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All About …. 
 

The Tudors and  
Dissolution of  

the Monasteries 



General Information 
 

For much of the 15th century, England was troubled by disorder and civil war.  The 
conflict was known as the Wars of the Roses, as the two opposing sides of the 
Royal family, all descended from Edward III (1327-1377), used roses as their 
emblems.  The King, Henry V1, was head of the House of Lancaster, which used a 
red rose as its symbol.  Richard, Duke of York, and later his sons Edward 1V and 
Richard III, used a white rose to represent the House of York.  The Wars of the 
Roses finally ended at the Battle of Bosworth when Henry Tudor (Henry VII) 
defeated Richard III. 
 
Henry Tudor of the House of Lancaster founded the new Tudor dynasty.  To secure 
peace and end the long civil war, he married Elizabeth of York, joining the two rival 
houses into one and creating the red and white Tudor Rose.  
 
The Tudor period was one of great change. England became increasingly 
prosperous under the Tudor monarchs and played a significant role in the Age of 
Exploration, setting up colonies and trade routes overseas.  This was also the time 
of the English renaissance, when great musicians and writers flourished. During 
this period, Britain broke from the long dominant Catholic church, a move that had 
implications for many years to come.  
 
The Tudor Monarchs:  
 
Henry VII:  When Henry came to the throne in 1485, the people of England 
were tired of civil war and the King was able to establish a strong and secure 
monarchy.  His reign is defined by his success in increasing revenue for his 
government through more efficient administration, taxes and duties. 
 
Henry VIII:  Henry VIII succeeded his father in 1509.  He was very different from 
Henry VII. He was accomplished in sport and the arts, popular and every inch a 
renaissance king.  However, he enjoyed a life of leisure, could not resist the 
glamour of war and faced the problem of succession for much of his reign.  Henry 
VIII is famous for his six wives. However, while he divorced two and executed 
another two, he was actually married to his first wife, Catherine of Aragon, for 
nearly twenty years, only divorcing her when she failed to produce a son.  It was his 
third wife, Jane Seymour, who produced the long-awaited male heir. 
 
Edward VI:  In 1547 Henry’s son, Edward V1, succeeded to the throne.   
The two Lord Protectors, the Dukes of Somerset and Northumberland,  
governed the country in Edward’s stead as he was only 10 when he came to the 
throne.  Edward died in 1553 at the age of 16. 
 
Mary I: Mary became queen after Edward’s premature death in 1553. Daughter of 
Catherine of Aragon and a devout Roman Catholic, she was determined to restore 
the old religion and is known for her persecution of Protestant “heretics.” This 
earned her the name of “Bloody Mary”.  (In all she burnt approximately 300 people.)   
 
Elizabeth I: Mary’s sister, Elizabeth came to the throne in 1558, and thus began 
the golden age of the Tudor dynasty.  She settled the problem of religion in favour 
of Protestantism and brought peace and prosperity to the country. It was an age of 
adventure, exploration and appreciation of the arts. 
 
  



The Poor / Working people 
 
In marked contrast to the extravagant lives of the royalty and the comfortable lives 
of the wealthy merchant and middle classes, the poor lived in meagre 
circumstances.  In fact it is estimated the about half the population lived in poverty.  
 
In the country, the poor lived in one-room cottages made of mud and wood.  Their 
houses, which were cold and draughty, had a central fire for warmth and cooking.   
 
Most people still lived in the countryside in Tudor times, but as a result of a dramatic 
increase in the population, increasing numbers of people moved to the towns in 
search of work.  The towns were noisy, crowded and dirty. Carts carrying goods to 
and from market filled the narrow streets.  Sellers shouted out the prices of their 
wares and farmers from the country drove their animals to market.  Ordinary people 
found employment in a variety of areas, for example: towncriers, bell men, 
ratcatchers, water carriers, laundresses, shoe-makers, coopers (barrel makers), 
pedlars, tanners (leather workers) and night watchmen. 
 
Cleaners, called scavengers, were supposed to keep towns clear of filth, but the 
streets were often effectively open sewers.  Town houses, many no better than 
slums, were built close together and upper stories were built out so that they nearly 
met over the narrow streets.  As a result of the dirt and squalor in towns and the low 
standards of personal hygiene, it was difficult to prevent diseases from spreading. 
As such, mortality was high. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Pewter Goblet and Spoon 
 
Pewter has been used in England since Roman times, and, by 
the end of the 14

th
 century, it was in use in many middle ranking 

households.  It was popular because it looked like silver, but 
was not as expensive. However, the pewter goblets and plates 
contained lead, which could leach into the food. (Modern pewter 
does not contain lead.) 
 
