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      Praise for The Phoenix

      ‘Hollis weaves a lively tale of modern London’s birth, beginning with a riveting street-by-street account of the fire as it
         spread from Thomas Farriner’s bakery in Pudding Lane’       Sunday Times

      ‘What makes this book so fascinating … is not just the rich detail, but also its explanations of the emergence of the new
         thinking that so profoundly shaped the spirit of the age’       Independent on Sunday

      ‘A tour de force of biography, history, politics, philosophy and experimental science’       Economist

      ‘This is a superlative book. Leo Hollis has that rare gift of making the complex, such as the nature of light and the complexity
         of national finance, comprehensible to the most lay of readers, whom he rewards – with no dumbing down – with fascinating
         details and characters’       Liza Picard
      

      ‘A vivid and engaging narrative, rich in detail’

      BBC History Magazine

      ‘Hollis weaves together the stories of Wren and four contemporaries who each had a strong influence on the rebirth of London
         in the decades after the Great Fire of 1666 … a skilful and enjoyable mix of biography and history’       History Today

      ‘A fascinating picture of the rebirth of London after the Fire and the men who made it happen, combining the history of ideas,
         architecture and the life of the city in a riveting narrative’
      

      Jenny Uglow

      ‘Makes us see St Paul’s as if for the first time; a remarkable achievement’       Jonathan Glancy

   
      
      

      Leo Hollis was educated at Stonyhurst College and read history at UEA. He lives with his wife and children in London, where
         he often gives talks and guided walks around the city. He is the author of books on London and Paris and his book The Phoenix: The Men Who Made Modern London was published to wide acclaim in 2008. He reviews for the Financial Times, Sunday Telegraph, and History Today.
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      Let us now praise famous Men, and our fathers that begat us; who were honoured in their generations, and were the glory of
            their Times. Of these let his Memorial be blessed, who builded the House and set up a holy Temple to the Lord: – who rais’d
            up our ruins again.
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      INTRODUCTION

      A walk through London, its many streets and neighbourhoods, reveals an image of modernity and speed, of shining surfaces and
         traffic – the city presents itself as a vision of the future. London has many layers, however, and behind the steel and glass
         the past remains. In Leadenhall Market there is a barber’s shop where, in the basement, the excavated stones of a first-century
         Roman forum are preserved. Beneath the courtyard in front of the Guildhall stand the remains of an amphitheatre which, once
         the Romans had left in the fifth century, became the location for the local council meeting place, the ‘folksmoot’ of the
         Anglo-Saxon tribes. The Guildhall that reigns above the surface has been the powerhouse of the City since the twelfth century.
         The history of the city is also preserved in its street names: medieval Cheapside, the central market within the city walls,
         is still fed today by Bread Street and Milk Street, and leads to Poultry, where chicken farmers and greengrocers sold their
         wares.
      

      As the layers of the past are peeled away one by one, the city becomes plural. London is a city that has reinvented itself
         upon the remains of the past. In no time was this more spectacularly true than in the seventeenth century after the Great
         Fire of 1666, and nowhere was it more resplendent and emblematic than in the resurrection of St Paul’s Cathedral. This extraordinary
         physical rebuilding of London went far beyond the stones of the city but encompassed its organisation and the layout of the
         streets, the bustle of the markets and the energy of the offices that still dominate in the financial centre of the Square
         Mile.
      

      The seventeenth century marked not only the rebirth of London but also heralded the formation of the modern city, which has
         been replicated or translated in cities throughout the world. The questions that were first asked in this period are the problems
         we still deliberate today. What is government? How do we know whether something is true? Are there fundamental laws to the universe? How does one judge the morality
         of profit or the existence of God? The Phoenix is the story of how the seeds of this modern metropolis were first sown.
      

      London in the middle of the seventeenth century was a paranoid city, gripped by anxiety and holy prediction. Visitors descending
         from a coach at one of the many inns that dotted the outskirts were thrust into the heart of the throng with their first step;
         arriving on the murky tidal waters of the Thames by boat, they would have passed the north bank, a huddle of medieval roofs
         and Gothic spires that rose up into the fog-filled air. On the waterfront, wooden houses clung to the riverbank, where sailors
         and merchants busied themselves among the wharfs and warehouses that stored the goods of the world. Disembarking before the
         elegant London Bridge, the travellers would have been be forced to jostle past the crowds waiting for passage, and found themselves
         assaulted by the maelstrom of city life.
      

      Away from the riverbank and into the heart of the City, the streets were filled with carts and bodies; everything was in motion.
         The sky would have been almost masked by the eaves of the houses that bent over the street like praying monks. Smoke filled
         the air so that ‘her inhabitants breathe nothing but an impure and thick mist, accompanied with a fuliginous and filthy vapour,
         which renders them obnoxious to a thousand inconveniences’.1 Progress on foot was slow and precarious; some of the main streets had been paved but most were packed with sharp Kentish
         cobbles, the smaller routes lined with compact earth so that rain turned the road to a quagmire of greyish mud. The way was
         littered with refuse. During a rainless summer when the water had not rushed the waste down to the Thames the city stench
         was pervasive.
      

      For the last half-century, London had been on the verge of collapse. The City had become so large that it could no longer
         be controlled by the medieval institutions of guilds, aldermen and the annually elected Lord Mayor. New neighbourhoods had
         sprung up outside the walls that circled the ‘Square Mile’, which had stood as both the defence and limits of the ancient
         city. By the 1640s over two-thirds of the population were outside in the burgeoning suburbs. The rise of the ‘masterless men’
         – merchants who settled in the suburbs, and who did not wish to receive the privileges and obligations of the freedom of the
         City – was a hazard to the political economy of the capital.
      

      Between 1642 and 1648, London became the focus of a civil war that tore the kingdoms of England, Ireland and Scotland apart.
         The capital had been the ‘nursery of the present rebellion’,2 yet within a few years the city became the victim of its own creation: when the Crown was replaced by an uneasy republic,
         London lived in fear and trepidation. The revival of order, the Restoration, delivered a hope of return to the status quo ante, but such dreams were a chimera.
      

      In 1665, five years after the Restoration, which had been welcomed with joy and hope, the capital was struck down by a plague
         that claimed nearly a hundred thousand lives. The following summer, England was hit by such a debilitating drought that the
         Oxford rivers ran dry. Apart from one freak hailstorm in July, there was no rain. By midsummer, London’s wooden buildings
         were so dry that they were all but kindling. It would take only a spark to turn the city into a conflagration.
      

      On the evening of Sunday, 2 September 1666, a fire had started in a baker’s shop in Pudding Lane on the north side of the
         river, yet fires were an inevitable hazard in London’s huddled streets. This time, however, something must have gone terribly
         wrong for on the following afternoon, as the diarist John Evelyn was leaving his home at Sayes Court in Deptford, the sailors
         in the King’s Depot just across his garden wall were being mustered to fight the flames. Later that day, Evelyn travelled
         to the south shore of the Thames at Bankside and could not believe the scene in front of him. It was as if he was watching
         a terrible masque of destruction, and he searched for a way to explain what he had seen: ‘The noise and cracking and thunder
         of the impetuous flames, the shrieking of women and children, the hurry of people, the fall of towers, houses, and churches,
         was like a hideous storm … the ruins resembling the picture of Troy.’3

      Earlier that day the smoke obscured the sun, making night of day, yet as dusk fell Evelyn recorded flames so high that night
         had been banished and the dusk turned ‘light as day for ten miles round about, after a dreadful manner’. The sky was crimson,
         as if the air itself were alight, ‘like the top of a burning oven’. But Evelyn could do nothing but mourn for his city: ‘oh
         the miserable and calamitous spectacle, such as haply the world had not seen since the foundation of it, nor can be outdone
         till the universal conflagration thereof’. Before him the whole of London was ablaze, the flames leapt from street to street
         and house to house. The firestorm was indiscriminate, consuming everything in its path. As he looked helplessly on, he sighed,
         ‘London was, but is no more.’4

      In particular Evelyn watched the City’s cathedral, St Paul’s, which loomed over the capital from its summit on Ludgate Hill.
         At this point it still stood above the flames; but by Tuesday the cathedral’s massive nave was packed with refugees who presumed
         that the sheer size of the structure of St Paul’s, if not God himself, would protect those who sought sanctuary. The local
         merchants had rushed to store their goods under the walls while the printers whose shops clustered in the churchyard and the
         nearby Stationers’ Hall had packed the crypt church, St Faith’s, under the main cathedral with their paper, scripts and works.
      

      By midday the fire encircled the churchyard. Within hours the cathedral was completely surrounded and almost everyone who
         had sought sanctuary within the stone walls was forced to take desperate flight. All except an old woman safely escaped; her
         charred remains were found three days later cowering against the Gothic bulk of the cathedral, alongside the burnt husks of
         dogs. The ancient site of St Paul’s shared its fate with the city it had symbolised for a thousand years.
      

      The inferno raged for four days, stoked by an easterly wind. The flames gutted 13,200 houses, eighty-seven parish churches
         and six consecrated chapels, and all the major sites of trade and government: the Guildhall, Royal Exchange, Customs House,
         Sessions House, fifty-two Company Halls, the prisons at Bridewell and Newgate, Wood Street and Poultry Compters, three city
         gates and four stone bridges. Fortunes were lost in an instant, plate melted into the earth and valuable spices vaporised
         with a heady odour. The printers of Stationers’ Hall alone lost £2 million worth of books and paper in the burning crypt of
         St Paul’s, and the wharves of Thames Street lost £1.5 million worth of wine, tobacco, sugar and plums.
      

