LECTURE
Early Beginnings – Printing and the Reformation
If you jump off the District and Circle line at Temple Underground station, head up Arundel Street and turn right you will soon find yourself on Fleet Street – until late last century the frantic, pounding heart of British journalism. 

Do it some time. Although the newspapers have migrated to Wapping, Canary Wharf and Kensington, the signs of infestation by the best and worst representatives of Britain’s free press are still visible.

There is, on the right hand side, a building still bearing the name of the Dundee Courier…







(SLIDE 1)
If you have the time, stop and enjoy a drink in El Vino’s at number 47 Fleet Street. Generations of every species of journalist from down-on-their -luck aristocratic gossip columnists to forensic investigative sleuths have crippled their livers here.
(SLIDE 2)
And it is on Fleet Street that we will start our inspection of British journalism’s birth pangs.

Five hundred and eight years ago, as the fifteenth century became the sixteenth, a chap called Wynkyn de Worde set up a printing press on Fleet Street. Mr de Worde had learned how to produce printed sheets of paper from his boss, William Caxton.











(SLIDE 3)
Caxton – a merchant born here in the county of Kent – discovered the art of printing while travelling in Europe as a diplomat. He first saw it done in Cologne, set up a press in Bruges, Belgium and then came home to England where, in the autumn of 1476, he set up this country’s first printing operation at Westminster.
(SLIDE 4)
Wynkyn de Worde was Mr Caxton’s assistant and, when Caxton died in 1491, the apprentice inherited his master’s tools. Caxton had never really needed to make a profit from printing. He was wealthy by other means. Wynkyn was not. He needed to make a living by practising his trade. 
So, he headed east from Westminster and set up Caxton’s press near St. Bride’s Church on Fleet Street. St. Bride’s – if you have not heard of it – is still the British journalist’s church.
Remember the name. If you ever have the misfortune to be kidnapped on a foreign assignment this is where your colleagues are most likely to gather to pray for your safe return. If you become a household name you may even earn the honour of a funeral or posthumous memorial service at St. Bride’s. All your colleagues and rivals will attend – and then adjourn to El Vino’s to demolish your reputation.  .

Of course you may not want such recognition in a place of Christian worship. You may, for all I know, be Zoroastrians, atheists or cargo-cultists, but whether you are or not, St. Bride’s will remain the church of journalists, printers and publishers. 

Wynkyn set up alongside it for good reason. In 1500 Fleet Street occupied a location as strategic as it remains today. It was between the commercial heart of London, in what we would now call the City to the east, and the headquarters of the Crown, the Law Courts and the Church at Westminster to the west.

As with all the lectures in this series, I hope you will read the texts I suggest in the lecture notes and explore the subject in more detail than is possible in a single hour. As trainee journalists you must learn to read voraciously and to master detail fast. It is crucial.

Please do not ask me what you need to do to pass. Good journalists do not plan to just pass anything. They are instinctively competitive and so they aspire to excel and to always beat the competition. But for the sake of clarity:   

I would like you to take three key thoughts from this lecture and the reading associated with it. 

1: Why the first printing press – essential predecessor of the first newspapers – was, like the newspapers that would eventually follow it, located at the place where assorted manifestations of state power and intellectual activity were also to be found.

2:  The intellectual climate of England in the sixteenth century – particularly the great awakening of culture and ideas then beginning to take place  – and why it encouraged the minority who were able to read and write to print and distribute documents in unprecedented numbers.
3: Why the combination of ideas with the means to distribute them was perceived as threatening to English power elites almost as soon as it emerged.
First – the significance of the location of Wynkyn de Worde’s printing press.

