
Between 1600 and 1800 around four thousand 
Catholic women left England for a life of exile in 
the convents of France, Flanders, Portugal and 
America. These closed communities offered religious 
contemplation and safety, but also provided an 
environment of concentrated female intellectualism. 
The nuns’ writings from this time form a unique 
resource, documenting daily domestic and devotional 
pursuits, as well as issues of wider interest, such 
as record keeping, finance, national identity, 
transatlantic connections and the nature of exile.

The majority of the documents in this six-volume 
collection are extremely rare and previously 
unpublished. Each volume is given over to a 
particular theme: history, spirituality, life writing, 
management and the outside world. Documents have 
been chosen to cover a range of monastic orders 
and are contextualized by headnotes, endnotes and 
volume introductions as well as by a full, overarching 
general introduction. The collection brings to light 
over a hundred testimonies previously unavailable 
to scholars and will be a key resource for those 
researching social and religious history or women’s 
intellectual history of this period.   
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Volume 1: History Writing  
(Caroline Bowden) 
Rouen Chronicles, Poor Clares, Vol I (1644–1701) and 
Vol II (1701–80); Bridgettine Annals (1594–1738)

Volume 2: Spirituality  
(Laurence Lux-Sterritt) 
The Stages of a Nun’s Life

Novices: Carmelites, Instructions for those who give 
Voices in the reception of Novices or Professions and 
When to Trie Novices, from R Father John Rigolené, 
Missionary of the Society of Jesus small Treatises 
of Devotion set forth by Fat. Peter Campion of the 
same Society; Carmelites, The Manner of receiving 
Novices, from A New Hebdomadary-Book: In which 
are Contained at large all those prayers which are 
perused by our Religious upon different occasions 
(1752); Poor Clares, Instructions upon the Manner 
of Governing Novices; Sepulchrines, The Ceremonys 
in Short of Taking the Novisses Habit. Professed 
nuns: Augustinians, Louvain, ‘Virtues of a Sister’; 
Carmelites, The Manner of Making our Profession and 
Manner of Giving the Vaile from A New Hebdomadary-
Book (1752); Sepulchrines, The Ceremonys in Short 
for the Profession, The Ceremonys for Taking the First 
Habit, Ceremonys for the cloathing of a Lay Sister and 
Ceremonys in Short for Professing Lay Sisters; Michel-
Ange Marin, The perfect religious a work designed for 
the assistance of those who aspire after perfection in 
a religious state [trans. 1762] [extract]. Death in the 
convent: Carmelites, Steven Robinson, The Manner 
of Carrying the Corps of the Deceased Sisters into 
the Quire from The Office of the Portress (1753); Poor 
Clares, from the Book of the Sick (1742); Three and 
thirty most godly & devout prayers or salutations 
[c.1641]

Spiritual Instructions

Augustinians, A Retreat upon the regulation of our 
daily duties, Upon purity of intention, Conference upon 
Spiritual Lecture, Upon retirement and silence, Upon 
Patience and Perseverance in Prayer; Augustinians, 
‘A sermon of Tepidity’ and ‘A sermon of mortification’ 
[extracts]; Carmelites, A Most Profitable and Necessary 
Advertisment for All Such, Who Shall Make the 
Spiritual Exercises written by the unworthy confessor 
Steven Robinson (1747); Carmelites, R. Father John 
Rigolené, Missionary of the Society of Jesus small 
Treatises of Devotion set forth by Fat. Peter Campion of 
the same Society; Father Rigoléné’s spiritual advice on 

prayer and love; Carmelites, The dark night of the soul, 
or the perfect mortification, which prepares the soul to 
union with God; Poor Clares, The Chief Points of the 
Daily Ceremonies in which the Sisters must Daily Renew 
Themselves and On the Ardour of Zeal which we ought 
to Have to Approach the Holy Mysteries; Sepulchrines, 
M Victoria Ayray, How to make or renew our vows with 
spirit and affection and Considerations for the 10 Days 
Exercise (1683); Thomas Carre, Paris Augustinians, 
Sweete thoughtes of Jesus and Marie (1665) [extract]; 
Lady Lucy Herbert, Bruges Augustinians, Several 
methods and practices of devotion (1743) [extract]; 
John Constable, Practical methods of performing the 
ordinary actions of a religious life with fervour of spirit 
(1718) [extract]