      London did, however, survive. Within sixty years the metropolis was transformed – for out of the ashes of the Great Fire a
         modern city was reborn. By 1708, within the span of a single lifetime, London was the largest city in Europe. The metropolis
         became the furnace of international trade and would launch the British Empire, establishing itself as the financial centre
         of the world, and also laying the foundations of the English Enlightenment.
      

      Five men were at the heart of the metropolis’s resurrection – Sir Christopher Wren, John Evelyn, Robert Hooke, John Locke
         and Nicholas Barbon. Their stories begin two decades before the Great Fire. Growing up during a time of upheaval and insecurity
         caused by the ruptures of the English Civil War left an indelible mark upon the rest of their lives. The war was a political and religious conflict that split the nation; its causes were varied but for the five men, their childhood
         experiences produced a shared determination to search for a new society.
      

      John Evelyn was born the son of English gentry and as a child foresaw a life of leisured privilege underpinned by a firm belief
         in the established order of King, Church and duty. Christopher Wren grew up within the higher echelons of the Anglican Church.
         Robert Hooke’s father was also a cleric, although at the opposite end of the religious hierarchy. As young boys Wren and Hooke
         imagined for themselves a traditional education and a lifetime in the service of the established Church. John Locke was the
         son of a rural lawyer in Somerset while Nicholas Barbon’s father was a well-regarded London artisan as well as a preacher
         in a Puritan conventicle, forced to worship in secret, fearful of persecution.
      

      For each of the five boys, the Civil War dismantled the stability of ordered life and replaced it with insecurity and uncertainty.
         During the turbulence Wren’s and Hooke’s fathers were deprived of their livings and named as ‘delinquents’. John Evelyn sought
         solace away from England and set out on a voyage that would change his life for ever. Barbon’s father became one of the leading
         rabble-rousers of the new regime; while Locke saw in the horrors of the conflict the seeds of the ideas that would inform
         the rest of his life. Although fighting between the Cavaliers and parliamentary forces ended in 1648, the struggle between
         the many factions that emerged in that time continued for over half a century, and in the attempts and failures to transform
         and heal the nation, modern Britain was born.
      

      Yet the shock waves of the war and its aftermath were not just felt within the traditional orders of society but were also
         a cultural and intellectual turning point for the nation. The attacks of the Civil War called into question not just the person
         of the king but the whole structure of the hierarchy. On what was the king’s authority based? As the Crown was attacked, so
         were the institutions that supported it – the church and universities – which had had a monopoly on truth. New notions and
         paths to knowledge were proposed and out of the cauldron of the Civil War a philosophy developed that heralded the birth of
         modern science. This pursuit of a new truth had ramifications in countless areas of the post-war society, and London became
         the principal crucible for all these many debates.
      

      Unexpectedly, the devastating fire of 1666 proffered life-changing opportunities for each man. In the immediate aftermath,
         the very nature of the city was debated and planned. Was London to be rebuilt upon the foundations of the old or was a new urban model to
         rise up? For Robert Hooke, Nicholas Barbon, John Locke, John Evelyn and Christopher Wren, the fire offered a blank slate on
         which to recreate the modern city.
      

      Robert Hooke was the man most responsible for the new shape of London immediately after the fire. As the exemplary man of
         ideas, he measured and recorded the extent of the burnt capital in a new way, reducing the medieval huddle to comprehensible
         science; the revived capital would thus be defined by mathematics. Hooke’s work on the rebirth of the city went hand in hand
         with his own work as a New Philosopher at the heart of the recently established Royal Society, founded to promote the values
         of experimentation and data.
      

      For men like Nicholas Barbon, the destruction of the city offered another form of opportunity: speculation, profit and the
         rise of the builder. Barbon began his business within the fabric of the metropolis, rebuilding burnt houses inside the city
         walls, yet as his ambitions grew he would espy new opportunities beyond the ‘stones’, developing the suburbs of Soho, Spitalfields
         and Holborn. Through his pursuit of profit Barbon set out the shape of the modern city and debated the emerging ideas of business
         and economics.
      

      John Locke arrived in London after the conflagration and became embroiled in the political and intellectual upheavals of the
         day. Alongside his patron, Sir Anthony Ashley Cooper, he focused his mind on questions of trade and property, religious toleration,
         the foundations of government and the principles of knowledge. These ideas set Locke on a dangerous course that threatened
         sedition, persecution and exile, but his theories had a powerful impact on the intellectual formation of the capital.
      

      For John Evelyn, the fire allowed a man of ideas and taste to expose his ideas to the most rigorous of proving grounds. Too
         often discounted as an ingenious dilettante, Evelyn gained a powerful role through his writing and his friendships with significant
         figures, as well as his own work at his home in Sayes Court, in questioning and debating the shape of the English imagination.
         What did it mean to be English? How did this express itself? What was the relationship between trade, religion, reason and
         culture?
      

      This rise of London and the rise of the modern nation are best reflected, however, in the rebuilding of St Paul’s Cathedral
         and Christopher Wren’s own attempts to create a modern architecture. Wren first came to prominence as an astronomer at the
         forefront of a new view of the world that promoted reason, experiment and scientific method. When he became an architect, however, he redefined his discipline, adapting
         a modern approach that he had learnt in the laboratory to the traditional art of design. St Paul’s Cathedral was a testament
         to this new method.
      

      Throughout the seventeenth century the identity of St Paul’s represented the fluid and volatile story of a nation as it came
         to grips with a period of immense transformation. Today, the cathedral remains an icon of London, the location of national
         celebration and solemn ceremony. As one stands under the dome of the cathedral of St Paul’s, looking up into the hemisphere
         of stone that hangs above the silent halls and Whispering Gallery, the hush is broken by the cycle of daily worship and the
         shuffle of the 800,000 tourists that visit each year. The dome itself is perfectly proportioned; shafts of light flood the
         internal space from above; a single shard, like the eye of a telescope, is emitted from beneath the lantern at the apex of
         the cupola, the light almost becoming the building itself.
      

      St Paul’s is a complex mixture of ideas and moments frozen in stone. The cathedral stands at the centre of this narrative
         as an emblem and reflection of a period in the history of London, and Britain. By the beginning of the eighteenth century,
         only four decades after the Great Fire, St Paul’s had been cast anew. In October 1708, Christopher Wren stood in the churchyard
         in front of the cathedral, looking up towards the summit of his creation, as the final stones of the cathedral were being
         laid. According to the family history, Parentalia: ‘The Highest or last stone on the top of the lantern was laid by the hands of the Surveyor’s son, Christopher Wren, deputed
         by his father.’5

      It was the culmination of a lifetime’s work and a permanent testament to the generation that had lived through civil war,
         plague, fire, revolution and political turmoil yet had been able to recast the surrounding metropolis as a modern capital.
      

   
      
      PART ONE

      
Children of the Civil War
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      The Greatest Hazard that 
Ever the Youth of England Saw

      
      THE NURSERY OF OUR PRESENT REVOLUTION

      
      On the wide open space in front of the Palace of Westminster, crowds began to gather, congregating in defiance and fear, in
         response to the gathering clouds of war. As December 1641 turned to January 1642, one Londoner observed: ‘The war was begun
         in our streets before the King or the Parliament had any armies.’1 Inside the city walls, the churches were being raided while rumours of revolution ran through the streets. The fear of Catholic
         plots bubbled below the surface and in the autumn of 1641 tales of Irish brutality against honest Protestants filled the citizenry
         with dangerous fears. Nobody knew what would happen next.
      

      
      London was a dangerous place, particularly for the young. According to the writer Henry Peacham, in The Art of Living in London, written in 1642, as the tumult gathered outside, the metropolis was ‘a vast sea, full of gusts, fearful-dangerous shelves
         and rocks, ready at every storm to sink and cast away the weak and inexperienced bark with her fresh water soldiers, as wanting
         her compass and her skilful pilot’.2 The heralds of the wars were devastating and immediately struck at the heart of nine-year-old Christopher Wren’s family life.
      

      
      Wren was born in East Knoyles, Wiltshire, in October 1632, and was baptised, as was common in those uncertain times, with
         the name of his elder brother, who had died the previous year. His forty-three-year-old father was rector of the parish. When
         Christopher was six, his father was invited into the royal household as Chaplain in Ordinary to Charles I, a position of prestige
         that drew the family into the royal court and the Wrens to Windsor, where they took a house on the edge of the fortified walls
         of the ancient castle. Within the grounds of the palace, the family mixed with the grandest families of the nation. The Wren family typified the Establishment, secure in the knowledge that the world
         was ordered in a fixed hierarchy that placed God, king, bishops and nobles at the top of the social tree. This tree was about
         to be attacked root and branch.
      

      
      In the autumn of 1641, the young boy made the short journey from Windsor to London, where he was to study at Westminster School.
         One of the most ancient and esteemed colleges in England, it had been formed in the early years of the Reformation by Henry
         VIII, as a bastion of English humanism. Under the stern headmaster, Dr Busby, the school was a forcing ground for some of
         the cleverest pupils in the land. Yet as young students pursued their education, events were roiling up on the open ground
         between the college and Westminster Hall, the home of Parliament.
      

      
      Two days after Christmas 1641, there was a scuffle between the king’s guards and men in the crowd who had hurled insults as
         the bishops had entered Parliament. The next night, under the cover of darkness, buoyed up by the aggressive war of words,
         the crowd took their aim at Westminster Abbey, a symbol of royal orthodoxy, at the western edge of the yard. The crowd first
         attacked the windows, then the doors, and soon violence erupted. The pupils of Westminster School were drawn into the maelstrom
         and, in preparation, muskets and 20 pounds of powder were stockpiled in the college grounds. As the more belligerent members
         of the crowd began to batter at the abbey door, pupils helped to defend the nearby ancient monument from the rabble.
      

