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This book is a modified version of my Oxford D.Phil. thesis, submitted in 1969. I have resisted the temptation to undertake a complete rewriting, to avoid the not unusual consequence of an increase in length and a decrease in readability. But as a result, the book will no doubt reflect some of the limitations of the thesis form.
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The Biographical Appendix will, I hope, be of some value to researchers in other radical movements during the Interregnum. The relationships between the radical groups cannot be established satisfactorily until the interchange of personnel as well as ideas can be studied. For this, a laborious but vital first step must be the compilation of checklists of early Levellers, sectarians and so on.


The original spelling, capitalization, punctuation and use of italics have been retained except in the rare instances when change was necessary to make clear the sense. Dates are according to the Old Style, but the year has been taken to begin on 1 January. All books cited were published in London unless otherwise stated. I have generally cited the State Paper Calendars, except where the originals contain additional material of importance.


I owe a special debt of gratitude to my wife for her constant encouragement, and for her patience at my prolonged preoccupation with such a ‘hare-brain’d and irreligious Crew’.
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The English Revolution of 1640 was the result of a multitude of interlocking causes, both secular and religious. There had been widespread dissatisfaction, for example, at both the extravagance and the popery of the Stuart Court. Royal policies, too, had aroused great resentment, especially the crown’s attempts to raise revenue through extra-Parliamentary methods, such as Ship Money, and its conspicuous lack of concern for the Protestant cause in the Thirty Years’ War, one of the dominating issues in the 1620s and 30s. The Laudian exaltation of the powers of monarchy and divine-right episcopacy had provoked deep antagonism, and Laud’s policy of enforcing strict conformity with the provisions of the Elizabethan Settlement destroyed the unity of the loose but comprehensive Church which had been able to contain hitherto most Puritan clergy: Puritans were driven out, some into exile, all into total hostility against the Laudian Church in which they saw idolatry and Popery thinly disguised.


Thus from the outset of the Revolution, there was a twofold preoccupation: a desire for liberty in place of tyranny, and for godliness in place of idolatry. Accordingly there emerged two currents of radicalism, one secular and the other religious. In the early stages, when the slogans of liberty and godliness signified a largely negative programme of destroying Stuart innovations, unity could be maintained. Some persons, such as Oliver Cromwell, were indeed able to belong to both movements—perhaps the key to Cromwell’s greatness and success. But under the stress of war, the two concepts developed and were endowed with a far more radical content, from which in time most of Parliament’s original supporters recoiled in alarm, and which revealed the fundamental disparity in the nature of the Revolution.


The demand for liberty reached its apogee at the end of the 1640s with the emergence of the Leveller movement, advocating a wide extension of the franchise, and of the smaller, but still more radical, communist movement, the Diggers. The ultimate development of the search for godliness came in the early 1650s with the evolution of the Fifth Monarchist movement. The Fifth Monarchists were a political and religious sect expecting the imminent Kingdom of Christ on earth, a theocratic regime in which the saints would establish a godly discipline over the unregenerate masses and prepare for the Second Coming. They were, it will be argued later, only part of a wide current of belief in some form of imminent Kingdom of Christ. But the Fifth Monarchists were unique, amongst the major groups, in that millenarianism formed the basic core of their doctrines, and was indeed the raison d’être of the movement. It was unique, too, in claiming the right and indeed the duty of taking arms to overthrow existing regimes and establish the millennium, and also in its detailed formulation of the political, social and economic structure of the promised kingdom.


To their contemporaries in the mid-seventeenth century, the Fifth Monarchists appeared as violent revolutionaries, hiding behind a façade of saintliness. Cromwell is said to have remarked that ‘they had tongues like Angels, but had cloven feet.’1 English millenarian movements since the eighteenth century have been generally insignificant, arousing ridicule rather than alarm. But the Fifth Monarchists were closely linked to the mainstream of political affairs in the years after the execution of Charles I in 1649. Oliver Cromwell was himself a fellow-traveller until 1653, and his sometime deputy, Major-General Harrison, was an enthusiastic supporter. During the nominated ‘Parliament of Saints’ in 1653 it was indeed possible to regard the Fifth Monarchists as being on the threshhold of supreme political power, and it is impossible to doubt the fear they aroused during the 1650s. Only after the Restoration in 1660 did ridicule begin to overshadow anxiety. Abraham Cowley’s comedy Cutter of Coleman Street (1663), a savage satire of the movement, is said to have played to packed audiences at double prices—an eloquent testimony to public preoccupation.2


The Fifth Monarchists did not outlast the seventeenth century, and denominations such as the Baptists and Congregationalists have tended, naturally, to minimize their early associations with the movement. Consequently, the ‘never to be forgotten Sect’ of 16613  had already passed into oblivion by the beginning of the eighteenth century. Millenarianism had little to offer to future political and intellectual trends (except that it supported the novel concept of progress), and in the age of Bacon and Hobbes it can easily be seen as anachronistic, a mediaeval relic. Perhaps this explains why, whereas millenarian movements in primitive societies are subjected to a scholarly analysis, the Fifth Monarchist movement is still brushed aside as an interlude of insanity, the product of ‘ill made brains and disturbed fancies, strongly tinctured with an hypocondriack melancholy’.4 Sir George Clark dismissed Thomas Venner, one of the most militant of the self-styled saints, as a ‘crack-brained enthusiast’. G. P. Gooch thought that ‘one pamphlet alone had pretensions to sanity’ (ironically choosing Venner’s manifesto). H. N. Brailsford and Herschel Baker found the Fifth Monarchists respectively ‘picturesque’ and ‘ludicrous’. Professor Trevor-Roper, who describes three prominent European millenarians as ‘crackpots’, has labelled as hypocrites the group surrounding the Welsh Fifth Monarchist, Vavasor Powell, a mere ‘knot of Tammy demagogues’. In a recent study of the English Revolution, Professor Roots apparently found the Fifth Monarchists unworthy of mention.5  Modern writings have proliferated on those radical seventeenth-century movements, notably the Levellers and Diggers, which in some respects anticipated modern ideas. The Fifth Monarchists, however, have attracted only two historians. In 1911 Miss Louise Brown published a solid and reliable account of the movement during the Interregnum. Her book was concerned, though, less with the nature of Fifth Monarchism than with its role in the political history of those years. Recently, in 1966, P. G. Rogers attempted a wider view, but the brevity of his book and a very incomplete use of available sources made the analysis somewhat unsatisfactory.6 


The ridicule of the Fifth Monarchists by many modern historians stems from an assumption that they were an irrational movement, beyond the pale of analysis. The millenarian concept as such, of course, cannot be brushed aside as abnormal or unimportant. Such ideas have been a recurring theme in many parts of the world throughout history. They sustained the Jews during the Maccabean revolt of 165 B.C. They swept through China in the Taiping rebellion of 1850–65 and have recurred frequently in Brazil, for example, and in the Cargo cults of Melanesia, where the islanders awaited the return of the dead, bearing riches, to set up paradise.7 Wherever religion or folk-lore presented a Messiah or lost hero, a millenarian movement was possible. Any form of crisis, whether through conquest, plague, social disruption or religious innovation, was likely to produce such a movement. Mediaeval Christian Europe combined all these elements, and experienced a long series of millenarian movements from about 1100 onwards. The most radical support came from the poorest elements in town and country, with the destruction of the ‘godless’ landowners and clergy seen as the first step towards New Jerusalem. Christ and the ‘Emperor of the Last Days’, sometimes named as St. Louis of France or the Emperor Frederick II, played the same role of providing inspiration and justification.8


Western Europe in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries represented, of course, a very different social and intellectual milieu, and to some extent this might justify dismissing the Fifth Monarchists as ‘irrational’. But rationality is a very subjective concept. The modern belief that it is synonymous with explanations based upon scientific materialism is valid only for the present age. By such a definition, indeed, the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries as a whole must stand condemned. Though science was making great advances, the influence of the supernatural on human affairs was accepted almost universally, by educated and ignorant alike. No one doubted that the hand of God was to be seen in the outcome of wars, in the visitations of plague and in the fortunes of each individual. The Devil was equally active. Both on the continent and to a lesser extent in England, the period saw a massive preoccupation with witchcraft, magnified on the continent into a gigantic league with Satan. Thousands were tortured and executed. Such beliefs were not confined to the ignorant or obscure. Calvinists and Jesuits, princes and academics, amongst them James I and Bodin, believed in witchcraft and advocated its extermination by force.9


The same period saw a widespread interest in astrology. From the early days of printing, a flood of almanacs appeared annually, predicting from the conjunction of the stars not merely the weather to be expected but the approach of plague, the death of kings, and the results of wars. In 1649 William Lilly’s almanac Merlinus Anglicus sold 18,500 copies. During the civil war, rival astrologers predicted the fortunes and victory of their respective sides.10 The Anglican Church accepted that men were influenced by the stars under which they were born, and though it criticized some of the prophetic claims of the astrologers, this probably had little effect. A critic complained in 1561 that the people were so dependent on astrologers ‘that scarce would they ride or go any journey, unless they consulted with these blind prophets, or at least with their prophecies’.11