Meanwhile, the royalty and the nobility often ate, as they had in 
medieval times, from vessels made from gold, silver-gilt or 
silver.  All their magnificent tableware made out of these 
precious metals, was intended for show as much as for use.   
 
The pewter spoon is  typical of the shape and design used at 
the time.  Spoons and knives were the key pieces of cutlery in 
Tudor times. Forks were not generally used.  
 
This spoon has a Tudor Rose seal on the end of it. In Tudor times, 
people travelled with both their cutlery and their writing sets. Thus, 
having a seal on the end of the spoon was a useful way to cut back 
on the amount of things they travelled with. 
 
In terms of diet, food remained largely the same as in Medieval 
times, although influences from Renaissance Europe and from trade 
with the Far East and the New World also kicked in.  Sumptuous 
feasts and entertainments were held largely for political reasons, 
both at court and in the larger country houses.   
 
Roast and boiled meat, poultry, fish, potages, frumenty (hulled 
wheat boiled in milk and sweetened), bread, ale, wine and, to a 
much lesser extent, fruit and vegetables formed the basis of the diet 
of the upper classes.  Raw vegetables and fruit were still regarded 
with great suspicion by most Tudor diners because they were thought to carry 
disease and for this reason the sale of fruit was banned in the streets during the 
plague of 1569.   
 
New fruits such as quinces, apricots and raspberries were now introduced from 
Europe, as well as tomatoes, or “love apples” from Mexico and potatoes from Chile 
and the Andes.  Another popular introduction was the turkey from Central America.   
 
Of all the changes concerning food in the 16th century, the most important and 
influential was the growing popularity of cane sugar.  As a result, the aristocracy, 
who consumed the most, soon began to suffer from tooth decay.  As German 
traveller and writer, Paul Hentzer, noted, even Queen Elizabeth’s teeth were black. 
This was  “a defect the English seem subject to from their too great use of sugar,” 
Hentzer commented.  Previously honey had been used as a sweetener. 
 
The poor ate a monotonous diet of basic grains, pulses, fish, a little meat and root 
vegetables. They also made soup from oatmeal and vegetables.   
 
 



Wooden Trencher (Plate)  
 
In Medieval times food was served on square-
cut trenchers made of wholemeal bread.  In 
Tudor times, however, the trencher continued 
in a rather different form.  It was made of wood 
and contained two hollows, the larger hollow 
was for the individual diner’s serving of meat 
and gravy. The smaller one was for his own 
supply of salt.  
 
In Tudor times salt was very expensive. In 
fact, many poor people would not have been 
able to afford it.  
 
Salt was important for its flavour, and perhaps 
more importantly, for preserving food. With no refrigerators to keep food fresh, 
people were dependent on seasonal food. In winter they ate dried or pickled 
vegetables and salted meat.  
 
 

 
 

Two Fragments from a Bellarmine Jar 
 

These fragments are from a salt-glazed bottle used for holding wine or ale.  Bottles 
such as these were made in Holland and had a mask or face representing Cardinal 
Bellarmine incised or pressed into their neck.   The Cardinal was a controversial 
Italian clergyman who opposed the Dutch Reformed Church, and when the bottle 
was emptied, it would often be deliberately smashed by his opponents. 

  



Tudor Writing Set  
 
Tudor writing sets often included an 
inkwell, a sharpened quill, and a shaker, 
which would have contained sand or 
chalk for drying the ink.  
 
Quill pens were generally made from 
the moulted flight feathers of a goose or 
other large bird. To turn the feather into 
a quill pen, the majority of the feathers 
would have been taken off the sides, 
leaving the middle bit. Then the quill 
would have been sharpened with a 
knife.  
 
Literature and the written word in all forms blossomed in the 16

th
 century, 

particularly in Elizabethan times.  Examples of literature handed down to us from 
this time include the works of Shakespeare and the Book of Common Prayer. 
Interestingly, the Book of Common Prayer was written in 1548 at Chertsey Abbey, 
which had only recently been closed by Henry VIII. This set shows what a laborious 
task it must have been to produce such work. 
 
