orme, referring in particular to choristers and ‘almonry boys’ in cathedrals,
colleges and monasteries, comments that the passage from home to school was some-
times accompanied by tonsuring: Medieval schools, New Haven–London , .
One unusual instance of failure to obtain letters dimissory occurred in the diocese of
York. In  Archbishop Melton dispensed forty boys in Cleveland for having been
tonsured by a bishop not their own. Their toponyms suggest that there may have
been three or four tonsurings, at places approximately ten to twenty miles apart, includ-
ing one where twenty or more came from within a five-mile radius of Rudby. It seems
unlikely that all forty had gone to another diocese and persuaded the bishop to
tonsure them. More probably a suffragan bishop or the bishop of another diocese,
perhaps Durham, had exceeded his commission: The register of William Melton, archbishop
of York, –, ii, ed. D. Robinson (CYS lxxi, ), ; Borthwick Institute for
Archives, York, Reg. , register of William Melton, fo. r–v.

 Excluding those tonsured by Stapledon outside his diocese.
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by much larger ones, where more than half of those ordained to higher
orders possessed letters dimissory, only sixteen boys from outside the
diocese were tonsured.
Within dioceses, boys came forward from all parts for tonsuring. The

extent to which we can establish and quantify this varies according to the
different practices of episcopal clerks for recording names. In Rochester
and Ely most candidates were given both their surname and their place
of origin, although in Rochester  out of  and in Ely  out of
, were given only Christian name and surname. In Exeter names are
almost always given either as ‘of’ a place or as surnames and it is rare for
both surname and place-name to be given.
In Rochester, at least  of the  parishes produced boys for tonsuring

between  and , and in Ely  out of  produced at least one
boy in the nine years –. Candidates from towns came forward in
considerable numbers. In Ely, at least sixty Cambridge boys were tonsured
and twenty-four from Ely, and in Rochester fifty-five from Dartford, forty-
eight from Rochester itself, forty-eight from West Malling and forty from
Tonbridge. If the place of origin of all candidates were identifiable, we
might be able to increase the number of parishes producing candidates
and also the number of candidates coming from the various towns.
Whereas in Rochester and Ely (except in the Isle of Ely) parishes were

small in area, most of them with a single town or village at their heart
and only few and small outlying communities, Devon and Cornwall were
counties with extensive parishes and scattered settlement. In Exeter
diocese, therefore, we find that many boys were described as being ‘of’ a
minor settlement. In Cornwall, approximately  candidates were ‘of’ a
place with a name beginning in ‘Tre-’, whereas only four parishes bear
such a name. In Devon also there is a preponderance of non-parochial
names. It seems that the clerks recorded only Christian names and sur-
names for boys from Exeter and the larger towns: only one candidate is
named ‘de Exonia’ and very few are identified as coming from the towns.

 Rochester, not only small but peppered with parishes in the immediate jurisdic-
tion of the archbishop of Canterbury, is a partial exception, but even in that diocese
the proportion of boys with letters dimissory who were tonsured – % – is much less
than the % of those ordained to higher orders with such letters.

 Places with more than one parish, such as Cambridge and Ely, and places with a
modifier, such as Papworth Everard and Papworth St Agnes, which are not necessarily
distinguished by the scribes, are treated as a single parish for this purpose.

 Those ordained as acolytes and to the higher orders were more likely to have both
surname and place-name recorded. It is probably for this reason that the numbers of
candidates for tonsuring recorded as coming from Winchester, Southampton and
Portsmouth in the Winchester registers, and from Newcastle upon Tyne in the
Durham registers, are lower than the numbers of acolytes recorded as being ordained
from the same places.
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Social and economic background

In  Archbishop Greenfield commissioned Richard Kellaw, bishop of
Durham, when he was in the diocese of York, to confirm children and
adults and confer the first tonsure of the clerical order on the legitimate
children of nobles and magnates and of ‘ceterorum proborum virorum’
of the diocese. He granted a similar licence to Kellaw for three years in
. Following Greenfield’s death the dean and chapter of York commis-
sioned Kellaw to confer the tonsure on ‘sons of noblemen and those legit-
imately born’, and on this occasion, in his manor of Welhall, he tonsured
Peter son of sir Peter de Maulay and John son of John de Menill, a local
gentleman. Kellaw himself used a similar form in commissioning a suffra-
gan to confer the tonsure in the diocese of Durham: ‘sons of noblemen and
the legitimately born, whom you shall have found sufficient to receive the
said order’.
These commissions may reflect northern society. Even there on other

