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From Rejection to Reconciliation: Protestantism and
the Image in Early Modern England

Tara Hamling and Jonathan Willis

Abstract The idea that Protestantism in post-Reformation England was inherently
hostile to the visual arts has a long history and has become embedded across an interdis-
ciplinary scholarship and within popular consciousness. While more recent historiogra-
phy addresses numerous exceptions to this prevailing trend, this article provides a new
assessment of how English Protestantism in a more positive mood not only came to
terms with the image but actively embraced it. In identifying patterns of thinking
within a wide body of contemporary comment, we offer a chart in the mode of early
modern figurative diagrams to emphasize the diverse criteria that Protestants weighed
when considering whether an image was suitable for its intended purpose, from the cir-
cumstances of its making and using through audience response to location, medium,
subject matter, and patron. In doing so, we stress the importance of historicizing the
sense of the terms civil and religious use, which do not map neatly onto a modern
reading of secular and sacred spaces. We further illustrate how the criteria of the
model operated in practice, through detailed analysis of two extant artworks commis-
sioned by committed Protestants, highlighting keen engagement with pictorial art in
theory and in practice. The shift in emphasis from rejection to reconciliation captures
the spirit of English Protestantism’s negotiation and rapprochement with the image
over the period ca. 1560–ca. 1640.

From the start of the Reformation movement in England, contemporaries
were quick to conclude that a break with the Roman Catholic Church
and the adoption of Protestantism entailed a profound reappraisal of the

place of visual imagery in worship and devotional life. Accordingly, religious
change prompted a great deal of serious and sustained soul-searching about the char-
acteristics of permitted imagery, the contexts, and locations in which it might (and
might not) be allowed, and the nature of its use. In this article, we are concerned
with the complexity and nuance of the relationship that evolved between Protestant-
ism and the visual arts in post-Reformation England, building upon a wave of recent
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historiographical interest in the enduring and renewed role of the image in processes
of religious reform.

The visual arts have long been seen as a key component of the success of the
Lutheran reformation in Germany.1 Important edited collections have addressed
the impacts of reform across the early modern world, pointing up varying degrees
of tolerance about the relationship between art and piety and showing how religious
change could both stimulate and curb artistic production.2 However, England has
occupied a somewhat marginal and opaque position within this wider literature.
In part, this is the result of an art historical focus on the fine arts produced by
acknowledged masters such as Albrecht Dürer and Lucas Cranach and an associated
emphasis on artistic quality that finds little to no value in English vernacular crafts.3
A lack of appreciation of the extent to which the visual arts not only survived but
evolved and even thrived under the pressures of reform also reflects the distinctive
trajectory of the historiography of the English context, in particular the influential
thesis put forward by Patrick Collinson in the 1980s that from about 1580
England was dominated by an iconophobic culture.4 This thesis has now been com-
prehensively refuted by reformation scholars; as Adam Morton has observed, it is
now “passé to say that post-Reformation England was not an iconophobic
society.”5 Yet this conclusion relies upon the aggregated evidence of a widely dis-
persed literature that focuses on specific categories and media, including portraits,
monuments, print, and decorative art.6 There is thus still a tendency within a

1 Joseph Leo Koener, The Reformation of the Image (Chicago, 2004); Bridget Heal, AMagnificent Faith:
Art and Identity in Lutheran Germany (Oxford, 2017); Robert Scribner, For the Sake of Simple Folk: Popular
Propaganda for the German Reformation (Cambridge, 1981); Ulinka Rublack, Dressing Up: Cultural Iden-
tity in Renaissance Europe (Oxford, 2010).

2 Virginia Chieffo Raguin, ed., Art, Piety and Destruction in the Christian West, 1500–1700 (Aldershot,
2010); the contributions in Bridget Heal and Joseph Koerner, eds., “Special Issue: Art and Religious
Reform in Early Modern Europe,” Art History 40, no. 2 (2017): 240–455.

3 For example, in his influential The Story of Art, Ernst Gombrich refers fleetingly to the English context,
mentioning only Hans Holbein and Nicholas Hilliard. Ernst Gombrich, The Story of Art, 12th ed.
(London, 1972), 288–94.

4 Patrick Collinson, “From Iconoclasm to Iconophobia: The Cultural Impact of the Second English Ref-
ormation,” Stenton Lecture (1986). Collinson’s lecture was reprinted in Peter Marshall, ed., Impact of the
English Reformation, 1500–1640 (London, 1997), 278–307; and it was enlarged in Patrick Collinson,
Birthpangs of Protestant England: Religious and Cultural Change in the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries
London, 1988). Similarly, Eamon Duffy has suggested that iconoclasm was the “central sacrament” of the
Protestant reformation: Eamon Duffy, The Stripping of the Altars, 2nd ed. (New Haven, 2005), 410. On
English reformation iconoclasm, see, for example, Peter Marshall, “The Rood of Boxley, the Blood of
Hailes and the Defence of the Henrician Church,” Journal of Ecclesiastical History 46, no. 4 (1995):
689–96; Anne Dillon, “John Forest and Derfel Gadarn: A Double Execution,” Recusant History 28 no.
1 (2006): 1–21; Margaret Aston, Faith and Fire: Popular and Unpopular Religion, 1350–1600 (London,
1993).

5 AdamMorton, “Images and the Senses in Post-Reformation England,” Reformation 20, no. 1 (2015):
77–100, at 80. Still, the term iconophobia retains some currency in modern studies. See, for example, Chris-
topherWood, s.v. “Iconoclasm and Iconophobia,” in Encyclopedia of Aesthetics, ed. Michael Kelly, 2nd ed., 4
vols. (Oxford, 2014): 2:450–54; Margaret Aston, Broken Idols of the English Reformation (Cambridge,
2016), 990; Felicity Heal, “Art and Iconoclasm,” in The Oxford History of Anglicanism, vol. 1, Reformation
and Identity, c.1520–1662, ed. Anthony Milton (Oxford, 2017), 186–203, at 193; James Simpson, Under
the Hammer: Iconoclasm in the Anglo-American Tradition (Oxford, 2010).

6 Among these are the following: Tarnya Cooper, Citizen Portrait: Portrait Painting and the Urban Elite
of Tudor and Jacobean England and Wales (New Haven, 2012); Robert Tittler, Painters, Portraits, and
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wider scholarship to regard hostility to religious images as a default position, albeit
one against which an increasing number of exceptions have been identified.7 Further-
more, because critique of the iconophobia thesis has largely been incremental and led
by counterexample, there is no comprehensive refutation of the pervasive notion that
England was left particularly visually impoverished as a result of the Reformation.8
The implication is that English Protestants found a way to stomach some visual
arts rather than positively embracing them.
Accordingly, we advance a new model that simultaneously explains why English

Protestants had such strong reservations about certain uses of specific images in par-
ticular situations while also illustrating in positive terms why other images were
actively endorsed for use in a range of civil and religious contexts. Our use of the
phrase from rejection to reconciliation therefore refers not only to early modern
English Protestants’ reconciliation with the use of religious imagery but also to the
way that recent historical scholarship has come to rely upon the visual arts as key
evidence in understanding the nature, extent, and impact of religious change.
One difficulty the researcher faces in discerning a positive attitude to religious

images in early modern England is distilling the subtle but persistent strain of con-
temporary approbation on the matter of imagery from a veritable outpouring of
vitriol against idolatry. In this article we advance a model for understanding how
English Protestants navigated the murky terra incognita of post-Reformation
image theory, in order to arrive at informed decisions about what sort of imagery
was appropriate, where, and for whom.We do so by highlighting points of both con-
sensus and divergence within a wide range of contemporary discourse. In doing so,
we advance the notion that Reformed religion was far from incompatible with visual
expression, balancing an established historiographical focus on the negative impulses
of reform (denunciation, rejection, and destruction of idols) with a richer under-
standing of Protestantism’s rapprochement with the image.9
Post-revisionist Reformation scholarship has rightly emphasized the diversity of

opinion across various shades of English Protestantism, and these differences

Publics in Provincial England, 1500–1640 (Oxford, 2013); Nigel Llewellyn, FuneralMonuments in England
in Post-Reformation England (Cambridge, 2000); Tessa Watt, Cheap Print and Popular Piety (Cambridge,
1991); David J. Davis, Seeing Faith, Printing Pictures: Religious Identity during the English Reformation
(Leiden, 2013); Michael Hunter, ed., Printed Images in Early Modern Britain: Essays in Interpretation
(Farnham, 2010); Malcolm Jones, The Print in Early Modern England: An Historical Oversight (New
Haven, 2010); Tara Hamling, Decorating the “Godly” Household: Religious Art in Post-Reformation
Britain (New Haven, 2010).

7 On print, see also Adam Morton, “Coming of Age? The Image in Early Modern England,” Journal of
Early Modern History 15, no. 5 (2011): 435–57; AdamMorton, “Popery, Politics, and Play: Visual Culture
in Succession Crisis England,” Seventeenth Century 31 no. 4 (2016): 411–49. On other aspects of visual
culture, see the following: Andrew Morrall, “Domestic Decoration and the Bible in the Early Modern
Home,” in The Oxford Handbook to the Bible in England, c. 1520–1700, ed. Kevin Killeen, Helen Smith,
and Rachel Willie (Oxford, 2015), 577–97; Jonathan Willis, The Reformation of the Decalogue: Religious
Identity and the Ten Commandments in England, c.1485–1625 (Cambridge, 2017).

8 The continuing popular currency of this view is represented by the blockbuster exhibition Art under
Attack: Histories of British Iconoclasm, Tate Gallery, 2 October 2013–5 January 2014, https://www.tate.org.
uk/whats-on/tate-britain/art-under-attack-histories-british-iconoclasm.

