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1 Investigating the Early Modern Era




The execution of Charles I

When the author team started writing this textbook, we were asked to choose ONE event, which for us would ‘define the age’ – the event which says most about what the period was like … which best gives us ‘a sense of the period’.

When we wrote the first book in the series on the Middle Ages we selected the death of Thomas Becket (1170). For this book, we have chosen the execution of Charles I in 1649. The choice tells you a lot about us as historians and – at the end of this book – you will get your chance to disagree!

To be fair to us, nobody would suggest that the execution of Charles I was not a very important event.

It certainly created a stir when it happened. There was an agonised groan from the huge crowd. People rushed forward to dip their handkerchiefs in the blood; within ten days a book – the Eikon Baslike – declared Charles a religious martyr.

So this was, clearly, a very significant moment in British history … but does it ‘define the age’?

Pages 2–3 will give you the chance to consider what it tells us about those times.


The execution of Charles I – the facts

On Tuesday, 30 January 1649 – after seven years of civil war – King Charles I was brought to the Banqueting Hall at Whitehall for execution. The scaffold was packed with officers and clergy, and protected by soldiers from the huge crowd.

The block was only 25cm high, so the king had to lie down to place his head on it. Then the masked executioner chopped off his head.




Activity


	1  Work in a group of two or three. Study picture A. Make a list of TEN things you can see in the picture.


	
2  For each of the ten things, discuss what it suggests about life in these times, especially:


	❚  politics (such as who ruled, how they ruled, the power of the army, the role of ordinary people)


	❚  society (such as wealth, attitudes, behaviour, social class, the role of women, fashion, transport, buildings)


	❚  beliefs (such as religion and superstitions).









	3  Discuss as a whole class: ‘What does picture A tell us about the period 1509–1745?’ (Remember, you are inferring from an engraving, copied by someone who was biased and not there at the time. How reliable do you think your conclusions are?) 






The first engraving of Charles’ execution was published in Amsterdam (where the artist would be safe from arrest). The artist has got basic details wrong – the block was only 25cm high and the Banqueting Hall had two storeys. Some elements of the engraving are more symbolic than realistic – for instance, many paintings of the crucifixion show the Virgin Mary fainting (compare the woman at the bottom right).

This engraving, moreover, is not the Dutch original, but a rough German copy of it. In copying the original, the engraver has managed to ‘flip’ the image, so that it is back to front. He has also added significant details – divine clouds over the Banqueting Hall, with sunbeams pouring down onto the scene, and an angel giving the king a crown as he ascends into heaven. This artist clearly supported King Charles!

A
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▲ The Beheading of King Charles I 




Welcome to the Early Modern Era!



When you studied ‘The Middle Ages’, you learned it was a term invented by the people of the Renaissance to condemn the period 400–1500ad as a time of decline and stupidity in between their own times and the times of the Ancient Greeks and Romans.

Although you learned that ‘the Middle Ages’ were far from being either slow or stupid, there is no doubt that the period which followed them was a time of rapid and exciting change.

The years 1509–1745 were a time when people fought and killed each other over religion. These were the years when Columbus claimed to have discovered the ‘New World’ (1492), and when the English executed their king (1649).

They were years of rapid price inflation which affected both kings and peasants. They were years when England underwent a ‘commercial revolution’, built an empire, and became a ‘top nation’.

Many historians have felt that you can see in these years the beginnings of our modern world, and for that reason they have called the period ‘the Early Modern Era’.


Activity


	1  Where on the timeline would you place:





	❚   the Norman Conquest


	❚   the reign of Henry VIII


	❚   the First World War?






[image: image] 



Does the timeline show all of British history?

No! People have been living in Britain for many centuries. Before the Romans, Britain was dominated by a vibrant and violent Celtic ‘Iron Age’ culture of huge fortified hill forts and mystical, abstract artwork. How many people would you need to add to the left-hand side of the timeline to go back to the Uffington White Horse (1000bc)?


[image: image]
▲ The Uffington White Horse in Oxfordshire may be as old as 1000bc. It was made by stripping the thin grass turf from the white chalk rock beneath. There were many such horses made in Britain before the Romans arrived. Nobody knows why they were made, but archaeologists believe they may have had a religious purpose. 




