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The history of Britain is arguably the most important ‘national’ history precisely because it has been the most intertwined with, and influential upon, other histories worldwide, in all their dimensions – political, economic, social and cultural.

– NORTH AMERICAN CONFERENCE ON BRITISH STUDIES: Report on the State and Future of British Studies in North America

British history is perhaps the best single avenue of inquiry into the large processes of ‘globalization’ in all its many dimensions – political, economic, social and cultural. As creators of the first ‘world system’ and the first world market, and as the originators of industrialism, the British occupy a unique position in human history.

– NORTH AMERICAN CONFERENCE ON BRITISH STUDIES: Report on the State and Future of British Studies in North America

British history is an ostensibly local history that ‘extends itself into Oceanic, American and global dimensions’ on nothing less than a ‘planetary scale’.

– J. G. A. POCOCK, quoted by ANTOINETTE BURTON

Hear, oh, BRITANNIA! potent Queen of ideas,

On whom fair Art, and meek Religion smiles,

How AFRIC’S coasts thy craftier sons invade

With murder, rapine, theft – and call it Trade!

– ERASMUS DARWIN

Imagination, a licentious and vagrant faculty, unsusceptible of limitations, and impatient of restraint…

– DR SAMUEL JOHNSON

England cannot afford to be little.

– WILLIAM HUSKISSON, Secretary for War and Colonies

To carry back to distant centuries the ideas of the century in which one lives is of all sources of error the most fertile.

– MONTESQUIEU

Current beliefs must not be allowed to exercise a censorship on the past: the worldview of any cultural group merits attention on its own terms. Only by accepting this scale of values, will the… complex network of beliefs of any society be fully appreciated.

– CHARLES WEBSTER

Look at the Genesis myth. Once you have eaten of the Tree of Knowledge you can’t go back. It suggests that power can enslave and that knowledge can enslave as well… The key example in liberal humanism is the idea that knowledge liberates. I think that knowledge normally simply enhances human power.

– JOHN GRAY

Knowledge brings power to us all.

– JENNY UGLOW

Imperfection is one of the dogmas of Christianity.

– GEORGE LEVINE

English history is in a sense early American history.

– CHARLES HOMER HASKINS

Facts show truth to be a living thing, that grows, moves and expands.

– NEIL MACGREGOR

This dubious practice of explaining history from the standpoint of self-righteous indignation.

– DAVID KOPF

Nations should privilege the teaching of their own past (and, within reason, gloss it).

– JANAN GANESH

Every human achievement, every human society, is to be judged by its own internal standards.

– ISAIAH BERLIN

Curiosity about difference should apply to the past in general. The ‘Middle Ages’ or ‘Ancient World’… are not just stepping stones to the ‘modern’ present we know… the Greeks and Romans did not think of themselves as ‘ancient’ and 12th-century people did not imagine themselves to be living in an in-between period of time… Presentism, at its worst, encourages a kind of moral complacency and self-congratulation. Interpreting the past in terms of present concerns usually leads us to find ourselves morally superior… Our forebears constantly fail to measure up to our present-day standards… we must question the stance of temporal superiority that is implicit in the Western… historical discipline… this temporal feeling of superiority applies more to the Western past than it does to the non-Western one.

– LYNN HUNT, President, American Historical Association

One of the intellectual and moral responsibilities of being an adult, as I see it, is to be able to hold more than one reality in your head at the same time.

– ZADIE SMITH

Where imperialism is routinely stripped and operated on under halogen lamps, the history of collaboration is still in shadow.

– A. P. THORNTON

If we do not think to ask, ‘Why did they think that?’, we know less about the past than we think.

– A. P. THORNTON

In history, as in all serious matters, no achievement is final, since ‘history’ is contemporary thinking about the past.

– R. G. COLLINGWOOD

It is precisely by thinking about how a past society without our concepts dealt with what we understand using the concepts that it did not have that we come to understand that society better.

– ROBIN OSBORNE

Poetry is the art of uniting pleasure with truth, by calling imagination to the help of reason.

– DR SAMUEL JOHNSON

Were it not for imagination, Sir, a man would be as happy in the arms of a chambermaid as of a Duchess.

– DR SAMUEL JOHNSON

Imperialism doesn’t stop being necessary just because it becomes politically incorrect.

– MICHAEL IGNATIEFF

So far from being a ghost of Empire, the Commonwealth was largely the creation of the leaders of successful national liberation movements.

– ARNOLD SMITH, first Secretary General of the Commonwealth













PROLOGUE Smalltime Latecomer: Self-Inflicted Wounds; ‘Despiser of Learning’


When Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II died in September 2022, her passing brought to an end a long period of British history which had lasted more than 400 years, since the accession of her namesake, Queen Elizabeth I, in November 1588. During that time, Britain’s intellectual and creative life had flourished as never before. Having been a small, underpopulated, out-of-the-way backwater, riven by tumultuous usurpations of this king and that and repeated ructions against Rome, it was only under the first Elizabeth that the country finally started to make its way in the world and steadily began to acquire ambition. It would in time become one of the leading nations of ‘the West’, a modern concept embracing the more prosperous countries and civilisations grouped mainly around the North Atlantic in Europe and the Americas. By the time Elizabeth II was laid to rest, the world was entering a ‘post-Western’ phase, with non-Western countries, led by China and Russia, but including India and nations in Africa and the Middle East, beginning to make economic and political and cultural progress, while the West, though still prosperous, no longer could be said to dominate the affairs of the world. During the seventy-year reign of Queen Elizabeth II forty-nine former colonies gained their independence as stand-alone states.