9 For example, John Phillips, The Reformation of Images: Destruction of Art in England, 1535–1660
(Berkeley, 1973); Margaret Aston, England’s Iconoclasts, vol. 1, Laws against Images (Oxford, 1988);
Aston, Broken Idols.
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explain why images remained such a source of contention in post-Reformation
England in this period. Yet Protestants across the religious spectrum were in broad
agreement over the criteria to be used in differentiating legitimate, even laudable,
images from idols. A degree of consensus in part developed due to the foundational
influence of the official homily “Against Peril of Idolatry,” (1562–63), which codified
the basic framework within which trajectories of opinion subsequently developed, so
that the same terms of reference appear across a wide and often combative dis-
course.10 The devil, of course, was literally in the detail, but while Protestants of dif-
ferent types disagreed (sometimes violently) over how to employ images,
contemporary comment reveals a subtle and discriminating approach to issues of
use, location, form, subject, materials, patron, and audience that makes plain how
proscription was balanced with permission. To be clear, English Protestants did
not all share the same position on images; rather, the views that they formulated
engaged with and were informed by the same essential criteria. All Protestants
rejected idols, but most also recognized that images could have benefits, albeit
within a set of painstakingly defined conditions and constraints. In debating the
extent of them, commentators followed a shared logic of thinking that amounts to
a native English body of Reformed art theory. The core criteria at the heart of this
theory are clear to see when presented in graphic form, and to that end we have
devised a visual aid modeled on early modern diagrammatic charts as a synthesis
of the discussion. In the first half of this article, we present a more nuanced under-
standing of how the matter of images was debated and negotiated in positive
terms, and we envisage the chart as a practical tool and touchstone to inform more
sympathetic interpretation of artworks going forward.

Such practical use of the model and chart is the focus of the second half of the article,
in which we apply in two case studies the criteria we have identified as central to Prot-
estant art theory. The first study is of a painted commandment board located within a
place of worship; the second refers to a carved wood screen originally set in a domestic
interior. These examples have been selected as the particularly rich tip of a great iceberg
of unattributed provincial craftsmanship—the type of work that flourished in post-Ref-
ormation England—and because they allow a rounded demonstration of how the
model’s criteria can be detected within the design and execution of new production.
Detailed discussion of these two artworks, then, is not intended to prove the model
by itself but to demonstrate how it can be deployed to inform interpretation of
post-Reformation English vernacular arts more broadly. In light of the exceptions
and qualifications delineated in the model, we assert that such work should be under-
stood not simply in terms of its didactic or propagandistic purposes but as a profound
expression of faith and identity within English Protestantism.

Our focus is the period ca. 1560–1640.11 This is the period associated with the
“birthpangs,” as Collinson terms it, of English Protestantism, during which processes

10 “Against Peril of Idolatry,” in Sermons, or Homilies, Appointed to be read in churches in the time of Queen
Elizabeth, of FamousMemory (Dublin, 1821), 144–223. The homilies were prepared sermons authorized by
the monarch for use in all parish churches.

11 The renewed assault on religious imagery that took place during the Civil War and interregnum, as
perhaps best embodied by the iconoclastic East Anglian pilgrimage of William Dowsing, marks such a
radical change of gear that we have chosen to end our discussion here. We might observe, however,
that the nature of this destruction was in line with the criteria we identify in our model: it resulted
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of adjustment, assimilation, and agitation played out within and across the range of
religious identities encompassed (sometimes chafingly) by the established church.12
Locating our study within this formative phase of the development of English Prot-
estantism therefore raises the issue of change over time. The various authors and
works cited in what follows are intended to reflect the range and diversity of
opinion across this eighty-year period. It is not our purpose to provide a comprehen-
sive survey, but we have endeavored to include voices from across the religious spec-
trum and to span the decades. Of course, commentary on images responded to
contemporary political and religious developments, so that sources from the 1560s
reflect the active official iconoclasm that followed the Elizabethan religious settle-
ment, and texts from the 1570s and 1580s echo the acrimonious debates between
Puritans and Conformists, while comment in the 1630s became especially heated
under the polarizing pressure of the Laudian reforms. These shifting contexts serve
our purposes here because heightened tensions intensified debate, amplifying the cri-
teria that informed it. The important point is that image theory was worked out
within defined parameters, and the criteria under debate remained more or less con-
sistent, as condensed in the chart; it was the emphasis and tone that varied. Realizing
the model as a chart may give the impression of a fixed process, but it should be
understood as being animated through use; following different routes through the
various criteria throws the different emphases and positions of early English Protes-
tantism into sharp relief.
With this article, we make two principal contributions to current work on the cul-

tural impact of the reformation in England: one historiographical, the other method-
ological. First, in its emphasis on negotiation and reconciliation, it shows how
Protestant authors and patrons approached the question of images constructively,
thereby providing a systematic and robust counterpoint to lingering assumptions
about the inherent hostility of English Protestantism toward the visual arts.
Second, the model offers new criteria of judgment through which to approach and
interpret the vernacular art of post-Reformation England—a critical framework for
analysis that is attuned to the Protestant eye of this period and place. Our emphasis
on reconciliation and commendation helps explain the selective nature of iconoclasm
and the sites and forms in which new artworks were produced. We therefore offer a
more nuanced understanding of the interplay between reformed theology and mate-
rial production and show that, rather than having been artistically stunted by the Ref-
ormation, post-Reformation English Protestantism actively employed the visual arts
as aids to faith and devotion.

A NEW MODEL

The Protestant need to distinguish between lawful and prohibited imagery stemmed
from the fear of idolatry, one of the most heinous sins man could commit. English
Protestants’ iconoclastic tendencies are often linked to their rediscovery of the

from enhanced alacrity in applying acknowledged proscriptions rather than an altered perspective. See
Trevor Cooper, ed., The Journal of William Dowsing: Iconoclasm in East Anglia during the English Civil
War (Woodbridge, 2001).

12 Collinson, Birthpangs of Protestant England.
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second commandment, against the making and worshipping of graven images—and
the Reformed family of Protestants indeed renumbered the Ten Commandments
(Exodus 20: 2–17), separating the prohibition against idolatry from the lengthy
Catholic first commandment.13 But what is less often appreciated is that the whole
of the First Table (Exodus 20: 2–11, the first through fourth commandments,
which defined the relationship between mankind and God) forbade idolatry and
commanded the proper worship of the Lord.14 Any failure in these duties was con-
sidered to be idolatrous. Any misdirection of the worship due only to God to any
other person, object, place, or creature was also idolatry.15 What Protestants feared
profoundly and consistently was not the image but the sin of idolatry. Greater empha-
sis on Protestants’ underpinning concern with improper worship helps explain the
considerable degree of selectivity and discernment involved in both iconoclasm
and the reforming of religious media in the wake of the Reformation.

In discussing the sin of idolatry, commentators provided a wealth of specific guid-
ance on the distinction between idols and acceptable images that amounts to the
development of an English Protestant image theory. Discussion of the image is
found mainly within commentaries on the commandments, although the issue is
also addressed within a wide range of theological tracts and treatises on art produced
over the period ca. 1560–ca. 1640. This body of comment encompasses the full spec-
trum of godly, mainstream, and high church positions within the established church,
with views ranging from extreme caution among evangelical reformers through the
pragmatic tolerance of conformists to a more relaxed attitude of approbation among
religious conservatives. As noted above, this amalgamation of comment is in no way
intended to homogenize opinion across the religious spectrum or to mask change
over time: indeed, we range widely in order to accommodate the extremes of
views that informed and separated forms and currents of Protestantism. Notwith-
standing these marked differences in emphasis and tone, there are points of consensus
across this body of comment, even if areas of agreement can be hard to identify
against the white noise of contemporary religious controversy.

To offer some clarity on this issue, and inspired by the early modern trend for dia-
grammatic charts to help make plain complex theological positions, we devised a
model, graphically realized, that sets out the key criteria that contemporaries
thought separated images that could serve to promote faith from idols as a cause of
damnation (figure 1).16 Themodel collates and condenses an accumulation of thinking
about the role of imagery in Protestant culture over time. The spatial arrangement of
the diagram reflects the more contentious and disputed nature of criteria on the right-
hand side (the godly were far less forgiving here than their conservative counterparts),
while the qualifications listed on the left-hand side were accepted by all. The chart

13 Reformed Protestants elided the forms of coveting outlined by the Catholic ninth and tenth com-
mandments into a single precept in order to reduce the total number back down to ten. Willis, Reformation
of the Decalogue, 28–35.

14 Willis, 8, 31–32.
15 Willis, 40–41.
16 Specifically, our figure is modeled on the “ocular catechism” included in William Perkins, A golden

chain: or The description of theologie containing the order of the causes of salvation and damnation, according
to God’s word. A view whereof is to be seene in the table annexed [. . .] (London, 1600). See also Lori
Anne Ferrell, “Transfiguring Theology: William Perkins and Calvinist Aesthetics,” in John Foxe and His
World, ed. Christopher Highley and John King (Aldershot, 2002), 160–79.
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Figure 1—Diagrammatic chart showing difference between images and idols.
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therefore makes plain the structure within which discourse on the image operated and
allows us to plot the position of individual authors within this debate.17

Our model makes clear the criteria by which images were both justified and con-
demned. The chart reflects the hierarchies and interconnections between and across
the various criteria; navigating the question of the validity or otherwise of images in
Protestant culture was a carefully negotiated and considered matter. The model can
be used today to assess and weigh the criteria systematically on a case-by-case
basis, allowing a much more nuanced understanding of how certain images were
used and understood as part of the religious cultures of post-Reformation England.

In the following discussion, the model’s core criteria are presented as headings,
with expansions and qualifiers underlined. This schema permits following the
chart against the discussion “by the pointing of the finger.”18

Making and Using

In the reformed configuration of the Decalogue, the second commandment pro-
hibited both the making of images (defined as graven and similitudes19) and hon-
oring or serving them. Commentators explained that the two actions of making
and worship were linked; it was not the making of all images that was forbidden
but the making of an idol for the purposes of worship. The influential Calvinist
theologian William Perkins defined the command “not make” as “forbidding to
make an idol,” while the second part, “bow downe” was meant more generally:
“for in it is inhibited all fained worship of God.”20 “Simply then wee are not
forbidden to make images,” explained the puritan clergyman Andrew Willet,
“for there is great use of pictures, in describing of histories, drawing of Cards,
and Mapps.”21 Osmund Lakes, a Hampshire minister, pointed out that “painting,
broydering, moulting, graving and carving be skils not only approved in the Scrip-
tures, but applied also to the service of Gods Temple in the old Testament.”22
Perkins too acknowledged that “the arts of painting and graving are the ordinance
of God: and to be skilful in them is the gift of God.”23 The Arminian cleric Richard
Montagu similarly noted that “never man thought, much lesse ever said, that
painting and carving of pictures was Idolatry: but lawful trades,” whereas “that
which Protestants mislike and condemne in Papists, is not the having, but
adoring and worshipping of Images; the giving them honour due unto God; as
the ignorant do.”24

17 The chart reflects the layout of that of William Perkins, which in turn borrowed from the layout of the
traditional medieval iconography of the Last Judgment.