What about the weather?

The Early Modern Era was very different to the Middle Ages, not least in its weather, as you can see from the graph below!

A
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▲ A graph of mean temperature in northern Europe, 1000–2000ce.






Activity


	2  Working in a small group, discuss graph A and what it shows.


	
Draw a rough copy of the graph and mark onto it the following labels:


	❚  Medieval Warm Period


	❚  Little Ice Age


	❚  Early Modern Era, 1509–1745.









	
3  Working in your group, then sharing as a whole class, make a list of the possible effects a large fall in temperatures might have had:


	❚  for farming and the production of food


	❚  for the economy (trade, travel and industry etc.).









	4  Some years, temperatures fell so low that the River Thames froze over, and a fair was held on the ice. Study picture B. If the author team had decided that this picture of an ice fair in 1683 (not the one of Charles’s execution on page 3) ‘defined the age’, what would you have inferred about the Early Modern Era? Discuss this as a whole class.








B
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▲ An etching sold in 1684 by the London printer William Warter, entitled: AN Exact and lively REPRESENTATION of Booths and all the varieties of shows upon the ICE on the River of THAMES by LONDON in 1683. The letters represent the following things:




A    The Temple Stairs with people going upon the ice to Temple Street.

B    The Duke of York’s coffee house.

C    The Tory Booth.

D    The booth with a Phoenix on it.

E    The Roast Beef Booth.

F    The halfway house.

G    The Bear garden Shire Booth.

H    The Music Booth.

I     The Printing Booth.

K    The Lottery Booth.

L    The Horn Tavern Booth.

M   The Temple garden with crowds of people looking over the wall.

N    The boat drawn by a horse.

O    The Drum Boat.

P    The boat drawn upon wheels.

Q    The bull baiting.

R    The chair sliding in the ring.

S    The boys sliding.

T    The nine pin playing.

V    The sliding on skates.

W   The sledge drawing coals from the other side of the Thames.

X    The boys climbing upon the tree in the Temple garden to see the bull baiting.

Y    The toy shops.

Z    London Bridge. 




Meet the people of the Early Modern Era


The people of the Middle Ages were divided into three groups – the fighters (the king, nobles and knights), the people who prayed (priests and monks) and the people who worked (villeins and craftsmen).

But things had changed by the Early Modern Era. The Wars of the Roses (1455–85) had ruined many of the nobility. After 1485, the ministers of the Tudor kings and queens increasingly came from a new ‘middle class’ of lawyers and gentry. Also, the scarcity of labourers after the Black Death (1348–50) forced many lords to free their villeins. After 1574 every Englishman was by law a ‘freeman’.

When the statistician Gregory King came to write his Observations and Conclusions upon the State and Condition of England in 1696, therefore, he described society very differently. He divided English society into ‘ranks and degrees’:


High titles and skills – 63,000 families

This rank included the aristocracy, knights and lords of the manor, posh London gentlemen, scholars and men of letters, the clergy and government officers. Those with ‘high titles and skills’ were, in many respects, above the law.

[image: image]




Commerce – 50,000 families

This category included traders of all ranks, from the richest merchants to small tradesmen and shopkeepers. England’s trade increased steadily after the middle of the seventeenth century, causing the economist Adam Smith to describe England in 1776 as ‘a nation of shopkeepers’.

[image: image]




Industry – 60,000 families

The Industrial Revolution did not happen until the eighteenth century, but textiles and mining were steadily becoming more important in the economy throughout the period.

[image: image] 




Were lords above the law?

In 1667 an army clerk named Carr petitioned the House of Commons that his commanding officer, Lord Gerard, had tried to bully Carr into giving him £2000 extra in his salary, and had beaten up Carr’s wife when he refused to hand over the money. Hearing of the case, the House of Lords fined Carr £1000, put him in the stocks, imprisoned him, and burned his petition in public!




The poor – 794,000 families

In this category, King included 364,000 families of labourers and servants, 400,000 families of cottagers and paupers (poor people), and 30,000 vagrants (the criminal poor). As you will see in Section 3, life for these people lurched from hardship to famine, and they were treated very cruelly. King saw these people as a burden (as people who ‘decreased the wealth of the kingdom’).