Though this seems like a new situation, and in some ways it is, it is in other ways a return to much earlier times. In the tenth century AD, the famous Arab geographer Alī al-Mas‘ūdī had this to say about the peoples of ‘Urufa’, as Muslims then called Europe: ‘The warm humour is lacking among them; their bodies are large, their natures gross, their manners harsh, their understanding dull, and their tongues heavy… The farther they are to the north the more stupid, gross, and brutish they are.’1 His slightly later colleague Ṣā‘id ibn Aḥmad, qadi of the Muslim city of Toledo in Spain, wasn’t much more impressed. According to Bernard Lewis, the great Islamic scholar, in 1068, two years after the Battle of Hastings, Ṣā‘id wrote a book in Arabic on the categories of nations. He found that there had been eight nations that had contributed most to knowledge – including the Indians, Persians, Greeks, Egyptians and, of course, the Arabs. On the other hand, he found that the north Europeans ‘have not cultivated the sciences [and] are more like beasts than like men… they lack keenness of understanding and clarity of intelligence’.2

In fact, if any single nation could be said to lead the world in antiquity, it was China. In seafaring, the magnetic compass and the stern post rudder, dating from the fourth century AD, were accompanied by the anchor, canvas sails and pivoting sails. At the same time there was another side to the medieval Chinese elite, a more abstract metaphysical cast of mind which found expression in the scholar-bureaucrat, chosen by written examinations where candidates’ names were pasted over and replaced by numbers so that examiners could not identify who was who, to ensure that talent and not lineage counted.

The Indian mathematician Aryabhata calculated pi as 3.1416 as early as 499 AD. He understood that the earth was a sphere spinning on its own axis. The earliest evidence for the alphabet in India dates from the third century BC. A second innovation of the Indians was the invention/creation of Hindu numerals, which was also an achievement of Aryabhata. Later, it was the Indians who introduced the concept of nought, 0, though the Mayans also had a concept of ‘emptiness’.

The Arabic word for 0, zephirum, is the basis for both our words ‘cipher’ and ‘zero’. Among Arab philosophers al-Razi and Ibn Sina stand out. Al-Razi, known in the West by his Latin name, Rhazes, was the first chief physician of the great hospital at Baghdad. In choosing the site, he is said to have hung up shreds of meat in different places, selecting the spot where putrefaction was least. Ibn Sina again is known in the West by a Latinised name, Avicenna. His most famous work was Al-Qanun (The Canon), in which he codified some 760 drugs. The Canon also pioneered the study of psychology, in that Ibn Sina observed a close association between emotional and physical states, the beneficial role of music, and the effect of the environment in medicine (i.e. rudimentary epidemiology).3

Arab civilisation achieved a further glory in Spain to rival that in Iraq, with the high point coming in the last half of the tenth century. By that point, Cordova, the capital, was on a par with Baghdad and Constantinople as one of the three great cultural centres of the ‘known world’. It had paved streets, where each house undertook to mount a light outside at night. There was a regular postal service, coins in gold and silver, gardens galore, a whole street of bookshops, and seventy libraries.

So far as influence on Western thinking is concerned, the greatest achievement of Muslim Spain was in the falsafah of Ibn Rushd, otherwise known as Averroës. Averroës was the first person to notice that no one is ever afflicted with smallpox twice, the beginnings of the idea of inoculation, but it is as a philosopher that he had most influence. His most important argument was that not all the words of the Qur’an should be taken literally. When the literal meaning of the text appears to contradict the rational truths of philosophers, he said, those verses are to be understood metaphorically.



By the twelfth century, however, long-term, systemic change was under way. This was the great era of the Crusades, cathedral-building and the foundation of universities across Europe. There are many theories why this great change took place then, ranging from the continent’s variable climate, which demanded more clothing and more furniture, stimulating calculation and the development of science, to the number of natural peninsulas (Iberia, Italy, Greece) fostering greater nationalism and therefore more competition, to the spread of Christianity and its associated language, Latin, which all in the church could speak, promoting greater communication and greater cooperation. Another theory was that the plague of the fourteenth century had a differential effect, in that the ‘die-off’ rate was less in western Europe than in the Middle East or Asia. Finally, there was the steady growth of technology in Europe: the water mill from the sixth century; the plough from the seventh; the crop rotation system from the eighth; the horseshoe and the neck harness from the ninth. In the same way, the employment of the mill proliferated to other uses, from beer-making in 861, through tanning in 1138 and paper-milling in 1276, to the blast furnace in 1384.4 Watermills and windmills had transformed corn-grinding and metallurgy, and spectacles and the clock were invented. In other words, there was nothing sudden but a steady take-off of Europe.

These changes would lead, in time, to the Renaissance, the great flourishing of European painting, literature and philosophy, first in Italy, then in France and Spain. England, meanwhile (there was no Britain then), had been conquered by the French in 1066; the English language had, to an extent, been sidelined (Richard Rolle, generally held to be the first significant poet to use what is recognisably English, died in 1349); and the country had been mired in the Hundred Years War with France (1337–1453), which had overlapped with the tumultuous fifteenth century when, of the eight kings who occupied the throne of England between 1399 and 1509, two were murdered, five were deposed in one way or another, two were exiled, and five were captured and imprisoned (Henry VI was imprisoned and recaptured three times, as well as suffering a mental breakdown). Two of the kings ascended the throne as young children, with all the danger and opportunity that implied. And all this without counting the number of times rebellions were threatened, or the people who were executed – beheaded or burned – for their part in trying to overthrow one king or another. The Hundred Years War finally came to an end only for the so-called Wars of the Roses to break out two years later in 1455, lasting until 1487. William Shakespeare was to write five plays about these turbulent times.

