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Robert Barnes (1495–1540), Prior of the Cambridge convent of the Austin Friars, was the most 

conspicuously Lutheran of the first generation of leading English evangelicals. He did not have the 

cultural impact of the Bible translator William Tyndale or the political importance of the reforming 

archbishop Thomas Cranmer, but he was a truer son of Wittenberg than either and stood closer to the 

heart of English academic Lutheranism in the Cambridge reformist circles of the 1520s. He also 

played a central role in the ultimately unsuccessful attempts to forge an alliance in the 1530s between 

England and the Schmalkaldic League and it is on these efforts that Katharina Beiergrößlein’s study 

primarily concentrates. These activities cannot of course be understood without reference to his earlier 

career: his studies in Cambridge and Leuven, his controversial sermon of Christmas Eve 1525 and 

subsequent heresy trial and recantation, his house arrest and flight to Lübeck and Wittenberg. All are 

examined here, the most significant new discovery, from the Augustinian order’s records in Rome, 

being evidence that he went to Leuven later than generally thought, studying there only in 1521/2–

1523.

The close relationships he formed with the theologians of Wittenberg from summer 1530 were the key 

to his subsequent importance. He lived for a time in Bugenhagen’s house, for a time in Luther’s. Each 

wrote prefaces to his books and after his death Luther would hail him as the »holy martyr Saint 

Robert«. Already in winter 1531–1532 he seemed to be the man to bridge the gap between Luther and 

Henry VIII, carrying the reformer’s written opinion on the king’s divorce back to England. Thereafter he 

recommended English envoys to the Saxon doctors and the Hanseatic towns, prepared the ground for 

a full-scale embassy to the Saxon court, tried to persuade Melanchthon to visit England and got ready 

to encounter Johannes Cochlaeus in an ultimately abortive disputation over Henry’s marriage. He was 

equally active in German visits to England. He accompanied his friend the Hamburg theologian 

Johannes Aepinus to London with a Hanseatic embassy in winter 1534–1535, the accounts for which 

are analysed in an appendix. He took part in an inconclusive Schmalkaldic embassy to England in 

1538. His most senior diplomatic posting came in 1539 as Henry’s ambassador to Denmark, as the 

isolated king cast around for militarily potent, anti-Habsburg and anti-papal allies; his links with the 

Danish court came, predictably, through his Hanseatic contacts and, more tellingly still, Wittenberg 

theologians such as Bugenhagen. All this still left him some time for engagement in religious change in 

England. He preached in London in summer 1535 and helped to investigate Flemish Anabaptists. He 

preached in London again, in a pulpit duel with the conservative Bishop Stephen Gardiner that would 

lead to his death, in the febrile spring of 1540.

Lizenzhinweis: Dieser Beitrag unterliegt der Creative-Commons-Lizenz Namensnennung-Keine kommerzielle Nutzung-Keine 
Bearbeitung (CC-BY-NC-ND), darf also unter diesen Bedingungen elektronisch benutzt, übermittelt, ausgedruckt und zum 
Download bereitgestellt werden. Den Text der Lizenz erreichen Sie hier: http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/de



Barnes’s publications also testify to his unique position linking Wittenberg and London. The book 

includes an extensive annotated bibliography of his works, with a census of surviving copies in a 

limited range of libraries. At Wittenberg, at first under the pseudonym Antonius Anglicus, he published 

Latin theological and historical works defending evangelical teaching while, in line with his order’s 

heritage, making intensive use of Augustine, the »Sentenciae ex doctoribus collectae« and then the 

»Vitae Romanorum Pontificorum«. These were translated into German and even Czech, went on 

being published to the 1560s and beyond, and, annotations on surviving copies suggest, commanded 

a mostly academic readership. At Antwerp and London he published an English work justifying his 

doctrines, »A Supplication unto Henry VIII«, reissued under Edward VI and Elizabeth. But his greatest 

impact came with his testimony as a martyr, the »Bekenntnis des Glaubens«, which appeared across 

Germany in at least nine editions in 1540–1541. Not only was it frequently republished and copied out 

by hand, it was picked up in English religious debate: answered by an English pamphlet by John 

Standish of Whittington College in autumn 1540 and mocked in a satirical poem of about the same 

date, it was defended in print by Barnes’s former pupil Miles Coverdale.

In analysing Barnes’s diplomatic activities, the author makes good use not only of the archives in 

London, Marburg and Weimar used by previous historians of Anglo-Schmalkaldic relations, but also of 

new discoveries from Copenhagen and Hamburg, together with close reading of the correspondences 

of the Wittenberg reformers and of Barnes’s own published works. Throughout she also engages with 

the most recent research on the history and theology of the Henrician Reformation, the work of 

authors such as Peter Marshall, Richard Rex, Alec Ryrie, Craig D’Alton, Carl Trueman and Korey 

Maas, and those re-evaluating Henry’s diplomacy, such as Luke McMahon, Tracey Sowerby and Rory 

McEntegart. It is with McEntegart’s »Henry VIII, The League of Schmalkalden, and the English 

Reformation« (2002) that she most often disagrees. He saw Henry’s engagement with German 

evangelicals as, at least in part, a process of theological consultation with the potential to shape the 

king’s idiosyncratic but flexible religious settlement and as the fruit of encouragement by English 

politicians and churchmen keen to urge Henry towards further reform. She sees Henry as largely 

uninterested in German theology, uninfluenced by any kind of reformist political faction, and bent on 

negotiation with the League merely as a tactic in international politics. Her view of the king is closest to 

that recently expounded by George Bernard, as a monarch in clear-minded control of his own 

ecclesiastical policy and with his own vision of largely conservative but Erasmian reform of the church. 

It is a picture that fits her analysis of Barnes’s fall, which puzzled contemporaries. His imprisonment 

she sees as the result of his own over-confident confrontation with Gardiner, but his death as bound 

up with the king’s need to condemn Thomas Cromwell’s patronage of heresy as the minister’s policies 

were repudiated at his dismissal from power.

Ultimately perhaps more valuable than her exposition of a different interpretation of English policy from 

McEntegart’s is her consistent placing of both English and Schmalkaldic strategies in their wider 

contexts. The importance of the Hanse towns and Denmark in Barnes’s career is a salutary corrective 

to the usual stress on Saxony, Hessen and Strasbourg as the centres of Henry’s engagement with 

evangelical Europe. The reminder of the constant threat or opportunity of papal plans to call a general 
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council of the church as a factor in the international politics of the decade is similarly useful. And for 

English historians in particular, the fine depiction of the other calculations being made at the Saxon 

court at the time Henry’s envoys came calling, for example of the desirability of an accommodation 

with Ferdinand, King of the Romans in 1535 or the concern then and later to intensify the doctrinal 

homogeneity of the League of Schmalkalden, is a powerful reminder that in the Anglo-German world of 

Robert Barnes things were always more complicated than they might seem.
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