Here I can do no better than cite David Lewis Morgan, more commonly known as Dewi Morgan, rector of St. Bride’s Fleet Street between 1916 and 1993, who reflected on the origins of his church and concluded:



(SLIDE 5)
Wynkyn looked at London and saw that around St. Bride’s had grown a heavy concentration of ecclesiastics who had a monopoly of literacy. The prelates thus congregated were Wynkyn’s magnet. It was because the church was there that the Press came to Fleet Street…If Caxton was the father of English printing, Wynkyn was the progenitor of mass communications. He owned and occupied two houses at the sign of the Sun in Fleet Street, one as a dwelling and the other as his printing works. St. Bride’s Church, beside which he set up his press, became the godparent of a cultural and sociological revolution.
Make no mistake about the significance of that “monopoly of literacy.” The ability to read and write was extremely rare in Tudor England. As recently as 1489 a law had existed that granted virtual immunity from the death penalty to anyone who could read a “neck verse” from the Bible (so called because execution was usually by hanging). Judges usually chose verse 1 or verse 14 of Psalm 55.
In fact, literacy was so rare and it was considered so valuable that, if a man was a slow reader and had to spell out the letters first and then put them together, this was deemed sufficient evidence to spare his life. Sometimes it was even deemed to be enough for a prisoner to learn to read in jail after his conviction. 
Dewi Morgan talked of a revolution. It is a powerful word. Is it also an accurate one? Here, as so often in journalism and in the study of history, context is everything and the context in which Wynkyn de Worde started printing on Fleet Street is that of the Renaissance - the wave of religious, intellectual and artistic change that had its origins in the city states of fifteenth century Italy and which changed Britain and Europe profoundly during the sixteenth century. 

The works Wynkyn published reflects this broad interest in ideas. He published more than 400 books in over 800 editions. His greatest success, in terms of volume, was a Latin grammar book.  Mainly, he published works about religion, but he also produced romantic novels, poetry, children’s books and books on topics including animal husbandry and how to manage a household.

But the England into which Wynkyn de Worde introduced the first means of mass communication was a country on the brink of profound change. 

To understand that change we must first take a brief look at life in sixteenth century England. What follows is context – in newsroom parlance “a backgrounder.” Editors know that only the most knowledge-thirsty of readers bother with the backgrounders – except, perhaps, when the story is really juicy. But you are not just readers. 
When you applied to the Centre for Journalism and competed for a place to study here, you revealed that you aspire to be journalists. We chose you because we think you can achieve that ambition.  So you need to understand context and how it aids understanding. That is why this degree includes the teaching of history. There is no discipline which teaches this lesson better. 

So please bear with me while I attempt a brief portrait of England at the dawn of mass communications.  
In 1500 this country was, of course, a monarchy. Henry VII, Henry Tudor (SLIDE 6), was on the throne. He had defeated the rival Yorkist claim to the English monarchy at Bosworth Field in 1485 so ending the Wars of the Roses and establishing the new, Tudor dynasty. An achievement which he consolidated by marrying Elizabeth of York just five months after Bosworth – thus providing a palliative to supporters of the old regime and, through their children, a lasting solution to the question of succession. 
Henry’s Kingdom was, by the European standards of the day a fairly prosperous and well populated one. But these terms are relative. In the preceding century a great plague – the Black Death – had killed approximately one European in three and England had experienced its own parallel demographic disaster.
Estimates of the number of people who lived here at the time are educated guesswork, but the best historians of the period reckon that about 6 million people lived here before the Black Death struck in the middle of the fourteenth century and about 3 million two hundred years later in 1550. 
There is evidence that people married relatively late – at between 24 and 26 years of age for women and perhaps two or three years older for men – and that high infant mortality rates and a death-rate that was roughly equal to the birth-rate combined to make population growth very slow.  