The invention of the English printing press by William Caxton meant that interest in 
literature spread far beyond court. Up until the end of the 15th century, written 
material was mainly produced on religious or political subjects, but after this point 
popular texts and different forms of literature were widely distributed for the first 
time.  As a result general levels of literacy increased across the nation. 
 

  
Seal Ring  

 
This ring is a replica of a pewter seal ring. In 
the Tudor period, gentlemen would have 
worn rings like this. They were generally 
worn on the littlest finger of the left hand. 
Each had an individual design and would 
have been used to seal important 
documents by pressing the ring into wax.  

 

 



Five-Stone Game 
 
Life in Tudor times was hard for most children 
and they would have had many chores to do 
around the house. In some poor families 
children went to work from a very young age. 
There was, however, some time for play, 
particularly for children who were from slightly 
better off families.   

 
One popular game, which is based on an 
Ancient Greek game, is five stones. In Tudor 
times the ‘stones’ were often made of wood.  
 
There are many ways to play this game. One popular 
version was to throw the pieces into the air and 
endeavour to catch them on the back of the hand. 
They were also used in a game that was a bit like modern jacks.  
 
Pastimes for the rich included games such as cards,  
chess, draughts, backgammon and dice.  

  
 
 

Stump Doll 
 
The stump doll or wooden baby, was a popular toy 
with more well-off girls. It would have been made from 
wood and could have been carved at home or  
purchased at fairs and festivals. 
 
Stump dolls would have been given to babies as a 
dummy, then used for teething, and finally, it would 
have been dressed up and played with as a doll.  
 
 

 

 



Tudor Coins  
 
The Henry VIII coin was struck in 1545 to commemorate the passing of the Act of 
Supremacy, which declared the King as the Supreme Head of the church in 
England. The Elizabethan coin is a silver crown minted in 1601.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

  



Tudor Clothing 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
In Tudor times, the rich used their clothing to impress others, using sumptuous and 
expensive fabrics to show off their wealth. They wore clothes made of silk and 
velvet and in winter their clothes were trimmed with fur.  
 
Henry VIII’s over garments consisted of a gown, jerkin and doublet.  A broad-
shouldered, loose-fitting, fur-lined gown was worn over the top. The king always 
wore a hat, inside and out.  Henry’s clothes were made of the finest cloth: silks, 
satins, taffetas and brocades from Italy and Spain, velvet, linens and lace from Italy 
and furs from eastern Europe.   
 
His queens wore the same sumptuous fabrics, jewels and embroideries as their 
royal master, but the overall effect was more subdued.  Female court dress 
consisted of a tight bodice stiffened with whalebone and a skirt sewn to this bodice, 
to form a single garment.  A heavy voluminous overgown was worn over it.   
 
During Henry VIII’s reign, the merchant and middle classes may have had the mon-
ey to dress like the king, but they were prevented from doing so by strict laws. 
These forbade people of lower status from wearing certain colours, fabrics  
and jewels.  
 
Merchants and professional men wore sober-coloured, baggy, sleeveless, fur-lined 
gowns over their doublets and breeches.  
 
Servants of the rich wore uniforms of blue, grey, russet or tawny, with their master’s 
badge on the left sleeve.  
 
The poor were concerned with keeping warm and dry. They made do with plain, 
coarse home-spun, home-dyed garments.  
 
Elizabeth I’s appearance was always of paramount importance to her as she knew 
it portrayed her wealth, power and prestige. She is said to have owned 2,000 
dresses. 
 
During the Elizabethan era, the neck ruff  (or collar) appeared for the first time.  
Initially ruffs were small and discreet, but as time progressed they became larger 
and more ostentatious. 
   

Tudor male cap Poor costume 

Men’s hat Servant’s outfit Ruff 



Elizabeth I: Chertsey Market Charter 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Royal Charter, which was granted by Queen Elizabeth I to the Feoffees of 
Chertsey Market in 1599, is on long-term loan to Chertsey Museum.  
 
The 416-year-old charter is written in Latin on vellum. It has a drawing of Queen 
Elizabeth I in the top left hand corner and has the original royal wax seal at the 
bottom.   
  
The charter reiterated the permission to hold a market in Chertsey. It is believed the 
there had been a market staged in the town from at least the 13th century. 
 