18 An action recommended in the title of Perkins’s chart. Perkins, A golden chain, unpaginated folded
insert between contents pages and A1.

19 Exodus 20: 4. Given as “likeness” in the Wycliffe Bible and King James Bible.
20 Perkins, A golden chain, 43–44.
21 Andrew Willet, Hexapla in Exodum: That is, A Sixfold Commentary upon the 2nd booke of Moses called

Exodus (London, 1608), 339.
22 Osmund Lakes, A probe theologicall: or, The first part of the Christian pastors proofe of his learned parish-

ioners faith (London, 1612), 26.
23 Perkins, A golden chain, 43–44.
24 Richard Montagu, A gagg for the new Gospell? No: a nevv gagg for an old goose (London, 1624),

299–300.
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The challenge for commentators, then, was to define an idol and feigned forms of
worship. This created lengthy discussion around the purpose or intention of making
an image on the one hand and how an image was used (response) on the other. The
second commandment was interpreted by all commentators to speak to much
broader issues than specifically image-making and image worship; idolatry did not
begin and end with the idol. For Richard Greenham’s imaginary catechumen, the
second commandment forbade “all inventions and devices of men in the outward
worship of God, which be contrarie or besides the written word of God,” including
“all corruption in the substance of doctrine, prayer, Sacraments, and discipline of the
Church.” 25 Abused images and statues were simply emblematic of a much more
serious concern to ensure the pure worship of God in spirit and truth, according
to his word and will. The primary object of regulation was not images but worship.

Purpose

In terms of intended purpose, commentators drew a clear distinction between
making images for religious use and civil use. Bishop Gervase Babington, a
staunch Calvinist, explained that the best judgment in response to the prohibition
of making images “is of them that thinke it lawfull to make pictures of things
which wee have seene to a civil use, but not to use them in the Church and for reli-
gion.”26 Osmund Lakes described how “Images be made for two uses, either civil,
for storie, remembrance or ornament: or religious, for worship.”27 William
Perkins explained that, by civil use, “I understand, that use which is made of them
in the common societies of men, out of the appointed places of the solemne
worship of God.”28 The Calvinist pastor Francis Bunny agreed that the command-
ment did not forbid all images. Portraits, for example, were perfectly permissible:
“For the representation of men or women, whom for their authoritie or other
good parts in them wee reverence, or love, is not unlawfull; or if they [images] be
made to garnish and beautifie any place, or in any other civil respect, this Com-
mandement is not thereby broken.”29 The term civil had various connected defini-
tions in this period. In addition to the limited sense of non-religious or secular.
definitions centering around the idea of community were particularly common in
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.30 These variant definitions included “relat-
ing to citizens or people who live together in a community” and “social.” Under-
standing this range of definitions is important, as the term civil is repeated in
various forms in terms of use and location in commentary on images, and a simplistic
definition of civil as synonymous with non-religious misses the possibility of its

25 Richard Greenham, The workes of the reuerend and faithfull seruant af Iesus Christ M. Richard Green-
ham, ed. Henry Holland (London, 1612), 74.

26 Gervase Babington, A very fruitful exposition of the Commandments (London, 1596), 77.
27 Lakes, A probe theologicall, 28.
28 William Perkins, A Reformed Catholike: or A declaration shewing how neere vve may come to the present

Church of Rome in sundrie points of religion and wherein we must for ever depart from them (London 1598),
171.

29 Francis Bunny, A guide unto godliness: or, A plaine and familiar explanation of the ten commandments
(London, 1617), 50.

30 S.v. “Civil, adj., n., and adv,” Oxford English Dictionary Online, March 2022, http://www.oed.om/
viewdictionaryentry/Entry/11125.
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application in the sense of community and social use. The term civil was capacious
and could indicate a social or community function, even in a religious space.
Gervase Babington therefore noted that “it be tolerable in some mens opinions,
and a thing indifferent, to have some sort of pictures in the Church for a civill use,
as either for storie and remembrance sake, or for ornament and beautie of that
place.”31

Religious use, in contrast, had a narrower focus in these discussions and meant pri-
marily “as related to worship.” As John Bossy observes, “religio in classical Latin is a
sense of duty or reverence for sacred things,” and while this usage faded during the
Middle Ages, it was resurrected by Christian humanists and was common parlance
once again by the sixteenth century.32 Most commentators therefore elided religious
use with “worship,” and accordingly an intention to use images in support of religion
in the broader (modern) sense was not necessarily understood as a contravention of
the commandment. Some high church clergymen in the 1620s expanded upon the
qualification of images as remembrances, to keep doctrine in mind. John Donne
acknowledged that “where there is a frequent preaching, there is no necessity of pic-
tures,” but argued that “if the true use of Pictures bee preached unto them [the
people], there is no danger of an abuse; and so as Remembrancers of that which
hath been taught in the Pulpit, they may be retained.”33 Lancelot Andrewes, the
anti-Calvinist bishop of Winchester, offered a similar view: “there are other means
better and more effectual then pictures to instruct men in the knowledge of Christ,
viz. The scriptures and the preaching of the gospel . . . [but] that which is of less
use, is not therefore unlawful or of no use at all . . . [so that] To have a story
painted for memories sake we hold not unlawful, but that it might be well enough
done, if the church found it not inconvenient for her children.”34

Response

The issue of purpose was counterbalanced by the question of use, or response.
An image might not be intended for worship, but it could become abused by vener-
ation. This resulted in an attempt by commentators to define the nature of worshipful
behavior. As Lakes explained, making idols was forbidden, but even more so was
worshipping images once made, “and here that also is forbidden in two things, in
kneeling or bowing the bodie, and giving any forme of service, to, or before it,”
thus separating out bodily gestures of honor and signs of service.35 In attempting
to describe gestures of honor, William Perkins listed “the bowing of the head, and
knee; the bending and prostrating of the bodie; the lifting up of the hands, eyes,
and such like.”36 Babington defined worshipping of images as “to fall downe

31 Babington, Very fruitful exposition of the Commandments, 84.
32 John Bossy, “Some Elementary Forms of Durkheim,” Past and Present, no. 95 (1982): 3–18, at 4.
33 Sermon preached at St. Paul’s Cross, 6 May 1627; John Donne, The Sermons, ed. Evelyn Simpson and

George Potter, vol. 7 (Berkeley, 1954), 431–32. The emphasis is in the original.
34 Lancelot Andrewes, The pattern of catechistical doctrine at large; or, A learned and pious exposition of the

Ten Commandments (London, 1650), 214. See also Anthony Milton, “The Career and Influence of John
Overall,” in Religious Politics in Post-Reformation England: Essays in Honour of Nicholas Tyacke, ed. Kenneth
Fincham and Peter Lake (Woodbridge, 2006), 159–76, at 160–61.

35 Lakes, A probe theologicall, 30.
36 William Perkins, The whole treatises of the cases of conscience (Cambridge, 1606), Book 2, 150.
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before . . . [it], and to do it reverence, capping, knelling, creeping [that is, crawling],
crossing, kissing, lighting up Candles to it, and such like.”37 In addition to bodily
gestures, response to images could be assessed by material context. In defining super-
stitious worship, the homily “Against Peril of Idolatry” detailed outward signs of
service as “[to] set up candles, burn incense before them, offer up gold and silver
unto them, hang up ships, crutches, chains, men and women of wax.”38 Perkins
quoted Isaiah 30.22 to argue that “all reliques and monuments of idols” should be
abolished along with them, meaning casings, coverings, and cloths.39 Alternatively,
images that did not attract signs of honor and were only looked upon, with no evi-
dence of being venerated, could be permitted. This distinction was explained by
Simon Birckbek, vicar of Gilling in Yorkshire, in his 1635 defense of the English
Church: “[F]or we mislike not pictures or Images for historicall use and ornament;
now this distinction and disparitie between making and worshipping, is confirmed
by the example of the Brazen Serpent, made by Gods owne appointment; for
when the same was onely made, and looked upon, it was a Medicine, when it was
worshipped, it became a poison, and was destroyed.”40
Behavior in response to images was contingent on proper understanding, meaning

that the nature of the intended audience was also a vitally important consideration.
From the beginning, reformers highlighted the particular danger of image worship
among the unlearned, raising the contextual issue of audience. The homily explained
that images were worshipped “of the unlearned and simple sort shortly after they
have been publicly so set up,” though ultimately by “the wise and learned also.”41
Francis Bunny judged that “it is very hard to finde any among the simple, who if
they confess the truth, do not kneel and pray to the image itself.”42 Babington observed
that only a “fewe . . . that have learning can distinguish betwixt the image, and the thing
represented thereby.”43 The leading puritan clergyman JohnDod commented upon the
fact that human nature was particularly “prone and inclinable to this sinne” of idolatry,
“for as the looking upon an harlot will infect one with bodily uncleannesse, so also the
looking upon an Idoll will pollute an ignorant & blind heart with Idolatry, & bring it to
confusion.”44 Legitimate images, therefore, must be readily distinguishable as artificial
representations to avoid confusion (see the discussion under “Medium,” below), but
such comments also suggest the need for general instruction in the proper use of
images (the purpose of these various publications) and a learned and watchful eye
kept on those exposed to the image (see patron, below).