In the late Middle Ages, a small number of English priests did display an international bent, and visited Cordova, Toledo and other areas of Arab learning, such as Antioch, familiarising themselves with – and in some cases collecting – humanist manuscripts: John of Oxford (d. 1200), Alfred of Sarechel (fl. 1215), Daniel of Morley (c.1140–c.1210). Many of them were associated with Hereford Cathedral, rather than Oxford or London. And others, like Robert Grosseteste (c.1186–1253) and Roger Bacon (c.1219/20–c.1292), had shown an early interest in science, both visiting the university at Paris. Later, individuals such as Humphrey, Duke of Gloucester (1390–1447), brother of Henry V, bought many humanist manuscripts which he donated to Oxford colleges. In other words, there was an interest in learning, in nature, in philosophy beyond the church, and through John Wycliffe (‘the morning star of the Reformation’) and others, the beginnings of a reaction against Rome. But England’s intellectual and imaginative elite cannot be said to have been anything other than thin on the ground.

And this is reflected in the fact, too often overlooked, that England was small. Just how small is highlighted by Table 1. Until the late eighteenth century Britain’s population was about a third that of France and Germany, half that of Italy, and 30 per cent smaller than Spain.




Table 1 Population of selected countries at selected dates (figures in millions)


	 

	1000 AD

	1400

	1500

	1600

	1700

	1800

	1900





	France

	5.0

	11.0–14.0

	15.0

	18.5

	21.5

	31.0

	41.5




	Germany

	3.0

	9.6

	12.0

	16.0

	15.0

	25.0

	65.0




	Italy

	7.0

	7.0–10.0

	10.5

	13.0

	13.5

	20.0

	37.0




	Spain

	6.5

	4.5

	6.8

	8.2

	8.7

	14.7

	20.2




	Britain

	0.8

	2.8–3.0

	4.0

	6.0

	8.5

	21.0

	45.0







And then, of course, came the reign of Henry VIII, his six wives and his ‘Great Matter’ with Rome, culminating in the Dissolution of the Monasteries, when two thirds of the 900 religious houses in England were alienated and hundreds of libraries were vandalised, their contents taken by ‘ignorant nobles’ who sold off historically important artefacts for profit or used manuscripts ‘to scrub their boots, sold them to grocers and soap sellers and sent away whole ships full’. ‘The dispersal of England’s literary heritage,’ said John Bale, who compiled a history of English writers around the time of the Dissolution, ‘seriously undermined the nation’s reputation among Europe’s elite’, producing the idea that the English were ‘despisers of learning’.5

And after Henry came Mary Tudor, known to history as ‘Bloody Mary’ on account of the hundreds of heretics she had burned at the stake or beheaded (280 according to one account). To this point, English history reads like a list of self-inflicted wounds.

All that was about to change. It would take time but during Elizabeth’s reign there would be, as several observers, then and since, have noticed, an increasing coherence of England and, more than that, a sense of its ‘gathering greatness’, as ideas began to flourish like never before. This had a great deal to do with London, where we begin. England might be small but not London. Not only was it large, a home to the Court, an intellectual powerhouse, but, unlike Paris, Vienna, Rome, Madrid or Berlin, it was a port. No one knew it at the time, but England’s all-important ‘blue-water destiny’ beckoned.







PART ONE THE ELIZABETHAN MIND: THE GREAT RE-SET









1 ‘A More Intense Englishness’


Early in 1593, Queen Elizabeth I, then aged fifty-nine, embarked on a translation – from Latin into English – of The Consolations of Philosophy by Boethius, the sixth-century Roman consul, who, like her, combined a life in power and politics with a wider interest in ideas. The translation was an extraordinary enterprise, more than a hundred pages long, but she completed the work in thirty hours; according to contemporaries, ‘she just seems to have dashed it off… It is what she did for leisure when she was taking a break from running the country.’1

Out of Henry VIII’s three legitimate children to survive infancy, both Edward and Mary were exceptionally intelligent. Elizabeth was no different. She was an accomplished linguist, fluent in Latin, French, ancient Greek, Spanish and Italian, and translated works into and out of those languages all her life, often giving them as gifts to others in her circle. On formal visits to Oxford and Cambridge she conversed easily with the professors in Latin. She received an excellent education from several eminent humanist scholars – William Grindal and Roger Ascham among them – and in recent years the University of Chicago has published all her works in three modern editions, each close to 500 pages: her speeches, poems (103 of them), prayers, sententiae (proverbs, aphorisms) and her letters, rich in elegant rhetorical flourishes, as was typical of the times. These show her, in the words of one modern historian, to have been ‘a significant author in her own right’. And so, in addition to being ‘The Pirate Queen’ (the Spanish view), ‘The Heretic Queen’ (the Vatican view), ‘The Faerie Queen’ (Edmund Spenser’s view), ‘The Virgin Queen’ (the Hollywood/BBC view), we can also add ‘The Learned Queen’, the title of a recent study.