Prophecies of all kinds were widespread. On the continent, the Prognosticatio of 1488, a collection of ancient prophecies and astrological predictions published by Johannes Lichtenberger, astrologer to the Emperor Frederick III, attracted widespread interest in the early sixteenth century. Ancient prophecies, including the prophecy of a Third and Golden Age by the twelfth century Calabrian abbot, Joachim of Fiore, were applied to many of the French and Imperial rulers of the period, especially the French kings Charles VIII and Henry IV and the Emperors Frederick III, Maximilian and Charles V.12 Prophecies could thus serve as royal propaganda. But in England, for example, where there were popular prophecies both of the Galfridian type (using animals symbolically) and of the Sibylline (which played on words and letters), prophecies were also used to justify rebellion. The prophecy of the ‘mouldwarp’, or mole, which can be traced back to the early fourteenth century, and told of a proud and cowardly king who would be driven from the land, was utilized by Percy, Glendower and Mortimer in opposing Henry IV, and revived in the reign of Henry VIII to justify the Pilgrimage of Grace.13 In societies where there was no concept of progress and the existing order was presented as that imposed by God, prophecies were naturally popular as a means of justifying change. The fact that an upheaval had been predicted suggested that it was preordained, and that it was part of God’s overall plan. Accordingly, men were ‘prone to believe any thing they would have, and any words that seem that way, they lay hold on; never regarding though the ground be foolish, and the coherence with the rest repugnant to their construction’.14 William Lilly used the prophecy of the White King, purporting to have been written in the seventh century and describing the end of monarchy, to justify Parliament in the civil war. Charles I, he wrote, ‘hath already acted such thing as the White King must’.The Prophecy of the White King sold 1800 copies in three days.15


Even prophecies relating to events already past, or foretelling only disasters, seem to have been popular. Mother Shipton’s prophecy of the fall of Wolsey, said to have been written before the event, probably dated from 1641. Yet it won widespread interest and acceptance, and the Great Fire of London of 1666 was seen by Prince Rupert as the fulfilment of one of her prophecies. The prophecy of Otwell Binns, describing tub-preachers, the Irish rebellion, and the king’s breach with Parliament, purported to date from 1600, but was probably written after the events it described.16  In an age of political and social change and insecurity, perhaps any prophecy served a need in suggesting that events could be foretold and thus reduced to some order. If foreknowledge was interpreted as proof of preordination, then even disasters could be accepted as part of a divine, cosmic plan. There may be a similar explanation for the popularity of the numerous pamphlets relating news of monstrous births, clouds which rained blood, babies who prophesied, and battles in the sky between flocks of birds. These too were seen as auguries of some impending disaster, and satisfied a need for sensationalism at the same time as suggesting a supernatural control of human affairs.17


Throughout the mediaeval period, the belief in the miraculous powers of saints and holy relics had been a fundamental of the popular religious mind. Such beliefs survived in the Counter-Reformation, and were even institutionalized, with official records of local wonders being kept in ‘Books of Miracles’.18 The leading Protestant Churches swept away the cult of saints, but failed to destroy the faith in miracles. In England, belief in the supernatural healing powers of the ‘King’s Touch’ appears to have reached its height in the seventeenth century. Moreover, the practice of healing miracles was revived by the sects of the civil war period, and the most successful sect, the Quakers, was the one which laid most emphasis on miraculous healing.19


This widespread belief in the role of supernatural forces in human affairs was quite consistent with contemporary rationality. Mechanical explanations of phenomena were as yet inadequate to challenge the primary role of supernatural causation and, in any case, they were not widely known. Moreover, the relationship between scientific and supernatural explanation was not one of simple confrontation. The greatest progress in contemporary science was made by the Neo-Platonists, with their belief in a universe of spirits and magical forces, and their interest in the compilations of Hermetic magic. Paracelsus and his disciples combined a grasp of experimental method with an active interest in alchemy and magic. His English disciples included John Thornborough, bishop of Worcester, a practising alchemist, and Walter Charleton, a Fellow of the Royal Society, who argued that ‘we must quit the dark Lanthorne of Reason’ and seek knowledge by illumination.20


The recent appearance of a number of new books suggests that the barrier formed by the view of millenarianism as an irrational and therefore insignificant force is at last being swept aside. They share a common theme in stressing the normalcy and the wide extent of millenarianism in England in the seventeenth century, and they see the Fifth Monarchists, rightly, as only one aspect of a much wider current. The collection of essays edited by Dr. Peter Toon, Puritans, the Millennium and the Future of Israel (1970), traces the academic rediscovery and the dissemination of millenarianism amongst several movements. Professor J. F. Wilson, in Pulpit in Parliament (1969), emphasizes the importance of millenarianism in the sermons preached before the Long Parliament in the 1640s, and argues that the founding of gathered, Independent Churches represented a ‘specific anticipation of a broader reign of Christ’.21  Dr. William Lamont has made a far greater (though more suspect) claim in his Godly Rule (1969): that ‘millenarianism meant not alienation from the spirit of the age but a total involvement with it’, and he includes both King James I and Archbishop Laud within his millenarian band.22 It becomes clear that the furore produced by the Fifth Monarchists in the seventeenth century sprang not from the fact that they held millenarian ideas, but that they developed a potent and dangerous synthesis in which these ideas became the justification for violent political action and sweeping social changes.


The claim that millenarianism was a broad and important movement in England in the mid-seventeenth century does not, of course, explain why it developed, nor why the Fifth Monarchists detached themselves from the main stream of such believers to form a separate group; an attempt to do this will be made in the next two chapters. But these developments seem less surprising when we recognize the widespread preoccupations with the Biblical prophecies of Daniel and Revelation. Daniel’s vision of the rise and fall of four successive, degenerating world-empires, after which would follow a kingdom that would endure for ever (Dan. vii), exerted for centuries a fascination over Christian Europe. By the late Middle Ages the four were normally interpreted as Babylon, Assyria, Greece and Rome. Since Rome was construed to include the Holy Roman Empire, the theory provided valuable propaganda for the Imperialist cause, which it guaranteed would flourish until the end of the world—the everlasting kingdom beginning, it was held, after the Last Judgement. Early critics of the interpretation came, predictably, from countries hostile to the Empire. The theory of four world-empires had also a much wider appeal: it provided a means by which the whole, anarchic course of history could be reduced to a simple and satisfying pattern, and by which a divine, if inscrutable, purpose was given to all events.23 The concept too blended with the widespread theory of a Roman Golden Age from which all later history represented a continuous decline lasting till the world’s end. The division of Europe by the Reformation and the ensuing wars seemed to presage the impending dissolution of all things. A typical English writer early in the seventeenth century saw decay in the four elements of fire, water, air and earth; all plants were feebler, and men were ‘not so long lived, nor of that goodly tall and strong constitution of body, as in former ages’.24


Others besides the Holy Roman Emperor had aspirations towards universal monarchy, and the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries saw attempts to reinterpret Daniel’s prophecy, to prove that the eternal, Fifth Monarchy was already in being. Thus the Dominican monk, Sylvester Prierias (1460–1523), master of the papal palace at Rome, claimed that the papacy was the Fifth Monarchy, in being now and for ever. In a sermon preached in 1639, Thomas Goodwin, a prominent English Independent minister, claimed that the Jesuits believed firmly in a ‘fifth Monarchy; onely they do apply it and appropriate it to themselves, and call that kingdom … Regnum Jesuiticum’. In 1679, during the furore over the alleged Popish Plot to kill Charles II, William Bedloe attributed the whole design to the Jesuits, who had ‘long been Big with the Project of a Fifth-Monarchy, intending to make all the World slavishly to truckle to their Tripple Crown’d Idol at Rome’.25 But Tommaso Campanella (1568–1639) hailed the king of Spain as the universal monarch, a theory which Milton in 1641 thought it necessary to refute. Spain was widely held to have aspirations of this kind. Vermuyden’s Paper, the basis of a projected Anglo-Dutch alliance in 1653, contained the reminder that ‘the Spaniard hath been busy this hundred years … to settle him into a fifth monarch’. The anonymous Brief Description of the future History of Europe (1650) claimed that Spain had been seeking for a hundred and seventy years, and Sweden more recently, to establish themselves as the Fifth Monarchy. Later in the century, Eva Fröhlichinn, the wife of a Swedish noble, was prophesying a Fifth Monarchy to be established largely by Charles XI of Sweden. Campanella revised his interpretation in his later years, claiming now that Spain was the Fourth Monarchy about to be destroyed by France and the Pope, who together would establish the Fifth.26


The concept of a Fifth Monarchy was thus widely known. In Ben Jonson’s Alchemist (1613), the worldly knight, Sir Epicure Mammon, expecting to become master of the secrets of alchemy,






                                       talk’d


Of a fifth monarchy I would erect,


With the Philosopher’s Stone …27








An Anglican minister could write casually in 1682 that Christ had been crucified because the Jews had ‘pretended … to the Romans, that He intended to set up a Fifth Monarchy’.28 The phrase was used, for example, in the millenarian prophecies of the Baptist, Henry Jessey, in 1647, and of the Presbyterian, Nathaniel Stephens, in 1656. It was used, too, in 1664 by the Cambridge Platonist, Henry More, who taught that ‘The Reformed parts of Christendom are … the real Fifth Monarchy’.29


Millenarianism, then, was only one aspect of an almost universal belief in the constant intervention of supernatural forces in the affairs of individuals and of nations. And the Fifth Monarchy Men represented only one attempt amongst many in the period, in many nations, to utilize the Biblical prophecies to justify the erection of one supreme world power. But they seem to have been unique in expecting this kingdom to arise from amongst the saints, ordinary citizens and soldiers. Whereas prophets such as Campanella provided valuable propaganda support for the government concerned, the Fifth Monarchy Men seemed to stand for revolution and anarchy.