Location

Commentators recognized that the nature and function of a space directed and
influenced behavior, putting pressure on the question of location. Most authors
played it safe, declaring that images in places of worship presented too great a lure

37 Babington, Very fruitful exposition of the Commandments, 87
38 “Against Peril of Idolatry,” 193.
39 Perkins, A golden chain, 46.
40 Simon Birckbek, The Protestants evidence taken out of good records (London, 1635), 42.
41 “Against Peril of Idolatry,” 185.
42 Bunny, Guide unto godliness, 51.
43 Babington, Very fruitful exposition of the Commandments, 89.
44 John Dod, A plaine and familiar exposition of the Ten commandements (London, 1604), 59, 61.
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and should be avoided. James Calfhill, a leading Calvinist in the first decade of Eliz-
abeth’s reign, agreed with the Homily in stating that “Images for no superstition,
Images of none worshipped, nor in danger to be worshipped, are in deed tolerable;
but images placed in publique Temples, can not be possibly without danger of wor-
shipping, and therefore are not to be suffered.”45 There is, however, some indication
that an image’s nature and spatial positioning within places of worship played a factor
in assessing risk. Willet mentions images “set up aloft” and (as discussed below under
“Medium”), images that were set apart from other decorations suggested special
treatment—that is, signs of honor, whereas imagery on a church wall or in
windows might be considered benign.46 The general prohibition on images in
places of worship could also be mitigated by subject matter, so that edifying narrative
images of non-sacred figures were distinguished from idols.

What was unacceptable in places of worship could be perfectly permissible in
private or civil places, placing images in a domestic or social context largely
outside the proscriptions of the second commandment. In a text published in
1579, the moderate puritan William Fulke argued that “the painting of stories in
clothes or galleries &c.,” “were in no use of religion, and without all daunger of wor-
shipping, therefore not prohibited.”47 The consensus of opinion agreed with this and
the similar line adopted by William Perkins, who was opposed to biblical images in
churches but found them acceptable elsewhere: he explained that one of the lawful
uses of images was “when images are made for the beautifying of houses either
publike or private, that serve only for civill meetings” (meaning social gatherings).48
Of course, religious behaviors were very much a central part of domestic life: the
household should be a “little church.”49 It is necessary therefore to be wary of equat-
ing private or civil locations with secular spaces or activities.

Medium

Medium (form andmaterials) was considered relevant to the debate because reform-
ers recognized that the degree of realism and richness of an image affected viewers’
response.50 The Elizabethan homily “Against Peril of Idolatry” explained that “men
are not so ready to worship a picture on a wall, or in a window, as an embossed and
gilt Image, set with pearl and stone. And a process of a story, painted with the gestures
and actions of many persons, and commonly the sum of the story written withal, hath
another use in it, then one dumb idol or image standing by it self.”51

The Homily therefore distinguished between narrative stories painted on walls or in
windows and images of holy figures standing alone. The description of “one dumb idol
or image standing by itself ” indicates three-dimensional carved sculpture in the round.

45 James Calfhill, An Answere to John Martiall’s Treatise of the Crosse (London, 1565), 16.
46 Willet, Hexapla in Exodum, 341.
47 William Fulke, D. Heskyns, D. Sanders and M. Rastell [. . .] overthrowne, and detected of their severall

blasphemous heresies (London, 1579), 598.
48 William Perkins, AWarning against the Idolatry of the last times (Cambridge, 1601), 58.
49 William Gouge, Of Domestical Duties: Eight Treatises (London, 1622); William Perkins, Christian

oeconomie: or, A short survey of the right manner of erecting and ordering a familie according to the scriptures
(London, 1609).

50 See Aston, England’s Iconoclasts, 401–8.
51 “Against Peril of Idolatry,” 164.
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The literal interpretation of “graven images” in the second commandment as “carved”
and “cast” images provided another restriction on the range of images open to attack.
Lakes translates from the Hebrew as “any forme graven or carved in mettall, stone or
wood,” though he explains that not all such graving in general is forbidden but only
representations of God (whether intended for the true God or not).52 Similarly,
embossed and gilt images, made of precious metals, “brasse, golde, silver, or such
things” that were gilded or enriched with ornate clothing and precious stones, sug-
gested special qualities that would encourage admiration, a slippery slope toward ven-
eration.53 The homily condemned “excessive decking of images and idols, with
painting, gilding, adorning, with precious vestures, pearl, and stone.”54

Subject Matter

Subject matter or iconography was also assessed according to the risk it posed in
prompting worship. Calvin stated that visible representations that are “historical,
which give a representation of events . . . are of some use for instruction or admoni-
tion.”55 The majority of commentators agreed with this view, also expressed in the
official Homily, and most distinguished between narrative images, which represented
biblical histories or stories, and images of individual figures isolated from a narrative
context. Accordingly, William Perkins held histories of the Bible “to be good and
lawful: and that is, to represent to the eye the acts of histories, whether they be
human or divine; and thus we think the histories of the Bible may be painted in
private places.”56 Another way to distinguish between good and lawful images,
and idols, was therefore the matter of scriptural fidelity; if the image could be justi-
fied as a literal depiction of historical events as recorded in the scriptures. Images with
invented elements that went beyond descriptions provided in biblical texts were
identified as false and lying deceptions that directed believers away from God’s
truth. As James Calfhill explained in 1565, “[S]ince our Religion ought to be
grounded upon truth, Images which can not be without lies ought not to be
made, or put to any use of Religion.”57
There was general acknowledgment that depiction of histories could inspire and

elevate; in Defence of Poesy, published posthumously in 1595, Sir Philip Sidney com-
pared the art of poetry with the painter “that should give to the eye either some excel-
lent perspective, or fine picture fit for building . . . or containing in it some notable
example as Abraham sacrificing his son Isaac, Judith killing Holofernes, David fight-
ing with Goliath.” Sidney used these three biblical stories to argue that “figuring
forth good things” could be beneficial: “[I]t is a good reason, that whatsoever,
being abused, doth most harm, being rightly used . . . doth most
good.”58 In other words, Sidney accepted that pictures could be harmful if abused

52 Lakes, A probe theologicall, 29.
53 Babington, Very fruitful exposition of the Commandments, 89.
54 “Against Peril of Idolatry,” 214.
55 Jean Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, trans. Henry Beveridge (London 1845), 100
56 Perkins, Reformed Catholike, 172.
57 Calfhill, Answere to John Martiall’s Treatise of the Crosse, 16.
58 Philip Sidney, The defense of poesy: otherwise known as An apology for poetry, ed. Albert S. Cook (Boston,

1890), 38.
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(by worship) but could also do good if used correctly to edify and inspire.59 The
amateur artist Thomas Trevelyon created a huge illustrated miscellany in 1616 that
includes numerous biblical images including the Nativity and Crucifixion. In a rare
comment on the function of such images, he explained, “The matter handled in
this booke is three folde, historicall, propheticall, and evangelicall, the first teacheth
examples, the second manners, and the laste a spirituall and heavenly institution.”60

Statues and carvings that presented likenesses of holy figures—God the Father,
Christ, the Virgin Mary and Saints—were deemed especially dangerous because
they were so beloved by believers and prompted demonstrably incorrect behavior.
Here again, the Homily against Idolatry provided the lead: “the greater the
opinion is of the maiestie and holiness of the person to whom an Image is made,
the sooner will the people fall to the worshipping of the said Image. Wherefore
the images of God, our Saviour Christ, the blessed virgin Mary, the Apostles,
Martyrs, and other of notable holiness, are of all other images most dangerous for
the peril of Idolatry, and therefore greatest heed to be taken that none of them be suf-
fered to stand publicly in Churches and Temples.”61

Babington states that the purpose of the second commandment “is chiefly to
forbid all pictures of God.”62 Reformers unanimously agreed that images of God
the Father were forbidden in any context because “He never was seene, and therefore
can not be painted or pictured like any creature, but with a breach of this [second]
commandment.”63 John Dod described the most dangerous and damnable images
as “such as are made to represent anie of the three persons in trinitie, the father,
the sonne & holy ghost: and these, whatsoever pretence and purpose man hath in
setting them up, are simply evill.”64 Any attempt to visualize in material form the
unimaginable mystery of the Godhead was, according to Peter Barker in his com-
mentary on the commandments, an “injury to his divine nature, and is no likeness
of God, but onely an imagination of man.”65 This inability to conceive of,
let alone represent, the divine meant that not only the figure of God the Father
but the other elements of the Trinity—the figure of Christ on the cross and the
dove of the holy spirit—were also flawed. “It is a wicked thing,” stated Dod, “to
make an Image of CHRIST, seeing that we can in no way resemble that which
chiefly makes him Christ.”66

While many authors writing during the long post-Reformation period agreed that
the image of the risen Christ was forbidden, some asserted that depicting him as man
prior to the crucifixion was acceptable as long as it was used only as an illustration of
historical events. Even William Perkins took this view, arguing that “it is not unlaw-
full to make or to have the Image of Christ, two caveats being remembered. The first,
that this Image be onely of the manhood: the second, that it be out of use of religion.

59 See John S. Coolidge, The Pauline Renaissance in England: Puritanism and the Bible (Oxford, 1970).
60 Nicholas Barker, ed., The Great Book of Thomas Trevilian: A Facsimile of the Manuscript in the Wormsley

Library (London, 2000).
61 “Against Peril of Idolatry,” 204.
62 Babington, Very fruitful exposition of the Commandments, 80.
63 Babington, 92. See also Calvin, Institutes, 91; Heinrich Bullinger, The Decades of Henry Bullinger, vol.