 

Local Tudor Buildings 
 
Apart from Hampton Court Palace and the remains of Chertsey Abbey, the other 
local building of interest is Manor Farm in Egham.  The farmhouse was a two-storey 
timber frame building with a large chimney stack, built during the latter part of the 
16th century.  Although the site is now a day centre, parts of the original exterior 
are still visible. 
 
In 1971, during a survey of the Manor Farm buildings, six remarkable painted 
sections of wall decoration were found in their original positions.  The panels were 
removed from the house and one is currently on display at Chertsey Museum.  The 
wall decorations include images of goats, a lamb, a deer feeding, decorative scrolls 
and floral motifs.   
 
They were made in dry colour using glue size on the clay and straw plaster.  This 
was fixed between the timber framing of the house. 



4 Pieces of Abbey Tile  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The tiles from Chertsey Abbey, discovered during excavations in the 19th century, 
are the finest examples of medieval floor tiles in England today. They were made 
on site for use on the floor of the Abbey church in the late 13th century.  The tiles 
depict many different topics, including the story of Richard the Lionheart and the 
romance between Tristan and Isolde, as well as the signs of the zodiac and 
pictures of the farming year.  The tiles were lead-glazed and were composed of red 
clay with white clay inlaid.  
 
 
 



General Information: Religion and 
Chertsey Abbey 

 
The church played an important part in people’s lives in Tudor times.  At the 
beginning of the Tudor age, almost everyone was Roman Catholic, but during the 
reign of Henry VIII that changed.  
 
When Henry failed to secure a divorce from his wife, Catherine of Aragon, he broke 
all ties with the Pope and the Roman Catholic Church and set up the Church of 
England, of which he was head.  His stated grounds for divorce were based on the 
fact that Catherine was his dead brother’s widow, making his marriage to her 
unlawful.   
 
In truth, the divorce was necessary because Catherine had failed to produce a son 
and there was no heir to the throne.  In 1534, Parliament passed the Act of 
Supremacy, which declared the King as the Supreme Head of the Church, in 
England. 
 
The divorce had been expensive and England was anxious to defend itself from a 
perceived threat from Catholic Europe.  Henry needed money, so decided to take 
funds from the weathly Catholic Church.  He sent commisioners to every religious 
house in England to see whether the occupants were living devoutly enough to 
merit their continued existence.  Of course it was discovered that none of them 
were, and so in 1536, Henry began shutting religious houses down in what is now 
known as the Dissolution of the Monasteries. 
 
One of the abbey’s that was shut down was Chertsey Abbey, which had been 
established in the 7th century.  It had survived various ups and downs during its 
history, including several Viking raids, yet at its peak it was the most important 
abbey in Surrey.  However, when Henry VIII’s commisioners visited the Abbey in 
July 1537, they reported that the 15 monks who were there were “the foulest set of 
monks in the Kingdom.”   
 



 
 
The Abbey was valued at nearly £660. When the monks moved out in 1538, 
demolition slowly began.   
 
Henry was building a new palace in Weybridge for his fourth wife, Anne of Cleves, 
and used the stone from the tower of the Abbey to provide its foundation stones.  
The stone was carried by river down to the new palace at Oatlands, near 
Weybridge.  A small part of the palace walls can still be seen today.  Accounts 
record that the lead was stripped from the roof, a library of books was removed and 
even the “appell trees, payre trees and chere trees” were uprooted and planted at 
Oatlands.   
 
It is apparent that a large part of Chertsey Abbey was left standing for some years. 
In 1548 a group of bishops, led by Archbishop Cranmer, met there to write the first 
English Book of Common Prayer.  However, when John Aubrey visited the site in 
the next century, he commented that most of the Abbey stone had been removed to 
build houses in the town of Chertsey. 
 
Although much of the Abbey has now disappeared, some remains still exist, 
including the foundations of the Lady Chapel, the ancient fish ponds, moat, and 
parts of the Abbey wall in the grounds of the Orchard Day Centre and Abbeyfield, 
off Staines Lane.   
 
The Abbey’s closure had a huge impact on the lives of local people, especially the 
poor, the sick and the needy, who no longer received relief in the form food, shelter 
and medical care.  As a result, during the Tudor times the plight of the oppressed 
worsened.   
 
It was not until the reign of Elizabeth I that this started to be addressed with the 
setting up of workhouses, almshouses and the passing of the Poor Law in 1601.  
One indirect benefit for local people was the supply of stone to build new houses in 
the area. 