So, England in 1500 may have been home to slightly fewer than 3 million subjects of King Henry. 
A minority lived in towns – London in 1500 already had a population of more than 100,000 – small compared to some of the wealthy Italian cities of the era e.g. Naples which was home to about  280, 000 – but by far the biggest in England. The largest towns outside London were Norwich, Bristol, Exeter, York, Coventry, Salisbury and Kings Lynn, but none of them was home to more than about 12,000 people. 
Most town dwellers were poor artisans practising trades as, for example, blacksmiths and wheelwrights, or small tradesmen. Towns also contained a fairly high number of agricultural workers.
One historian of the period records that

“The country reached into the towns, which contained not only fields, gardens, orchards and livestock within their limits, but often resident peasants and rural labourers, who went out to work the surrounding fields.”
Most were country dwelling peasants – and the social, political and economic structures of England in 1500 were based on the foundation of a large peasantry. 

Those structures were still essentially feudal, feudalism being the medieval system of social and political organisation imported into England at the time of the Norman Conquest of 1066.
In a feudal system social and political organisation is based upon the relationship between land, a lord and his tenants or ‘vassals.’ 

The ‘vassals’ owed military service, rent payments and loyalty to their lord in return for his protection from violence and injustice. 

In 1500 there were essentially three “Estates of the Realm” in this system of social hierarchy. 

The Church 

The Nobility

And the “Third Estate,” which comprised everyone from the lowliest peasant to wealthy non-noble folk who included a small group of affluent urban entrepreneurs and their rural counter parts e.g. prosperous wool farmers. Wool was important to the English economy in the sixteenth century. 
England was an essentially Christian country – though what that means requires careful explanation. 

The ordinary English man or woman of 1500 probably assumed that life would be, as the philosopher Thomas Hobbes described it, “nasty, brutish and short.” Memories of war, famine and plague were all recent and the likelihood of recurrence of any of those three tragedies must have seemed high.
The hope of an after life appeals to people whose daily existence is tough, so unsurprisingly then, English people looked for spiritual comfort. There was, at that time, only one religion on offer in this country: Christianity. It operated under the leadership of the Pope who was recognised throughout Europe as the head of the church.

The Christian Church in 1500 was not a liberal institution. It was Catholic and unchallenged and it taught that all human beings were descended from the original inhabitants of the Garden of Eden – Adam and Eve. All were, therefore, inheritors of the sin Adam and Eve had committed when they disobeyed God by eating from the Tree of Knowledge.






(SLIDE 7)
At the core of Church doctrine, developed over centuries before 1500, were the concepts of sin, forgiveness, salvation and damnation. It taught that unless one’s sins were forgiven one’s unavoidable fate would be eternal damnation to the torments of hell. 
Only those who died with their souls unburdened by sin would go to heaven. And, by 1500, Church orthodoxy was that very few could expect to die in such a state of grace. The majority would have to purge their sin in the temporary torment of purgatory. 

An idea of how early sixteenth century English people might have imagined heaven, hell and purgatory, can be gleaned from the pictures painted by the Dutch artist Hieronymus Bosch (1450-1516). That is not to say that English peasants would have seen his work, but it offers an excellent visual representation of orthodox doctrines of the time.    






(SLIDES 8 & 9)
You might imagine that people would reject such stern and unforgiving religious teaching, but the church was immensely powerful and people were ignorant, superstitious and largely obedient. 

They did not just believe the orthodox teachings. Assorted traditional, semi-pagan rituals and beliefs probably existed alongside mainstream Christianity. But the Church exerted overwhelming moral power through its claim to control the means of salvation. 

This was exercised through preaching and education but most importantly through the seven sacraments. In Catholic teaching these are defined as the channels by which God’s grace is communicated to mortals.  There are a total of seven:
Baptism, 

Confirmation, 

Marriage

Extreme unction for the dying (more commonly known today as the last rites)

Penance (the sinner’s admission of guilt)

Ordination – relevant only to priests, it marks the transition form laity to priesthood. 

Mass.

Mass, also known as the sacrament of the Eucharist, was the most important. It was rendered uniquely holy by the doctrine of transubstantiation - according to which a priest had the miraculous power to reproduce the sacrifice of Christ’s crucifixion before the eyes of his congregation.