1 Anon., The Protector (So called,) In Part Unvailed (1655), p. 17.


2 H. Newcome, Diary, ed. T. Heywood (Chetham Soc., xviii, 1849), p. 8n.







3 Anon., Londons Glory, or, the Riot and Ruine of the Fifth Monarchy Men (1661), p. 6.


4 J. Hall, Confusion Confounded (1654), p. 3.


5 Sir G. N. Clark, The Later Stuarts (2nd edn., Oxford, 1955), p. 22; G. P. Gooch and H. J. Laski, English Democratic Ideas in the Seventeenth Century (New York, Evanston and London, 1959), p. 225; H. N. Brailsford, The Levellers and the English Revolution (1961), p. 120; H. Baker, The Wars of Truth (London and New York, 1952), p. 85; H. R. Trevor-Roper, Religion, the Reformation and Social Change (1967), pp. 286 and n., 365; I. Roots, The Great Rebellion 1642–1660 (1966).


6 L. F. Brown, The Political Activities of the Baptists and Fifth Monarchy Men (1911, reissued New York, 1965); P. G. Rogers, The Fifth Monarchy Men (1966).







7 See, for example, S. Thrupp, Millenial Dreams in Action (The Hague, 1962); P. Worsley, The Trumpet Shall Sound (1957).


8 N. Cohn, The Pursuit of the Millennium (1962 edn.), passim.







9 See, for example, Trevor-Roper, Religion, the Reformation and Social Change, pp. 90–192. By far the best discussion of witchcraft, astrology, prophecies and providence in England in this period is now to be found in K. V. Thomas, Religion and the Decline of Magic (1971).


10 H. R. Plomer, ‘A Printer’s Bill in the 17th Century’, The Library, N.S., vii (1906), p. 42; H. Rusche, ‘Astrology and Propaganda from 1644 to 1651’, Eng. Hist. Rev., lxxx (1965), pp. 322–33.


11 P. H. Kocher, Science and Religion in Elizabethan England (San Marino, California, 1953), chaps. 4, 10; S. R. Maitland, Notes on the Contributions of the Rev. George Townsend (1841–2), ii, 106.


12 W. E. Peuckert, Dit Grosse Wende (Darmstadt, 1966), pp. 103–19; M. Reeves, The Influence of Prophecy in the late Middle Ages: A Study in Joachism (Oxford, 1969).







13 M. H. Dodds, ‘Political Prophecies in the Reign of Henry VIII’, Modern Language Review, xi (1916), pp. 276–84.


14 J. Mede, Works (1672), pp. 878–9.


15 W. Lilly, A Prophecy of the White King (1644), P. 19; Lilly, A Collection of Ancient and Moderne Prophecies (1645), p. 26; H. Rusche, ‘Prophecies and Propaganda, 1641 to 1651’, Eng. Hist. Rev., lxxxiv (1969), p. 760.


16 D.N.B., Mother Shipton; anon., Sixe strange Prophesies (1643), sig. A2–3v., A4–v.







17 Rusche, ‘Prophecies and Propaganda’, pp. 755–6, 764 and n., gives examples of such wonders, used to serve Puritan and royalist ends respectively.


18 H. G. Koenigsberger and G. L. Mosse, Europe in the Sixteenth Century (1968), pp. 169, 172.


19 Cf. H. J. Cadbury, George Fox’s ‘Book of Miracles’ (Cambridge, 1948), esp. the Introduction.


20 A. G. Debus, The English Paracelsians (1965), pp 103–5 and passim; P. M. Rattansi, ‘Paracelsus and the Puritan Revolution’, Ambix, xi (1963), pp. 24–31.







21 Pp. 195, 229 and passim.


22 P. 13 and passim. I have discussed these works in ‘Godly Rule and English Millenarianism’, Past and Present, 52 (1971).







23 G. Huppert, ‘The Renaissance Background of Historicism’, History and Theory, vi (1966), pp. 55–7. For a typical mid-sixteenth century exposition of Daniel’s vision, see J. Sleidan, De Quatuor Summis Imperiis, frequently published in English in the ensuing century and a half.


24 V. Harris, All Coherence Gone (Chicago, 1949), passim; H. Baker, The Wars of Truth, pp. 65–78; anon., The Generall Signes and Fore-runners of Christs comming (?c. 1620), sig. A4v.


25 L. E. Froom, The Prophetic Faith of our Fathers (Washington, D.C., 1946–54), ii. 267, 484; T. Goodwin, A Sermon of the Fifth Monarchy (1654), pp. 25–6; W. Bedloe, A Narrative and Impartial Discovery of the Horrid Popish Plot (1679), sig. Av.







26 T. Campanella, A Discourse Touching the Spanish Monarchy (1654), pp. 10–12; M. Reeves, The Influence of Prophecy in the late Middle Ages: A Study in Joachism (Oxford, 1969), pp. 387–8; F. A. Yates, Giordano Bruno and the Hermetic Tradition (1964), pp. 360–97; J. Milton, Complete Prose Works, i, ed. D. M. Wolfe (New Haven and London, 1953), p. 582; T. Birch, ed., A Collection of the State Papers of John Thurloe (1742), ii. 126; anon., Brief Description, p. 33; H. Corrodi, Kritische Geschichte des Chiliasmus (Frankfurt and Leipzig, 1781–3) iv. 24.


27 Jonson, The Alchemist, IV. iii.


28 M. Barne, A Discourse Concerning … Christ’s Kingdom (1682), p. 32.


29 H. Jessey, The exceeding Riches of Grace (1647), sig. A4; N. Stephens, A Plaine and Easy Calculation of the Name … of the Beast (1656), sig. a1v; H. More, A Modest Inquiry into the Mystery of Iniquity (1664), p. 204.

























CHAPTER TWO


The Origins and Rise of Millenarianism to 1649




[image: ]








The origins of seventeenth-century millenarianism are to be found in the tensions created by the Reformation, and in the new exegesis of the prophetic texts which these tensions produced. The vision of a New Jerusalem, contained especially in the books of Daniel and Revelation, gave a millenarian outlook to the early Church. At the popular level, Cerinthus and his sect at the end of the first century A.D. looked forward to a thousand years’ reign of luxury and ease. Many of the Early Fathers, such as Irenaeus, Tertullian, Lactantius and Cyprian, indulged in a similar if more spiritual vision. This teaching was undermined by St. Augustine, who imposed a metaphorical interpretation. The thousand years’ reign became merely the work of the church on earth, and the first resurrection from the dead (Rev. xx. 6) denoted only the change from sin to purity.1 The Augustinian interpretation was accepted generally until the Reformation period.


The Reformation itself produced important changes in the approach to Daniel and Revelation. The vision of Daniel consisted of four beasts, representing world empires (generally accepted in this period as Babylon, the Medes and Persians2, Greece, and Rome). The last beast had ten horns, or kings, and a little horn which destroyed several of the ten. After the destruction of the last beast, the kingdom was given to the saints for ever—the ‘Fifth Monarchy’. No dates were given, but there were cryptic references to a time of woe lasting 1290 days, and a fullness of joy beginning after 1335 days.3 The prophecies of Revelation were still more involved. They described the reign of the Beast as lasting for 1260 days or 42 months. Two beasts persecute the saints, one from the earth with two horns, the other from the sea, with seven heads and ten horns. Two witnesses who testify against them are killed, lie dead for 3½ days and then rise again. During this persecution, God encourages the saints by punishing His enemies—the opening of the seven seals, the blowing of the seven trumpets and the pouring out of the seven vials of wrath. After this, Satan is bound for a thousand years; Christ and the saints reign for a thousand years, and then, at the end of the world, follows the battle of Armageddon, in which Satan is slain, and then Last Judgement begins.4


In 1522 Luther accepted the Augustinian interpretation. But by 1545 he had come to accept that Daniel and Revelation were genuine, if obscure, historical prophecies, and that the Fourth Monarchy and the Beast both represented the papacy. The thousand years were a literal period of time, but were already over, having begun at the time of Christ. Though the Protestants might be comforted by the vials of divine wrath, Luther held that persecution would continue until the end of the world, which was imminent. Calvin was very cautious, accepting only that the Beast was the papacy, but many of the leading figures of the Reformation, such as Bullinger, Oseander and Melancthon, accepted a position close to that of Luther.5


There were several reasons for the popularity of this new exegesis. The Protestant emphasis on the letter of Scripture instead of tradition and authority, and the new interest in the ideas of the early, ‘pure’ church, led naturally to a re-examination of Augustinian orthodoxy. Luther himself was influenced by Lollard and Hussite tradition, for they had in many respects preceded him in his new position.6 Renaissance writers were attracted by a cyclical theory of history, and found support for their beliefs in Daniel’s concept of history as the rise and fall of a series of basically similar world empires.7 To prove that the Pope was Antichrist was naturally good propaganda for the Reformers, but the new exegesis had a far deeper attraction. Every Protestant was confronted with the fundamental problem of why God had allowed the Roman church to persecute the truth for a thousand years. By accepting the biblical prophecies, a complete answer was found: the whole of history was the working-out of an inscrutable but divine plan, leading to an inevitably just conclusion.8 Illyricus re-wrote history to present this thesis, which was adopted by John Foxe in his Acts and Monuments (1563), itself a major source-book.