As Anne Boleyn’s daughter, Elizabeth was the living focus of her father’s break with Rome, of the Reformation itself. She had seen what her siblings had made of their opportunity to govern the realm, and how between them Edward and Mary had thrown their subjects this way and that. She herself had been imprisoned for a time. This made her neither doctrinaire nor dogmatic.

An early achievement was the Elizabethan Settlement, implemented beginning in 1559, only a few months after Elizabeth’s accession. The Settlement did not create Anglicanism as we know it – that came later. But it was a settlement, a set of arrangements which effectively brought the English Reformation to a close, and is why this book begins where it does, with a re-set in English life. The Settlement remained in place for some time and then, after further disruptions, which we shall come to, it was revived in a form that we can recognise today. It consisted of the following three elements:


	The Act of Supremacy, which in 1558 re-established the Church of England’s independence from Rome. Elizabeth was named ‘governor’ rather than head, as more suited to a queen than a king.

	The Act of Uniformity, passed in 1559, which reintroduced Cranmer’s 1552 Book of Common Prayer. This laid down the liturgical services of the church, in which allowances were made so as to appeal to both those Catholic-inclined and those who preferred Lutheran ideas. In particular, greater latitude was allowed in regard to belief about the ‘real presence’ of Christ in the Eucharist and traditional priestly vestments. Church attendance on Sundays and holy days was made compulsory with fines attached to non-observance. But the revised Book of Common Prayer removed the denunciation of the bishop of Rome, which had been in the Edwardian version, and it also deleted the so-called Black Rubric or Declaration on Kneeling, whereby it was held that to kneel was not to ‘adore’ (implying idolatry); it was more a form of respect since the bread and wine remained as natural substances.

	The adoption in 1571 of the Thirty-Nine Articles as a confessional statement, together with a book of homilies – they were basically a set of sermons which laid out certain specifics as an aid to salvation. One set of articles described the exact authority of the church, another the errors people should seek to avoid, a third the exact nature of the incarnation of Jesus Christ. As modern law contracts would say, this was all developed ‘for the avoidance of doubt’.



Elizabeth’s own views were fairly conservative; she did not believe in the doctrine of transubstantiation, disliked married clergy, was more or less Lutheran as regards the ‘real presence’ in the Eucharist, and disliked candles in procession and the elevation of the host during Mass. The wording during the Communion service was that the bread was to be eaten ‘in remembrance that Christ died’. (Italics added.) The general tenor of the Elizabethan church was Calvinist, though the settlement did implicitly acknowledge that, at parish level, unlike at Court in London, or at Canterbury, Catholic priests and traditionally minded laity were still present in great numbers. The queen was disappointed by the iconoclasm of the more extreme Protestants. She thought there should still be a division between the chancel and the rest of the church.

One gets the impression that the queen – born in 1533 – was mentally exhausted by the seemingly endless wrangling during her father’s and her siblings’ reigns and, without giving away too much, felt that enough blood had been shed and it was time to move forward: this was the re-set, but Protestantism did not become the majority religion in England until the 1580s.



The genius of the Elizabethan Settlement was its vagueness, says the historian Richard Helgerson. It is sometimes presented as a sensible attempt to find a ‘third way’ in religion ‘that was neither in thrall to Luther nor the pope’. Luther’s pessimism, his conviction as to humankind’s chronic need to rely on God in all things, never appealed to people who would become famously industrious Puritans.2

John Jewel, who became bishop of Salisbury on his return from exile during Bloody Mary’s reign, wrote Apologia ecclesiae anglicanae in 1562, which provided the backbone of this English ‘third way’ for half a century. He argued that the church should rely only on Scripture and the writings of the ancient fathers, ignoring all the other niceties of faith that separated Lutherans from others. The teaching of John Calvin in Geneva during the 1550s did influence Protestantism across stretches of the Netherlands and Switzerland, and parts of France and Germany. The Geneva Bible, predominantly the creation of English exiles toiling there during their Marian exile, together with Calvin’s own Institutes of a Christian Man, also enjoyed a wide influence, but Elizabeth was deeply sceptical about the Geneva ascendancy in general and, moreover, could never get it out of her head that it had given birth to John Knox’s First Blast of the Trumpet against the Monstrous Regiment of Women.

Calvinism’s extraordinary doctrine of predestination, that everyone had been singled out ‘in the mind of God’ before birth for ‘election or damnation’, never caught on in the Church of England. What did catch on was for many clerics to take advantage of the Edwardian settlement’s adoption of clerical marriage, many of them taking the opportunity to legitimise their liaison with their ‘housekeepers’.

Elizabeth was twenty-five at her accession in November 1558. On the small side, pale-skinned, a golden redhead, with brown eyes and exceptionally long fingers, she would prove a popular and much-admired queen, and her reign, as we shall see, was distinguished as a renaissance of cultural and political achievement. When she acceded, she inherited more than sixty royal residences, though she only ever made use of about half a dozen of those – Whitehall (the largest, all 23 acres of it), Hampton Court, Greenwich, Richmond, St James and Windsor Castle – and she travelled around them in a regular order: Whitehall for Christmas, for example, and Windsor for Easter and the Maundy ceremony when she would wash the feet of poor women (the same number as her age) and offer them gifts. St George’s Day (23 April) was also spent at Windsor.