occasions, and universally elsewhere, commissions refer to suitability, not
status, although sons of nobles and gentry appear occasionally in lists of ton-
surings in various parts of the country. In Rochester, Sir Thomas de
Cobham’s sons Thomas and Reginald were tonsured on  April  and
 June  respectively, and Sir Walter de Huntingfield’s sons Aymer,
Henry and Hugh were tonsured on  February , the day when his
son Walter, already rector of Rudgwick in Sussex, was ordained acolyte. In
Exeter, members of the Archdekene, Arundell, Servyngton, Deneys,
Tauntefer and Hereward families were tonsured, and perhaps sons of the
Esse and Treiagu families, although these family names cannot be distin-
guished from place-names. In Durham, Robert and Thomas de Umfraville
were tonsured on  November , and Richard, Thomas, William and
Gilbert del Haye of Stainton le Street on  September . John ‘called
of Malton’, son of sir John de Nonington, was presumably not the only ton-
sured boy to be the illegitimate son of a knight. Sons of the nobility and
gentry are a very small proportion of the total and in most cases, if they
were to appear in ordination lists again, it would be as rector of a family
rectory or other benefice appropriate to their status.

 This commission may have been specifically intended for the tonsuring of the two
boys. The archdeacon of Cleveland in the diocese of York was Stephen de Maulay, who
was also Kellaw’s vicar-general, and he may have arranged the tonsuring primarily on
behalf of his relative: The register of William Greenfield, lord archbishop of York, –
, ed. W. Brown and A. Hamilton Thompson (Surtees Society cxxxxv, cxxxxix,
cli–cliii, –), v. , ; RPD i. ; ii. –, –.

 RPD ii. –.  RPD ii. ; Reg. Melton, i. , .
 Reg. Hethe, ii. , ; RPD iii. –, ; Reg. Greenfield, iii. , for John

de Malton, who was already a tonsured clerk when he was granted a dispensation for
illegitimacy in .
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The great majority of those tonsured were from more typical town and
village families. The city of Rochester produced candidates named Baker
(), Bowyer, Carpenter (), Cutler (), Sadler and Taylor. Cambridge
gives us Chandler (), Lister, Taylor, Barbour, Glasenwright, Pulter,
Dovener, Sherman and Cobeler. Even if not all of the parents of these
boys followed the callings denoted by their names, it seems probable that
the names reasonably reflect their social status. Frequently two or three
boys with the same surname, sometimes identified as brothers, were ton-
sured on the same occasion.
Occupational names form none the less only a small proportion of the

names found in the lists. In Ely we can obtain possible evidence of social
and economic background by comparing surnames with those found in
the lay subsidy. Only  per cent of tonsured boys are from families
which appear in the  lay subsidy, compared with  per cent of aco-
lytes and  per cent of men ordained to higher orders. Many of these ton-
sured boys and acolytes would have proceeded to higher orders, and if we
restrict our search to those tonsured in  or ordained acolyte in –
 who are not recorded as receiving further ordination by , only 
per cent of those tonsured and  per cent of acolytes came from families
recorded in the subsidy. This suggests that progress to higher orders may
have depended to a certain extent on economic status, although we lack
sufficient evidence from other dioceses to be able to confirm or challenge
this conclusion.
Candidates for entry to the clerical order had to be free by birth or

manumission and legitimate or dispensed for illegitimacy. The number
of names noted as ‘manumissus’ is small – fourteen in Ely and nine in
Worcester – although examination of the origins of those tonsured indi-
cates that many more boys from unfree families must have been tonsured
than the few recorded.
Recorded dispensations for illegitimacy are similarly few in the lists:

sixteen in Ely, seventeen in Exeter, fourteen in Worcester. Some were dis-
pensed ‘as far as this tonsure’, others were dispensed for minor orders, and
in some cases dispensation also covered acquisition of a benefice without
cure of souls. Bishop Woodlock of Winchester ordered an enquiry by

 D. Robinson, ‘Priesthood and community: the social and economic background
of the parochial clergy in the diocese of Worcester to ’, Midland History xlii
(), – at pp. –. Manumissions granted for the purpose of tonsuring some-
times included provision that if the man did not continue in the clerical life but reverted
to manual pursuits he would revert to servile status.