The prophecies also explained the chaos following the Reformation, which seemed without parallel in the history of the church. The Bible predicted that the last days would be a time of woe, with wars, corruption and decay.9 Interpreters were quick to point out that this prophecy appeared to be in progress. The wars and disputes, and the threat of destruction by the Emperor, Spain and France seemed to betoken the end of the world, and there was an almost universal Protestant belief in the imminent dissolution of all things.


The new interpretation of the prophecies spread to England quite rapidly. Protestants who fled abroad under Henry VIII and Mary accepted the new ideas and translated the commentaries which contained them. In the 1540s George Joye translated the expositions by Oseander, Melancthon and Oecolampadius. Many other translations followed under Elizabeth, including in 1574 a compendium of the work of sixteen continental Protestants, arguing that the vials were in progress and that Christ’s coming was imminent.10 English Protestants, including Latimer, Sandys, Jewel, Bale, Hooper and Cranmer, adopted this position.11


One of the returning Marian exiles was John Foxe, whose Acts and Monuments gave English apocalyptic ideas their greatest impetus. It narrated the history of the church, showing how in all ages true Christians had recognized the Pope as Antichrist. Foxe used not only the biblical prophecies themselves and the works of the Early Fathers, but the testimony of the great mediaeval heresies, the Albigenses, Waldenses, Hussites and Lollards, and of individual seers such as Joachim of Fiore, to look forward to the fall of the Pope, and the Turks, and a period of bliss when this world ended. Where possible he used English sources, including a sermon of 1388 by Ralph Wimbledon proclaiming that the world was about to end. Any prophecy which was conceivably relevant was included, such as the sayings of Merlin, the Sibylline oracles (which were said to have foretold the careers of Huss and Jerome of Prague) and Turkish prophecies. Foxe was not a millenarian, but later writers who were, including Fifth Monarchists, drew heavily upon his work.12


Luther and the early writers had confessed that whilst accepting the Biblical prophecies as genuine, they found them obscure and sometimes incomprehensible.13 But naturally men wished to know exactly how far the prophecies had progressed. Many Calvinists, seeing themselves as especially favoured by God, claimed to have been favoured with prophetic powers. John Knox asserted that ‘God hath revealed unto me secretes unknowen to the worlde, and … hath made my tong a trumpet to forewarne realmes and nations … of mutations and chaunges’.14 The Fifth Monarchist, Mary Cary, declared that ‘all Saints have in a measure a spirit of Prophesie’.15 Thus commentators began to claim that each political event could be identified with complete confidence in Daniel and Revelation. Marlorat identified the first vial of wrath (Rev. xvi. 2) as the venereal disease which struck the French army during the Italian wars at the end of the fifteenth century, and several others adopted this position.16 John Mayer, minister of Little Wratting, Suffolk, thought the first vial referred to the Albigenses and Waldenses; the Puritan, Henry Burton, thought it signified Luther.17 The exiled Italian Protestant, Jacobus Brocard, argued that the seventh and last vial was already in progress.18 As early as 1597 one writer had fixed on 1666 as the date when Antichristian Rome would fall, a prophecy which later found widespread support, and there was general agreement that Christ’s coming was imminent.19 The most important of these writers was John Napier of Merchistoun, the Scottish laird who invented logarithms, who reconciled for the first time all the prophetic numbers and identified all the seals, trumpets, woes and vials. Napier concluded that Rome and her allies would fall by 1639, and that the world would end about 1688.20


Despite the pleasure with which it anticipated the punishment of God’s enemies, the apocalyptic school was definitely pessimistic in outlook. There was no hope of real improvements before the end of the world. The thousand years’ reign was either a figurative expression or had ended in 1000 or 1300. But this view of the thousand years was the only matter in which the apocalyptic school differed from the millenarian, which expected a reign of the saints on earth before the end of all things—and the chronology of Revelation was by no means self-evident.


The first millenarian development after the Reformation was in Germany and at a popular level. As early as 1520 a vagrant priest, Thomas Müntzer, established himself at Zwickau near the Bohemian border, and declared that the elect must rise up and annihilate the godless to prepare for Christ’s coming and the millennium. He won a considerable following among the local weavers, mine-workers and peasants. The most important movement was in 1534–5 when the Anabaptists won control of the city of Münster and proclaimed it as the New Jerusalem. Its programme included polygamy, a ferocious legal code based on the statutes laid down in the Old Testament, and the abolition of the private ownership of money and many other goods; the social order was inverted completely. In June 1535 the New Jerusalem was captured by an army of mercenaries raised by the bishop of Münster, and the saints were put to the sword.21


Münster involved only the lower orders of society; its leader, John of Leyden, was a former tailor, and its only effect on orthodox eschatology was to discredit millenarianism. But in time, reputable theologians did move towards a millenarian position without drawing any radical social or political conclusions. The study of the early history of the Church brought to light the fact that many of the Early Fathers, such as Tertullian and Irenaeus, had been millenarians, and this weakened the charge that such a belief was a new and seditious heresy. In the mid-seventeenth century Nathaniel Homes justified his millenarian ideas by printing several hundred pages of excerpts from Early Christian and Jewish writers. Baxter shrank from describing so many saints as heretics.22 Moreover, the continued survival of the world, the victory of Henry of Navarre over the Guises, the defeat of the Spanish Armada, and the successful rebellion of the Dutch gave grounds for a more optimistic outlook. Napier, who described these events, foresaw a period between the fall of Rome and the end of the world which could not be other than happy.23 Professor Collinson describes the general belief of Elizabethan Puritans in ‘some kind of apocalyptic victory which would bring in the discipline’.24


The first to reinterpret the prophecies in this light was Thomas Brightman (1562–1607), a minister educated at Cambridge, with strong Presbyterian views.25 In his commentary, published abroad in 1609, Brightman argued that although there were still many afflictions to come, there would be a thousand years’ reign on earth, which had already begun. The millennium was the purified Presbyterian church, beginning about 1300 with Marsilio of Padua and then Wyclif, and destined to reach a glorious climax with the conversion of the Jews and the ruin of bishops, papists and Turks.26 Brightman had some lay supporters, including among the gentry the Osborne family who gave him hospitality, but his work was published abroad and made its greatest impact only after 1640.27


A very different position was taken by Johannes Alsted (1588–1638), professor of Philosophy at Herborn. He argued that the establishment of the millennium would involve a sudden and total transformation of the world. According to his system, the first three vials were poured out between 1517 and 1625; the last four would be between 1625 and 1694, when the last judgement would begin. The saints would be raised from the dead, and the elect would reign on earth for a thousand years. Alsted’s adoption of this revolutionary eschatology seems to have been caused by the early disasters of the Thirty Years’ War, which drove him into exile, and threatened the very existence of Protestantism. In these circumstances, Brightman’s millennium, to be achieved by gradual reforms, seemed neither relevant nor possible.28


The first important English millenarian of this kind was Joseph Mede (1586–1668), a celebrated Cambridge theologian who stayed inside the Anglican Church, and was a friend of Archbishop Ussher. Almost certainly influenced by Alsted, Mede systematized all the prophecies and concluded that there was to be a thousand years’ reign on earth, and that it was entirely in the future; it would be ‘in and during the day of judgement; which day of judgement should continue a thousand years, beginning with the ruin of Antichrist’.29 In later years, the Fifth Monarchy Men drew heavily on all three of these writers.30


Despite press censorship, millenarian ideas did circulate in pre-revolutionary England. In 1586 Ralph Durden, a minister educated at Cambridge, was imprisoned for predicting the downfall of the Tudor monarchy, which he identified as the Beast of Rev. xvii. He prophesied that he would lead the Jews and all the saints to rebuild Jerusalem, and would defeat all the kings of the earth, who ‘shall be obedient to us, and pay us tribute’ for a thousand years. A mark on his thigh was final proof that he was the messianic king of Rev. xix. 16 who had ‘on his thigh the name written, KING OF KINGS, AND LORD OF LORDS’. Durden apparently submitted, for he remained for many years a minister in Essex.31 A work by John Wilkinson, a Brownist minister imprisoned for many years, was published posthumously in 1619 and concluded with the promise of Rev. xx. 4, that the saints would reign with Christ a thousand years.32 John Stoughton, a London minister who died in 1639 and had been in the circle of the Puritan earl of Warwick, claimed in a tract published after his death that despite appearances, the princes were about to rise up, destroy the Pope and the Habsburgs and establish the last millennial age.33 In a sermon preached in the early 1640s, the Independent minister Thomas Goodwin declared he had been a millenarian for twenty years.34 Goodwin had been convinced by one Wood, whom he called the first English millenarian. This was probably Tempest Wood, born about 1575, educated at Christ’s College, Cambridge, and vicar of Lavington (alias Lenton), Lincs., from 1601. In the 1620s Wood sent his ‘elaborate Meditations’ on Revelation to Mede, with whom he had a long correspondence.35 Wood may well have been the Lincolnshire vicar who was reported in 1629 to believe that Christ and the saints would eat and drink during a future reign on earth.36 The exiled Independent church at Arnhem, to which William Bridge and Sidrach Simpson belonged, was later said to have consisted of ‘crassi Chiliastae’.37 John Mayer noted in 1627 that many men believed in the reign of the saints on earth.38