Her Court consisted of more than a thousand people and its central element was the Presence Chamber, a great hall where she held her audiences and where the great entertainments took place. With so many people in attendance, security was tight, and all her meals were ceremoniously checked for poison (dinner being held around noon). The palaces were also home to a great library, the queen being an avid reader, very interested in history. Ceremony was paramount, her arrival anywhere always greeted by a fanfare of trumpets. By custom, the queen’s head was meant to be higher than anyone else’s at all times, though given her diminutive height this must have often caused protocol problems. No one was supposed to turn their back on the monarch; she expected – and received – flattery and liked a certain flamboyance in the appearance and character of her close courtiers. Around her – and across all Europe – there was constant speculation as to whether she really was a virgin queen.


‘THE KINGDOM OF OUR OWN LANGUAGE’

Historians have noted that a profound psychological change came over England during Elizabeth’s reign, more fundamental even than the other important changes that occurred in politics, exploration and social affairs. This was a time, these historians say, when English men and women began to feel their Englishness more intensely than ever before as the sovereign state and the Crown finally triumphed during those years over the church and as a self-contained national unit came into being. Moreover, it was ‘not the tacitly accepted necessity it had been for some time, but the consciously desired goal’.

Intellectually, Roger Ascham helped lead the way. He was a forceful but somewhat puzzling man.3 Born around 1515, in Yorkshire, Ascham studied at St John’s College, Cambridge, then the largest and most learned college of either university, where he was elected a fellow and where he became known for his beautiful handwriting (despite the recent invention of printing, manuscripts were still in wide use). By 1540, when the Regius professorship of Greek was established (after the Dissolution of the Monasteries), he was lecturing there on both mathematics and Greek, which latter he had taught himself. He achieved prominence to begin with as the author of Toxophilus (‘Love of the Bow’, 1545), his first book, which on the surface is about archery but was really an argument for the development of English eloquence as a prominent feature of the Protestant Reformation. More specifically, Toxophilus is a thinly veiled allegory promoting vernacular rhetoric as a weapon in the cause for the ‘utter destruction of papistrie and heresie’.4

And this is what interests us, in that a major novelty of the book was that Ascham had ‘written this Englishe matter in the Englishe tongue for Englishe men’, arguing in it for the deliberate and active self-fashioning of oneself and noting that, before Virgil and Horace corrected it, Latin was as rude and barbarous as English, just as Homer had similarly reformed Greek.5 Ascham was urging his fellow English shining lights to flex their muscles and their imaginative powers. More than that, Richard Helgerson has identified around Ascham a whole cohort – or generation – of like-minded Elizabethans who responded to his call to arms. They include Philip Sidney, Fulke Greville, Francis Bacon, Walter Raleigh and Christopher Marlowe, but first among them was Edmund Spenser, who, in a letter sent in 1580 to his friend Gabriel Harvey, a Cambridge professor and Latin specialist, said: ‘Why a God’s name may not we, as else the Greeks, have the kingdom of our own language’, a sentiment identical to Ascham’s.




GRAMMAR SCHOOLS GALORE


Under Elizabeth, there were energetic attempts to improve education in England; new ideas were introduced, new theories of learning which were intended to apply right across the social spectrum. Basically conservative, their main aim was to inculcate social unity and the official state religion, the details of which, of course, were relatively new. But they also tapped into humanist theories about ‘active citizenship’. Elizabeth’s reign saw the introduction of a massive number of new grammar schools across England, designed equally for the clergy, the ‘gentle’ classes and the children of the wealthy merchant class.6 By its end, according to Freyja Cox Jensen, England had 360 grammar schools, one for every 12,000 people living in the country, ‘a greater provision than existed even in Victorian times’. Bishops were tasked with reporting every year on the schools within their remit, in order to identify candidates for the church and civil service. (The plan of Richard Barnes, bishop of Durham, for education ‘according to ability irrespective of class’, did not catch on.)

Elizabeth’s reign contributed to a widening understanding of what learning was. More and more it began to matter to the self-image (and therefore the self-confidence) of the ‘gentle’ classes, forming an important part of the changing psychology in Elizabethan society that we have already alluded to. Baldassare Castiglione’s The Courtier was translated into English by Sir Thomas Hoby in 1561, spreading notions of civility, civic duty and ‘active service’. A university education was no longer enough; more and more a gentleman must add to his accomplishments through foreign travel and, in many cases, by further study at one of the Inns of Court. The Inns, known colloquially as Britain’s ‘third university’, were reformed and enlarged during Elizabeth’s time on the throne, to provide for their growing clientele.

Beyond schooling, however, and important as that was, intellectual life in Elizabethan England found expression in a number of developments which mainly took place in London. London was then a city of about 200,000, up from 50,000 at the beginning of the century.7




‘CUNNING PRINCEPLEASERS’: THE CULT OF ELIZABETH – FLATTERY AND FAVOUR


We may begin with the Court. As mentioned above, the Court consisted of somewhere between 1,000 and 1,500 people but the intellectual and artistically creative elite was much smaller than that. A belief current at the time held that only the Court offered that milieu of sophisticated leisure which could allow poetry to flourish – courtly style and habits of mind were held to be particularly congenial to the distinctive features of poetry, and courtly manners had a direct bearing on the development of poetic style. In The Arte of English Poesie (1589), the controlling assumption of the author, George Puttenham (1529–90), a critic with a somewhat lascivious private life, is that to be a good poet entails being a proper courtier.8 And to assure that poets may thrive as ‘cunning princepleasers’, Puttenham offers ‘norms’ for their art drawn from approved standards of courtly conduct. Proper courtiership, he insists, assures a command of poetic decorum since the courtier – whose social survival relies on wit, judiciousness and poise – ‘hardly needs to learn what is or is not desirable in poetic style’. Puttenham is, in fact, not above suggesting that the poetic life is no more than an extension of good courtiership. ‘While the Arte of English Poesie is ostensibly a treatise on poetry, it is at the same time one of the most significant arts of conduct of the Elizabethan age.’9