2, The First and Second Decades, trans. H. I, ed. Thomas Harding (Cambridge, 1849), 223.
64 Dod, Plaine and familiar exposition of the Ten commandements, 63.
65 Peter Barker, A judicious and painefull exposition upon the Ten Commandments (London, 1624), 89.
66 Dod, Plaine and familiar exposition of the Ten commandements, 58.
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For if otherwise it be made to represent whole Christ, God and man: or, if it be used
as an instrument or a signe in which, and before which men worship Christ himselfe,
it is . . . a flat idol.”67 At the other end of the religious spectrum, Lancelot Andrewes
considered it “not unlawful to paint or make any portraiture of Christ in his humane
nature, as at his passion &c. Provided, no religious worship be given to it.”68 Henry
Peacham, poet and writer, followed this moderate line of official policy in directing
his intended readers of gentlemen, tradesmen, and artificers that “Neither by any
meanes may the picture of our Saviour, the Apostles and Martyrs of the Church be
drawne to an Idolatrous use, or be set up in Churches to be worshipped.” But, he
added, echoing the views of churchmen cited above, “that pictures of these kindes
may be drawne, and set up to draw the beholder ad Historicum usum, and not ad
cultum, I hold them very lawfull and tolerable in the windowes of Churches and
the private houses, and deserving not to bee beaten downe with that violence and
furie as they have beene by our Puritanes in many places.”69
A final contextual qualification included in the model is rarely commented upon

and yet, as will become evident, was clearly an important consideration in assessing
the likely use or misuse of an image. The religious credentials of the patron/owner of
an image could be a first or final consideration in calculating purpose or intent. Thus,
a known papist could not be permitted an image that would otherwise be judged
acceptable, even beneficial, for good Protestant viewers.70 Meanwhile, an image
that might be judged a potential idol in another context could be viewed positively
if authorized by the strict godly leanings of its patron. In general, reforming
divines emphasized the principle, as outlined by Paul in his Epistle to Titus, that
“unto the pure are all things pure, but unto them that are defiled, and unbelieving,
is nothing pure, but even their minds and consciences are defiled.” As the marginal
note (a) to the 1599 Geneva Bible observed, “[P]urity consisteth not in any external
worship . . . but in the mind and conscience.”71 Election rendered the works of the
regenerate acceptable to God, but the “ordinary works” of the unregenerate were
“sinfull and odious in Gods sight.”72
Our model of guidance on the matter of images, condensed in the diagrammatic

chart (figure 1), therefore highlights the key nodes to be considered in relation to
images and identifies both the core areas of consensus and the potential areas for dis-
agreement. Picking up on Peacham’s conclusion that religious pictures could be
lawful and tolerable in churches and domestic houses if not made and put up to be
worshipped, below we offer two examples of artworks that demonstrate how such
discourse relates to practice. We show that while these examples may push at the
boundaries of the model, on the balance of its various criteria, Protestant image
theory could be very accommodating.

67 Perkins, Warning against the Idolatrie of the last times, 15.
68 Andrewes, Pattern of catechistical doctrine at large, 214.
69 Henry Peacham, The Gentlemans Exercise, or an exquisite practise, as well for drawing all manner of beasts

in their true portraitures (London, 1612), 12.
70 See also Richard L. Williams, “Contesting the Everyday: The Cultural Biography of a Subversive

Playing Card,” in Everyday Objects: Medieval and Early Modern Material Culture and Its Meanings, ed.
Tara Hamling and Catherine Richardson (Ashgate, 2010): 241–66, at 242; Elizabeth Goldring, Robert
Dudley, Early of Leicester and the World of Elizabethan Art (New Haven, 2014).

71 Titus 1:15, 1599 Geneva Bible, Tolle Lege Press (Dallas, 2006).
72 John Downame, A guide to godlynesse, or a Treatise of a Christian life (London, 1622), 244–45.
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CASE STUDY 1: PICTURING THE DECALOGUE

Our first case study relates to an almost extinct genre of early modern English mate-
rial culture—painted depictions of the Ten Commandments in churches. The choice
of this case study relates in particular to the argument that Reformed Protestants
were especially hostile to religious imagery in ecclesiastical spaces, and to the errone-
ous suggestion that the visually rich interiors of medieval churches were transformed
following the Reformation into plain whitewashed boxes.73 On 22 January 1561,
Elizabeth I issued a royal order “that the tables of the commandments may be
comlye set up, or hung up in the east end of the chauncell” of every church in
England, “to be not only read for edification, but also to give some comlye ornament
and demonstration, that the same is a place of religion and prayer.”74While every one
of England’s approximately nine thousand parish churches would have complied
with this order, repeated in numerous visitation articles and injunctions, only
about thirty examples survive from the period ca. 1560–ca. 1660 down to the
present day.75 While all are significant, two are especially intriguing, because they
contain painted narrative scenes from scripture and therefore challenge received
wisdom about the place of religious art in the post-Reformation English parish
church.76 This case study focuses on the earlier of the two boards, from the parish
church of All Hallows, Whitchurch, Hampshire, dated 1602 (figure 2).77

In large part, the Whitchurch Board adheres to the expectations about post-Refor-
mation religious art outlined by our model. The images are drawn from the historical
books of the Old Testament and are narrative in nature; there are no images of
persons who might easily become the objects of idolatrous veneration. The other
truism of much recent scholarship on the relationship between Protestantism and
the reformed visual arts in England, however, is that they were located primarily
in civil (especially domestic) spaces.78 In other words, we do not expect to find reli-
gious art in church, and yet here it was in Tudor Whitchurch. The significance of this
work alongside several other examples suggests the existence of a common visual lan-
guage for illustrating the Ten Commandments in post-Reformation England, which
might be equally as at home in a domestic space as inside the ecclesiastical space of the
parish church.79

73 For example, Robert Whiting, The Reformation of the English Parish Church (Cambridge, 2010); for
an important corrective to this, see Susan Orlik, “The ‘Beauty of Holiness’ Revisited: An Analysis of
Investment in Parish Church Interiors in Dorset, Somerset, and Wiltshire, 1560–1640” (PhD diss., Uni-
versity of Birmingham, 2018).

74 Elizabeth I, Orders taken the x. day of October in the thirde yere of the raigne of our Soueraigne Ladye,
Elizabeth Quene of Englande, Fraunce and Irelande, defender of the faith (1561), sigs. Ai, v-Ai, r. The stip-
ulation passed into the Anglican Canons of 1604, as no. 82.

75 W. H. Frere and W. P. M. Kennedy, eds., Visitation Articles and Injunctions, vol. 3, 1559–1575,
(London, 1910), 157, 175, 226, 254, 283, 301, 304, 367, 381–82. See also Willis, Reformation of the
Decalogue, 281–344.

76 For example, Louise Durning and Clare Tilbury, “‘Looking unto Jesus’: Image and Belief in a Seven-
teenth-Century Chancel,” Journal of Ecclesiastical History 60, no. 3 (2009): 490–513.

77 A later board is located in the parish church of All Saints Hedgerley, Buckinghamshire, dated 1664.
78 For example, Hamling and Richardson, Everyday Objects; Tara Hamling, Decorating the “Godly”

Household: Religious Art in Post-Reformation Britain (New Haven, 2011).
79 Elements of the same iconographical scheme also survive in a series of wall paintings upstairs at the

Black Lion Inn, Hereford, which likely date from around the same period.
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This visual language is explored in more detail here. Ten of the images on the board
relate directly to the Decalogue with each picture illustrating the breach of one of
God’s commandments, supported by a caption referencing a story drawn from the
Old Testament. The scheme of imagery is presented in table 1.
Two questions arise: How did these particular images end up on the walls of at least

two churches? And how could such figurative images be newly erected in a place of
worship? The second of these questions is more easily dealt with, thanks to the
nuanced perspective established by our model. As we have shown, Protestants sub-
jected visual images to a whole series of tests in order to determine whether they
were idolatrous, harmless, or indeed positively beneficial. The Whitchurch command-
ment board featured painted (not graven) images and did not depict God, save for the
divine hand and sleeve reaching out of a cloud to hand the stone tablets to a kneeling
Moses. The use of these images was not religious in the sense of for worship; rather, it
was civil, in the sense of providing the community space of the parish church with (in
the words of the queen) both ornament and demonstration that this was a place of reli-
gion and prayer. The board was therefore compliant with the spirit of the Elizabethan
injunctions, even if it took a creative approach to fulfilling them. The location of the
images inside the church makes their ability to pass the remaining criteria outlined
by the model particularly important, for what was acceptable outside the church was
not automatically acceptable within it. Indeed, the position of the board was likely
at the east end of the church behind the communion table, where it would have
acted as a backdrop for the receipt of the Eucharistic bread and wine for kneeling

Figure 2—Commandment board, All Hallows Church, Whitchurch, Hampshire, dated 1602.
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communicants.81 Such a focal position, set apart and in close proximity to the sacra-
ment, was a red flag for Protestant commentators. The subject matter, however, in
the form of narrative scenes from the Old Testament, was unimpeachable. Further-
more, the stories and figures depicted were not worthy exemplars to emulate (with
the potential to slide into adoration) but instances of the notoriously wicked receiving
divine punishment for their egregious sins. As such, the worshipping parishioners
could be put in mind of and guided by the biblical histories displayed, without any
hint or danger of idolatry or improper worship. Indeed, insofar as they underscored
the importance of striving to live a moral and religious life in accordance with God’s
commandments, these images with their identifying scriptural citations and explana-
tory captions were positively edifying. They reminded believers that the wages of sin
were death, and that true faith in, and knowledge of, the justice and mercy of God
was the only possible route to salvation.

Table 1—Biblical Captions on the Whitchurch commandment board

Commandment Biblical
episode

Caption

1 “Thou shalt have no other gods
before me”

Exodus 5:2 “Pharoah drowned in the sea with all his
hoast for not knowing god”

2 “Thou shalt not make unto thee
any graven image”

Exodus
32:27

“3000 of the isrelits slaine in a day for
worshiping the goulden calfe in the
wildernesse”

3 “Thou shalt not take the name of
the Lord they GOD in vain”

Leviticus
24:14

“one stoned for taking the lords name in
vaine”

4 “Remember the Sabbath day” Numbers
15:32

“One stoned for gathering of sticks on the
sabbath day”

5 “Honour thy father and thy
mother”

2 Samuel
18:9

“Absalom hangth by the head & thrust
through by Joab for disobeying his
father”

6 “Thou shalt not kill” 2 Samuel
20:9

“Joab killeth Amasa”

7 “Thou shalt not commit
adultery”

Numbers
25:8

“phinias killein simri & Colby in ye act of
adultery”80

8 “Thou shalt not steal” Joshua 7:25 “Achan stoned for stealing ye goulden
wedg and babalonish garment,” ill-
gotten spoils from the fallen city of
Jericho.

9 “Thou shalt not bear false
witness”

1 Kings
21:19

1 Kings 21:19, “Jezabell eaten with dogs
for bearing false witness against good
aboth”

10 “Thou shalt not covet” 1 Kings
22:35

“Ahab for coveting naboths vineyard was
shot with an arrow from heaven”

80 Phineas was held up as an exemplar not for his violence but his zeal: Robert Allen, A treasurie of cate-
chisme, or Christian instruction (London, 1600), Short Title Catalogue, 2nd ed., 366, 93. See also Karl
Gunther, Reformation Unbound: Protestant Visions of Reform in England, 1525–1590 (Cambridge, 2014), 150.

