
Richard Kidder.   Bishop 1691 - 1703 

Richard Kidder was a very unpopular bishop. The sad thing is that his unpopularity was not his fault, 
but resulted from the manner of his becoming Bishop of Bath and Wells. In short he was appointed 
as a result of the dismissal of Thomas Ken as our bishop. And Thomas Ken  was much loved and 
admired by all who knew him, both as Bishop of Bath and Wells and before that. 
 
Kidder himself was well aware of his unpopularity and did his best to mitigate it. For example in 1696 
in the House of Lords he was "instructed" to vote  one way in a division, and actually voted with his 
conscience and against his instructions (thus showing that he was his own man). As a result he was 
challenged to "remember whose bread it is that you eat". In reply he said "The only bread that I eat 
is that which rightfully belongs to Thomas Ken" 
 
Richard Kidder was born in Sussex, of "yeoman stock" (ie minor gentry!). It is placed on record that 
his mother was a most devout puritan, but it is unclear whether Richard was himself influenced by 
this during the course of his life. He was educated at Emmanuel College Cambridge - initially to study 
medicine, but his mentor and tutor, Samuel Cradock encouraged him towards a religious life. Thus 
three years after becoming a Fellow of Emmanuel College in 1652, Kidder was ordained priest. He  
left Cambridge and concentrated on his duties as a rector (in this he was unusual). He served in 
several dioceses (London, Norwich and Winchester) once being deprived of his living because he 
refused to recognise the Revised Book of Common Prayer (which he had never seen). He was 
restored to favour only after he had seen it and "conformed" to its use in churches. 
 
In 1680 Kidder and his wife suffered a personal tragedy when their three young children (Including 
twins less than one year old) died in a Smallpox epidemic. But he appears to have "shrugged this off" 
continuing in his priestly duties and fathering a further three children. In 1689 he was appointed a 
Chaplain to King William III, and shortly afterwards was appointed Dean of Peterborough. In 1691, 
following Ken's dismissal Kidder was appointed Bishop of Bath and Wells in  his place. Ken 
(unsurprisingly) did not approve of this appointment and nor did any of the churchmen in the 
diocese, so Kidder's unpopularity was assured from the moment he was nominated. 
 
I have heard it said that he suffered badly from Gout and had to be carried at the time of his 
installation as bishop, but I have found no independent confirmation of this. His time as bishop, 
however, appears to have been unremarkable, apart from the fact that he had a long-running 
dispute with the Cathedral Chapter. I have, however, been unable to discover what this dispute was 
about. He is remembered today principally on account of his literary output. He was a considerable 
theologian, and one of his works (A demonstration of the Messias) is recognised as a major influence 
in drafting the libretto of Handel's Messiah 
 
Without  doubt, the best known event of Kidder's time as Bishop of Bath and Wells concerns the 
manner of his death ! A few days before Christmas in 1703 he and his wife went to bed as normal. A 
great storm arose (best known for its destruction of the Eddystone Lighthouse) and blew down a 
chimney stack on the roof of the palace. The Chimney stack crashed through the roof and landed on 
the bed where Kidder and his wife were sleeping, killing them both. His tomb is at the foot of the 
Chapter House steps in Wells Cathedral 
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