Rules and Liturgy

Rules: Benedictines, Some Reflections on the Holy 
Rule of Our Most Holy Father, the Glorious Saint 
Benedict; Poor Clares, ‘The declarations and ordinances 
made upon the rule of our holy Mother, S. Clare’ in 
The following collections or pious little treatises 
together with the Rule of S. Clare and declarations 
upon it, are printed for the use of the English Poor 
Clares in Ayre (1684) [extract]. Understanding the 
liturgy: Benedictines, ‘Commentary on reading on 
transubstantiation’ and ‘An answer to an argument … 
against transubstantiation’; Benedictines ‘Commentary 
on some psalms’ and ‘The prayers and ceremonies of 
the Mass explained’ for converse sisters; The office of 
the Holy Week according to the Roman Missal and 
Breviary (1788) [extract]; John Gother, ‘Instructions 
and devotions for hearing Mass’, in Instructions and 
devotions for the afflicted and sick, with some help for 
prisoners (1756) [extract]. Performing the liturgy: 
Benedictines, The Mass Skeleton; Benedictines, 
Performance of the Divine Office; Bridgettines, 
Chantress book, Faults concerning the Divine Office; 
Poor Clares, Instructions for the Divine Office, for 
Holy Communion, for Prayer etc (1715); Iohn Heigham, 
The generall rubriques of the Breviarie, put into 
English (1617) [extract]; Lady Lucy Herbert, Bruges 
Augustinians, Several excellent methods of hearing 
Mass with fruit & benefit (1742) [extract]

Spiritual Edification

Augustinians, ‘Chronicles of the Augustinian 
Canonesses of Louvain’, conversion and life of 
Susan Brook and life of Bridgit Gifford [extracts]; 
Augustinians, ‘Chronicles of our Monastery of Regular 
Canonesses in Bridges Dedicate to the Most Blessed 
Virgin of Nazareth from its First Foundation to Almost 
the Year 1730’ [extract]; Benedictines, obituaries from 
Brussels; Poor Clares, ‘The Origine and Beginning of the 
Convent of the poor Religious of Saint Clare in the Town 
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of Saint Omers’ from Gravelines Chronicles [extract]; 
Sepulchrines, M Victoria Ayray, A Short Narrative 
of the Notable Conversion of a Certain Roman Lady 
(1683) [extract]; R. Fr. Hierome Porter, The Flowers of 
the Lives of the most renowned Saincts of the Three 
Kingdoms (1632) [extract]; Thomas Geubels, The Roman 
martyrologe set forth by the command of Pope Gregory 
XIII (1667) [extract]

Nuns’ Spiritual Writings

Augustinians, excerpts from various meditations 
including The First Meditation of the Prayer in the 
Garden when he Sweat Blood with Sorrow for us, Of the 
Whipping at the Pillar and Of the Crowning of Thornes; 
Augustinians, ‘Christ having suffered in his flesh …’; 
Augustinians, Hymns and poems, including ‘Hymns 
for the Most Principal feasts of the year’, ‘On the yearly 
day of a profession’, ‘For a Profession of a Friend’, ‘to 
a Friend upon the Death of her Sister’, and ‘On the 
Passion of our Saviour’; Augustinians, Hymn to St 
Justin; Benedictines, excerpt from hymns and litanies; 
Benedictines, speeches made in chapter by M. Catherine 
Brent, Superioress, Cambrai; Benedictines, Colections 
attributed to Catherine Gascoigne; Carmelites, excerpts 
from the 1752 Hebdomadary book of prayers; Poor 
Clares, Eight Meditations for the Octave of the Most 
Blessed Sacrament; Sepulchrines, Christina Dennett, 
An Intellectual Vision Relating to the Sacred Heart of 
Jesus; Sepulchrines, excerpts from M. Victoria Ayray, 
Meditations related to the Spiritual Exercises and A 
Most Decent and Efficacious Prayer to Our Blessed 
Redeemer in Honour of his Bitter Passion (1683)

Volume 3: Life Writing  
(Nicky Hallett) 