81 At around one square meter, the detailed imagery on the Whitchurch board would only have been
visible from relatively close by and would have required engaged viewing by spectators.
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Making judgments about the credentials of the patron of the board is difficult.
Unfortunately, the churchwardens’ accounts for the parish, which would contain
details surrounding the commissioning of and payment for the paintings, do not
survive. The likelihood, however, is that it was paid for out of communal funds by
the serving wardens on behalf of the parish.82 The vicar of All Hallows Whitchurch
at the time was Peter Porter, an otherwise unremarkable figure who was appointed in
1591 and died in 1605.83 The commandment board was not entirely unproblematic
from a pedagogical and theological standpoint, for by presenting such extreme exam-
ples of wickedness, the boards could be read as suggesting that sin was something
that might be avoided, whereas Calvinist theology asserted that all men and
women were born sinners and broke the commandments regularly in thought,
word, and deed.84 But in the context of the parish church, where its relatively
simple visual message was carefully framed and contextualized in service time by
the minister performing the liturgy, reading from scripture, or preaching a sermon
or homily, the Whitchurch commandment board had the potential to act as a pow-
erful tool of religious and moral edification.
Answering the question of how these images in particular came to adorn a rural

English parish church is more complex. Suggesting an answer helps to expand the
field’s knowledge of the extent to which biblical images and motifs circulated
widely throughout post-Reformation Europe, moving across borders and confes-
sions and between different types of printed and painted media with surprising fre-
quency and ease. It also forces scholars and students of the period to revisit the
supposed insularity of vernacular visual art and acknowledge the extent to which
the tools of English Protestantism absorbed the artistic expression of European reli-
gious cultures. Like many aspects of post-Reformation religious culture, the Whitch-
urch commandment board had its origins in the medieval past.85 These medieval
precedents were crucial in heavily influencing what became a lively Protestant tradi-
tion in the sixteenth century, beginning with Lucas Cranach’s Haustafel, a series of

82 See, for example, Willis, Reformation of the Decalogue, 309, 312, 314.
83 Clergy of Church of England Database entry for “Location: Parish (Church): Whitchurch,” Clergy of

the Church of EnglandDatabase, accessed 12October 2023, https://theclergydatabase.org.uk/jsp/locations/
index.jsp?locKey=15056. He was likely the Peter Porter graduated BA from St. John’s College, Cam-
bridge in 1571–72 and MA in 1576; Alumni Cantabrigiensis, vol. 1, pt. 3, ed. John ArchibaldVenn (Cam-
bridge, 1924) 382. Porter’s appointment coincided with the deprivation of Michael Vaughan, appointed
just one year earlier, whose early ministerial career appears to have been dogged by troubles. The Vaughan
affair, detailed in the Calendar of State Papers Domestic and Acts of the Privy Council, seems to have been a
momentary blip in the life of an otherwise unremarkable country parish. See Calendar of State Papers
Domestic Series Elizabeth, 1591–1594, ed. M. A. E. Green (London, 1867), vol. 249, pp. 54, 189; SP
12/241, fol. 92, National Archives, London (hereafter this repository is abbreviated as TNA); Clergy of
Church of England Database entry for “Person: Vaughan, Michael,” Clergy of the Church of England
Database, accessed 12 October 2023, https://theclergydatabase.org.uk/jsp/persons/CreatePersonFrames.
jsp?PersonID=75891; Acts of the Privy Council of England: A.D. 1542–[June 1631], vol. 23: 1592, ed.
John Roche Dasent (London, 1901), vol. 11, pp. [35], 158, PC 2/20 fol. 8, TNA; Acts of the Privy
Council of England: A.D. 1542–[June 1631], vol. 24: 1592–93, ed. John Roche Dasent (London,
1901), vol. 11, [pp. 21, 86, 92], 78, 258, 285, PC 2/20, fols. 248, 384, 404, TNA.

84 See Willis, Reformation of the Decalogue, 336–44.
85 On this broader point, see Peter Marshall, Heretics and Believers: A History of the English Reformation

(New Haven, 2017), part 1, “Reformations before Reformation.”
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woodcuts demonstrating the breach of the Ten Commandments.86 While Cranach’s
choice of biblical episodes dominated Lutheran publications, a number of illustrated
Dutch prints continued to vary the exempla, including illustrations by Lieven de
Witte, Maarten van Heemsecke, and Maarten de Vos.87 De Vos advertised his Deca-
logue as containing examples of “the severest punishments for those who have
broken the commandments,” which led him to reach back to brutal medieval
exempla overlooked in Cranach’s and later Dutch and German prints, such as the
shooting of Ahab for his coveting of Naboth’s vineyard and Joab’s killing of
Amasa. Both these examples feature in the Whitchurch scheme, although de Vos’s
woodcuts provide only six out of ten matches overall.88

To identify the exact scheme and iconography found at Whitchurch requires a lateral
move. Continental prints had a huge influence on art and decoration in Elizabethan and
Jacobean England, not simply through straightforward copying but also from artists
drawing on and borrowing from a wide range of sources.89 For example, the compo-
sition of the image of the Israelites worshipping the golden calf from the Whitchurch
commandment board is similar to a 1587 print made by Adriaen Collaert after Maarten
de Vos and published by Philips Galle as part of a series on the Decalogue.90 However,
the images at Whitchurch appear to have been drawn not only from illustrated
sequences of the Ten Commandments but from other illustrated Old Testament histo-
ries as well. Gerard de Jode’s Thesaurus Sacrarum Historiarum veteris testamenti appears
to be the only known printed source for the image of Pharoah and his host consumed
by the churning waters of the Red Sea, and de Jode also provides good matches for the
images of the death of Absolon, Phinehas’s execution of Zimri and Cozby, and Achan’s
theft of the Babylonish treasure (figures 3 and 4).91 Several of the images may also have
had a source rather closer to home: the illustrations for the 1568 and 1572 editions of
the Bishops’ Bible, although these pictures too had a complex history in Catholic and
Protestant publications on both sides of the English Channel.92

The design and execution of the Hedgerley commandment board therefore
appears to have tapped into an extensive visual vocabulary of Old Testament
imagery, a complex and hybrid culture that included English and continental Euro-
pean work originating from a range of different genres, artists, and confessions.
This commission was carefully and thoughtfully custom made from a diverse

86 Ilja Veldman “The Old Testament as a Moral Code: Old Testament Stories as Exempla of the Ten
Commandments,” Simiolus 23, no. 4 (1995): 215–39, at 225.

87 Veldman, “Old Testament as a Moral Code,” 231–34.
88 The second and third commandments, the fifth through seventh commandments, and the tenth

commandment.
89 Anthony Wells-Cole, Art and Decoration in Elizabethan and Jacobean England: The Influence of Con-

tinental Prints, 1558–1625 (New Haven, 1997). Margaret Aston, The King’s Bedpost: Reformation and Ico-
nography in a Tudor Group Portrait (Cambridge, 1993), 67.

90 “Thou shalt not have other gods before me,” fromThe Ten Commandments, engraved by Adriaen Col-
laert after Maarten de Vos and published by Philips Galle, ca.1587, British Museum, 1937,0915.49.

91 Gerard de Jode, Thesaurus Sacrarum Historiarum veteris testamenti [. . .] (Antwerp, 1585). The same
origins are attributed to a piece of embroidery made in the 1670s by the young godly Devonshire woman
Damaris Pearse, in Anne Rosalind Jones and Peter Stallybrass, Renaissance Clothing and the Materials of
Memory (Cambridge, 2000), 169–70.

92 See Margaret Aston, “The Bishops’ Bible Illustrations,” in The Church and the Arts, ed. Diana Wood
(Oxford, 1992): 267–86. The 1568 edition contains a representation of Numbers 15:32, and the 1572
Bishops’ Bible is a promising candidate for likenesses of the deaths of Jezebel and Ahab.
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Figure 3—Detail of Pharaoh and his host being consumed by the Red Sea, from All Hallows
Whitchurch commandment board.

Figure 4—Gerard de Jode, The Crossing of the Red Sea, in Thesaurus Sacrarum Historiarum veteris
testamenti (1585). © The Trustees of the British Museum.
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range of sources rather than relying on the copying of a single print or even a set of
prints. The reproduction of Dutch engravings in the decoration of domestic houses
was ubiquitous, so it should not be surprising that these uncontroversial Old Testa-
ment narratives of wicked sinners receiving providential punishment for flouting the
laws of God might wind up in a different format in an ecclesiastical space. This was a
considered commission for a civil purpose, making use of a range of sources, and
while religious imagery was always treated carefully, it was entirely possible to
place such pictorial art within the parish church itself, provided that it adhered to
the criteria outlined in the model above.

CASE STUDY 2: COMELY ORNAMENT AND DEMONSTRATION

At the west end of the Church of All Saints in Curry Mallet, Somerset, is a carved
wooden screen dating from the first half of the seventeenth century. It presents a
scheme of religious imagery that includes Adam and Eve, Moses with Aaron and
Hur, the Nativity, and the Crucifixion. Four supporting caryatids at the base of the
structure depict Saint Paul, Mary Magdalene, the Virgin and Child, and Saint
Peter, while at the top are four Virtues (figure 5).93

Religious imagery in large-scale decorative fixtures has long been overlooked by
art historians and historians, in part because of its vernacular style. Nicholas
Pevsner, for example, in his Buildings of England series, recorded this piece of
work in his entry for the village in 1958 but described it as “robust and illiterate.”
He went on to object to the nature of the four caryatids, who “are not just decorative
maidens, but important persons who should not have been degraded to such a func-
tion.”94 Pevsner’s verdict is symptomatic of a wider scholarly confusion around such
imagery. Viewed as an ugly and aberrant anomaly, the screen has been excluded from
consideration within critical scholarship just as it has been ousted from its material
setting. Letters from the 1920s when the screen was donated to the church state
that the screen was made for the dining hall of the neighboring Manor House, occu-
pied from the sixteenth century by the Pyne family. It was installed in the Pyne chapel
after 1926 before being relocated again in 1949 when it became part of the war
memorial in the west tower.95

93 Justice blindfolded with scales; Hope with anchor; Faith or Humility with lamb. The attribute of the
fourth Virtue is unclear, possibly a plate of food. Charity would complement a grouping of theological
virtues, though she is usually represented with infants.