      
      Wren’s family was synonymous with the Anglican Church that faced the brunt of the attacks: his uncle, Matthew Wren, was the
         Bishop of Ely, one of the leaders of the ecclesiastical hierarchy. The bishop was a target for pamphlet writers, his name
         ringing through the streets of London, demonised in numerous broadsides for waging a war against the godly and the subject
         of calls of condemnation within the Houses of Parliament. In August 1641, the month in which his nephew came to Westminster
         to study, the bishop was accused by Parliament of idolatry and superstition. The following year he was placed in the Tower
         of London, where he would remain for the next eighteen years.
      

      
      Young Wren’s stable world was shattered as the nation hurtled towards war. Three days after the assault on Westminster Yard
         he wrote a New Year’s Day letter to his father, pledging: ‘What in me lies I will perform as much as I am able, lest these
         gifts should be bestowed on a ungrateful soul. May the good God Almighty be with me in my undertakings and make good to thee all thou most desirest in the tenderness of thy fatherly love.’3 What that future might be no longer seemed so secure or certain.
      

      
      In the autumn of 1642, with Charles I’s declaration of war, the Wren family shared the deprivations and fears of the whole
         nation. In October parliamentary forces, led by one Colonel Fogg, entered the castle at Windsor. The Wrens lost everything,
         their possessions broken or stolen, and they were evicted from the castle deanery, which was later ransacked. To add insult,
         the soldiers also broke open the door of the chapel and requisitioned all the plate. Only the jewels that had been buried
         by the dean under the treasury were saved, hidden until 1660.
      

      
      When the Wrens returned to the family home at East Knoyle they were not welcomed by the parish. They were vilified by the
         local Puritans, who smashed the decorations in the local church, paid for by the dean, and reported the family as dangerous
         ‘delinquents’. Eventually the dean was deprived of his office and the family was sent packing again. They finally found refuge
         in Bletchingdon, near Oxford, in the house of William Holder, who had recently married Wren’s sister, Susan.
      

      
      During the first stirrings of the war, London embraced revolution. The crowds that had gathered in Westminster Yard stoked
         the capital’s passion and paranoia as the streets filled with militia, and local wards and guilds practised their drill. Inside
         the City the king’s supporters wore red ribbons, provoking brawls in the streets. Processions entered the capital from the
         counties to add their support to Parliament’s cause, while a ring of earthworks, the ‘lines of communication’, was dug that
         would unite and protect the City and Westminster for the first time in London’s history. The construction was a communal activity,
         undertaken by the citizens themselves – women, children and even the Lady Mayoress. The trenches encircled the capital, and
         were lined with forts that not only stood as lookouts against advancing armies but also as surveillance ‘against the tumults
         of the citizens and to ensure a prompt obedience on all occasions’.4 No one was sure where the threat would come from. All buildings that stood against the City walls were pulled down to act
         as a second line of defence. The open streets leading to the suburbs were barricaded; batteries of artillery were placed and
         regularly fired in anticipation.
      

      
      In August, Charles I finally revealed his hand and declared war on his subjects. From his camp in Nottingham he marched south,
         hoping to enter London before winter. On 13 November 1642, the army reached within five miles of the capital, and on the open ground of Turnham Green village the royalist forces faced the London militia, bolstered
         on all sides by citizens who had come to defend their homes; 24,000 men, women and children in all. Defences had been built
         overnight by anyone who could hold a shovel; they had been fed and told to pray devoutly as they clustered among the houses
         and alleys of the village, making any attack by royal cavalry impotent. Then Philip Skippon, commander of the London militia,
         rallied his men, the last line of defence before the City. In the face of the ragged opposition the king faltered, and called
         a retreat.
      

      
      He would never get so close to London again. Charles had lost his capital, and among the most prized possessions that he was
         forced to abandon to his enemies was St Paul’s Cathedral. The cathedral was the City’s centre of worship, a mother to the
         citizenry in times of peril, once the second-largest church in the world, a font of London pride. It was also the most powerful
         symbol of royal rule, where the power of the Crown, through the ministry of the clergy and bishops, rose high above the diurnal
         jostle of urban life. Yet as the spectre of civil war descended upon London, all the sins of ‘the Troubles’ were writ large
         upon the City’s church.
      

      
      For a decade before the war the architect Inigo Jones had been working on the cathedral, transforming the Gothic bulk into
         a new vision of the king’s power. It was unlike anything seen in England before. The Gothic body of the church built in the
         thirteenth century had been cut away and reclad in white Portland stone so that it shone in the daylight. The buttresses and
         chapter had been classicised, transforming the traditional form into an ancient basilica. From the west end of the churchyard,
         five vast black marble steps led up to a classical portico that appeared more Roman than English. On the rusticated western
         front, ten vast Corinthian columns, 4 feet wide and nearly 60 feet high, raised a long stone entablature high over the church
         doors, upon which stood two statues of James I and Charles I. In Jones’s new temple the powers of God and kings were intertwined
         as sole guardians of the ancient powers of the capital.
      

      
      The Puritan opposition that was emerging from secretive conventicles within the city thought otherwise. To them, the renovated
         cathedral was more proof that the king wished to crush their godly cause, and deliver England to Rome once again. They were
         swift to exact their retribution on the place that represented everything they had come to fear. In 1642, there were riots
         in the churchyard as the mob attempted to break the organ. From the small workshops of the printers that clustered around
         the cathedral over two thousand pamphlets were published from all perspectives of the conflict – royalist, Puritan, independent.
         The uncensored flood of newsprint directed, informed, damned and stirred the city in its escalating crisis. The metropolis
         began to rustle with handbills, broadsides, ballads and news. The streets of London became a Parliament of Paper in which
         every citizen had an opinion.
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      Inigo Jones’s St Paul’s Cathedral
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      Following the first skirmishes of the Troubles in 1642, work on St Paul’s was abandoned and Inigo Jones was forced to flee
         the city, his vision incomplete. St Paul’s was left to the threats of the enemy, and pamphlets found in the churchyard fed
         rumours of the link between the royalist conspiracies and the ‘vast useless pile’. The cathedral was systematically stripped,
         the scaffolding that Inigo Jones had hastily left around the central tower was torn down and sold to a Colonel Jephson, the
         removal of the supports causing part of the roof to collapse, while the classical west portico was vandalised. The marble
         flooring in the southern transept was pulled up and sold to wealthier citizens, before the area was turned into a sawmill,
         while the lead was stripped from the roofs. The grand temple had been reduced to a dilapidated barn. Such attacks were followed
         by questions as to whether the whole cathedral should be destroyed.
      

      
      As the Puritans secured their grip upon the capital, the cathedral clergy was expelled and the organisation of the Anglican
         Church dismantled. The bishop’s lands were sold to pay for the parliamentary army. By 1643, 80 per cent of the London clergy
         had been dragged from their pulpits and replaced by Puritan preachers. Briefly, the eastern end of St Paul’s was used as a
         pulpit so that the nave echoed with Puritan harangues as various congregations were given free use of parts of the cathedral
         for their radical worship. On the outside, along the southern wall of the building, a series of lean-to houses were built
         that became a huddle of shops and stalls. The organ was finally destroyed in 1644 and all the treasures confiscated. The deanery
         was turned into a prison and its gold and plate melted down. The restoration fund to pay for Jones’s renovations was used
         to pay the army’s arrears.
      

      
      For some, the insult to the cathedral was almost too much to bear. The symbol of hope for the nation had been desecrated:
         ‘you would be amaz’d at the genius of this age’, wrote John Evelyn later,
      

      
      
         that should suffer this goodly and venerable fabrick to be built about and converted into raskally warehouses, and so sordidly
            obscur’d and defac’d that an argument of greater avarice, malice, meaness, and deformity of mind cannot possibly be expressed … O! how
            loathsome a Golgotha is this Pauls! England is the sole spot in all the world where, amongst Christians, their churches are
            made jakes and stables, markets and tippling houses, and where there are more need of scorpions than thongs to drive the publicans
            and money changers.5

      

      
      As the Troubles began, Westminster School gained a reputation as a dangerous refuge for royalists within London, and as one
         MP would later tell Oliver Cromwell, ‘it would never be well with the nation until Westminster School was suppressed’.6 There, Christopher Wren, the young son of a known royalist family, was no longer safe and joined the family in their retreat
         in Bletchingdon, Oxfordshire, which, for the time being, remained in royalist hands. The manor house was converted into a
         garrison for 200 soldiers until, on 24 April 1644, parliamentarian forces led by Oliver Cromwell arrived at the gates, and
         the local royalist commander, Sir Francis Windebanke, surrendered without a shot being fired.
      

      
      Wren’s future was precarious in an age of escalating insecurity; yet he was not alone. Throughout the nation a whole generation
         of children was faced with uncertainty, as the preacher Thomas Fuller warned: ‘Many parents which other wise would have been
         pelicans, are by these unnatural wars forced to be ostriches to their own children, leaving them to the narrow mercy of the
         wide world.’7 Ordinary men were forced away from their workshops, drilled and marched on to battlefields where artillery, the stampeding
         charge of the cavalry, musket shot or pike wreaked havoc. Women and children were not exempt from the violence. Many wives
         stood by their men, loading muskets, defending the walls or digging fortifications, and, on occasion, even leading companies
         into the field. Towns were garrisoned to the point of starvation before the troops moved on, then became victims of plundering,
         ‘violence and rapine’ by enemy soldiers; cattle was rustled; local churches broken and desecrated.
      