When authority began to crumble in 1640, these men emerged into view. In A Glimpse of Sions Glory (1641), Thomas Goodwin wrote of the dawning new world, and William Kiffin, later one of the leading Baptists, added an epistle. Goodwin declared that at present ‘the saints have but little in the World; now they are the poorest and meanest of all’, but soon ‘the World shall be theirs’.39 Jeremiah Burroughes, another Independent, predicted a future reign on earth, and argued that the prophetic texts were otherwise incomprehensible.40 Also in 1641, John Archer prophesied a kingdom of heaven on earth, established by Christ in person and governed by the saints. Whereas at present ‘all the world groanes under tyranny and oppression of Kings’, all earthly monarchies would be destroyed. It would be a time of universal peace and riches, heralded by the fall of Rome, which would occur in 1666. Archer had been a London lecturer in 1629, but was silenced by Laud. In 1631 he was presented by the Feoffees for Impropriations to All Saints’, Hertford, but in 1638 it was reported that he had already been absent for over a year, and was not likely to return. Probably he had already fled abroad, and he became pastor of the church at Arnhem. He died abroad, in or shortly before 1642.41 Robert Maton, another minister, published in 1642 his belief that Christ would shortly return, restore the Kingdom of Israel, and reign on earth. Like Goodwin, and probably others, Maton ‘was always in his heart a Millinary, which he never discovered in publick till the Rebellion broke out’.42 William Bridge asserted in 1641 that ‘I shall not prophecie if I say, The sword is now drawne, whose anger shall not be pacified till Babylon be downe, and Sion rais’d’.43 Henry Burton, whilst a prisoner on Guernsey (from 1637 to 1640), announced his expectation that ‘Christ alone may reigne’ and that God would ‘subject the Kingdome to Christs Government’.44 In the 1630s, millenarian beliefs were adopted by James Toppe, a Baptist minister and schoolmaster of Tiverton, who expected Christ to appear and reign in person.45


Though few of the laity ventured into print on the interpretation of the prophecies, apocalyptic and millenarian ideas certainly spread among them. At the highest level, the future James I had declared in 1588 that the Pope was Antichrist, and that the last age was at hand.46 Many of the commentaries mentioned above were dedicated to laymen of high standing, such as the earls of Leicester and Essex, and Sir Walter Mildmay, Chancellor of the Exchequer.47 One of the few lay interpreters was Lady Eleanor Douglas who, though thought insane and put in Bedlam, shared many of the characteristics of radical Puritanism. In 1633 she predicted the execution of Charles I, and in 1625 she had declared that the last judgement was only 19½ years hence. She identified James I as the little horn (Dan. vii. 8). To symbolize her scorn for episcopacy, she poured tar over the alter at Lichfield Cathedral.48 The fact that the apocalyptic sermon preached by Ralph Wimbledon in 1388 went through at least sixteen editions between 1550 and 1635 testified to a much more widespread lay concern over the world’s end.49 The sermons at Paul’s Cross were used by the government from 1534 as propaganda to persuade the population that the Pope was Antichrist, and about to fall.50 The interests of the preachers were no doubt reflected in their sermons and conversation. The Puritan, Richard Rothwell (1563–1627), was so concerned with Daniel and Revelation that, despite a warning from Whitgift, ‘he seldom preached abroad out of any other Scriptures’.51 Ben Jonson, in The Alchemist (1613), alluded to a Puritan preoccupation with Daniel’s Four Monarchies.52 William Gouge described a common ‘superstitious practise’, by which people ‘sit up all night at certaine times of the yeere, keeping themselves awake with talking one with another, playing on instruments, … upon a conceit that Christ will come in iudgement on some of those nights … and they would not then be found asleepe’.53 It was thought necessary in 1552 to include in the liturgy three articles condemning millenarian ideas and the associated beliefs that hell was only temporary, and that the damned would be pardoned after the thousand years. The related idea of the soul’s sleep or death was an ancient heresy, held also by such eminent figures as Luther and Milton. But amongst the Anabaptists of the 1530s and the English sects of the 1640s and ’50s, it became an element in lower-class radicalism. To attack the doctrine of hell was to weaken a vital sanction by which the structure of society was maintained, and the belief was made a criminal offence by the Blasphemy and Heresy Ordinance of 1648.54


The appearance of pseudo-prophets is further evidence, though of an indirect and general kind, of lay millennial excitement. Though the sanity of many of these prophets may be doubted, the very forms their delusions took testify to the character of popular ideas and preoccupations. In 1555 two women were punished for claiming that a new-born child had proclaimed that ‘the kyngdom of God is at hand’. On 10 April 1561 William Geffrey was whipped through the streets of London for claiming that one John Moore was Christ. Two days later a man was put in the stocks for claiming to be ‘kynge of all kynges’. In 1562 one Elizeus Hall of Manchester went to London, claiming to be a messenger sent by God to the Queen. He was imprisoned, and died in 1565. In 1586 John White, a shoemaker of Rayleigh, Essex, claimed to be John the Baptist.55 The most notorious of these prophets was William Hacket, a malt-maker, who in 1591 declared that Christ had returned in him, and was about to fulfil all prophecies. Two gentlemen who supported him, Coppinger and Arthington, proclaimed the news and invited people to call on Christ at one Walker’s house in Broken Wharf. Hacket, they said, was to be king of Europe. A ‘mightie concourse of the common multitude’ followed them through the city, chanting their slogans, led by ‘a great multitude of lads and young persons of the meaner sort’. Hacket was taken and executed.56 In 1628 Edward Francklin, Esquire, was put in Bedlam after proclaiming in church that his brother was God, his son Christ, and one Lady Dyer was the Holy Ghost. A Warwickshire woman thought she was the ‘Mother of God and of all things living.’57 Two London weavers, Farnham and Bull, claimed in 1636 to be the two witnesses of Rev. xi. 3, asserting that the millennium was imminent and that even if executed, they would rise again on the third day and reign as king and high priest in Jerusalem. They both died of the plague in prison.58 Had the authorities been less firmly in control, such instances would surely have multiplied, as they did after 1640.


Another element in the origins of Fifth Monarchism was the idea of the elect nation. Apocalyptic and millenarian ideas blended with the intense nationalism of the period and with the Calvinist concept that only the predestined few, the elect, would be saved. England was the only major Protestant state, and this produced the belief that it was an elect nation destined by God to play a great part in destroying Rome to hasten the world’s end, or in setting up the millennium. This doctrine was popular from the time of John Foxe, who showed how the earliest British kings had maintained the true religion, and how God had chosen the Englishman Wyclif as harbinger of the Reformation.59 John Aylmer, a Marian exile and later bishop of London, argued that England produced Wyclif, who ‘begate Husse, who begat Luther, who begat the truth. What greater honor could you or I have, then that it pleased Christ as it were in a second birth to be born again of men among you?’ ‘God is … English’ and Elizabeth was ‘gods chosen instrument.’60 Even the continental reformer Martin Bucer of Strassburg accepted the claim. His description of a Christian utopia, De Regno Christi, was an account of what England might become under Edward VI.61 English events predominated in most interpretations of the prophecies. Brightman explained the first vial of wrath as Elizabeth’s expulsion of papists and the third vial as Cecil’s legislation against the Jesuits.62 Mede saw this legislation and the defeat of the Armada as the third vial.63 Robert Parker (c. 1564–1614), a radical Puritan minister who died in exile, explained the sixth vial as England, soon to make a way for the sacking of Rome and the conversion of the Jews.64 Another minister, Richard Bernard, claimed that God had honoured England ‘above all other places in the Christian world’: the first Christian emperor was Constantine, born in England; the first Christian king was (the mythical) Lucius, king of England; and Wyclif was the first exponent of the truth. The defeat of the Armada, and the success of the Dutch and Huguenots were proof that the cause of God and England was one.65


The cautious foreign policy of the Stuarts, especially their refusal to enter the Thirty Years’ War, was a severe blow to the theory of the elect nation. Commentators such as Mede turned to Gustavus Adolphus as God’s champion and the angel who poured out the fourth vial.66 But the speed with which the theory reappeared after 1640 shows that it was only dormant.