Reading and Writing Lives

Elizabeth Shirley, Life of Margaret Clement (c.1539–
1612); Life of Leonor de Mendanha (Brigit of St 
Anthony) (1576–1655); Vincenzio Puccini, The Life of 
the Holy and Venerable Mother Suor Maria Maddalena 
de Patsi, a Florentine Lady & Religious of the Order of 
the Carmelites [trans, 1619]; Tobie Matthew, The Life 
of Lady Lucy Knatchbull (1584–1629); Obituaries of 
the Brussels Benedictines: selections from accounts 
of Dorothy Arundell (1559/60–1613), Joanne Berkeley 
(died 1616), Elizabeth Draycott (died 1673), Lucy 
Knatchbull (1584–1629), Mary Percy (c.1570–1642), 
Cecily Price (died 1630), Maura Harper Powell (c.1768–
1844), Mary Anne Rayment (professed 1774) and 
Gertrude Veydt (1771–1843); Obituaries of the Pontoise 
Benedictines: an account of Mary Benedict Valentine 
Converse (died 1777); ‘Of the sickness, death & eminent 

virtues of the Reverend Mother Vicaress’ and ‘Of the 
sickness of divers of the Religious & of the death of 
Sister Lucy Dorrell’ from Chronicle of the Poor Clares at 
Gravelines. 

Vocation, Arrival, Clothing and Profession

‘Of their removing from St Omers & coming to 
Graveline’ and ‘Of the cloathing & noviship of the first 
eight that were admitted’ from Chronicle of the Poor 
Clares at Gravelines; Clothing of Mary Percy (c.1570–
1642) and Dorothy Arundell (1559/60–1613); Profession 
certificates of Bridget Waldegrave, Brigittine at Lisbon 
(professed 1681) and of Anne Brendley, Benedictine at 
Brussels (1725); History of the Travels (or) Peregrination 
of the Nuns of Sion House Now Resident in Sion House 
Lisbon, 1709. 

Daily Lives

Prayers [transcribed from notices on a convent wall]; 
Letters from or relating to: Clare Conyers (1749–83) 
(1788), Dorothy Radclyffe to her brother (1657), Clare 
Radlyffe (1631–81) to her mother (1663), Winefrid 
Thimelby (1618–90) to her family, Frances Huddleston 
(born c.1709) asking for a Scottish translation of a 
book (1783), Mary Huddleston (d. 1703) on a clothing 
ceremony, a cure and fireworks (1783), Placida 
Huddleston (d. 1761) on the destruction of her convent 
by earthquake and fire, Letitia Huddleston, at Bruges 
on a windstorm, Mary Bostock (mother of several 
nuns) at Brussels, on eye-cures and the civil war; 
Letter from Catherine Witham (c.1717–93) to her 
mother, about the Lisbon earthquake (1756); ‘A letter 
concerning the entire ruin of the faire Monastery of 
the English Religious of Gravline by the accident of the 
fire that took to the gunpowder the 28 of May (1654)’ 
from Chronicle of the Poor Clares at Gravelines; ‘Of 
the poverty & austerity in thir dyet’ from Poor Clares 
Recipe Book, including medicinal details (1727); ‘Of 
the beginning of the building of the monastery’, ‘the 
Religious & novices taking of the tyles themselves’, ‘the 
laying the foundation of the Church’ from Chronicle 
of the Poor Clares at Gravelines; ‘When the linen is 
changed’ and ‘Privileges on the ironing days’ from the 
Sacristan’s book; ‘I leave you to guide our deare Mothers 
surprise’ [transcription of a wall-image containing 
an illustrated poem]; ‘Forbear, my Muse, to take thy 
wandring Flights’ a poem for Anne Busby (c.1646–1722); 
‘Congratulatory poem presented to Mary Crispe’ Abbess 
of the Benedictines in Brussels, marking her jubilee in 
1737, from Chronicles of the first monastery founded 
for Benedictine nuns (1897); A True Relation of the 
Miraculous Cure of an English Nun at Gant, in 1660 
(1661)



Volume 4: Life Writing  
(Katrien Daemen-de Gelder) 

‘Short Colections of the Beginings of Our English 
Monastery of Teresians In Antwerp with some few 
perticulars of our Dear Deceased Religious’