      
      THE NARROW MERCY OF THE WIDE WORLD

      
      Off the south coast of England, on the western tip of the Isle of Wight, lay the small fishing village of Freshwater where
         the curate of the parish, John Hooke, a lowly foot soldier in the Anglican hierarchy, made a humble living. The office included
         a small thatched cottage with a parlour, study, kitchen and three bedrooms, security enough to marry and grow a family. On 18 July 1635, Hooke’s second son,
         Robert, was born. Robert’s background could not have been more different from the young Christopher Wren’s; both, however,
         would be transformed by the experience of war.
      

      
      A sickly baby, young Hooke was not sent away to a wet nurse as was the custom but remained at home, and ‘his chief food was
         milk, of things made thereof, and fruits, no flesh in the least agreeing with his weak constitution’.8 Although he had an older brother, Robert was a solitary child. His lessons were abandoned by his father when the boy, tortured
         by headaches, was too weak to concentrate. John Hooke was initially hopeful that his second son would follow him into the
         Church, but when Robert was only seven years old, the Troubles arrived on the island almost as soon as they were born in London.
         For the Hooke family, these deprivations were sorely felt. The father lost his living, was banned from preaching the Anglican
         orthodoxy, and was fined, like Dean Wren, as a ‘delinquent’. But under the control of the parliamentary army, life on the
         island may have been difficult but it was also relatively stable. For the young Robert, this became a time of solitude and
         exploration.
      

      
      While Wren and Hooke were forced by their circumstances to face the vagaries of the wars at home, John Evelyn chose exile,
         escaping the dangers of the Troubles for the relative safety of the Continent. Born in 1620, the second son of a wealthy Surrey
         gentleman, he had had a coddled childhood, was put out to a wet nurse, pampered by his overprotective mother, and was then
         sent away to an indulgent step-grandmother in Lewes, Sussex. He endured an indifferent education, gaining the rudiments from
         a friar in the parish porch, Latin from a private French tutor, and then, at nine years old, he attended the local ‘petit’
         school. When his father offered to send the boy to Eton, the fragile youth refused, fearing the brutal reputation of the school.
         He then went to Oxford, going up to Balliol College at seventeen, where he did not distinguish himself to any extent.
      

      
      As a directionless, if rich young man, he was of ‘a raw, vain, uncertain, and very unwary inclination’.9 He made his way to London and failed to find his feet in law, and from his rooms at the Temple he watched as ‘London, and
         especially the Court, were at this period in frequent disorders’.10 At home, Evelyn faced another devastating prospect: his father was dying. After a long year of suffering from dropsy, Richard
         Evelyn passed away at Wotton on Christmas Eve, 1640.
      

      
      At the dawn of the new year, after following his father’s hearse to the burial ground, Evelyn would feel ‘left to his own
         conduct in a conjuncture of the greatest and most prodigious hazard that ever the youth of England saw’.11 In a portrait of the young lawyer, painted just before he left on his travels, he appeared haunted. Somewhat too uncomfortable
         in himself, he had inherited his mother’s aquiline nose, and, by all accounts, her weakness for melancholy. For this fragile
         youth, mourning the loss of his father, appalled by events around him, there seemed only one course of action. He was fortunate
         to inherit some land in his father’s will which would fund his travels, but as a recognised royalist his property was under
         the constant threat of confiscation. On 15 July 1641, he sailed to the Spanish Netherlands, taking his first, cautious step
         to ‘see the world’, partly to search for answers, partly to avoid the realities of life at home.
      

      
      For Wren there was no escape from the insecurity of a life haunted by the devastations of the wars. Unlike Evelyn he was too
         young to take hold of his own future and had to rely on the protection of family. For Hooke, the attacks upon his home restricted
         his childhood to the small world of Freshwater. For all three young men, the present situation was dangerous, but more uncertain
         still was the future. Such threatening circumstances struck deep for all three, not just in terms of expectations, but also
         at the bedrock of their identity. Who were these young men, if not the sons of their fathers?
      

      
      At the family home, far away from Westminster, Wren’s education continued under the careful eye of his father – who had gained
         some minor renown as a virtuoso, interested in heraldry, astronomy and mathematics – as well as his brother-in-law, William
         Holder, a clergyman who had also lost his parish in the wars, and had a reputation as a modern thinker with a particular interest
         in medicine. In such informal circumstances Wren was instructed in reverence for the classic texts, the study of rhetoric
         and a powerful sense of public duty. In addition, Holder would lecture his charge on newer subjects that were only just emerging
         from the traditional scholastic curriculum – mathematics, physics and anatomy. It was these very lessons which would offer
         Wren a new path for the future.
      

      
      When the young boy fell dangerously ill in 1646, Holder sought advice from a coterie of distinguished men who had gathered
         within the royalist camp stationed at nearby Oxford. The university had been commandeered by Charles I, who had temporarily
         set his court-in-exile among the colleges. Among the king’s advisers and generals were a group of physicians and thinkers, including George Ent, Thomas Willis, Ralph Bathhurst and Charles Scarburgh. In times of war, a good doctor was always
         needed, and these men were the finest in London, leaders of the Royal College of Physicians. They were more than bone-crackers
         and bleeders, rather they were pioneers of a new frontier who congregated around the light of William Harvey, the king’s physician.
      

      
      In 1628 Harvey had discovered that blood, pumped by the heart, circulated around the body. This radical observation, the result
         of numerous experiments, seemed to go against all medical common sense, which still regarded as gospel the ancient humoural
         theory first promoted by the Greek Galen. At Oxford, Harvey and his disciples were able to continue their studies, exploring
         the new frontiers of anatomy and medicine while also patching up the wounded. The mass of cadavers slain on the field allowed
         for previously impossible experiments and explorations.
      

      
      Holder was fortunate to be able to bring his sick brother-in-law, Wren, to the attention of Charles Scarburgh, who had arrived
         at Oxford as a member of the royalist army but had already gained a reputation as a mathematician and physician. He had become
         Harvey’s pupil and, in 1645, had jointly written De generatione animalium, an early work in embryology that first suggested that all animals germinated from an egg. While looking after the sick Wren,
         Scarburgh was clearly impressed with his patient and when, in June 1646, Oxford fell to the parliamentary army, it was arranged
         that the youth accompany the physician to London. Wren would be safer in the capital under Scarburgh’s patronage than he would
         remaining with the family in Oxfordshire.
      

      
      For Wren, the meeting with Scarburgh offered a transformation of fortunes. Despite his being a royalist, the parliamentary
         powers seemed more than willing to forgive a physician who had skills that could be used in the capital, and Scarburgh was
         readmitted into the College of Physicians in 1648. At the physician’s house in London the student Wren exchanged the role
         of patient for that of technical assistant and intellectual apprentice. Alongside Scarburgh, he would explore a panoply of
         ideas that offered hope in an age of anxiety.
      

      
      Yet Wren was changed not only by his association with Scarburgh but also by the city itself. London, caught in the whirlwind
         of the Civil War, was the eye of the transformations that were sweeping the nation. From his house in Holborn, the poet and
         Puritan polemicist John Milton watched in wonder, and in his tract Areopagitica exhorted his readers to:
      

      
      
         Behold now this Vast City; a city of refuge, the mansion house of liberty; … the shop of warre hath not there more anvils
            and hammers waking, to fashion out the plates and instruments of armed justice in defence of Beleagur’d truth, then there
            be pens and heads there, sitting by their studious lamps, musing, searching, revolving notions and ideas wherewith to present,
            as with their homage and their fealty the approaching Reformation.12

      

      
      London had become a forge of new ideas. The printing presses flooded the city with notions and concepts while demands for
         revised ways of looking at the world were preached from the city pulpits as the very basis of civil society was put into question.
         The wars had destroyed the accepted order of things – the king had been defeated on the battlefield, the established Church
         was broken, its ancient sites raided and smashed, and in the enthusiasm of the conflict questions of politics, religion and
         knowledge, the relationship between men and masters, were all being debated as if the slate had been wiped clean.
      

      
      Perhaps the most dangerous factor of all that rose from the battlefields was Oliver Cromwell himself, a parliamentary MP who
         had campaigned for the godly cause from the beginning of the conflict. Cromwell was a Cambridgeshire gentleman who, during
         the 1630s, had had a religious conversion; hearing the voice of God, he repented his sinful ways and dedicated his life to
         the strict regimen of Puritanism. When he arrived in London as a Member of Parliament in 1640 he found common ground with
         the radical faction that were most critical of the king.
      

      
      No mean orator, Cromwell made his true voice heard most clearly once the war began in 1642. By 1644, the conflict was at a
         stalemate, both sides inflicting wounds but no fatal blow. That winter Cromwell proposed the nation’s first professional army,
         the New Model Army. The newly regimented forces, ruthlessly drilled on the battlefield, were a revolutionary fighting corps
         consisting of 22,000 soldiers, provided with uniforms and a soldier’s catechism.
      

      
      Cromwell recruited on merit, not status. Within these ranks he found the zeal to fight for what became called the ‘good old
         cause’, which combined not just a determination to dominate on the battlefield but also to fight for a new future. Cromwell
         allowed his men to follow their own religious conscience and the ranks became a hotbed of independent thinkers who preached
         ideas of reforming society, demanding that the word of the scriptures define the polity. The incautious whisperings of republicanism intertwined with ideas of a society preparing
         for Judgement Day. Nonconformist sects like the Ranters, who believed that God’s grace was found in every creature, the Levellers,
         who fought for ‘natural rights’ for every man, and the Diggers, who wished to reclaim the land from private ownership, rose
         from within the army, and sought to recast the natural order of things, from the bottom of society to the top, in order to
         form a new paradise on English shores. Beyond the ranks Quakers began to enter the streets, naked, refusing to acknowledge
         any authority but the divine.
      