 See Reg. Stapeldon, , for a dispensation ‘regarding this tonsure’. Dispensations
for illegitimacy were often granted at the same time as the boy was tonsured but they
may well be under-recorded and there are many examples of the granting of such
licences for those who were already tonsured clerks, for example, John de Malton
(n.  above) and others cited in Reg. Greenfield, iii. .
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the rural dean of Southampton as to the birth, age, manner of life and con-
versation of John son of John called Miller of Southampton, and ordered
the dean of Winchester to enquire of ‘trustworthy men, clerical and lay
in competent number’ (‘viros fidedignos clericos et laicos in numero com-
petenti’) as to whether a candidate for the first tonsure was a follower of his
paternal incontinence.

Age and education

Under canon law the tonsure could be conferred at the age of seven.
During the twelfth and thirteenth centuries a number of sacraments and
commitments which had been regarded as appropriate for infants were
postponed to the stage of life, generally between twelve and fourteen,
when a greater level of discernment might be expected: confirmation, com-
munion, unction, taking of religious vows. It would be surprising if ton-
suring, by which clerical status was acquired, had continued to be carried
out at a much earlier age. It may be significant that when in 
Walter Reynolds, archbishop of Canterbury, at the request of certain par-
ishioners of his deanery of Arches, commissioned the bishop of Krbava
to confer the tonsure on thirty boys, each of them was to be over ten
years of age, and it seems reasonable to suppose that this was more likely
in practice to be the minimum age.
In many cases, boys came forward in groups from a town or village at

intervals of a few years. Dartford, in Rochester diocese, produced fifty-
five boys for tonsuring between  and : eleven in ; two in
; six in ; one in ; six in ; four in ; four in ;
one in ; six in ; five in ; and nine in . In most of
these years, all the boys attended on the same day, and except for the
 ordination, which was in the adjacent parish of Stone, almost all
were at Halling or Trottiscliffe. The intervals suggest that the candidates

 Reg. Woodlock, i. –, –.
 Cullum, ‘Boy/man into clerk/priest’, . This was the age when infancy ended

and ‘pueritia’ began: Lyndwood, Provinciale, . References to first tonsures in the reg-
isters sometimes refer to ‘pueri’.

 N. Orme, Medieval children, New Haven–London , –.
 The requirement for candidates to be ‘literate’ also suggests that they were likely

to be more than seven years old.
 Lambeth Palace Library, register of Archbishop Walter Reynolds, fo. . The

bishop was to examine them to ensure their literacy and suitability. One example of
an older man who was tonsured is Ralph Oter of Alton, a widower, whose circumstances
were examined by the dean of Alton in September , and who was tonsured by
Bishop Woodlock in December and ordained acolyte in the following June: Reg.
Woodlock, i. ; ii. , .  Cf. n.  above.
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ranged over at least three to five years in age, most of them being perhaps
between about ten or eleven and fifteen or sixteen years old.
Further evidence for the ages of those tonsured may be found in the

periods between tonsuring and ordination to the higher orders. In
Rochester, the diocese for which our evidence covers the longest span of
years, those tonsured took between two and twelve years, and occasionally
more, to be ordained acolyte, although about half took between five and
eight years. Acolytes were probably mostly ordained in their late teens or
early twenties and in Rochester frequently proceeded to higher orders in
one to three years, although nationally three to five years was more usual.
The minimum, and probably the normal, age for ordination as priest was
twenty-four, which is broadly consonant with the age range suggested above.
We do not know the level of literacy generally required, but a mandate of

Bishop Grandisson of Exeter in  to masters or instructors ‘puerorum et
illiteratorum’ gives priority to teaching of the Lord’s Prayer with the Angelic
Salutation, the Creed, and the Mattins and Hours of the Blessed Virgin Mary
and similar things pertaining to the faith and the salvation of souls. Boys must
be able to read and ‘learn literally’ (‘discere literaliter’) and to construe,
understand and decline these before they proceeded to other books:
masters were to be told that ‘we do not intend to sign with the clerical char-
acter any boys unless they are found proficient in this manner’. Until a boy
had attained this, it was premature for him to move on to literary works.
Candidates were examined before being tonsured. When Stapledon

ordained sixty-two candidates to the first tonsure on  December ,
M. William de Wolleghe was the examiner, and at the ordination in
Totnes priory thirteen days later M. Richard de Coleton examined the can-
didates for the higher orders while M. Nicholas de Hele and M. John de
Godrevy examined those to be tonsured. On  September  candi-
dates for higher orders were examined by Coleton, who was by then the
bishop’s official, and Hele, acolytes by M. John de Launceton and those
tonsured by Wolleghe. In other dioceses, references to examination
before ordination do not specify tonsurings but most commissions to
neighbouring bishops and suffragans refer to candidates for tonsuring
being literate and suitable, which suggests that there was some enquiry
and testing. Simon Islip, vicar-general of Bishop Burghersh of Lincoln,

 In Ely there is a similar tendency for candidates from a parish to come forward at
intervals of a few years, in this case mainly when the bishop was in the vicinity.