In his dedicated examination of the Elizabethan courtier poets, the American historian Stephen W. May argues that the Elizabethan courtier class, which dominated national patronage and intellectual and social power, was understood by contemporaries to consist of people who were given access not just to the royal household, nor even to the Presence Chamber, but to the very Privy Chamber of the queen. On these grounds, he says, the list of ‘courtier poets’ who meet this criterion comprises thirty-two of whose work we have examples.10

This list yields a number of familiar names (Dyer, Greville, Harington, Raleigh, Sackville, Sidney) and a number who are not nearly as familiar to us, at least as poets (Ascham, Bacon, Cecil, Hatton, Heneage, Mildmay). Interestingly, what the Earl of Surrey and Thomas Wyatt had introduced to English poetry during Henry VIII’s reign had no immediate counterpart at Elizabeth’s Court; ‘there was little lyricism, less love’. Most of the verse, we are told, was occasional, mildly celebratory or commendatory and tried to be classical in its learned humanism.

Despite the poets’ access to the throne, we mustn’t be too high-minded about courtier poetry. Two phrases need to be borne in mind. One is ‘The most important fact about Elizabeth I was her sex’. And two, as Roy Strong – among others – put it, the cult of Elizabeth grew out of ‘an inexhaustible craving for flattery fed by an insatiable appetite for favour’. Both were equally important, but most important of all was the fact that with the Court being the apogee of life for anyone of talent and ambition, access to the courtiers was the crucial element in intellectual/social/political life, which in a way could hardly be distinguished, and for anyone who wasn’t born into the top elite, patronage was really the only way to secure advantage, and the ultimate source of patronage was of course the queen herself.11

This accounts for so much in Elizabethan times, where the queen’s sexual status, her marital status and her theological status overlapped in ways that were unique to her, to the realm and to the psychology of the nation, as we shall repeatedly see. It means, for instance, that the use of (inevitably ambiguous) erotic language in the process of patronage negotiations could not help but be ever-present and an ever-present source of anxiety, not least from an inherent uncertainty about sincerity. Texts addressed to patrons often used an intimate vocabulary in which the relationship between courtier/poet and patron was presented as loving and honest, and freely given. Yet the pursuit of a Court career could not be had without the heavy cooperation of others. In Strong’s words: ‘As a result, it is often impossible to tell whether the speaker of a poem is in love or seeking political favour.’ This makes reading courtier poetry both endlessly fascinating and endlessly irritating.

Overlapping with the courtier poets and helping to define the intellectual culture of the realm were a number of literary circles grouped around prominent individuals. The most eye-catching were those gathered around Robert Dudley, Earl of Leicester, around Sir Philip Sidney, around Robert Devereux, Earl of Essex, and around Ben Jonson.

Intensely intellectual and politically astute, Leicester was the patron of the Puritan movement, and he helped enforce the Act of Supremacy, found Oxford University Press and install Alberico Gentili as professor of international law at Oxford. Very interested in translation, Leicester encouraged more than a hundred books, which were dedicated to him. Fascinated by history and theatre, he had his own company of players and musicians and was the principal patron of Nicholas Hilliard, the miniaturist. His circle of scholars included John Dee, Philip Sidney and Gabriel Harvey.

Those at the centre of the Sidney circle encompassed his brother Robert, his sister Mary, Countess of Pembroke, a significant poet and translator, and his friends Fulke Greville, sonneteer, biographer of Sidney and another favourite of the queen, and Sir Edward Dyer, also a poet. Sidney was exceptionally newsworthy as he was a brilliant military leader in the Protestant cause, ‘a leading hope for the faith’. Generally held to be the next greatest writer of sonnets after Shakespeare, his sprawling love poem Arcadia, while written to his lover, was dedicated to his sister.

Essex, politically ambitious, was loosely related to the queen in that his great-grandmother was Elizabeth’s aunt; he and his circle were famously obsessed by Tacitus because of his exploration of republicanism, obviously a touchy subject with Elizabeth. Many of Essex’s poems are bitter and pessimistic, written when he was in the Tower of London awaiting execution for an attempted coup d’état. Essex also acted as a patron of the painter Isaac Oliver and encouraged the development of limning.12 Essex’s intellectual concerns included an interest in navigation and the links between Ramism and Protestantism; he believed in self-improvement through academic endeavour.

Ben Jonson’s circle called themselves variously the ‘Tribe of Ben’ or the ‘Sons of Ben’ and met, first, at the Mermaid tavern and later the Devil’s Head. They included the poet Robert Herrick and Richard Lovelace, another poet who was in and out of prison for his political activities.

All that said, and as important as those circles were in setting the imaginative and intellectual tone of the reign, and while the whole genre of courtier poetry was the most typical exemplar of Elizabethan high culture, emphasising how the Court took centre stage, the best single instance of the cult of Elizabeth, that all-important mix of flattery and favour, without which sixteenth-century English society cannot be fully understood, was produced by someone helped by Leicester but largely excluded from the charmed circle, at least for much of the time. This was Edmund Spenser, whose masterpiece was The Faerie Queene.