      
      Radical visions of the shape of society, just as dangerous as Cromwell’s sword, were also emerging from other quarters. The
         question of social order was not exclusive to debates on power – the role of the king, the legitimacy of government, the relationship
         between God and his people – but focused on the very fabric of society itself. The ancient hierarchical order was to be probed
         and re-examined, to determine not just what shape it should be, but what society’s very origins were. The royalist mathematician,
         Thomas Hobbes, would spend the decade in exile constructing his philosophical reimagining of civilisation. In his disturbing
         vision of the world, Leviathan (published in 1651), Hobbes perceived man and society through the new-found laws of physics. He reduced man to his very basic
         needs: the individual was driven by appetites that were in constant conflict with others. Society without laws or authority
         was, he proposed, a vicious anarchy.
      

      
      Hobbes’s work was a damning interpretation of what the philosopher saw in front of him. Human nature was selfish and needed
         to be controlled, and his sole response to the rampant anarchy of the times was the licence to create strong government. The
         rule of law was the brutal barrier between peace and cataclysm. In his condemnation of society, he called for a new political
         philosophy based upon an unbreakable contract between subject and sovereign; subjects must give up their power to the sovereign
         or face destruction. His vision struck fear into all sides of the Troubles.
      

      
      In contrast to Hobbes’s harsh vision of authority, the émigré Samuel Hartlib had arrived in England in the 1630s with dreams
         of converting the nation to an alternative idea of community. Hartlib was an educationist with a ‘pansophic’ mission, and
         he campaigned for the power of universal learning to bring salvation to the present divisions. As the Civil War progressed,
         his aspirations combined with his Puritanism to form a millenarian forecast: the conflict would deliver a new society and
         a policy of nationwide education that would herald the Day of Reckoning. Thus he established his ‘Office of Address’, and in his 1641 book Macaria he envisaged a scientific society that would unite the people in knowledge, and bring forth paradise through learning.
      

      
      The Civil War not only raised questions of political and social order, it laid siege to the very foundations of knowledge
         itself. The authority of ideas had thus far been intertwined with the institutions that governed and promoted them: the king,
         the Church, the universities. In addition, the printing presses had been heavily censored to ensure uniformity. But as these
         came into question, so too did the certainty of the truth they preserved: the great centres of learning were now seen as dangerous
         nurseries of Anglicanism, strictly regulated to promote the status quo. Until the onset of the wars, there had been only one
         opinion allowed, yet this was shattered as the nation splintered into a myriad of factions.
      

      
      Knowledge was the study of God’s creation on earth, but few could agree on how and what was permissible. For some Truth was
         to be rediscovered in the words of the Bible and the study of divine texts; for others, the physical world alone was the object
         of study without recourse to the sacred or ancient. This could only be understood by a new method of measurement, a certitude
         found outside the authority of Man and regulated by impersonal mathematics.
      

      
      When Scarburgh and Christopher Wren arrived in London they entered into the heart of this debate, and at the physician’s house
         the pair continued to explore their shared interests in the anatomical work of William Harvey. Together, they studied in preparation
         for a series of lectures at the Surgeons’ Hall, developing Harvey’s notion that the body was an organism that could be understood
         as a mechanical whole. Scarburgh was particularly interested in the way that muscles worked, and through a series of experiments
         and lectures attempted to discern their parts and functions. These early studies instilled in Wren a lifelong fascination
         with exploring the mysteries of the human body. In addition, Scarburgh introduced Wren to a system of thought that explored
         the whole world in the revolutionary light of a mechanistic philosophy. Out of the insecurities of the times Wren discovered
         an unexpected solace in the certitude of science.
      

      
      In London, the two anatomists would also seek out fellow searchers of new knowledge. Every Thursday evening Wren, Scarburgh
         and a handful of others met and debated, hoping to uncover the rudiments of an English natural philosophy, a new way to observe
         and understand the world. As one of the principal members of the group, the mathematician John Wallis would remember: ‘I had the opportunity of being acquainted
         with divers worthy person, inquisitive into Natural Philosophy and other parts of Humane Learning; and particularly of what
         hath been called the New Philosophy or Experimental Philosophy … Our business was (precluding matters of theology and State
         Affairs) to discours and consider of Philosophical Enquiries, and such as related thereunto.’13

      
      The informality of these meetings was crucial to the success of the project, for the participants ranged from medicine to
         the cloth, from professional scientists to virtuosi, Puritan and royalist. From the outset it was decided that no political
         and religious divisions should interfere with the dynamics of the group and that the pursuit of reason was above any personal
         or political animosity, just as the new ideas went in search of a method that objectively measured the world. In this aspiration
         lay the hope that Truth could be discovered beyond the violence that tore at the nation, beyond national boundaries or religious
         sentiment. Mathematics, the reduction of all things to height, weight, volume and velocity, was the universal measurement
         outside human influence, and would perhaps act as the oil to becalm the turbulent waters of the age, for was not a measure
         of wheat the same whether it was weighed by a Puritan, a Digger or a bishop?
      

      
      As these ideas were debated within the group, Wren began to develop his own talents for mathematics, problem-solving and instrument-making.
         Up to this moment, the study of mathematics was seen to be beneath a gentleman, yet times were changing. Dean Wren and William
         Holder were more open than most to the benefits of scientific knowledge, but Christopher’s talent for the subject was something
         unexpected. Previously a young man would have learnt the minimum of calculation in order to run his estate. The London merchant
         would undoubtedly have needed more in order to master navigation and accountancy. Yet what the young Wren was studying was
         on a different level, and even at an early age he acquired a remarkable talent for seeing the elegant certainty of the practical
         application of mathematics: the uses of geometry, trigonometry and the various rules of measurement.
      

      
      He soon became an inventor of gadgets and machines that opened up the exploration of the world. At Surgeons’ Hall, learning
         his lessons from Scarburgh as well as the debates at the club, Wren built a series of pasteboard models to express the functions
         of the muscles. The models were a stunning visual recreation of the discoveries that had been revealed on the dissector’s table, and would be the first example
         of Wren’s talent for discovering visual means to represent complex ideas. By the time he was sixteen, it was claimed that
         Wren had already ‘enriched astronomy, gnomic, statics and mechanics with brilliant inventions, and from that time has continued
         to enrich them’.14

      
      Within the group of London philosophers Wren was evolving into a practical, inventive young man, who had the potential to
         make new discoveries himself. He was soon encouraged by his new patrons to translate the mathematical tract On Geometrical Time Measurement, a treatise on sundials by William Oughtred, the leading English mathematician of the day, and inventor of the multiplication
         sign, ‘x’. The exercise signalled his arrival among the small group of English philosophers. The master was complimentary
         to his junior, claiming in his preface: ‘in truth [Wren] is one from whom, not vainly, to look for great things’.15

      
      THE BEST OF EDUCATION

      
      Wren had discovered an unexpected hope at the elbow of Charles Scarburgh and the informal group of New Philosophers. John
         Evelyn, however, sought ‘the best of education, which everyone so decrying at home, made me conceive as a commodity only to
         be bought from a far countrie’.6 He spent much of 1641 wandering through the Spanish Netherlands, adjusting his eye to the strangeness of Renaissance Europe,
         and soon fancied himself as something of a connoisseur.
      

      
      He returned briefly to England in 1642, and this only convinced him further that it would be difficult to remain at home,
         so he sailed to France in November 1643. He made his way to Paris, found accommodation and, as a matter of courtesy, visited
         the King’s Resident, Sir Richard Browne, in Paris, the nerve centre of the royalist community abroad. Paris was at that time
         the greatest city in Europe, larger even than London, with a population of nearly 400,000, and over the last fifty years it
         had begun a process that was transforming the medieval capital into a modern city.
      

      
      Here, Evelyn, delighting in his first view of the city, commented on the elegance of the design, ‘The confluence of the people
         and multitude of coaches passing every moment’,17 astounded by the theatre of the flow of goods and people that made up a thriving capital. At the beginning of the century
         Paris had been a decaying huddle unchanged for over a century, creaking under the pressures of degeneration. Following a vicious religious civil war, the new king, Henri IV, wanted a new
         capital at the centre of a modern nation to serve as an emblem for his progressive reign. He wanted to attract merchants and
         trade to enrich the nation, so he set about bringing order to the urban chaos and reignited the city with a series of projects.
         In the words of the poet Corneille, ‘An entire city, built with Pomp, seems to have arisen miraculously from an old ditch.’18 The new city would be brick or stone and would follow the strict classical orders of architecture, designed on principles
         of symmetry, proportion and geometry.
      

      
      Henri introduced the clarity of the Italian piazza to Paris as the archetypal civic space. At the centre of the Pont Neuf,
         the finest bridge in Paris, which spanned the River Seine at its widest point and was completed by Henri in 1601, sat the
         Place Dauphin, a triangular geometric space lined with robust houses, an exquisite composition of open ground, architecture,
         perspectives and statuary. Ordered and elegant, Paris would claim the glories of ancient Rome as the capital of Europe.
      

      
      The attempts to improve the city were combined with efforts to stimulate the economy. When Henri devised the Place Royale
         (later renamed Place des Vosges) in the Marais district beyond the medieval city walls, he also planned to encourage a domestic
         silk industry. The square, twice the size of Place Dauphin, was a perfectly ordered space lined with uniform housing, created
         to develop a home market in luxuries. Silk, gold and silver thread weavers were tempted to the square from Italy to launch
         Henri’s new drive in technology and trade. By the time Evelyn had arrived the Place had become so popular that it attracted
         as many aristocrats as merchants.
      