The evolution of millenarian ideas was perhaps helped by a half-remembered precedent of the Lollards. Their leaders had identified the Papacy as the Beast and Antichrist, and their apocalyptic ideas were set down by Foxe.67 A millenarian vision of a Lollard victory emerged at a more popular level, and chiliastic hopes have been recorded in East Anglia and Gloucestershire (early fifteenth century), at Newbury in the 1490s and in London and Wiltshire in the early sixteenth century.68


The tension produced by the Reformation thus combined with nationalism, Protestant literalism, Calvinist elitism and perhaps Lollard tradition to produce widespread apocalyptic and millenarian beliefs. The civil war, breaking out in 1642, soon came to be seen as the decisive apocalyptic or millenarian struggle, intensifying earlier excitement. The war did not break out over primarily religious conflicts, but there was a long tradition among Puritans of interpreting all political events in an apocalyptic or millenarian sense. There was also a natural tendency for all forces discontented with the Stuart regime to coalesce in opposition to it, whatever the origins of that opposition. Although religion was not at first involved, there were several considerations leading Puritans to support the Parliamentary cause. Queen Henrietta Maria and many courtiers were Catholics, and to many the Laudian church seemed distinctly Catholic in spirit. Instead of trying to neutralize Puritan discontent, Charles identified his cause with that of the Church of England. Radical Puritans had begun long since to denounce the Anglican as well as the Catholic Church as part of Antichrist. Even Brightman had seen the episcopal church as merely luke-warm Laodicea (Rev. iii. 14–16).69 John Wilkinson argued that every Anglican minister accepted the Mark of the Beast (Rev. xiii. 17) by receiving letters of orders from a bishop.70 Lady Eleanor Douglas saw Archbishop Laud as the beast from the bottomless pit (Rev. xvii. 8).71 John Cotton, a leading New England Puritan, described Anglicanism in 1642 as the kingdom of the Beast, and expected its collapse under the fifth vial.72 Henry Burton described the bishops as the ‘Limbes’ of Antichrist, and John de la March, a Presbyterian gaoled with Burton on Guernsey, claimed they were God’s two persecuted witnesses (Rev. xi. 3) and that all episcopal officials were parts of Babylon.73 Thus the effect of the king’s proclamation was to transfer to himself part of the millenarian odium already felt towards the church. This was evident in a pamphlet of 1642 which argued that as bishops sprang from the Antichristian Papacy, the king in defending them became the agent of Antichrist.74


The effect of the traditional use of military imagery by Puritan preachers was probably a further help in transforming the war into a crusade. Though they spoke of spiritual warfare, the concept of Puritan duty as a military struggle must have encouraged this view of literal warfare in 1642. ‘The world is the great field of God,’ declared Thomas Taylor in 1618, ‘in which Michael and his Angels fight against the dragon and his angels.’ Simeon Ashe argued in 1642 that ‘when we were baptized we took press money, and vowed to serve under the colors of Christ’.75 John Spencer, groom to Lord Saye and Sele, asserted in 1642: ‘Here you must look for fight if ever you would come to heaven … The Lord hath told you, in the last dayes there should be terrible times, … do you not already perceive the very drops of blood begin to fall? … Christ seems now to set up his glorious standard.’76


These considerations combined to lead many Puritans to find a millenarian meaning in the war. Some, like Spencer, later a Fifth Monarchist, seem to have been convinced immediately, whilst others explained the war as both a defensive struggle against the king’s evil counsellors and a war of the Lamb against the Beast, with adherence to the king tantamount to saying ‘that the Devil is to be obeyed, and God is to be punished’.77


The extensive freedom of the press in the 1640s allowed for the first time the publication of the major millenarian works in England and in English. Brightman’s work appeared in 1644, preceded by several short, popular versions, sometimes in verse.78 Alsted’s Diatribe was translated for the first time, and a summary was also published.79 Mede’s Clavis Apocalyptica was translated in 1643, and several of his other millenarian writings were published.80 Napier’s commentary reached its fifth edition in 1645, and it also circulated in two popular versions.81 The almanacs of Lilly and others such as John Vaux helped to spread apocalyptic ideas, and the newspapers proclaimed that ‘Antichrist is falling.’82 Moreover the works of Paracelsus and Boehme, both of whom held millenarian beliefs, were translated in the years after 1640.83


The conviction that God’s saints were engaged in a millenarian struggle in England brought the prompt reappearance of the theory of the elect nation. Milton in 1641 remarked on the ‘Precedencie which GOD gave this Iland, to be the first Restorer of buried Truth’.84  The very turmoils of the war were seen as refining England’s character. ‘If this British Northern nation bee the people chosen of God to accomplish the last wonders of the world,’ Christopher Syms asked, ‘was it not necessary the nation it self be first purged?’85  Even the cautious Presbyterian, Herbert Palmer, could see the new Reformation as ‘the great expectation of the world’ and the Independent Hugh Peter visualized the army of the elect nation conquering the world to establish the millennium.86 William Bridge and Peter Sterry were enthusiastic believers in the theory, but the most exalted view was that of the visionary William Sedgwick, who described England as the ‘bosome of the earth where the divine glory chooseth to treasure up his richest Jewels: … Nothing heer but is spoken by God, made by the Word of God; and doth again speak God: … to make England a happy Canaan, Father, Son and Spirit agree to dwell in it.’87


The crucial development was the adoption and dissemination of millenarian views by Puritan preachers. The speed of this change is only explicable on the assumption that these beliefs were already widespread and were released and intensified, rather than created, by the war. The Scottish Resident in London, Baillie, complained that not only the sectaries but even the gravest of the Presbyterians ‘such as Twisse, Marshall, Palmer, and many more, are express Chiliasts’.88 In a recent detailed study of the fast sermons of the 1640s, Professor J. F. Wilson remarks that millenarianism was ‘the most striking and fundamental characteristic of the formal preaching before the Long Parliament’—the majority of the preachers, of course, being Presbyterians.89 The millenarian wave caught up large numbers of ministers, of Presbyterian, Independent and Baptist views alike. The diary of a cautious Essex Presbyterian, Ralph Josselin, vicar of Earls Colne, suggests that his whole family was preoccupied with millenarian expectations by the early 1650s. In 1650, for example, his thoughts were ‘much that god was beginning to ruine the kingdom of the earth, and bringing christs kingdom in’. The following year, his five-year-old daughter dreamed that Christ had appeared in the parish church and later came to her bed and said ‘he should come and rayne upon the earth 10000 years’.90 A complete statistical examination of the extent of the millenarian wave is not possible, but a rough guide can be obtained using the collections of the London bookseller George Thomason, by examining the new works of ministers living in England and supporting Parliament in the civil war in the period 1640–53, the greatest years of the movement.91 In this period some 112 ministers published three new works, a number which ensures that the most important clergy are included and their ideas fairly represented. Of these no less than 78, or just under 70%, can be identified as millenarians: they believed in an imminent kingdom of glory on earth, either a literal thousand years’ reign, or (often in the case of Presbyterians) a period of ‘latter-day glory’, and often explained the civil war as its precursor. Moreover, since not all the works of all the authors have been examined, this is probably less than the true total. Well over a third were not sectaries but Presbyterians. Only four writers denounced millenarian ideas altogether, though several rejected the physical return of Christ and resurrection of the martyrs whilst accepting a millennial kingdom to come.92


Moreover, the millenarianism of many of these preachers, including the Presbyterians, was very unlike the calm and academic speculations of Mede, who had even hoped to see the fall of Rome without bloodshed.93 Many had suffered persecution at the hands of the bishops and some had been forced into exile. Consequently their joy in the happy age to come was equalled or surpassed by their pleasure at the dreadful fate about to overtake their enemies. William Bridge urged upon the House of Commons a policy of simple revenge: ‘inquire after this Babylonish company, and … repay them according to their demerits. An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth, burning for burning, … and blood for blood.’94 Henry Jessey, the Baptist, looked forward to when God ‘shortly will bring down every high thing’.95 Many of the ordinary laymen who were attracted to millenarianism may have been drawn primarily by the wish to humiliate their superiors and oppressors.96


To achieve the ruin of their enemies and the establishment of New Jerusalem, the preachers called for the zealous prosecution of the war: the millennium, the war, and the cause of God were presented as the same struggle. The Presbyterians were as bellicose as any. ‘In vain are the high Praises of God in your Mouths’, asserted Charles Herle, ‘without a Two-edged Sword in your hands.’97 Edmund Calamy declared that ‘The Cause you manage is the Cause of God; … He that dies fighting the Lords Battle, dyes a Martyr.’98 Stephen Marshall assured Parliament that ‘All Christendom except the Malignants in England, do now see that the Question in England is, whether Christ, or Antichrist, shall be Lord and King.’99 Even the cautious Richard Baxter could urge on the soldiers against the bishops as ‘the Military Instruments of the Devil’.100 Some of the Scottish Presbyterians felt the same millenarian hopes about the war. Rutherford and Gillespie, two of the leading ministers, were both enthusiasts. There too the concept of the elect nation played its part in heightening expectations—though naturally the elect nation was Scotland.101