Pause and think for a moment about what that meant to the poorly educated, superstitious people huddled for mass in churches throughout this land. They were taught to believe – unquestioningly – that the bread and wine on the altar was transformed, during the mass, by the ministration of an ordained priest, into the flesh and blood of their saviour Jesus Christ. 

It did not look like flesh and blood. It still appeared to be bread and wine. But the church taught that it became flesh and blood in substance. The doctrine was non negotiable. Each celebration of the mass was a moment of miraculous transformation.   

This was the doctrine of TRANSUBSTANTIATION and churches were built to emphasise the intense significance of the moment. The poor masses, packed in the stinking fug below the altar, looked up to the magical figure of the priest who could perform this incredible feat.
To add to the sense of magic, mystery and awe the mass was supposed to convey the entire ceremony was conducted in Latin – a language the majority of the congregation did not understand. They were not listening to a coherent message they could understand. This was a carefully stage-managed theatrical event, better calculated to convey an impression of power than precise meaning.  
If you want to get a sense of what the experience felt like, take a stroll along to Rochester Cathedral. It is a short walk away and there are some nice pubs and cafes just next door. That beautiful building had its origins several centuries before 1500. Standing in the main body of the Cathedral I get a sense of how small, humble and insignificant an early sixteenth century peasant must have felt – and was intended to feel.

The power to make him – or her – feel like this was the foundation of priestly authority, which was, in turn, one of the key foundations of the authority of the church itself. The other source of power, exercised through the feudal hierarchy, was the monarch who ruled according to the concept of Divine Right – that is to say the belief that king’s were chosen by God and ruled with his authority. 

Clearly a powerful mutuality of interest existed between church and state. The theory of divine right relied on the church saying it was true. In broad terms the church supported divine right in return for the state’s support for its spiritual authority. The church legitimised the rule of the monarch who, in turn, lent his authority to the power of the church. 

It was a powerful pairing.     
BUT – at the beginning of the sixteenth century this cosy alignment of church and state was facing challenges – challenges that would lead to the Protestant Reformation and the division of the Christian Church, the creation of the Church of England and introduction of new, humanist ideas into English society. 
This is necessarily a very brief and superficial introduction to this period of ferment in the intellectual and spiritual life of England.  But at this stage I have to introduce you to a character whose influence is crucial to any understanding of why printing, and with it the earliest manifestations of journalism, came into being.  
MARTIN LUTHER







(SLIDE 10)
Born in 1483 Luther was a German monk, theologian and university professor whose revolutionary ideas about freedom of conscience shook the Church to its foundations and challenged the authority of the papacy and of individual priests. Luther argued that the bible – not priests – is the only source of religious authority. Rather than endorse the existing priesthood of ordained, mass-performing priests, he said all baptized Christians are automatically members of a “priesthood” in their own right – simply by virtue of believing. He called it the “priesthood of believers.”  
Luther translated the bible from Latin into the vernacular so that more people could read it - and at very least understand what it said when it was read to them. He challenged the church on clerical abuses, excesses and the sale of salvation which was criticized in his 95 Theses that was supposedly posted on the doors of Wittenberg Castle Church in 1517.
These criticisms picked up on and amplified earlier ones made in England by the theologian John Wyclif (1320-1384) who had denied that priests had the automatic power to absolve sin and criticised the doctrine of transubstantiation on the grounds that it did not appear anywhere in the bible. 

Luther’s ideas saw him excommunicated from the Roman Catholic Church and – because of the intimate link between church and state – declared an outlaw in his native land. They also provoked profound change in what was then the developed world. 

The Protestant Reformation came about because some Christians began to question the doctrine and practice of the Catholic Church. They saw it as a belief system that had diverged from its original ideals and wanted to bring it back to purity by replacing the corrupted power of priests and the church hierarchy with the lessons of scripture. 
Printing was the weapon with which reformers spread their message. The printing press allowed Martin Luther and his supporters to put their ideas in the public domain. It allowed for cost effective mass production of books and pamphlets condemning the Catholic Church and promoting the beliefs of its critics. 
In England they had an example to follow. During the early years of his reign, when Henry VII was fighting to establish and cement his right to be King against the competing claim from the Yorkist dynasty, he was particularly keen to obtain unambiguous support from the Pope.