      
      Following the death of Henri IV in 1610, the transformation of Paris continued under his son, Louis XIII, and his chief minister,
         Cardinal Richelieu. Louis, easily distracted from issues of town planning by his love of the hunt, still encouraged the growth
         of the city. In 1614 the first steps were made in developing the Ile de Vache, later called the Ile Saint Louis, as a new
         suburb outside the city walls. It was the first Parisian project built on a geometric grid and was completed in the 1640s,
         just as Evelyn arrived. The scheme was controlled by the Crown but built with private investment and offered a new direction
         in urban design that created not just modern housing but new neighbourhoods. Five new bridges were built as testament to the
         Crown’s desire for Paris to be a city in which trade and goods moved unimpeded.
      

      
      The city was expanding: the urban growth was planned and ordered with the streets paved and the uniform façades of the houses
         adding grandeur and a sense of unity to the city. The new suburbs of St Germain on the left bank of the Seine had been converted
         from palace gardens into neat streets of housing and markets for the burgeoning labour market that flooded into the city.
         The rush to modernity encouraged Evelyn to write: ‘Not only are there houses that are being built daily, but entire streets,
         so beautiful, so regular in form.’19 To speed up the expansion of the city the architect Le Muet standardised design by composing a catalogue of house building,
         Maniere de bien Bastir pour toutes sortes de personnes, published in 1623, which reduced all vernacular architecture to four main types, advocating an accepted style that aided
         urban growth and elegant uniformity.
      

      
      Evelyn also found that while Paris was slowly being classicised, a new style was being introduced into the city. The baroque,
         synonymous with Rome, was the signature style of the Counter-Reformation, and had been adapted and encouraged in Paris by
         the successive cardinals close to the throne – Richelieu, who had died in 1642, and his successor, Mazarin. In the first half
         of the seventeenth century, over seventy new institutions for sects such as the Jesuits, Oratarians and Sulpicians were built
         in this flamboyant style. Both cardinals wished to claim France as the dominant Catholic nation in Europe.
      

      
      The finest example of the baroque, the Val de Grâce, was begun in 1645, the year after Evelyn’s arrival, by the French architect,
         Mansart, imitating Michelangelo’s dome of St Peter’s. In the same style, the chapel at the Sorbonne University rose into the
         Parisian sky with its impressive dome. The two buildings did not just replicate the masterpieces of Rome but attempted to
         equal them with their own idiosyncratic French interpretation of the baroque, absorbing the ‘frozen music’ of the Italian
         style without abandoning national traditions. Paris was reinventing itself before Evelyn’s eyes, and he would later record:
         ‘I have seen Naples, Rome, Florence, Genoa, and Venice: all stately cities, and full of princely fabricks; but then I compare
         the extent, [Paris] infinitely excels any else in Europe.’20

      
      In October 1644 Evelyn finally left Paris for the Mediterranean port of Marseilles, and began the second leg of his travels
         in Italy. Following the peace between France and Spain in 1630, the Giro d’Italia was emerging as the itinerary of the educated
         traveller south of the Alps, making Evelyn one of the pioneers of the ‘Grand Tour’. At Genoa Evelyn had his first encounter
         with Italian architecture, particularly the rich merchant houses along the Strada Nuova, which had come to define this famous port. Guided by a merchant called Thomson around the port, with
         its impressive defensive wall circling the harbour, Evelyn sketched and took notes in his copy of Peter Paul Rubens’s Palazzi Antichi e Moderni di Genova. After Genoa he travelled to Pisa, where he marvelled at the leaning campanile. And then finally to Leghorn (Livorno), with
         its notorious slave market in the piazza that had inspired Inigo Jones’s Covent Garden in London, completed just before the
         wars.
      

      
      Arriving in Florence, the cradle of the Renaissance in the fifteenth century, Evelyn was fixated on only the latest examples
         of the Medician splendour. By now the over-diligent student was behind schedule, and had time only to do the bare minimum
         with the promise to return later. He did manage, however, to go shopping, and purchased pieces for his own collection, a cabinet
         of wonders, which he had begun on his trip to the Netherlands. The nineteen pieces of inlaid marble would become the first
         in a large array that became a lifetime’s obsession. It is also likely that he purchased his first cabinet in the same pietra commissa style (which is today in the Victorian and Albert Museum, London). The cabinet of wonders would be at the centre of Evelyn’s
         emerging self-image as a virtuoso, the Renaissance man who sought to understand the world. Here he would place his collection
         – stones, medals, rare gems and folios. He soon developed a voracious eye for almost anything that could be studied or hoarded.
      

      
      Rome was a revelation, and Evelyn hired a ‘Sights-man’ and ‘began to be very pragmatical’.21 For the first month of his visit he systematically rattled through every major site in all the quarters of the city, then
         spent a second month revisiting specific sites, seeing more in two months than any other Englishman of his day. Each afternoon
         he made his way to the Piazza Navona, graced by Bernini’s newly completed fountains, where he would hunt down medals, pictures
         and curiosities from among the market stalls.
      

      
      The young explorer was fortunate to be in Rome at the same time as Roger Pratt, a royalist exile who was also experiencing
         his own transformation. Pratt would return to England and become one of the finest architects of his generation. Thus far
         Evelyn had come to appreciate the marvels of the past and the Renaissance. On 19 November 1644, however, Evelyn and Pratt
         visited the cathedral of St Peter’s within the Vatican. Here, the young travellers would appreciate the whole history of modern
         architecture in one building.
      

      
      Michelangelo’s powerful Basilica was beyond explanation: ‘far surpassing any now extant in the world, and perhaps Solomon’s Temple, excepted, any that was ever built’. Within a single building, the
         Italian maestro had ‘restored the then lost art of architecture’. While the masters of the Renaissance had attempted to parallel
         the marvels of the ancients, Michelangelo aimed to surpass them. He seemed to be able to empower the very air that surrounded
         the building, manipulating the light within the church, turning the space of the building from a single harmonious chord into
         a polyphonic cascade of music. In particular, Michelangelo had revolutionised the cathedral’s cupola. The dome now sat high
         upon a barrel of columns, a peristyle, which pushed the cathedral high into the Roman sky, forcing Evelyn to marvel: ‘all
         of stone and of prodigious height is more in compass than that of the Pantheon (which was the largest amongst the old Romans,
         and is yet entire)’. The scholar who had been taught to revere the classical age now found himself standing in front of an
         idea that went beyond the imagination of the ancients, constructed in solid stone and of impossible scale.
      

      
      Evelyn also discovered that Michelangelo’s innovation had been developed further, and within Evelyn’s own lifetime, in the
         work of the Italian architect Giovanni Bernini, the master of modern baroque. Inside the cathedral Evelyn and Pratt marvelled
         at Bernini’s baldacchino, a twisting bronze canopy that stood above the central altar, which ‘form a thing of that art, vastness, and magnificence,
         as is beyond all that man’s industry has produced of the kind’,22 completed in 1633, as well as a number of exemplary statues, including the tomb of Pope Urban VIII in golden bronze and marble.
         Bernini had interpreted the classical rules of architecture in extraordinary new ways, for while Michelangelo’s mannerist
         manipulations of classical form had adapted the sense of space within a building to give it a dynamic unity, Bernini further
         reconfigured the ancient grammar. As a sculptor, he had made the marble seem alive; in his architecture, he constructed the
         same vitality and movement on a vast scale to make it seem as if the building itself were breathing.
      

      
      Now running out of money, Evelyn needed to reach Venice. Here he booked passage to the Levant to visit Jerusalem, but at the
         last minute his ship was requisitioned by the Venetian authorities. It was a stroke of good fortune for he then moved on to
         Padua, famed for its university, the most advanced intellectual institution in Europe. Evelyn planned to study there for a
         few months but gained a degree in a day, his honorary matriculation sealed with an invitation to lunch.
      

      
      It was at Padua, two days later, that he was fortunate to meet Lord Thomas Howard, twenty-first Earl of Arundel, fourth Earl
         of Surrey and first Earl of Norfolk, England’s most prominent Catholic nobleman, who had escaped the wars in 1642. The Howard
         estate, Albury, was close to Evelyn’s family home in Surrey and the two had met before. Evelyn admired not just the aristocrat’s
         power but also his role as the leading collector and patron of the arts in England. To Evelyn, Arundel personified the English
         virtuoso. From an early age the aristocrat had travelled abroad and he, alongside Inigo Jones, was responsible for the introduction
         of European arts into England. Acting as patron to the painters Rubens, Van Dyck and the Bohemian etcher Wenceslaus Hollar,
         he became the ideal on which Henry Peacham modelled The Complete Gentleman. His collection at Arundel House in the Strand, London, boasted ancient marbles, a magnificent library, numerous drawings
         by da Vinci, as well as work by Holbein, Titian, Dürer, Raphael and Bruegel. Arundel was the very essence of taste and learning.
      

      
      In Padua, Arundel took Evelyn for an informal stroll around the city, visiting a number of famous sites, retracing the path
         that he had taken many years earlier. In 1614 Arundel had studied here with Inigo Jones and the aristocrat was now offering
         a lesson given to him by the finest English architect of the age. Staying with the Arundel group for a few days, Evelyn observed
         the life of a man of taste and his entourage, even if in the desperate straits of exile from the Civil Wars at home. This
         brief sojourn would fix Evelyn’s mind on the life of a virtuoso, and it seemed that Arundel, the greatest living British aesthete,
         was passing his baton to his younger companion.
      