[image: image]




Agriculture – 330,000 families

This section of society included rich ‘yeoman’ farmers down to small farmers.

[image: image]




Military – 94,000 families

In this category, King included officers, soldiers and seamen.

[image: image]




Activity


	1  Put the information about society in 1696 from these pages into a graph or a drawing. Talk with a partner about the best way to present the figures – a pie chart? bar graph? population pyramid? Discuss your graph with your partner, and then explain to other students what it shows about society in 1696.


	2  Consider these numbers: 50,000 commercial families, and 60,000 industrial families … but 330,000 farming families, and 364,000 families of labourers – what does this tell you about England in 1696?


	3  King lumped together working labourers with paupers and vagrants – what does this suggest about attitudes to poor people in 1696? 







Studying the Early Modern Era


What do you know about the Tudors and Stuarts? Presumably you have heard of Henry VIII and his six wives, but you might not know also that we owe shopping malls and flushing toilets to the Early Modern Era.

As you study the different sections of this textbook, you will discover that the Early Modern Era was a vibrant, interesting and important period in British history. Here are ten of the headline events:

[image: image]


Activity

Working as a whole class:


	1  Have you heard of any of the headline events listed above? Share anything you think you know about any of them.


	2  List together any other things you think you know about the Early Modern Era. Sort the list into two categories:











	Facts (which we can prove right or wrong)

	Ideas and interpretations (which are a matter of debate and opinion)




	 
	 






	3  How did you find out the things you know about the Early Modern Era? What were the sources for your knowledge (e.g. books you have read – but there will be many others)?


	4  When you have made a list, discuss for each item in turn how reliable and accurate you think they are as sources for a historian. Can you really trust anything you have learned from any of your sources? 







… and now meet the historians

Different historians have come to different conclusions about the history of the Early Modern Era. In 1900, almost everybody would have told you that Britain was the ‘land of hope and glory’, with a great empire, a wonderful Parliament, and a marvellous Church of England – that was how most people thought in those days. So the people who wrote the history of Great Britain at that time came at the subject from a biased position, with the question: how did this (marvellous) state of affairs come into being?

[image: image]

Those historians developed what we call ‘the Whig Interpretation of History’. For them, the Early Modern Era was especially important because, when they looked back, they traced the beginning of Great Britain’s empire, Parliament and Church of England all to the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. They decided that, in this period, Britain gradually, unstoppably and inevitably progressed towards the wealth, democracy and empire which they believed was her national destiny.


There is a lot wrong with the traditional Whig view of history. It is ‘selective’ – it chooses its facts to suit its theory. It is ‘presentist’ – it treats the past as though it is just a baby version of the present. It is ‘triumphalistic’, insisting that British history is just a series of leaps from one success to another.



[image: image]

Since the 1950s, revisionist historians have challenged and revised the claims of the Whig historians about the Early Modern Era.

[image: image]

Marxist historians interpreted the history of the Early Modern Era as part of a continual struggle for power between the classes – and they highlighted the history of ordinary people.

[image: image]

And post-revisionist historians – of which you are one – have decided that it is impossible to find ‘the truth’ about history … and that the best we can do is to analyse the sources and develop interpretations, soundly based on evidence.

So now it is time for you to form your own interpretations of what happened. We’re going to start with arguably the most famous person of all – Henry VIII.


Activity


	5  Explain the four interpretations of history above in your own words. Do you agree that you are a post-revisionist historian?













2 Did Henry VIII live up to his public image?



Stepped Enquiry

You are going to continue your studies by investigating the reign of one of the most famous English kings in history – Henry VIII (1509–47).

Shortly before this section was written, two American computer scientists searched millions of pages of internet data to create a list of the most significant people in world history. Henry VIII came in at number eleven, the highest of any English monarch! Perhaps this is because Henry’s decisions set the scene for the next 200 years of history.

This book will explore some of the issues resulting from Henry’s reign. You will investigate bitter religious arguments, how the lives of ordinary people changed over time, and how the United Kingdom was born. You will explore the relationship England had with the wider world and how power seemed to shift away from the monarchy towards parliament.

In this section you are going to look at what Henry VIII actually did, and decide: did Henry VIII live up to his public image? So let’s begin by trying to find out just exactly what public image of himself Henry wanted to create.