The problem first came to a head during the Lambert Simnel rebellion. Simnel was, in fact, a ten year old trainee priest from Oxford and the son of an organ maker, but he looked rather like the sons of Edward IV the former Yorkist monarch whose line of descent Henry had defeated at Bosworth.
Simnel was adopted by surviving Yorkists who were determined to reassert the House of York’s claim to the throne. For Henry VII the problem was acute: if he failed to assert himself he might be toppled. He decided to enlist Papal support. 

With Simnel’s supporters rising in armed rebellion Henry wrote to the Pope reporting the highly unlikely claim that one of the rebels had been heard to utter heresy on the battlefield and, that no sooner had the words passed his lips, than the wretch dropped dead and turned black (NB The Crisis of Parliaments, English History 1509 -1660, by Conrad Russell – Pp 56-57)

This was music to Papal ears. A king prepared to declare that those who questioned Catholicism were prone to a sudden and unpleasant fate was a king who obviously valued the partnership between church and state and therefore a monarch worth supporting. The Pope issued documents – known as Papal Bulls – confirming Henry’s right to the title of King and excommunicating the rebels.
Henry’s response constitutes one of the earliest recorded uses of printing for the purposes of propaganda. He had the bulls translated into English and printed by Caxton for general distribution.  
But if the new art of printing could be used to cement established authority, it was at least as effective as a way to challenge it. 
The early sixteenth century saw several printed heresies – i.e. attacks on the teachings of the Catholic Church – published and distributed. Early examples included books of Lollard teaching – Lollard doctrine – or Lollardy – was invented in the 14th century by the English theologian John Wycliffe (1324-1384). It argued that Christianity should be closely based on the Bible not on the assertions of the Vatican and its priests. 

It aimed to demystify religion by giving people access to a vernacular Bible i.e. one printed in their mother tongue not in Latin, and argued that people should be allowed to interpret its meaning for themselves. 
This posed a huge threat because the Church claimed to be the sole authority on the Bible, and it was its interpretation of the Bible that dominated society.  Some see Lollardy as the fore runner of Lutheranism and Protestantism. 

Another heretical text in circulation in the early sixteenth century was the first, full English translation of the Bible – also known as the Tyndale Bible after its translator, William Tyndale (1494-1536) a religious reformer and scholar whose determined opposition to papal authority and the corruption of the official church saw him tried for heresy, hanged and burnt at the stake in Belgium in 1535.  
I encourage you to read more about this intriguing period when criticism of established religion first appeared in print, so assisting a process that formed a background to Henry V111’s split from Rome, the foundation of the Church of England and the division of the population between rival versions of Christianity.

But let’s return to Wynkyn de Worde, busily plying his trade beneath the sign of the Sun on Fleet Street. He published his last book, The Complaint of the Too-Soon Martyred – in 1535. What happened next illustrates the concern inspired in the English establishment by the high-octane mix of the new trade of printing and the new religious and social ideas slowly spreading through the country. 
No sooner was Wynkyn dead than his press was confiscated and handed to a man called Thomas Berthelet, officially designated Printer to the King, who put it to work in this country’s first state printing works. There, according to a Royal Proclamation of 1538, it was concerned with “expelling and avoiding the occasion of erroneous and seditious opinions.”

That phrase encapsulates the attitude to journalism of sixteenth century English government. Hardly had the century begun when, in 1503, Henry VII gave one printer, William Fawkes, the title of King’s Printer and a virtual monopoly on the right to publish. 

This restriction on the freedom to print was augmented in 1520 when Henry VIII appointed official licensers to inspect proposed work before printing. In 1544 the Crown decided that all books must bear the name of the author, the printer and the place of publication – obviously a massive disincentive to publishing anything critical of the King or his courtiers. 