      
      Evelyn took his leave from his mentor, requesting an itinerary for his journey, and made his way from Padua to Milan, across
         the Alps towards Geneva, and then once more to Paris. Once in Paris Evelyn would claim that 1647 was a time for relaxation
         and leisure. He learnt High Dutch, Spanish, brushed up his dancing, attended chemistry lectures with ‘Monsieur Lefebure’ and
         played the lute, while satisfying his bibliophilia in the many bookshops of the city. He also devised a scheme for a perpetual
         motion engine that, inevitably, came to nothing.
      

      
      Yet it was not all leisure for Paris was beginning to fill with the Cavalier exiles who were fleeing England as the situation
         at home became increasingly hopeless. Inevitably Evelyn was drawn into the exiled community surrounding the King’s Resident
         in Paris, Sir Richard Browne, whose home was at the heart of the desperate clique.
      

      
      Amid the mayhem, however, Evelyn fell in love with Browne’s daughter, Mary. She was only thirteen when she was betrothed to
         Evelyn, who perceived in her ‘a Gravity I had not observ’d in so tender a bud’.23 An English rose cultivated in French soil, the young girl spoke French and Italian, and studied mathematics and drawing.
         They married in a small ceremony in June 1647 at the Resident’s Chapel in Faubourg St Germain, the only place in Paris that
         conducted the Anglican service. Marriage would force Evelyn to end his travels and focus his attention upon his own fortunes.
         It was time to return to England.
      

      
      Throughout his voyages he had been able to keep abreast of news from home, but by 1647 the situation in England was looking
         dire and Evelyn was determined to protect his family affairs. He returned to London after four years’ absence to find that
         the king was under armed guard at Hampton Court and that Cromwell’s New Model Army, like an invading force, had entered London
         and turned the capital into a garrison. As the royalist cause faced defeat, Parliament was threatening loyal landowners with
         confiscation. Evelyn feared that he would lose his inheritance by remaining in Paris.
      

      
      Once again the fate of London could be seen writ large in the suffering of its cathedral. At the centre of the city St Paul’s,
         Inigo Jones’s proud monument to the Stuart dynasty, had been requisitioned by the New Model Army. To add to the insult, the
         cathedral choir had been converted into a stable. One surprised visitor even witnessed a foal’s birth; it was then promptly
         baptised in the font while complaints from locals in the churchyard did little to quell the boisterous behaviour of the militia.
      

      
      On visiting his family at Wotton, Evelyn also took the opportunity to visit the imprisoned king, whom he found in unexpected
         good humour, at nearby Hampton Court. The king would not remain a prisoner for long, however, for in November 1647 a plot
         was hatched in which Charles escaped from the palace in disguise, slipping through the gardens to horses that would carry
         him to freedom. The escapade was a disaster. Even though the troop made good their flight, they had not decided on where to
         flee. In the end, they chose the Isle of Wight, which was still in the hands of the parliamentary army, and so it was that
         the king was soon recaptured.
      

      
      Under arrest but not imprisoned, Charles was free to travel around the island and a court-in-exile soon evolved. The royal
         carriage was ferried to the island to help him explore his reduced dominion, and the king even had time to commission his
         royal portrait painter. At leisure in Carisbrooke Castle he made overtures to Parliament for peace, while flirting with a local girl, Jane Whorwood. He was frequently visited
         by the local gentry and on occasion rode out in the royal coach. On such a trip he visited the estate of the landlord of Freshwater,
         Sir John Oglander, where he would undoubtedly have met the local curate, John Hooke. The king even found time to visit the
         local school where the young Robert studied.
      

      
      In such unlikely circumstances he began to plot his last desperate attempt to regain the crown. While Charles gave the impression
         of leading a life of leisure, he was surreptitiously fanning the dying embers of war. Unlikely visitors, lords from Scotland,
         began to appear at the castle while secret negotiations were conducted behind closed doors. As a consequence, a second Civil
         War broke out during the summer of 1648. The conflict was short and bitter, rendering Charles powerless in the hands of his
         enemies. While still on the island, he was placed under strong guard and commanded to prepare to travel. On 1 December 1648,
         on its way to the port, Charles’s retinue passed through the village of Freshwater as it began its fateful journey to London.
      

      
      The final death knell of the royalist cause had been tolled. The king had been captured and the struggle lost. For Robert
         Hooke the defeat of the king was soon followed by a more personal blow when, in October, loyal John Hooke died – some suggested
         by his own hand. Like Wren, the young Robert Hooke would never speak of his childhood. At the age of thirteen, he was fatherless,
         and the cause that the curate had preached to the young boy was in tatters. The boy would have to make his own future, and
         learn to use his talents to survive in the wider world. That winter he sailed to London with an inheritance of £50 and the
         recommendations of family friends. But the capital in which Hooke arrived was in turmoil once more.
      

      
      ‘FEAR AND TREMBLE AT IT, O, ENGLAND’

      
      John Evelyn returned to London to protect the family property but he also travelled on more intellectual business, and arrived
         in the capital in search of a printer who would publish his first book, an exercise in French translation. Under the thinly
         disguised pseudonym Phileleutheros, he presented de la Mothe le Vayer’s Liberty and Servitude, which demanded: ‘If therefore we were once the most happy of subjects, why do we thus attempt to render our selves the most
         miserable of slaves?’24 The book was published in January 1649 and placed Evelyn in danger, for he had added a preface for which he ‘was severely threatened’.25 That same month, his question gained a particular poignancy.
      

      
      On the morning of 30 January, King Charles rose early. Outside St James’s Palace the pale winter sun hung over the frozen
         city, which had been battered by harsh winds that winter. Attended by his courtier Thomas Herbert, he prepared himself for
         his execution. He asked for two shirts to guard against the cold; he did not want to be called a shivering coward by his enemies.
         For the next five hours he dressed himself, attended a service given by the devoted Bishop Juxon and took the holy sacrament.
         Outside, London was also in preparation: at Westminster School, Dr Busby locked the school gates and gathered his pupils in
         the school hall in prayer. In Whitehall, a crowd gathered in front of the Banqueting Hall. Before its plain classical façade
         a scaffold had been erected, and a block and a velvet-lined coffin lay in wait for the executioner and his victim.
      

      
      At noon, a troop of guards arrived at St James’s Palace to escort the king on his final journey. Before departure the king
         retired to his bedchamber for a last mouthful of rough bread and a glass of claret, sharing a few words with the bishop. He
         picked out a white satin nightcap with Thomas Herbert, who broke down and confessed he could go no farther. Herbert and Juxon
         then both knelt in tears and kissed the king’s hand one last time. Charles then turned, ordered the door to be opened and
         commanded the guard to proceed to Whitehall. Just before three o’clock, as he crossed the grand room of the Banqueting Hall,
         a crowd gathered beyond. The mob that had jeered him following his trial now stood in hushed prayer.
      

      
      He traversed the wide open space of the hall beneath the painted panels of the ceiling above, which had been commissioned
         from the painter Peter Paul Rubens. The panels displayed a series of images celebrating the monarchy of the Stuart dynasty,
         and there in the central panel, the ‘Apotheosis of James I’, Charles’s father, who had spent his whole reign defending the
         Divine Right of Kings was shown ascending to heaven. Charles made his progress towards a window at the far end of the room,
         and then stepped out on to the scaffold beyond.
      

      
      The King of England, Scotland and Ireland then addressed the crowd, gave instructions to the executioner, undressed, and handed
         his cloak to Bishop Juxon, with whom he exchanged final words. He placed his head on the block, said his prayers, then thrust
         out his hands as a signal for the axe to fall. His head fell with one swing of the executioner’s weapon as the crowd let out a monstrous groan. The king was dead, a royal martyr was created and the whole nation was condemned to an uncertain
         future. As the Puritan preacher Ralph Josselin warned: ‘fear and tremble at it, O, England’.

      
      The king’s death was the final act in a most devastating drama. The Civil Wars of 1642–8 had torn the fabric of English society.
         Yet out of this turmoil, unexpected opportunities, and a new future, would emerge.
      

   
      
      2

      
      A Quiet Revolution

      
      After Charles’s execution Cromwell rose to power unimpeded and began to dismantle the established hierarchies of Church and
         state, declaring England a Commonwealth by abolishing the monarchy and the House of Lords. But breaking the ancient scaffolding
         of the old social order proved easier than constructing a new polity. In the first years of the interregnum the nation was
         victim to a series of unexpected hazards and political lurches as it groped in the constitutional darkness, searching for
         a new legislature, which Evelyn mournfully called the ‘un-kingship’.
      

      
      The destruction of power in the single person of the king caused the splintering of authority. The demolition of the single
         established Church – the hierarchy of Crown, bishops and ministers – was replaced by a rash of sects. When a single solution
         to the constitution was sought, multitudes were offered. The laws of censorship were abandoned and, once again, London was
         clogged with opinions and pamphlets. In a desperate attempt to refocus power, Cromwell himself flirted with the possibility
         of assuming the role of the monarch, taking the title Lord Protector, a king in all but name.
      

      
      In such uncertainty, London was not the place for a known royalist to make his name. The doors to power had been firmly shut
         and there was to be no clemency for those who had stood on the wrong side of the conflict. For Christopher Wren and Robert
         Hooke, education, therefore, was the key to finding a role in the new regime. They would be joined by John Locke, who would
         be profoundly changed by his experiences at university. The lessons the three students received would form the keystone of
         their adult lives. John Evelyn returned to England from Europe, and, hoping to find a settlement with the new regime, chose
         internal exile, on the edge of London, far from the centres of power, excluded from participating in the political debates that were attempting to shape the nation. The experience would be transformative for all. For here a quiet
         revolution was evolving, waiting for the right opportunity to declare itself to the world beyond.
      