In a way The Faerie Queene came out of nowhere, just as Spenser himself came out of nowhere. He was born in 1552 near the Tower of London to poor parents who may have been connected with the Lancashire family of Le Despensers, ‘an house of ancient fame’ from which the Northamptonshire Spencers were also descended.

Despite his poor background, Spenser was educated at Pembroke College, Cambridge as a sizar, or paid scholar who waited on others at mealtimes. He remained in Cambridge for seven years, in the process becoming exceptionally accomplished in the New Learning, the Greek and Latin classics, the philosophy of Plato and Aristotle and the poetry of Theocritus and Virgil. Among the friends he made there were Gabriel Harvey, a fellow of Pembroke who introduced Spenser to Sidney. Through his friendship with Sidney, Spenser was introduced in London to Leicester, Sidney’s great-uncle, and through him gained access to the best society available in the capital.

Robert Dudley, Earl of Leicester, was a favourite of Elizabeth I, even for a time the favourite (for years he was regarded as her suitor, during which time his apartment at Court was next to hers). Deeply involved in the domestic and foreign politics of the day, alongside William Cecil and Sir Francis Walsingham, the queen’s spy chief, Leicester was also a candidate for marriage to Mary, Queen of Scots. He was Elizabeth’s master of the horse, a privy counsellor and Lord Steward of the royal household. During the Armada he was in command of the land forces. He was a backer of Drake on his voyages of plunder. Spenser fitted in neatly and naturally for a time. Also for a time, he fitted in naturally to the circle of poets and young men of learning that included Sidney, Dyer, Greville, Harvey and others. Known as the Areopagus, they were dedicated to the reform of English poetry, advocating that more allowance be made for foreign works.

In the winter of 1579 Spenser published his Shepheards Calendar, with a dedication to Sidney. This was a series of twelve pastoral poems in the style of Virgil, taking the form of dialogues between shepherds who pass the time discussing love, old age and, inevitably, religion. Some of the verses attack the zeal, sloth and pomp of worldly clergy, one is devoted to courtly praise of the queen. Its eloquence and fluency made it at once what many considered the most accomplished poem that had appeared since the death of Chaucer.

Not long afterwards, and now a much better-known figure, Spenser travelled to Ireland as private secretary to Lord Grey of Wilton and he was to remain there – amid growing turbulence, rebellion and bloodshed – for the rest of his life. It was there that he made the acquaintance of Sir Walter Raleigh, an acquaintanceship which soon ripened into an intimate friendship. It was during a visit from Raleigh when, sitting under the shade ‘of the green alders of the Mulla’s shore’ (in real life, Lake Killnemullah), Spenser read aloud the first books of The Faerie Queene to him. Raleigh was so delighted that he insisted Spenser accompany him to London where Edmund was able to read his great work to Her Majesty. She was no less enchanted by the work than Raleigh was, as Spenser had the chance to explain its structure as a huge, sprawling romantic epic – pastoral, chivalrous, ethical and above all allegorical.

The action takes place far away in the unreal fairyland of medieval chivalry, replete with incidents that have been described as ‘either highly improbable or frankly impossible’, using archaic or deliberately unfamiliar language, a world populated by plants which speak, healing fountains, magic mirrors, dragons, satyrs, knights and giants, together with several winding digressions. Gloriana, the Queen of Fairyland, holds a solemn twelve-day festival during which she commands her knights to undertake twelve adventures, where the knights are commissioned to champion the cause of people in distress and right the wrongs that have been done to them.

It was an extremely successful attempt to match the cultural accomplishments of Greece and Rome and at the same time was authentically English in its reliance on English medieval traditions.13 It is clear from the narrative that the symbolic lover of the queen is none other than the people of England, the only marriage in the book being between the Thames and the Medway, which itself represents a mystical union between the prince and the subjects. The queen loved it when it was read to her, not least because of its flattering lines picturing her as Gloriana. She offered Spenser an annual pension there and then.

We can’t leave it there, however. In an account of the many virtues of the Elizabethan age, we cannot overlook the fact that Spenser’s ultimate fate was not at all what it might have been. He returned to Ireland and, on the queen’s recommendation, became sheriff of Cork. Now the acknowledged prince of living poets, nonetheless his time in Ireland was turbulent. The native Catholic Irish loathed the Protestant English, opposition grew and, in the autumn of 1598, a bloody uprising, known as Tyrone’s Rebellion, broke out in which peasants attacked and set fire to the castle where Spenser and his family lived; they barely escaped with their lives. When Spenser finally made it back to London he was in severe distress and ‘prostrated’ by the hardships he had endured. Moreover, his view about the queen had changed – among other criticisms of her, he now thought she could have been more generous with her pension. Broken psychologically, broken-hearted and in poverty, Spenser died in January 1599 in a tavern in King Street, Westminster. He was buried close to the tomb of Chaucer in Poets’ Corner in Westminster Abbey, his fellow poets bearing the pall, the Earl of Essex paying the funeral costs. Spenser was forty-six.