Abbey Tiles 
Please handle with care 

 
The tiles from Chertsey Abbey, discovered during excavations in the 
19th century, are the finest examples of medieval floor tiles in 
England today. They were made on site to use on the floor of the 

Abbey church in the late 13th century.  The tiles depict many different topics, 
including the story of Richard the Lionheart and the romance between Tristan and 
Isolde, as well as the signs of the zodiac and pictures of the farming year.  The tiles 
were lead-glazed and were composed of red clay with white clay inlaid.  

  
Abbey Tile with Triangular and Square Designs 

 
Smaller tiles such as these were used to fill gaps 
between the larger ones. They were made about 
1250-1300 by medieval craftsmen and fired in the kiln 
at the Abbey.  

 
 

 
Abbey Tile with Winged Creature  

 
Mythical birds and beasts were common themes in 13th century 
decoration. This tile is curved to fit around circular picture tiles.  
 

 
 
 

Abbey Tile with Bishop’s Head 
 
This tile depicts the head of a bishop and is a good example of the 
high standard of craftsmanship achieved during the medieval period.  
 

 
 

 
 
Abbey Tiles—’GOD’ 
 

These small tiles provide further evidence of the wealth of 
the Abbey in that it could afford to have tiles made entirely to 
its own specification.  
 



Fragment of a dish with a yellow-green glaze  
(original—handle with care and with gloves) 

 
 

This is a fragment from a 13th century  
Surreyware meat dish, with a small area of 
yellow-green glaze.  

 
 
 
 
 
 

Medieval Roof Tile  
(original—handle with care and with gloves) 

 
 

This tile is an example of an unglazed, red clay 
roof tile. The hole in the tile would 
have been used to fix the tile to the roof. 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
15th Century Pee Pot 

(Replica) 
 

Urine would have been collected in a pot like 
this and then used as fertiliser on the Abbey’s 
vegetable gardens. According to the Benedic-
tine Order, the monks of Chertsey Abbey 
were supposed to be entirely self sufficient. 
Therefore, they used every means at their 
disposal to help their crops grow well. 
 
 
 



Medieval Money Box 
(Replica) 

 
 

This is a copy of an original medieval money box (see 
picture) in the museum’s collection. The small half-
glazed earthenware money box would have been 
used to save money and then would have been 
smashed in order to open it. It was made on a potter’s 
wheel and this curved shape would have been simple 
to make. It is whiteware (Kingston-type ware) and is 
circa 1310 to 1360. 
 
 
 

 
Pilgrim Badge of Henry VI 

(Replica) 
 

 
This is a replica of an item in Chertsey Museum’s 
collection. It depicts Henry VI on his return from exile 
in 1470. Henry VI was imprisoned in the Tower of 
London and died there during the War of the Roses. 
He was then buried at Chertsey Abbey in 1471. Given 
the sudden nature of his death and Henry VI’s pious 
nature, he was soon revered as a martyr and 
Chertsey Abbey became a place of pilgrimage. Henry 
VI was then reburied at St George’s Chapel, Windsor.  
A trade in religious souvenirs already existed and 
pilgrim badges like this one were very popular.  

 
 
 

Modern Black Wool Material (as worn by monks) 
 

As a self-sufficient order, the monks 
would have spun, died and woven the 
wool themselves in order to create their 
garments. The wool was a good material 
for its warmth and quality. It may have 
also been fairly coarse and 
uncomfortable, but according to St 
Benedict, the monks were not to grumble 
about such matters.  

http://chertseymuseum.org/public_scripts/resizer.php?file=../domains/chertseymuseum.org.uk/local/media/images/photographs/CHYMS.3825.jpg&preset=full


Map of Chertsey Abbey 1484 
 

 
This map was drawn to resolve an 
argument between the Abbey and the local 
community on where animals could be 
grazed. It shows the church as the centre of 
the local community. It also shows a bridge, 
two mills, the tithe barn and the cluster of 
houses in the village of Laleham.  
 

 
 
 
 

Rosary Beads  
 
Strings of beads such as these would have been used 
to aid in prayers in medieval times much as they are 
today in some cultures. Rosary beads were used to 
help count and remember the sequence of prayers of 
the same name.   

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

4 coins of Henry VII and VIII 

 

The coins include a Henry  
VII halfgrout with  