(SLIDE 11) Henry had reason to fear criticism. His reign is remembered to this day for the breach with Rome which brought about the foundation of the Church of England. This came about not primarily for ideological or religious reasons. Henry was determined to assert his rights and privileges as King and – in common with other monarchs of the era - he resented the pope’s competing claim to authority. But had the Pope restricted his authority to issues of doctrine Henry would not have fallen out with him.

The catalyst for this most significant parting of ways was the Pope’s refusal to sanction the king’s divorce from his first wife – Catherine of Aragon – and his re-marriage to his mistress, Anne Boleyn. (SLIDE 12) Historians have argued for centuries about whether or not Henry had deeper political and theological grounds for removing his Kingdom from the Catholic Church. My opinion is that he did not. 

He spent too long advancing abstruse theological theories as to why his marriage to Catherine should not have been authorised in the first place – and pleading with Pope Clement to reverse that dispensation – for me to believe that his objection to papal authority was based on more than determination to get his own way.     

  (We are going to consider this topic in more depth in our seminar this week – and in preparation you should read the Chapter 2, Pp 69 - 101 of The Crisis of Parliaments, English History 1509-1660, by Conrad Russell, the section entitled Henry VIII and the Pope – In this context I would like you to think about the many types of criticism Henry VIII may have wanted to deter with his restrictions on printing) 
Whatever you conclude it is plain that Henry VIII’s successor, Edward VI, took a similarly dim view of freedom of speech. When he took the throne even talking about public affairs was banned - by proclamations of 1547 and 1549 - which outlawed absolutely, all “spoken news or rumour.”

The publication that is credited as this country’s very first newspaper – in fact a one off pamphlet – had been printed in September 1513, by a fellow called Richard Faques (Dennis Griffiths, Five Hundred Years of the Press P2 – use SLIDE 13). It reported the battle of Flodden fought that year between the armies of England and Scotland in what is now the Borders Region of Scotland. 
Faques and other printers like him - the first journalists were all printers – thought there was a market for news. Another example, this one from 1555, was a simple sheet of paper reporting the details of a letter sent from the court in London to inform the Scots about the marriage of Prince Phillip of Spain to “the most excellent Princess Mary, Queen of England.” 
But the Crown was determined to control it. In 1557, during the short reign of the aforementioned Mary I of England, often known as Bloody Mary, the Stationers Company – a trade organisation representing printers – was granted a Royal Charter.  That might sound like a real honour – in fact it was more of a poisoned chalice. 

The charter limited printing to London – where it could be kept under the watchful eye of the Crown – and it placed a duty on members of the Company to operate and finance a rigorous system of censorship. Company members were obliged to provide parties for the search and seizure of presses and publications. The Master and his members were empowered to seize and burn all prohibited publications and to imprison offenders. Burning was carried out by the common executioner.
Mary had reason to be wary of publications critical of her rule. As the fourth monarch of the Tudor dynasty – following on from Henry VII, Henry VIII and her short-lived brother Edward VI, she restored England to Roman Catholicism – reversing the decision taken by Henry VIII.  
Queen Mary’s decision was not universally popular. Protestant ideas had begun to take root. The English Book of Common Prayer, published during the reign of Edward VI, had gained many adherents. Now Mary declared that reading the scriptures in English was illegal and backed her reintroduction of orthodox Catholicism with a brutal campaign of repression.

She had nearly 300 opponents executed as heretics (SLIDE 14) – most of them by the gruesome method of burning at the stake. These executions were carried out in public at locations across the country so as to strike fear into the hearts of people who opposed Catholicism and the Queen who sought to re-impose it in England.  These Marian Persecutions as they are sometimes known were what earned her that nickname Bloody Mary (not just a drink made of vodka and tomato juice….though that is popular among some journalists I know)
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