94 Nikolaus Pevsner, South and West Somerset, Buildings of England (Harmondsworth, 1958), 249.
Pevsner ends his less-than-favorable description with the perplexed question, “What can have been the
message?” Pevsner, South and West Somerset, 249.

95 The screen’s provenance has been constructed through two sets of Faculty documents D/DCf/1926/
92 and D/D/cf/1949/146, Somerset Heritage Centre, Taunton. A 1926 letter fromMr. R. T. Combe, Esq.,
describes his intention to place in the church some oak carving as a memorial to his cousins who were
daughters of the Rev. William Pyne (d. 1925). Mr. Combe explains that the Pynes had possession of
the Manor House at Curry Mallet from medieval times until 1925, at which time it became “used as a
farm.” Mr. Combe was residuary legatee for William Pyne and describes the carving as “among the
family things which have come to me . . . which has been in the family for some generations.” The
carving was likely taken from the manor prior to its being tenanted. While other documents repeat Mr.
Combe’s belief that Thomas Pyne (d.1609) commissioned the carving, this is unlikely given that he pre-
deceased his father and so did not inherit the manor, unlike his son, John Pyne Jr.
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If the screen had been original to the church, this work would defy our model in its
depiction of holy personages. As noted above, the homily “Against Peril of Idolatry”
specified that images of the Virgin and Child and Christ on the cross were forbidden
in places of worship, and this prohibition was widely accepted thereafter. The work
moves back within the bounds of our model because it was originally intended for the
civil purpose of ornament in a domestic setting. Nevertheless, as discussed, many
commentators worried about the legitimacy and potential abuse of images of
Christ even in a civil context.96 The subject matter therefore raises questions about
how such imagery could be reconciled with Protestant anxieties about idolatry.
In what follows, we interrogate connections between the setting, medium, design,
and detail of the imagery according to the various criteria incorporated within our
model. We start by considering the religious inclinations of the patron.
Two coats of arms combining Pyne and Hanham within the design identify the

patron as the John Pyne who inherited Curry Mallet Manor from his grandfather
as a minor in 1609.97 His mother was the daughter of Thomas Hanham, and in
1629 John married into the same family, a marriage that was controversial: he
eloped with his cousin, Eleanor Hanham. The date of the marriage, which is cele-
brated in the design through the second heraldic shield and in a roundel with

Figure 5—View of the carved wood screen in the Church of All Saints, Curry Mallet, Somerset, ca.
1630.

96 For example, Lakes, A probe theologicall, 29.
97 The arms at the center are those of the Pyne family but with the addition of the Hanham arms in the

bottom left of the shield. Another shield above has the Pyne arms quartered with Hanham.We are grateful
to Christopher Vane, Chester Herald at the College of Arms, for confirming that the arms belong to John
Pyne Jr. The upper shield contains the arms of Pyne impaling Hanham (referring to his wife), while below
is the arms of Pyne with various quarterings, including Hanham, referring to his mother. Chester Vane,
email correspondence with the authors, 10 May 2018.
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profile faces of a man and woman, corresponds with the style of the carving, putting
its date of production around 1630.98

John Pyne trained as a lawyer and served as a politician. Presbyterian in religion, in
the 1630s he was regarded as one of the rigid party against the king. By 1645, he
headed an extreme parliamentarian faction in Somerset, although he avoided involve-
ment in the king’s execution and refused any office under Cromwell. At the Restora-
tion, he took the oath of allegiance but was debarred from holding public office. He
was several times imprisoned on suspicion of plotting but lived out his life at Curry
Mallet.99 He died in 1678, having asked to be buried silently at night without any
outward pomp or usual ceremony.100 The stipulation for a quiet and unceremonious
burial rejecting outward pomp underlines Pyne’s puritan beliefs. So, how could he
qualify having this artwork with religious scenes made to decorate his house at
Curry Mallet, and what was his purpose in doing so?

The Curry Mallet woodwork was said to have come from the dining room of the
manor house—so a hall, parlor, or great chamber, the grand reception rooms of the
seventeenth-century country house. The form of the work suggests it was a fireplace
overmantel, as the reverse is entirely plain, indicating it was affixed to a wall. Its large
size (90 600 x 60) suggests the great hall as the most likely setting. As discussed earlier,
civil use, including as ornament, was one of many stated exceptions to the prohibi-
tion of religious imagery. Yet how can such an extravagant piece of decoration be rec-
onciled with Pyne’s rejection of outward pomp for his funeral? Domestic decoration
was not an optional luxury for people of status in early modern England: it was an
essential and expected element in the fashioning of identity, providing a medium
for the public demonstration of wealth and social position.101 Meanwhile, large-
scale fixtures and furnishings, especially wooden items of furniture such as tables,
cupboards, and bedsteads, were understood and described in wills of the period as
“standards,” indissolubly linked to the built fabric of the household and part of its
material inheritance to pass on to future generations forever.102

The obligation to display status through material fixtures and furnishings coupled
with ideas about furniture as establishing or augmenting a house—understood as a
social institution—helps explain the form, content, and timing of this piece. Redec-
oration and acquisition of core items of furniture usually occurred in relation to
extraordinary events like marriage or through inheritance. The symbolic connection
between standards and rites of passage in the life cycle was often made explicit in the

98 Though much altered ca. 1939 by architect Clough Williams-Ellis, the Manor House retains other
decorative fixtures that indicate improvements around this date, including plasterwork, carved wood fire-
place overmantels, and wall paneling.

99 David Underdown, s.v. “John Pyne (bap.1600, d.1678),” Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, 19
May 2011, http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/37873; John P. Ferris, s.v. “Pyne, John (1600–1678)
of Curry Malet, Som. and the Middle Temple, London,” in The History of Parliament: The House of
Commons 1604–1629, ed. Andrew Thrush and John P. Ferris, 2010, https://www.historyof
parliamentonline.org/volume/1604-1629/member/pyne-john-1600-1678.

100 Will of John Pyne, 1678, Prob/11/357, TNA.
101 For example, Phillip Stubbes states, “riche ornamentes, pendices, and hangings” serve “to beautifie

and become the house, and to showe the rich estate and glorie of the owner.” Phillip Stubbes,The Anatomie
of Abuses (London, 1583), 10.

102 Tara Hamling and Catherine Richardson,ADay at Home in Early Modern England: Material Culture
and Domestic Life, 1500–1700 (New Haven, 2017), 124–25.
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design and decoration of individual items. Although Pyne inherited the manor in
1609 at the age of nine, it would have been at the point of his marriage and his ele-
vation to head of household that the manor became appropriate as a site of display.
The combination of heraldry and religious imagery communicates his identity as a
pious gentleman householder, a status achieved through his marriage. The religious
scenes and figures are therefore excused, to a considerable extent, by their civil loca-
tion and purpose in a domestic hall, where they serve as ornament appropriate to the
identity of the owner, a patron with impeccable Protestant credentials.
The next qualification in our model concerns medium. The piece is carved in high

relief but is not fully rounded sculpture, and it presents a scheme of imagery rather
than a single figure. The elaborate, balanced design means that no component part
has particular prominence. In fact, the disposition of the integral parts could be
argued to encourage a roving eye. Where is one supposed to start viewing this
work? Is there a logical sequence? As shown in figure 6, it would seem sensible to
start at the top with Adam and Eve’s Fall (1), across to the Expulsion (2), which
shows the consequence of this sin, down to the Nativity (3) as the birth of the
Savior, then across to the Crucifixion (4), which redeems the Fall as depicted
above. But then the eye is required to move on and up again to view the Moses,
Aaron, and Hur scene (5), which was necessarily skipped over before. This arrange-
ment suggests circular modes of viewing. The scene of Moses, Aaron, and Hur (out
of biblical chronology) is important as it stops the eye from resting on the Crucifixion
scene. The design, therefore, appears to discourage gazing on a single part, resisting
the prolonged and engaged viewing associated with idolatry.
In addition to forming a process of a story or being part of a wider scheme, the

biblical scenes conform to the requirement of scriptural fidelity. The Crucifixion
image (figure 7) is not a moment out of time (like a rood) but a specific historical
incident—the moment when Christ’s dead body is pierced by the spear (John
19:34).103 While the five biblical scenes within the scheme relate to specific episodes
as described in scripture, they are not narrative in a strict sense because they contain
insufficient information to tell the whole story; rather, they evoke stories that were
already highly familiar. They can be described as synoptic images in that they
present the condensed essence of the subject matter to stand as a general synopsis
of the whole.104 In their striking, stylized, visual economy, these scenes referred
the viewer efficiently to the core doctrinal concepts they represent, thereby acting
as reminders, one of the key approved civil functions of images. The presence of
this sort of imagery within the post-Reformation household can be understood as
an attempt to sustain attention on spiritual endeavor, even during the toil and
hubbub of domestic life. As reminders of the divine plan, these synoptic images
could offer a sense of focus and comfort, but their bald form meant that they
would not distract or divert attention from necessary tasks.

103 Similarly, the deposition of Christ (Luke 23:53) is depicted in one of the plasterwork overmantels,
ca. 1628, at the Court House in East Quantoxhead, illustrated in Hamling,Decorating the Godly Household,
96, fig. 53.

104 On synoptic images, see Tara Hamling, “Visual Culture,” in The Ashgate Research Companion to
Popular Culture in Early Modern England, ed. Matthew Dimmock, Andrew Hadfield, and Abigal Shim
(Farnham, 2014), 75–102.
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In its function as remembrance, a particular visual detail of the imagery becomes
especially meaningful. The scenes of the Nativity and Crucifixion are framed by cur-
tains (figure 7). This device emphasizes a theatrical quality akin to the discovery space
of the Elizabethan playhouse stage and indicates a revealed view on a different tem-
poral dimension. A similar device can be seen in other artworks of the period, where
pulling back the curtains reveals the effigy of the deceased. Examples include the large
painting of the Saltonstall family in the Tate, ca. 1641, and the monument to Sir

Figure 6—Carved wood screen in the Church of All Saints, Curry Mallet, Somerset, ca. 1630, with
labels identifying the nature and placement of imagery.