Volume 5: Convent Management  
(James E Kelly) 
Finance

Expenditure: Abbess Anne Neville’s ‘Instructions 
for Superiors’ in the Dunkirk MS (1676) [extracts]; 
MSS from Hoogstraten Carmelites [extracts]; Brussels 
Benedictines book of receipts, disbursements and debts 
(1599–1632) [extracts]; Details of building costs, hiring 
people and furnishings from the Liège Sepulchrines; 
Paris Benedictine accounts, expenditure on the convent 
church (1715–43) [extracts]; Paris Augustinian council 
book showing the nuns’ financial links with missionary 
priests (c.1700) [extract];  Income: A funding letter 
to England from Mary Gough of the Gravelines Poor 
Clares (c.1609); Extracts from the account books of 
the Louvain Augustinians; Extracts from the account 
book of Liège; Extracts from the Paris Benedictine 
accounts of the early eighteenth century, including the 
alms book, Mass obligations etc; Paris Augustinian 
council books relating to the heart of the executed 
Jacobite leader, the Earl of Derwentwater [extract]; 
Statements from the Bridgettines in Lisbon (late 
eighteenth century) of what they intend to do with 
some money left to them. Benefactors’ Book from 
Carmelites Lierre, 1648–1800: Details of payment 
arrangements for novices and the use of dowries from 
the Liège Sepulchrine accounts (mid-seventeenth 
century);  Debates about the value of portions and 
problems with nuns inheriting property (c.1700), from 
the Paris Augustinian council books. Agents: Letters 
exchanged between the procuratrix [nun in charge of 
convent finances] of the Louvain Augustinians and 
Mannock Strickland (1727–43), as well as those relating 
to the Dominican convent in Brussels (the Spellekens) 
(1728–36), together with relevant accounts

Governance, Leadership and Authority

Prescriptive literature: MS Hoogstraten Carmelites, 
Ceremonial, The office of the Reverend Mother 
Prioress; MS Poor Clares uncatalogued single page at 
front of Aire Register explaining the importance of 
keeping archives as part of governance and good order. 

Practical convent management and Leadership: 
Mary Knatchbull’s account of the foundation of the 
Benedictine convent at Boulogne (1658) [extracts]; 
Hoogstraten MS uncatalogued ‘Observances’ (1644) 
[extracts]; Election processes: Election of Eugenia 
Poulton, Benedictine Abbess, Ghent (1629); Superiors 
writing on management, including Abbess Anne 
Neville’s ‘Instructions for Superiors’ (1676) [extracts]; 
Mary Margaret Brent, Advice for superiors, Carmelites; 
Examples of Obituaries of Abbesses from Gravelines 
Chronicle, including Mary Gough (1613), Anne 
Bonaventure Bedingfield (1704), Catherine Bagnall 
(1762), From Brussels Benedictines: Maura Whettenhall 
(1762), Anne Forster (1717). Letters: Lady Lucy Herbert, 
Prioress at Bruges to Sir Francis Fortescue about the 
profession of Frances Huddleston (1727); Lady Lucy 
Herbert, Last letter to her Community, Augustinian 
Convent Bruges (c.1744); May Mary Beaumont, Abbess 
of Ypres to the Chapter of the secular clergy of England 
(1670). Chapter and Council meetings: Extracts 
from Chapter books: Louvain Augustinians and 
Paris Augustinians; Extracts from Council Book of 
Paris Augustinians. The selection and formation 
of candidates for novitiate: Hoogstraten MS 
uncatalogued ‘Manner of bringing up novices’; Letters 
concerning difficulties with candidates for clothing 
or profession: eg Letters from Ursula Hewicke at the 
Benedictine convent Brussels (1624–27) [trans. from 
French]. Problems in governance: Gravelines 
Chronicle [extract]; Exchange of letters between the Earl 
of Castlemaine and Abbess Elizabeth Timperley at the 
Conceptionists Paris (1674–5)

Volume 6: The Convents and the 
Outside World  
(Carmen M Mangion) 
Polemic

Seventeenth century: John Gee, New shreds of 
the old snare Containing the apparitions of two new 
female ghosts (1624) [extract]; Thomas Robinson, The 
anatomie of the English nunnery at Lisbon in Portugall 
dissected and laid open by one that was sometime a 
yonger brother of the couent (1623); [Anon], A Letter 
to a virtuous lady to disswade her from her resolution 
of being a nun (1686). Eighteenth century: [Anon], 
The Discipline of a Nunnery (1779); [Anon], A Nun 
confessing her past Follies to Father Sly-Boots (1794); 
The Cloisters Laid Open, or, Adventures of the Priests 
and Nuns [1750] [extracts]; The amorous friars: or, 
the intrigues of a convent (1759) [extracts]; Samuel 
Foote, The Minor (1760) [extracts]; Israel Pottinger, 
The Methodist a comedy; being a continuation and 
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completion of the plan of The minor, written by Mr. 
Foote [1761] [extract]; Joseph Addison, The Spectator 
(1711) [extracts]; John Langhorne, The letters that 
passed between Theodosius and Constantia; after 
she had taken the veil [1763] [extracts]; Anne Fuller, 
The convent: or, the history of Sophia Nelson (1786) 
[extract]; Catharine Selden, The English Nun. A novel 
(1797) [extracts]; Emily Clark, Ermina Montrose; or, 
the cottage of the vale (1800) [extracts]; John Adams, 
Woman. Sketches of the history, genius, disposition 
accomplishments, employments, customs and 
importance of the fair sex, in all parts of the world 
(1790) [extract]; Mother M Hilda [Haigh], ‘A Short 
History of St Mary’s Convent, York’ (1911) [extracts]; 
London Chronicle (1780) [extracts]. Protestant 
nunneries: Philip Burton, ‘A Letter Supposed to be 
Wrote by a Gentleman to his Friend with a Scheme of a 
Protestant Nunnery’