A

[image: image]
▲ The Field of the Cloth of Gold painted c.1545.

On 7 June 1520, cannons were heard not far from the French town of Calais. At this signal a hush descended on the small valley of the Val d’Or as the expectant crowd stood eerily still. King Francis I of France, one of the most powerful rulers in Europe, halted his men and looked toward the opposite slope. Facing him and surrounded by his nobles was King Henry VIII of England. Trumpets sounded as the two monarchs rode down the slopes towards one another. The crowds, warned to be still or face death, held their breath. The two kings embraced each other before dismounting and embracing once more. So began two weeks of singing, dancing, feasting and jousting. Francis resided in a magnificent golden pavilion but Henry entertained his guests in a spectacular palace. Yet on closer inspection Henry’s palace was something of an illusion; the canvas roof was painted grey to look like lead, the high canvas walls were painted to resemble brick and stone.




Think


	1  Can you find the French King’s golden pavilion and Henry’s canvas palace in painting A?


	2  Discuss with a partner: What do you think Henry was trying to achieve with his canvas palace? 






B

[image: image]
▲ Henry clearly understood the importance of creating a positive public image. In 1537, he employed the Dutch artist Hans Holbein to paint his portrait. This is one of many copies.



C

[image: image]
▲ In 1521, King Henry wrote a book defending the Catholic Church from the criticisms of a German monk named Martin Luther (see pages 42–45). When the Pope read Henry’s book he was so pleased that he awarded him the title ‘Defender of the Faith’. Henry was the only ruler in Europe to be given this title. Therefore, he made sure it was widely known and it became an important part of his public image.




Enquiry Step 1: First evidence – asking questions

Study pictures A–C. What image do you think Henry wanted to portray? For example, Henry’s face shows an intelligent and wise expression in picture B. What does the rest of his body language suggest about him? What image do his clothes, jewels and dagger convey?

Make a list by adding to the suggestions made below:


	❚    A wise and intelligent ruler.


	❚    An important ruler in Europe. 






Stepped Enquiry


‘An auspicious star’: the early years of Henry’s reign

On pages 12–13 you saw what kind of king Henry tried to portray himself as. Now you can start to decide whether the reality matched the image.

D

[image: image]
▲ Portrait of Henry VIII in 1509, by an unknown artist.



Henry’s father (Henry VII 1485–1509) had been a serious man and was careful not to spend too much money. This meant that the treasury was full and the country rich when his son came to the throne.

Henry the scholar

Henry VIII enjoyed an excellent education and spoke French, Latin and Spanish. He was also a talented musician, able to play a range of instruments, sing and even compose his own pieces. There was huge excitement when he became king.

Henry the sportsman 

The young king was a natural athlete and sportsman. Foreign visitors to his court described him as a gifted archer and tennis player but it was hunting that really excited Henry. He could tire as many as eight horses a day before finally running out of steam. Jousting and wrestling tournaments were also favourite pastimes and Henry was regarded as a strong and fearsome opponent.

Henry the spender

Along with royal tournaments, Henry spent huge sums of money on pageants, feasts and other entertainments. Unlike his father, Henry had a taste for luxury and made little attempt to control his spending. He paid vast sums for building work and decoration to improve his various royal palaces. Henry also wore only the finest clothes and jewellery. By the mid-1520s, the extra money his father had left in the treasury was all used up!

E
 
When you know what a hero he now shows himself, how wisely he behaves, what a lover of justice and goodness, what affection he bears to the learned, I will venture to swear that you will need no wings to make you fly to behold this new and auspicious star.

Lord Mountjoy, a leading advisor of the king, writing in 1509 to his old teacher, just after Henry had become king.




Think

Working with a partner, look at who wrote extract E. Do you trust this source to give you a reliable description of the king? Explain your thinking. 



Henry the general

Henry was greatly impressed by the achievements of King Henry V (1386–1422) who had won the Battle of Agincourt in 1415, despite being heavily outnumbered by the French. Unfortunately, King Henry VIII was not very skilled as a general. In 1513 he tried to re-conquer long lost land in France; he defeated the French army at the Battle of the Spurs, but his invasion ended in failure.
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