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INTRODUCTION

IN 1700, AS A NEW CENTURY DAWNED, few people in the British Isles could have felt optimistic about the future. Still fresh in many memories were the strife and rancour of the Civil War, and the Glorious Revolution of 1688–89. Queen Anne, last of the Stuart monarchs, reigned until 1714. The succession had been decided by Parliament in 1701 and on Anne’s death, the crown duly passed to George of Hanover. So began the Georgian era.

From this uncertain beginning, Georgian Britain grew in wealth and power; trade, wars and voyages of exploration opened up new imperial vistas in Canada, India, Australia and the Pacific. In an age of elegance, epitomised by the landscapes of Capability Brown and the architecture of Adam and Nash, Georgian Britain also hummed with new ideas and energy. Breakthroughs in agriculture, industry and science laid the foundations for an industrial and social revolution that was to transform the nation. The 18th century proved a fortunate century for Britain: increasingly confident in the power of its navy and its industrial economy, proud of its liberties, and more assured of its unity. The Georgian dynasty survived the age of enlightenment and the turbulence of the American and French revolutions, to usher in the imperial and industrial dynamism of the Victorians. It was an age of high life and low life, every sort of extreme, splendour and sophistication: an age that left an elegant and entertaining legacy.






AN AGE OF REASON
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WE CALL THE 18TH CENTURY the Georgian period simply because for most of that hundred years Britain was ruled by kings who were named George, but the adjective has also come to epitomise a culture.

Georgian Britain was economically prosperous, enterprising and sturdily self-sufficient; its politics were vigorous but essentially peaceable; its ruling aristocracy was preoccupied with the idea of liberty; its architecture, literature and art were all suffused with ideals derived from classical antiquity, but its religion was a stoutly Protestant, rather secular Christianity; its science was as rational and innovative as its manners were traditional and conservative. The lawyer William Blackstone described the British of his time as ‘a polite and commercial people’.
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