 ‘[I]n vigesimo quinto aetatis suae anno’: Corpus iuris canonici, ed. E. Friedberg,
Leipzig –, ii. , Clem. ...

 The register of John de Grandisson, bishop of Exeter (A.D. –), ed. F. C.
Hingeston-Randolph, London–Exeter –, ii. –. For a wide–ranging discus-
sion of the relationship between ‘clericus’ and ‘literatus’ see M. T. Clanchy, From
memory to written record: England, –, London .

 Reg. Stapeldon, –, .
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commissioning John Kirkby, bishop of Carlisle, referred to ‘literates of
Lincoln, and of other dioceses having letters dimissory, provided that
they are found suitable in letters, character and age’.
Those who presented the boys probably exercised a degree of selection.

Hethe was commissioned by the archbishop of Canterbury in  to
tonsure five suitable persons from the parish of Cliffe, in Rochester diocese
but in the archbishop’s immediate jurisdiction, ‘nominated by M. Adam de
Murimuth, rector of the same’. The implication is that Murimuth, whose aca-
demic credentials were impeccable, had selected the boys as suitably
qualified. When Hethe was commissioned by the bishop of Chichester to
confer the tonsure in Battle Abbey the ‘free and legitimate and otherwise suit-
able’ boys were to be nominated by the abbot. Hethe, when tonsuring three
boys from Freckenham, received letters from the dean of Freckenham confi-
rming that they were free, legitimate and of good conversation, although
there is no reference to literacy.
When a number of boys came forward for tonsuring, either when the

bishop came to their parish or was in its vicinity, or when they travelled
to one of his manor houses, it seems probable that the local community
exercised some form of selection of boys thought suitable. In 
Bishop Pontoise of Winchester issued letters testimonial to Gaillard de
Chenval of Villeneuve d’Agen, who, among other boys of the town, had
been admitted to the first tonsure when the bishop was passing through
Southampton in . Gaillard had been presented by the burgesses as
having been brought up among them from infancy and lived for a long
time among them. This may have been simply to establish either
Gaillard’s not needing letters dimissory or more generally his not being
an alien, but it seems to imply that the burgesses presented the boys,
which may well imply a measure of selection.
There is little evidence in the registers of requirements for further study, but

the prior of St Germans mainperned that two candidates would study for three
years. At an ordination at Exeter cathedral in  John de Beauchamp and
another John mainperned to provide things necessary for study for the next
three years to a scholar being tonsured, and one Adam similarly mainperned
that a scholar would attend school for the next three years under penalty of
s. A few of those tonsured in Exeter were already in a religious house or
order: one Franciscan and three Dominican friars, a monk of Tavistock and a

 Reg. Kirkby, i. . Archbishop Melton refers to ‘literate persons’ and ‘suitable
persons’: Reg. Melton, i. , , ; iii. .  Reg. Hethe, i. , –.

 They may also have provided an escort although, when the distance was not great,
perhaps the older candidates undertook supervision.

 Reg. Pontissara, i. –.
 Reg. Stapeldon, , . These are not found in other dioceses and may reflect

Stapledon’s commitment to clerical education. For synodical injunctions relating to
the education of potential priests see Councils and synods, ii. ed. F. M. Powicke and
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monk of Barnstaple, and perhaps the boys for whom the prior of St Germans
mainperned. These, like choristers in secular cathedrals and major collegiate
churches, would have acquired Latin literacy and song as a matter of course.
Exeter was the only one of our six dioceses with a cathedral served by secular
canons, and tonsuring of the choristers is recorded on four occasions, always at
Exeter.
When BishopHethe visited his detached parishes in  he tonsured twelve

Freckenham and thirteen Isleham boys. Apart from these, only four
Freckenham and four Isleham boys are recorded as being tonsured during
Hethe’s thirty-two year episcopate: three from Freckenham at Trottiscliffe on
 December  and one at Wouldham on  September , and four
from Isleham at Halling on March . No others seem to have considered
it desirable to travel to Kent for tonsuring. On his  visit Hethe dispensed
Thomas Mundy of Freckenham and John Caythorpe of Isleham for having
been tonsured in another diocese without letters dimissory. The lists of boys ton-
sured in Ely, the diocese in which Feckenham and Isleham people were most
likely to be tonsured and ordained, between  and  with letters dimis-
sory, include only three from Isleham and none from Freckenham. These
parishes, distant from the body of their diocese, present an extreme example
of a common phenomenon: that tonsuring was sufficiently welcome for boys
to attend in considerable numbers when their bishopwas in the neighbourhood
but, for many, not so desirable that they thought it necessary to travel great dis-
tances to be tonsured or to obtain letters dimissory for being tonsured in
another diocese. In the latter respects tonsuring differed from ordination as
acolyte, and contrasted even more with ordination to the higher orders.