Figure 7—Crucifixion (left) andNativity (right), details from the carved wood screen in the Church
of All Saints, Curry Mallet, Somerset, ca.1630.
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Eubule Thelwall, 1630, in Jesus College Chapel, Oxford (figure 8).105 These compa-
rable artworks highlight the memorializing function of the imagery; the curtains
make it clear that these are mere representations, viewpoints onto something out
of and beyond the present time. The convention ensures that there is no chance of
suspension of disbelief, of mistaking the images for the prototype and therefore
being moved to idolatry.
This distancing strategy might also explain how depictions of saints and the Virgin

Mary could be permitted. Their role as caryatids, with headwear of flora and fauna,
undermines any sense of realism (figure 9). In this context, there is little danger that
these figures might encourage devotional gestures of worship. Other examples of
fireplace overmantels have the same balance of male and female gendered caryatids,

Figure 8—Funeral monument to Sir Eubule Thelwall, 1630, in Jesus College Chapel, Oxford.
Photo credit: Jesus College, University of Oxford.

105 See Karen Hearn, “David des Granges, ‘The Saltonstall Family,’ c. 1636–7,” Tate, accessed 15 March
2019, https://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/des-granges-the-saltonstall-family-t02020.
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but these are often semi-clad talismanic figures reflecting traditional associations with
fertility and fecundity appropriate for their role as household objects connected with
rites of passage (marriage and procreation). The depiction of male and female saints
supporting the biblical scenes is more appropriate to the overall tenor of this
scheme.106 The keys held by Saint Peter may seem especially surprising given their
association with papal authority.107 In this context, however, the keys appear as
the saint’s identifying attribute with secure scriptural basis; the marginal notes of
the 1599 Geneva Bible gloss Jesus’s words in giving to Peter the keys of heaven in
Matthew 16:19 as a “metaphor taken of stewards which carry the keys: and here is
set forth the power of the ministers of the word.”108 As a metaphor, the keys
(along with the object attributes of the other disciples) would not have been consid-
ered objectionable as long as the imagery conformed to the other criteria discussed
here. Indeed, the acceptability of such imagery in official Protestant contexts is

Figure 9—Virgin andChild (left) and St Peter (right), details of two of the caryatids, with headwear
of flora and fauna, from the carved wood screen in the Church of All Saints, Curry Mallet, Somer-
set, ca. 1630.

106 It is worth noting the appropriate positioning of the figures: MaryMagdalene, holding the ointment,
stands to the right of the Crucifixion scene, while the Virgin and Child are on the left of the Nativity.

107 The keys are uncrossed, unlike the traditional symbol for papal authority, in which the keys are
crossed.

108 Matthew 16: 19, Geneva Bible, 1599 ed.
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underlined by the fact that Saint Peter is depicted with his keys on the title page of the
1611 King James Bible.109 A final consideration is the Moses, Aaron, and Hur scene,
which seems unconnected with the rest of the scheme (figure 10). This image, illus-
trating Exodus 17:12, shows Moses lifting up his hands, supported by Aaron and
Hur, to invoke the power of God in the battle against the Amalekites; all the time
that his hands remained raised, Joshua’s army prevailed. This story had been inter-
preted from the earliest days of Christianity as a type of the Crucifixion because
Moses’s saving gesture in spreading his arms was compared with Christ’s sacrifice
on the Cross. Early modern commentators, however, focused on Moses’s action as
an example of the power of prayer. For George Abbott, Moses holding up his
hands against the Amalekites served as an example of the prayer of a righteous
man prevailing.110 It is as an example of prayer that the scene is deployed in the
lower section of the title page to Lewis Bayly’s blockbuster devotional handbook
The Practise of Pietie (1613) (figure 11), which also draws the comparison between
Moses and Christ (as the rock upon which Moses’s arm rests).

Figure 10—Moses, Aaron, and Hur (illustrating Exodus 17:12), detail from the carved wood
screen in the Church of All Saints, Curry Mallet, Somerset, ca.1630.

109 The disciples with their identifying attributes, including Saint Peter with his keys, are depicted in the
plasterwork ceiling dated 1633 in the Peamore chapel at St. Martins Church in Exminster, which further
shows how this imagery could be considered acceptable even in Protestant places of worship.

110 George Abbot, An exposition upon the prophet Jonah, contained in certain sermons preached in S. Maries
church in Oxford (London, 1600) 201. See also John Hull, The arte of Christian saylinge; Or a comfortable
treatis written on these words of the prophet Dauid in the 55. Psal. 22. 23. verses (London, 1602), 12.
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An unusual detail in the carved version is the two orbs with crosses, a symbol of
monarchy, which seems out of place in the context of the religious iconography.
This orb is also a symbol associated with the Salvator Mundi, an image of Christ
as Savior of the World, with his hand(s) raised in blessing. As an invented concept
of Christ in his divinity, this iconography fell foul of Protestant proscriptions, but
the Salvator Mundi did endure in a heraldic mode as the Bishop of Chichester’s

Figure 11—Illustrated title page to Lewis Bayly’s The Practise of Pietie, 1618 edition. © The Trustees
of the British Museum.
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arms, the subject of a sermon by Thomas Vicars published in 1627.111 The additional
detail of the orbs coupled with Moses’s raised hands might therefore suggest a visual
correlation with Christ as Salvator Mundi, so that this image at the apex of the
scheme represents both prayer and salvation. As such, it encapsulates the essence
of the scheme’s function in the great hall of a puritan patriarch, the room synony-
mous with the character of this household, where its godly community could
come together for daily prayer.112
Close analysis of this artwork, interpreted in conjunction with our model of Protes-

tant image theory, allows recognition of its function and operation within a puritan
household. A necessary demonstration of status by a young husband claiming and
enhancing his domestic inheritance, this ornament also demonstrates his religious com-
mitment as a godly patriarch. As a display of piety that would reinforce spiritual
endeavor, the work is carefully and cleverly conceived in whole and in part. From the
overall design, which encourages taking in the entire scheme rather than focusing on
individual figures, to the little details such as the saints’ floral headgear and the curtains,
there are visual cues that these images should be treatedmerely as reminders of historical
events and personages. The particular combination of scenes reinforces the essential
Christian message of sin and redemption and culminates in a statement about the
importance of prayer as route to salvation. As a sophisticated negotiation of Protestant
image theory, this wooden fixture reflects a deep understanding and appreciation of the
benefits of religious iconography in communicating and reinforcing faith.

CONCLUSION: FROM REJECTION TO RECONCILIATION

Our combined evidence reinforces the increasingly clear reality that Protestant
reform in England did not lead to a wholesale rejection of religious imagery, in com-
mentary or in practice. In addition, we have uncovered a carefully negotiated stance
on what constituted acceptable and unacceptable images. The ways in which Protes-
tant commentators moderated the proscriptions of the second commandment
amounts to a complex body of theory, but our table elucidates how the various excep-
tions and qualifications could be weighed and balanced to inform thinking and
behavior.
The two case studies, dating from the first three decades of the seventeenth

century, add further material proof to an already extensive body of evidence to estab-
lish that religious imagery was made and viewed by conforming and godly Protes-
tants long after iconophobia had allegedly taken hold. But the purpose of
discussing them in detail here is to show how applying the various criteria expressed
through the chart allows clearer understanding of how these artworks could be
judged as not just acceptable but positively beneficial, within the guidance issued
at the time. We can see that, in terms of medium, both artworks are part of a
scheme of imagery and therefore a process of a story. Both depict histories from

111 The Bishop of Chichester’s heraldic arms includes the addition of a sword in Christ’s mouth. We owe
knowledge of Thomas Vicar’s printed sermon to Hannah Yip: Hannah Sze-Munn Yip, “’Speaking Now to
Our Eyes’: Visual Elements of the Printed Sermon in Early Modern England” (PhD diss., University of
Birmingham, 2021).

112 Nicholas Cooper, The Houses of the Gentry, 1480–1680 (New Haven, 1999).
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the Bible corresponding with specific passages of scripture and thereby conform to
the requirement of scriptural fidelity. Nevertheless, these two examples do push
the boundaries of acknowledged proscriptions. As we have shown, most commenta-
tors considered that all religious imagery in churches should be avoided, while
images of holy characters even in a domestic setting risked contravening the simili-
tude part of the second commandment. In both cases, the potential for idolatry
was enhanced, because of location on the one hand and subject matter on the other.

Our diagrammatic chart (figure 1) makes clear how these factors were mitigated
by other considerations. Both artworks were given integrity by other contextual
parts of the model less often commented upon directly, by contemporaries or
within the historiography. Firstly, the credentials of the patron seem paramount in
legitimizing such works. A clear commitment to Protestantism demonstrated by a
godly householder and a conforming parish community allowed such commissions
to be understood in the context of edification and demonstration of religious ardor.
Secondly, it is clear that the communal, social context of the settings provided the jus-
tification of civil use, for ornament and remembrance, even in a parish church (and in
line with the guidance offered by the Elizabethan authorities). Both spaces demanded
appropriate ornament in order to demonstrate the nature and status of the place,
reflecting the expectation that individuals should adorn their environments to
appear comely and seemly—that is, fitting to their status, identity, and piety. Cru-
cially, both locations were public, social spaces for a community where artworks
were viewed collectively and where reception could be monitored, ensuring that
these images served only as remembrances, reinforcing lessons taught by learned
minsters and patriarchs.

While the relationship between Protestantism and the image in early modern
England could be fraught, it was far from inherently hostile. Recent historiography
has battled hard against the conceptual stranglehold established by the paradigms of
iconoclasm and iconophobia, but an incremental amassing of exceptions to this
model—of art forms that evaded destruction and repudiation—has not offered a
sufficiently compelling counternarrative to quash persistent assumptions within a
wider interdisciplinary scholarship. Our new model charts how second- and third-
generation Protestants negotiated, and embraced, the power of visual art as a tool
of edification, a badge of identity, and a declaration of faith.
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