Many of the preachers joined the army as chaplains and some preached before Parliament.102 Many of the leading politicians and officers seem to have accepted their millenarian views. Cromwell and Sir Henry Vane certainly did, and Baillie thought them no better than the Münster Anabaptists.103 Oliver St. John was the patron of the Anglo-German millenarian Hartlib, whose avowed aim was ‘the advancement of the Kingdom of Jesus Christ’.104 Lord Brooke, one of the early Parliamentary leaders, who died in 1643, was said to have boasted that he ‘should see the millenary fooles Paradise begin in his life time’.105 The translation of Mede was by Richard More, a Member of Parliament, and Alsted’s Beloved City was dedicated to Sir John Cordwell, Alderman of London. Sir John Wray, a Lincolnshire Member, had long possessed an apocalyptic work of Robert Parker, later published in 1651.106 Parker’s son Thomas published a millenarian tract which was dedicated to Philip, earl of Pembroke.107 Burroughes dedicated a millenarian work to the earl of Warwick who was to help God ‘set up Ierusalem as the praise of the earth’.108 William Prynne hailed the earl of Essex, the Parliamentary general, as the ‘Generall of the Lord of Hosts’, who was to set up Christ’s kingdom.109 A Parliamentary memorandum on the proposed Treaty of Uxbridge in 1644 reflected that all the prophecies spoke of great tribulations immediately before Christ’s kingdom. ‘So that the more our perswasions are, that we fight against the beast,’ and that the beast was about to fall, ‘the stronglier we may conclude that the contrary power shall overcome.’ A compromise peace was therefore advised as the best way to stave off the ravages of the beast.110 The celebrated continental scholar and millenarian, Comenius, and his associates John Dury and Samuel Hartlib, were in close contact with Cromwell and other Parliamentary leaders.111 Among millenarians who became Fifth Monarchists, John Carew was a member of the Council of State, and the army officers Harrison, Overton, Rich and Danvers all held the rank of colonel or above.112 John Cook, the prominent Independent lawyer, was far from hostile: the Independent, he wrote, ‘knows no hurt in a million of millenary-like errours; who would not be glad to see Jesus Christ?’113 A striking illustration of the widespread interest in millenarian ideas was provided later, in January 1654, by the numerous distinguished visitors to the Fifth Monarchist prophetess, Anna Trapnel. They included Col. Sydenham of the Council of State, Cols. West, Bennett and Bingham (all sometime Members of Parliament), Thomas Allen, later Lord Mayor of London, Lady Darcy and Lady Vermuyden.114 Milton too seems to have been swayed for a time by millenarian hopes.115


Even royalists shared some of the apocalyptic and millenarian spirit. An Anglican author in 1642 quoted Alsted, Mede and John Archer to prove the imminence of the millennium. He dedicated the work to Henry, viscount Newark, a prominent royalist, and inserted a commendatory note from Seth Ward, later bishop of Exeter and Salisbury.116 Joseph Hall thought there could be no millennium, on the grounds that the world was about to end. In 1651 a friend of Bishop Duppa had identified Antichrist (probably as Cromwell), and expected the world to end within two years. Duppa thought ‘it might be so, for every body might see that the world was now drawn low, and in the dreggs’. Another royalist explained the two witnesses who would die and then rise again (Rev. xi. 3–12) as the execution of King Charles who would rise again in the person of his son.117


In Scotland, prominent lay millenarians included General David Leslie, who envisaged a European crusade to establish the millennium, and Archibald Johnston of Warriston, Scottish commissioner to the Westminster Assembly. A minority group of the Remonstrant faction of the Presbyterians, led by Johnston and James Guthrie, remained millenarians in the 1650s. In 1655 tnev were described as ‘Fifth-monarchy-presbiterians’, but apart from a belief in the millennium and the rule of the godly, the only feature they had in common with the English movement was a violent hostility to the Cromwellian regime.118


Inevitably, the excitement and the millenarian ideas passed down to the common people and were reshaped in accordance with the people’s own and different hopes. One development in the civil war period was the emergence of a large number of popular prophets in the tradition of Hacket. In 1644, for example, a labourer named Rowland Bateman claimed to be both the Son of God and Abraham, and said the king was his son Isaac. He announced that he must be hanged, and would rise again on the third day, and that the millennium would begin in nine years’ time. Despite the confusion of his ideas, there were fears about the ‘many severall sorts of People that hourly flocke unto him’.119 Nicholas Nelson was sent to the Gatehouse in 1647, after saying ‘he is the Lord’s Anointed for this Kingdom, to lead them that are the Lord’s as Moses led the Israelites out of Egypt; and that the King is a murderer.’120 Rhys or ‘Arise’ Evans, a Welsh tailor who had been a self-appointed prophet since the 1630s, stood up in St. Botolph’s, Bishopsgate, in 1647 and proclaimed that he was Christ. For a time he belonged to Chamberlen’s Fifth Monarchist congregation, but later became a royalist propagandist.121 Several women claimed to be with child by the Holy Ghost, and that their child would be the Messiah.122 John Robins, a Ranter, claimed to be God the Father, and found a number of disciples.123 A sect arose at Andover in 1649 led by a rope-maker named William Franklin, who had deserted his wife to live with Mary Gadbury, who sold pins and laces and was accused of keeping a brothel. They moved to Hampshire (the land of Ham, Psalm cv. 23), and Franklin announced that he was Christ and about to establish the millennium. His ‘very plausible’ tongue won many converts, including a local minister. His followers also claimed to have visions, and ascribed to themselves such roles as John the Baptist, the two witnesses and the angels who were to destroy God’s enemies, among whom were listed several unpopular local figures. Franklin was arrested and recanted in 1650, when his sect already numbered five or six hundred.124 George Foster, claiming to be the voice of God, declared that the chosen people of all lands would gather in Jerusalem to inaugurate the millennium.125 Lodowick Muggleton, claiming that he and his friend John Reeve were the two witnesses, founded a sect which lasted for several centuries.126 The London goldsmith, Thomas Tany, claimed descent from Henry VII and Aaron, High Priest of the Jews, demanded the crowns of England, France, Naples, Rome and Jerusalem, and proclaimed that he was to lead the Jews back to Israel. In 1655, inspired by a vision to kill all the Members of Parliament, he attacked the House single-handed, wearing an ancient costume and armed with a rusty sword. The doorkeeper was wounded, and Tany was sent to prison.127


Bizarre as these prophets seem, many were able to win popular support, and the sense of divine intervention in their daily lives was the same feeling which inspired many to millenarian enthusiasm. Many contemporaries testified that such enthusiasm was widespread amongst ordinary people. One author complained as early as 1642 that ‘millenaries are most frequent with us; men that looke for a temporal Kingdome, that must begin presently and last a thousand yeares … to promote that Kingdom of Christ, they teach that all the ungodly must be killed, that the wicked have no propriety in their estates … This doctrine filleth the simple people with a furious and unnaturall zeale.’128 The two heresiographers, Edwards and Pagitt, both included the expectation of an earthly reign by the saints ‘in outward glory and pomp’ as a popular heresy.129 Another wrote in 1645 of the increasing belief in a time of ‘prosperity, peace, riches, plenty, wealth, and glory, with such supreme power and Majesty, as never any Monarch in this world had before’.130


As early as May 1643 the soldiers at Wallingford were repeating a rumour that ‘Christ shall come into the world and destroy King Charles, and that the Earl of Essex is accounted for John the Baptist’.131 One William Bowling of Cranbrook, Kent, expounded the text ‘this day shalt thou be with me in Paradise’ (Luke xxiii. 43) as ‘when I come personally to reign upon earth a 1,000 years, at that day shalt thou be with me in my Kingdom’. Philip Tandy, from near York, was confident that ‘within these very few yeers I shall see him whom our soul loveth’.132 Often the preachers directed their millenarian teaching at the lower classes. John Brayne, a minister at Winchester, had a vision that Christ would begin to reign ‘first in England, where the meanest people, that are now despised, shall have first the revelation of Truth’. Thomas Goodwin presented this vision to the army.133 Goodwin himself taught that ‘God intends to make use of the common People in the great Worke of proclaiming the Kingdome of his Sonne’.134 In 1647 William Sedgwick declared that Christ would come to judgement within a fortnight, and was said to have claimed that Christ had appeared in his study at Ely.135 Several years earlier, in 1643, a preacher told the Commons that ‘the generall talk throughout the household’—probably in London—‘among the domesticks, is, that Christ their King is comming to take possession of his Throne’.136 Hugh Peter spoke of the universal interest, ‘Some looking to the prophesies that concern Gog and Magog: some casting their eye upon the drying up of Euphrates, … and most men disputing the slaying of the two witnesses; as much conducing to Gods designe in bringing about … the fifth Monarchy.’137 The belief that Doomsday or the millennium would arrive ‘such a day in such a week’ was ‘the common talk about London, and so consequently over England’.138


Thus by the mid-1640s the excitement arising out of the Reformation and intensified by the civil war had created millenarian hopes at all levels of society. The Fifth Monarchists, drawing upon the works of Brightman, Mede, Alsted and Archer, emerged from this wave of excitement, and stood within the line of millenarian development.139 But by the time they emerged, millenarianism was already shrinking. The millenarian vision was by its nature flexible, appealing in different forms to different social groups. For the Presbyterians, following Brightman, it meant the universal establishment of that church: ‘The kingdom of our Lord is come, when … Religion is countenanced, and Kings become nursing fathers to the Church; all the Saints do not become Magistrates, but God maketh Magistrates Saints or friends to them who are so.’140 The events of the early 1640s were consistent with this vision, but it disappeared with the triumph of the largely sectarian New Model Army and the purge of the Parliamentary Presbyterians in 1648. Those millenarians who were socially conservative shrank from these developments. Worst of all, the execution of Charles in January 1649 seemed to herald not New Jerusalem but a New Münster.