The American Connection (c.1740–c.1800)

Port Tobacco, Maryland 1790: Letters to Maryland 
from Strs. Elizabeth Clare, Monica Clare and Therese 
Hagan (1783–6). Preparation for the foundation: 
Letters from main financial sponsor of the enterprise, 
M de Villegas D’Estainbourg; Legacy from his 
widow; List of Benefactors: European Benefactors to 
the enterprise; 1790 quittance from the convent at 
Hoogstraten giving £100 and list of possessions taken 
to America; Letter from Mother Ann Hill, Prioress at 
Hoogstraten to Bishop John Carroll of Baltimore re 
the American foundation, 9 Aug 1790. The voyage: 
Clare Joseph Dickinson’s account of the voyage to 
America; Mother Bernadina Matthews letter to the 
Confessor at Hoogstraten describing the voyage. The 
new community: Letters to Europe (1791); The Port 
Tobacco profession book [extract]; Charles Neale the 
confessor and guiding light of the foundation: Letter 
of Sister Aloysia to Father Neale (1791); Death Notice 
of Charles Neale (1823); Poems for Clare Dickenson: 
one for her profession: the other dedicated to her in 
Maryland (1797); H Joris, The Secrets of a Religious 
Life; Letter from Clare Joseph Dickenson (1801); Letter 
to the Prioress sending instructions on how to make 
copy plates and sending a snuff sieve (1791); Pattern of 
the day c.1800 & time for saying Mattins; Instructions 
on how monastic beds should be constructed; Items 
relating to sale and purchase of slaves at Port Tobacco; 
Letter of Benjamin Smith to convent confessor, Fr 
Neale, re slaves (1810); Death notices of the founders 
Mother Bernadina Matthews and Clare Joseph 
Dickenson. Continuing connections between 
American and the convents in Europe: Letters 
from Teresa Cowdray at the Lanherne Carmel to 
Prioress Clare Joseph Dickinson 1794–1804 exchanging 

news and maintaining contact with the nuns in 
Maryland. 

The French Revolution and the End of Exile: 
Rouen Chronicles, Poor Clares, Vol III: 1791–1800; 
Paris Diurnal, Augustinians, Vol 2: 1793–1801; Colwich 
MS, Benedictines of Paris (1766–99), recounts the 
experience of the Benedictines of Paris during the 
French Revolution; Conyers letters, Poor Clares of 
Aire (1788–1829); Extracts from correspondence: 
English Benedictines (1760–94) [extracts]; Legal 
documents: English Benedictines (Champs d’Allouettes), 
Conceptionists (known as the Blue Nuns, Faubourg St 
Antoine), Augustinians (Fossée St Victor) (1786–93) 
[extracts]; Cowdray: Description of journey to England 
(1794–1804); Account of Austin nuns, Bruges to England 
(1794)

Editorial Board

Caroline Bowden is at Queen Mary, University of 
London
Katrien Daemen-de Gelder is at Ghent 
University
Nicky Hallett is at the University of Sheffiled 
James E Kelly is at Queen Mary, University of 
London
Laurence Lux-Sterritt is at University of 
Provence
Carmen M Mangion is at Birkbeck, University of 
London

Convents Represented

Augustinians: Bruges, Louvain, Paris

Benedictines: Boulogne, Brussels, Cambrai, 
Dunkirk, Ghent, Paris, Pontoise, Ypres

Bridgettines: Lisbon

Carmelites: Antwerp, Hoogstraten, Lierre, Port 
Tobacco (Maryland)

Conceptionists: Paris

Dominicans: Brussels

Poor Clares: Aire, Gravelines, Rouen, St Omer

Sepulchrines: Liège
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