      
      AN ASSEMBLY OF MEN

      
      After the Roundhead army had sacked Oxford in 1646, the city had fallen victim to the changing fortunes of the war. Since
         the victory, the New Model Army had stamped hard on the institution that had supported the king and his Church, and the pulpits
         were filled with Presbyterian preachers. Punishment of the colleges followed, and ‘within the compass of a few weeks an almost
         general riddance was made of the loyal University of Oxford’, effecting a widespread purge of the schools, ‘in whose room
         succeeded an illiterate rabble, swept up from the plough tail, from shops and grammar schools and the dregs of the neighbour
         university’.1 The nursery of Anglicanism was converted into a forcing ground for the new Commonwealth.
      

      
      Not all the new faculty members were Cambridge Puritans, however, and among the most prominent arrivals in April 1648 was
         John Wilkins, a clergyman, whom Christopher Wren knew from London. Wilkins was named warden of the recently established Wadham
         College, a handsome Jacobean house set around a courtyard with extensive gardens. Influenced in religious matters by his Puritan
         grandfather, Wilkins supported Parliament during the war but was content to associate with royalists, judging men more for
         their interest in natural philosophy than their religious leanings.
      

      
      In 1649, other members of the informal group of London philosophers joined Wilkins at Oxford: the cleric Seth Ward, a friend
         of William Holder and Charles Scarburgh, was named as the Savilian Professor of Astronomy; the parliamentarian code-breaker
         John Wallis gained the Savilian Chair in Geometry; and in 1651 Cromwell’s Physician in Chief, Dr Goddard, once of Gresham
         College, became master of Merton College. As a result Oxford began to attract a community of like-minded scholars that congregated
         around Wilkins, including Dr Thomas Willis, a chemist, who had been expelled from Christ Church in 1647 but remained in Oxford
         and offered his own laboratory for experiments. Dr William Petty, a royalist exile studying with Thomas Hobbes in Paris, managing
         to live off two pennies’ worth of walnuts a week, returned from penury to throw in his lot with the Commonwealth. Together they would become ‘an assembly of Men who are known both at home and abroad to be
         the most learned persons of this Age’.2 A ‘Philosophical Club’ was set up, convening every Thursday afternoon, firstly in Dr Petty’s lodgings at Buckley Hall, conveniently
         located above an apothecary, and then in Wilkins’s rooms at Wadham.
      

      
      Wren arrived at Wadham in 1649 to study for his Bachelor of Arts degree, which he completed in two years; he then commenced
         his master’s degree in 1651. He continued to indulge his fascination with the workings of the human body, learnt from Charles
         Scarburgh, and grew close to the royalist Dr Thomas Willis, who, alongside William Petty, gained some renown in 1651 in the
         case of Anne Greene, a young woman hanged for murder yet who was revived on the laboratory table. At Willis’s house, Beam
         Hall, Wren was able to conduct his own experiments and became skilled with the dissector’s knife, probing for proofs of the
         functions of the body and creating experiments to discern the circulation of the blood. He experimented on a number of spaniels,
         injecting them with various substances, and became one of the innovators of intravenous injections.
      

      
      Wren had little time for more regular student pastimes. He was neither athletic nor was he likely to be one of the university
         gallants who grew, as caricatured by Henry Peacham, ‘perfect in Spanish, French and the Dutch, that is, sack, claret and Rhenish’,3 in the three hundred or so inns and taverns of the town. It was at Oxford, however, that Wren first encountered his sole
         vice – coffee. One of the first coffee houses, John’s, was set up in Oxford in the 1650s, and here Wren would develop a taste
         for the Turkish liquor that would last a lifetime. For his soul he visited the secret Anglican congregation at Beam Hall in
         Thomas Willis’s private rooms, a known plotting house for the king’s cause, although there is no evidence that he was anything
         more than a diligent supplicant.
      

      
      Instead, John Wilkins introduced the young experimenter to the wonders of mathematics and its applications – astronomy, geometry,
         architecture, navigation and mechanics. Mathematics offered not just the certitude of proof but also a toolbox. Wilkins was
         the ideal guide for Wren’s explorations. In a series of books, the master of Wadham promoted the new ideas, many of them first
         discovered in Europe, that set the foundation for a mechanistic philosophy. The Discovery of a World in the Moone (1638) questioned the nature of Earth as distinct from the other planets, concluding that the laws that defined this planet
         worked for the whole universe, offering the possibility that proofs uncovered in the laboratory would be true everywhere and that one set of rules
         ran throughout the heavens. Wilkins’s second work, Discourse concerning a New Planet (1641), defended Nicolaus Copernicus’s observations of a heliocentric universe, in which the planets revolved around the
         sun. By accepting Copernicus’s ideas, Wilkins was then able to defend later discoveries, including Johannes Kepler’s elliptical
         path of the planets’ motion, as well as the observations of the moon as a satellite around Earth conducted by the Italian
         Galileo Galilei.
      

      
      Wren was also encouraged to turn his focus on numerous theoretical problems that evolved out of these conclusions. Following
         new Continental theories that had been popularised by Wilkins’s Mathematical Magick (1648), Wren explored the ideas behind the emerging Mechanistic Philosophy. Thus far he had speculated on the possibility
         that the new discoveries that he made at the dissecting table might be connected to the laws that governed the whole universe.
         William Harvey’s experiments on the circulation of the blood around the body suggested that the organism could be interpreted
         as a mechanism. Could the planets and stars also be read by the same method?
      

      
      The Mechanistic Philosophy proposed that everything be reduced to the properties of physical matter – body – and the variety
         of forces that affect the substance’s state – motion. Alongside Wilkins, Wren discovered that experiments could be created
         to measure weight, volume and geometric shape, as well as to define the laws of the forces that influenced them: acceleration,
         friction, gravity. If the philosophy was correct, Wren hoped to find that the whole universe could be commanded by the same
         laws of nature.
      

      
      Wilkins’s ideas posed vital questions for the foundations of a new system of knowledge: could the laws that underpinned the
         universe be discovered? What was the method that would allow such revelations? On what authority would this new knowledge
         rest? More importantly, these questions were asked by an author who was also a member of the Church. Wilkins passionately
         believed in the potential for modern astronomy to encourage new freedom of exploration beyond the narrow confines of received
         authority. Nonetheless, this new way of thinking was founded on the desire to uncover the ways of God and the belief that
         the New Philosophy would allow Man to see His purpose more clearly.
      

      
      The young Wren, invigorated by this permission to seek out new territory, also found the means to put these lessons to the test, and he was a regular student at the lectures of astronomy professor
         Seth Ward. Under Ward, the Savilian lectures became the first forum in the university where the demonstration of experiments
         rather than the repetition of set texts became the norm. Wren soon learnt that truth was to be found by practical demonstrations,
         seen with his own eyes, rather than by accepting the second-hand authority of others.
      

      
      Outside the laboratory and lecture halls, Wren began to have ambitions of his own, and after 1652, when an observatory was
         set up on the tower at Wadham, he began to view the heavens, focusing his lens upon the moon. From his desire to chart the
         stars he learnt the art of lens-grinding and the new technology of telescopes, that ‘seems to be the only way to Penetrate
         into the most Hidden Parts of Nature’.4 This passion was further fuelled when Wren happened upon the Selenographia by the Dutch stargazer Hevelius, the last in a long tradition of scholars who measured the skies with the ‘naked eye’. The
         young astronomer thought that he could do better and with his telescope began to collect data.
      

      
      Thus, he absorbed the lesson that while mathematics could be used to discern the laws of nature it could also be applied to
         create technology to aid the search. At this early stage of exploration, the pursuit of new knowledge and the development
         of technology were inseparable, and Wren showed a preternatural instinct for this ‘mixed mathematics’, as his mind moved from
         astronomical instruments to all forms of gadgets and inventions. He devised a machine to write double, a weaving loom, studied
         ploughs and offered improvements to husbandry, proposed a new way of printing and even a compass that worked in a coach or
         the hand of a rider on horseback.
      

      
      In the Wren family history, Parentalia (not always the most reliable source), a vast list of the young student’s inventive achievements during this period highlighted
         his inexhaustible imagination. This early ingenuity is summed up by one of the most unlikely inventions by the young philosopher,
         a transparent beehive, which sat in the garden at Wadham College. The design would show the many sides to Wren’s talents,
         including an early interest in model-making and architecture, the method of exploring mathematical principles in solid dimensions.
         There would be many other architectural experiments, including experiments on making: ‘pavements harder and cheaper than marble;
         New designs tending to strength, convenience & Beauty in Building; Inventions for better making and Fortifying Havens; for Clearing Sand; and to Sound at Sea; New Offensive & defensive engins; some inventions in Fortifications’.5

      
      Experiments were nothing more than play without some form of philosophical framework, a method that gave meaning to the various
         pursuits. At that time many thinkers were reading René Descartes’ A Discourse on Method, and adopting a ‘deductive’ model in which theories were proposed and then experiments were devised to confirm them. Descartes
         assumed that the hypothesis came before the experiments. Yet the Wadham group were not so convinced. Having only just experienced
         a war that highlighted the horrors of dogma and theory, Wren’s companions desired a method that avoided all suppositions and
         held only to observable truth and objective data. They favoured the English philosopher Francis Bacon, who promoted an ‘inductive’
         approach in which experiments took precedence over theory. Wren became a devoted Baconian, preaching a new gospel of ‘natural
         Philosophy … order’d in a geometrical way of Reasoning from Ocular Experiments, [so] that it might prove real science of Nature,
         not a Hypothesis of what Nature might be’.6
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