NOTE 1


(see footnotes 12 and 30)


The use made by Fifth Monarchist writers of Foxe and the academic millenarians and John Archer




 





FOXE was cited by, among others:


C. Feake, The Genealogie of Christianity (1650), sig. D3.


J. Rogers, Ohel (1653), p. 23.


J. Pendarves, Arrowes against Babylon (1656), p. 1.


H. Danvers, Theopolis (1672), p. 211.


BRIGHTMAN



J. Rogers, Ohel, p. 24.


H. Danvers, Theopolis, p. 2.


J. Canne, Truth with Time (1656), p. 19.


J. Tillinghast, Generation-Work (2nd part, 1654), p. 253.


B. Stoneham, The Voice of a Cry (1664), p. 30.


MEDE



C. Feake, Genealogie, sig. D3.


J. Tillinghast, Knowledge of the Times (1654), p. 57.


Anon., A Door of Hope (1661), p.1.


J. Canne, Truth with Time, p. 4.


V. Powell, The Bird in the Cage (1661), p. 35.


ALSTED



V. Powell, Bird in the Cage, p. 35.


J. Tillinghast, Knowledge, p. 57.


J. Canne, The Snare is Broken (1649), pp. 20–1.


Anon., Vavasoris Examen (1654), p. 18.


ARCHER



W. Aspinwall, Legislative Power (1656), p. 50.


J. Tillinghast, Knowledge, p. 57.


V. Powell, Bird in the Cage, p. 35.


M. Cary, The Little Horns Doom (1649), p. 17.


NOTE 2


(see footnote 92)


The extent of millenarian ideas among ministers publishing three or more works, 1640–53




 





Denominations are indicated (sometimes tentatively) as P = Presbyterian, I = Independent, B = Baptist, FM = Fifth Monarchist. Sources are given for all but Fifth Monarchists. Quakers, whose millennium was often an internal spiritual kingdom, are not included.


(i) AUTHORS SHOWING MILLENARIAN IDEAS:




Simeon Ashe (P) … signed the millenarian tract by H. Whitfield, Strength out of Weakness (1652), sig. a2.


John Arrowsmith (P) … his A great Wonder in Heaven (1647), p. 44.


John Bastwick (P) … R. L’Estrange, The Dissenter’s Sayings (1681), 2nd part, p. 54.


John Bond (P) … ibid., p. 56.


John Brayne (? Seeker) … anon., A Vision, which one Mr. Brayne … had(1649.)


William Bridge (I) … Christs Coming (1648).


Thomas Brookes (I) … The Glorious day of the Saints Appearance (1648), pp. 3–6.


Cornelius Burgess (P) … The Necessity and Benefit of washing the Heart (1645), p. 35.


Jeremiah Burroughes (I) … Moses his Choice (1641), sig. A2–v., pp. 485, 487.


Henry Burton (P later I) … The Sounding of the Two Last Trumpets (1641), p. 88.


Richard Byfield (P) … The Power of the Christ of God (1641), sig. A1.


Edmund Calamy (P) … L’Estrange, op. cit., pt. i, pp. 35, 41.


John Canne (I/FM)


John Cardell (I/FM) … J. Spittlehouse, The Royall Advocate (1655), p. 44.


John Caryl (I) … L’Estrange, op. cit., pt. ii, p. 31.


Thomas Case (P) … ibid., p. 56.


Peter Chamberlen (B/FM)


Francis Cheynell (P) … L’Estrange, op. cit., pt. ii, p. 69.


Thomas Coleman (P) … ibid., p. 34.


Thomas Collier (B) … A Vindication of the Army-Remonstrance (1649), sig. A3.


Richard Coppin (‘Universalist’) … Saul Smitten (1653), p. 31.


Francis Cornewell (B) … The Vindication of the Royall Commission of King Jesus (1644), p. 12.


Walter Cradock (B) … The Saints Fulnesse of Joy (1646), p. 31.


William Dell (?Seeker) … The Way of True Peace (1649), sig. A2, A3v.


Henry Denne (B) … The Man of Sin Discovered (1645).


John Durant (I) … The Salvation of the Saints (1653), pp. 184–7, 191–2.


John Dury (irenicist) … Israels Call to March out of Babylon (1646), sig. A2–3v.


William Erbery (Seeker) … The Babe of Glory (1653)


William Goode (P) … Jacob Raised (1647), pp. 8, 10.


John Goodwin (I) … Dis-satisfaction Satisfied (1654), p. 10.


Thomas Goodwin (I) … A Sermon of the Fifth Monarchy (1654).


William Gouge (P) … The Progresse of Divine Providence (1645), sig. A4, p. 29.


Thomas Grantham (B) … Christianismus Primitivus (1678), p. 5.


William Greenhill (I) … An Exposition of the five first Chapters of … Ezekiel (1645), p. 134.


Charles Herle (P) … L’Estrange, op. cit., pt. ii, p. 59.


Gaspar Hickes (P) … The Glory and Beauty of Gods Portion (1644), p. 42


Thomas Hill (P) … The Season for Englands Self-Reflection (1644), sig. A2–v.


Paul Hobson (B) … signed millenarian Confession of Faith, Of those Churches … called Anabaptists (1644), sig. A2v, B2v.


Nathaniel Homes (B) … A Sermon … before … Foote (1650).


George Hughes (P) … Vae-Euge-Tuba (1647).


William Jenkyn (P) … L’Estrange, op. cit., pt. ii, pp. 56–7.


William Kiffin (B) … signed Baptist Confession of Faith (1644), sig. A2v, B2v.


Thomas Killcop (B) … ibid.


Hanserd Knollys (B) … An Exposition of the first Chapter of the Song of Solomon (1656), pp. 43–5.


Christopher Love (P) … L’Estrange, op. cit., pt. ii, p. 62.


Thomas Manton (P) … Meate Out of the Eater (1647), p. 3.


Samuel Marshall (P) … L’Estrange, op. cit., pt. ii, pp. 27, 48, 53.


Thomas Mocket (?P) … The Churches Troubles (1642), p. 57.


Matthew Newcomen (P) … Jerusalems Watch-men (1643), pp. 6, 28.


Philip Nye (I) … L’Estrange, op. cit., pt. ii, p. 34.


John Owen (I) … A Sermon … concerning the Kingdome of Christ (Oxford, 1652).


Herbert Palmer (P) … L’Estrange, op. cit., pt. ii, p. 56.


Thomas Parker (I) … The Visions and Prophecies of Daniel (1646).


Hugh Peter (I) … R. P. Stearns, The Strenuous Puritan, p. 330.


Vavasor Powell (I/FM)


Robert Purnell (B) … Good Tidings for Sinners (1649), pp. 22–3.


Samuel Richardson (B) … signed Confession of Faith (1644), sig. A2v, B2v.


Francis Roberts (?P) … Clavis Bibliorum (4th edn., 1675), p. 581.


John Rogers (I/FM)


John Saltmarsh (Seeker) … L. F. Solt, Saints in Arms (1959), pp. 73–4.


Lazarus Seaman (P) … Solomons Choice (1644), sig. A2v, A3v.


William Sedgwick (Seeker) … Zions Deliverance (1642).


John Shaw (P) … Brittains Remembrancer (York, 1644), sig. B5.


Sidrach Simpson (I) … signed Whitfield, Strength out of Weaknesse, sig. a2.


Peter Sterry (I) … England’s Deliverance (1652), pp. 38–40.


John Strickland (P) … L’Estrange, op. cit., pt. i, p. 42.


William Strong (I) … XXXI Select Sermons (1656), pp. 2–3.


John Tombes (B) … Saints no Smiters (1664), p. 26.


John Trapp (P) … A Commentary or Exposition (1647), p. 584.


Thomas Valentine (P) … Christ’s Counsell (1647), pp. 19–20.


George Walker (P) … A Sermon Preached … Jan. 29th 1644 (1645), p. 18.


Thomas Watson (P) … L’Estrange, op. cit., pt. ii, p. 31.


Jeremiah Whittaker (I) … signed Whitfield, op. cit., sig. a2.


Jeremiah White (I) … L’Estrange, op. cit., pt. ii, p. 55.


Henry Wilkinson (P) … Babylon’s Ruine (1643).


Francis Woodcock (P) … Christ’s Warning-Piece (1644).


Hezekiah Woodward (I) … Inquiries into the Causes of our miseries (1644), sig. Av.





(ii) AUTHORS NOT SHOWING MILLENARIAN IDEAS:












	Robert Bacon

	Thomas Gataker






	Thomas Bakewell

	John Geree






	Richard Baxter

	John Graunt






	John Biddle

	Thomas Hall






	Thomas Blake

	Robert Harris






	Christopher Blackwood

	Richard Hollingworth






	Samuel Bolton

	William Hussey






	John Brinsley

	John Ley






	Anthony Burgess

	John Lightfoot






	Daniel Cawdry

	Nicholas Lockyer






	Humphrey Chambers

	Thomas Moore sr.






	Samuel Clarke

	Obadiah Sedgwick






	John Collinges

	William Spurstowe






	Richard Culmer

	Samuel Torshell






	Calibute Downing

	Richard Vines






	Samuel Eaton

	John Webster






	Thomas Edwards

	Thomas Whitfield















Of these, only four—Edwards, Graunt, Hall and Lightfoot—actually condemned millenarianism, though several in list (i), including Gouge, rejected a literal reign of a thousand years and the physical return of Christ, whilst accepting an imminent Kingdom of Christ on earth.
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