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Professor Eamon Duffy of Magdalene College, Cambridge, is a giant of the 

historical profession, a formidable controversialist, a subtle researcher, a 

humane writer, who has done more than anyone alive to bring English 

Catholicism back into the historical mainstream where it belongs and to break 

down the barriers between history and theology. 

 

His story is of an outsider claiming an insider’s place, not with chippiness but 

as a mere matter of talent finding its level: the road from Dundalk in the 1940s 

to where he now sits is not smoothly paved. But he would not want me to 

make much of that, so all I will do is point out that his particular road led 

through Durham, where he held his first academic job, and he has continued 

to be a reliable friend to the University and to the Theology department ever 

since: apart from anything else, he was on the panel who appointed me. 

 

More to the point, what he has achieved in his own life parallels what he has 

achieved for the history of Catholicism. The English intellectual establishment 

are still only now learning how ingrained our anti-Catholicism has been. 

Catholicism has consistently been seen as un-English, other, a special 

category which can be left in its peculiar box to be smoked in its own incense. 

Eamon has shown us that Catholicism is an utterly integral part of the English 

national story, before, during and after the Reformation. 

 

His achievement as a historian rests on a whole series of books, but I want to 

comment on two of them in particular. In doing so I am passing over 

prizewinning, influential works, but all I can say is that they are all available in 

good bookshops. 

 

The first, the earth-shaking book, was The Stripping of the Altars in 1992 – 

less a monograph than a polemic mixed with a lament. The argument was 

that pre-Reformation English Catholicism was a vibrant, popular, unified and 
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flourishing tradition, which was then wantonly and deliberately destroyed by a 

clique of Protestant extremists. What made this so compelling was the portrait 

he painted of that ‘traditional religion’. He could explain how, for example, an 

illiterate people could fully understand a Latin liturgy even if they could not 

actually translate it. He rescued medieval Catholicism from both Protestant 

caricature and later Catholic condescension, and re-presented the 

Reformation as a battle, not between medieval and modern, but between a 

profound tradition and a gang of barbarians. 

 

The second book to single out is more recent, Fires of Faith from 2009, which 

tackled the most neuralgic subject in English Catholicism’s history: the 

Catholic restoration under Queen Mary I in the 1550s, cut short by her 

untimely death, and long seen as a pointlessly tragic historical dead end, 

memorable chiefly for the brutal killing of some 300 Protestants. Eamon 

argued, virtually irrefutably I think, that Queen Mary’s religious policy was 

much more creative than this: which one might have expected. But he also, 

with a level-headed moral courage, tackled those killings head-on. He argued 

with meticulous balance that the killings are atrocities which rightly outrage us 

in the present; that by the standards of their own time, they were not nearly so 

troubling; and that as a matter of brutal political reality, they were a highly 

effective policy. Next to this sober, masterful analysis, almost everything else 

written about the period reads like sentimental, Whiggish wishful thinking. 

 

Eamon’s arguments have not won universal agreement: that is not what 

historians do, although those like myself with more Protestant sympathies 

frequently agree with Eamon about what actually happened, even if not about 

whether we like it. What he has achieved is something deeper. It used to be 

an open secret that most historians of Christianity had religious axes to grind, 

but they still felt the need to conceal them. What made The Stripping of the 

Altars book so earth-shaking was its full-throated religiosity. Eamon turned his 

Catholicism into a scholarly strength, not an embarrassing peccadillo: it has 

allowed him, with rigour at every step, to enter into the inner lives of people, 

our forebears, as real as we are, who lived and died as we do. It is a vision of 

the past which secular or sham-secular historiographies could not have seen. 
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He has opened up history and theology to one another again, to the profound 

benefit of both. 

 

This is not the place for anecdotes of his good humour and good company, 

though if you want them, find me afterwards. All I will say is that his peculiar 

gift is to combine that demeanour with a gentle and profound moral 

seriousness, from which I and many others have benefitted. On which note 

Chancellor, I present Eamon Duffy to receive the degree of Doctor of Divinity, 

honoris causa. 
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