Tonsuring within the Eastern and Western Churches was significant as a
distinguishing mark for those who were, in some sense, set aside for the
service of God. Its form and significance changed as the nature of this
‘setting aside’ changed: the form of the tonsure; the ages at which it
might take place; varying understandings of the distinction between cler-
ical and lay and between the clerical orders. The survival of the lists dis-
cussed here offers a snapshot of one moment in this long history, the

C. R. Cheney, Oxford , i. , , , , , , ; ii. –. See also
Orme, Medieval schools, –.

 By contrast, eight Freckenham and Isleham candidates were ordained to higher
orders in Ely at this time.

 Perhaps the boys from across Exeter diocese who attended the large tonsurings
associated with the Embertide ordinations were particularly highly committed.

 A certain parallel might be drawn with the need for ordinands to the higher
orders to possess a ‘title’, which originated in the eastern Mediterranean in the
fourth century but was still required in very different contexts in the later Middle
Ages and thereafter: D. Robinson, ‘Titles for orders in England, –’, this
JOURNAL lxv/ (), –.
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tonsuring of boys in one part of the Western Church when there had for
some time been increasing recognition that, apart from baptism, it was
undesirable to make a lifetime commitment, for example confirmation,
the religious life or, indeed, marriage, before a child had attained what
might be considered years of discretion. The distinction between clerical
and lay had been sharpened through the enforcement of clerical celibacy
but this, by ensuring that ‘clerici-litterati’ did not become a hereditary
caste, ‘may have been the chief cause of the dissemination of clerical
skills in literacy among all classes of the laity’. The ‘corona’ was ‘the dis-
tinctive mark of the clerical army, the symbol of a heart unveiled and open
to the divine rays’, but tonsuring left no permanent mark unless it was regu-
larly renewed. Thirteenth-century synods tried to insist that clerks wore the
tonsure and appropriate clothing but required benefit of clergy to be
extended to those clerks who did not do so.
Tonsuring therefore represented in one sense entry to a new status and

extended one of the privileges of that status but it nevertheless left to the
tonsured boy, and perhaps more relevantly the man he would become,
the option of living a clerical life or not. Some would fill posts open to
those who lived as clerics but did not take higher orders. Many would
proceed to become acolytes, most of whom would progress to the priest-
hood. They might, either before becoming acolytes or before taking
higher orders, enter a religious house or order, although the great majority
would remain as secular clergy.Others would live their lives indistinguish-
ably from laymen. Nevertheless, even for those who married and pursued
the life and employment of a layman the experience of tonsuring may
well have provided a treasured memory of being, in their formative
years, the focus of a religious ritual action performed by their bishop.

 Clanchy, From memory to written record, .
 Councils and synods, i. ; ii. . The miniature described in n.  below shows the

bishop cutting a lock of hair with scissors, but cannot show whether he made more than
a single clip. It is difficult to believe that, when large numbers of boys were tonsured on
a single occasion, it would have been possible to achieve a thorough tonsure, at least in
the course of the service. During the fourteenth century benefit of clergy was increas-
ingly linked to literacy itself and not to having been tonsured: L. C. Gabel, Benefit of
clergy in England in the later Middle Ages, Northampton, MA –, ; Swanson,
Church and society, –.

 A very few, perhaps already marked out by birth or patronage, might in time
acquire an ecclesiastical benefice while having remained only a tonsured clerk,
although most of these would then need to proceed to the priesthood.

 Aminiature from a French pontifical of c. shows a bishop, in cope and mitre,
accompanied by his cross-bearer and two assistants, one holding the service book open,
tonsuring a boy, with others, kneeling, lined up behind: British Library, MS Yates
Thompson , fo. r., reproduced in Orme, Medieval schools, . If this was typical,
rather than representing an ideal, the occasion might be expected to make an impres-
sion on the boys.
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