Poetry was by no means the only cultural activity of the Court, of course. Other forms of entertainment included pageants, masques and straightforward plays. Elaborate Accession Day tilts were designed to honour the queen but at the same time they were major public spectacles – the Whitehall Tiltyard was a permanent structure that could seat 10,000–12,000 spectators. The predominant aim of the pageants was to reinforce the cult of the queen in which her image was ‘to make her feminine nature acceptable to the people’.14

The cult of the queen was surely both a conscious and an unconscious response to the sexual, social and theological dilemma of an unmarried virgin in such a precarious position of power. As Stephen Greenblatt put it, not entirely ironically:


The gorgeous rituals of praise channeled national and religious sentiments into the worship of the prince, masked over and thus temporarily deflected deep social, political and theological divisions in late sixteenth-century England, transformed Elizabeth’s potentially disastrous sexual disadvantage into a supreme virtue and, in the same movement, metamorphosed a pack of dangerous, phallic-aggressive fortune seekers into gentle knights kneeling at the foot of the faerie Queene.15



The reality was very different. As Elizabeth entered the new century, she was a rapidly ageing, tired and lonely old lady ‘kept going’, in Greenblatt’s words, ‘by a will of iron and unflagging determination’. By dodging and leaving unresolved many crucial issues, this remarkable woman was able to fashion the crown into a multivalent yet ambiguous symbol, ‘which managed to hold the hearts and minds of all its peoples’.




LEARNING AND LICENCE


Away from the Court (although, as we have seen, it was in some ways impossible to get away from the influence of the Court), there were nonetheless several important formal and less formal intellectual/imaginative developments in the Elizabethan era.

Arguably the most immediate institution in cultural and intellectual matters were the Inns of Court. The four Inns – Gray’s Inn, Lincoln’s Inn, Middle Temple and Inner Temple – were voluntary legal societies. Located just west of the old City of London, between High Holborn to the north and the Thames to the south, the Inns made (and still make) up the heart of London’s legal district.16 Today their sole function is to call (train) men and women to the English bar, but their origin is obscure, beginning sometime in the fourteenth century, perhaps as temporary accommodation for lawyers or legal apprentices, hence the term ‘inn’. They varied in the extent to which they conformed to or resisted the religious tempers of the time, as shown by this contemporary doggerel:


Inner for the rich,

Middle for the poor,

Lincoln’s for the gentleman,

And Gray’s Inn for the whore.



Despite these differences, Jessica Winston says that the Inns are more alike than not and by 1558, when Elizabeth took the throne, they were expanding in more or less the same way as each other. Several poets – Barnabe Googe, Thomas Lodge – dedicated their works to the Inns, Shakespeare alluded to them in Henry IV Part 2 and Ben Jonson famously characterised Inns of Court men as a group when he dedicated Every Man out of His Humour (c.1600), a play about ‘characters’ and ‘types’ at the Inns of Court, confessing that he understood Inns of Court men but not how they varied from Inn to Inn.17

In 1602, Edward Coke, a lawyer we shall meet again, observed that the Inns were the ‘most famous university for [the] profession of law only’ while George Buck, antiquarian and master of the Revels under James I, said they were the main reason why London, next to Oxford and Cambridge, was ‘the third university of England’.18 Lawyers attended the Inns for seven years, together with a series of ‘learning vacations’, and these, along with communal dining (‘eating law’), fashioned a distinctive cast of mind, producing a raft of influential legal figures: Thomas More, Nicholas Bacon, William Cecil, Francis Bacon, Coke himself and Simon D’Ewes.19 Part of this distinctive cast of mind can be put down to the fact that, in early modern England, the language of common law was a specialised tongue, a mix of French and English, interspersed with Latin terms, and known as ‘law-French’.20

The Inns were expensive and scholarships were not available, meaning they were more socially homogeneous than the universities and this too helped their distinctive mindset. As they were tolerant in religious matters, recusant Catholics could often be found there. To an extent, they became finishing schools as well as law schools and it was here, rather than among the more academic religious souls of Oxford and Cambridge, that future members of Parliament, magistrates and administrators got to know each other in their formative years. They ‘drank, diced and misbehaved’. ‘Revelling’ was a tradition and the Inns were often, in Jonson’s words, places of ‘humanity and liberty… learning and licence’.21

The Revels were in fact a traditional season of merry-making which lasted from All Saints’ Eve (31 October) to Candlemas (2 February). Every year, a ‘prince of misrule’ was elected to lead the celebrations, which played an important role in encouraging English theatre and, it should be said, provided Shakespeare with one of his most distinguished audiences.22

The literary activities of members were especially noteworthy, in part because the Inns were congenial to men who thought the social and literary world of London was more agreeable and better fitted their wider concerns than the relatively narrow study of law, so that the Inns became in time among the most important centres for imaginative and literary activity in the capital. Among the poets and playwrights who belonged to an Inn may be numbered Thomas Sackville, Thomas Lodge, John Donne, John Marston, George Whither and John Ford. Inns of Court men wrote plays and masques for performance by colleagues; they mounted their own productions and patronised the theatres of the capital, happily removed from the teeming crowds of Fleet Street and the City. Winston quotes Thomas Churchyard, writing in 1580 and praising the intellectual culture of London: ‘Here dwells the sages of the world and all the Muses nine’, and he goes on to mention the Inns for special commendation: they are ‘where wit and knowledge flows’.23 By no means every man of the Inns was ‘literary’ – translations were popular, and books on horsemanship were not unknown.

Several lawyers from the Inns of Court also contributed to a revolution in historical writing, beginning around 1580.24 There were five of them: Raleigh, Stow, Camden, Bacon and Selden, who together produced a whole complex of changes in the purpose, content, method and style of historical writing, and especially so in five areas: one, an attack on authority; two, the appeal to experience; three, the rationalisation of utility (pragmatism); four, the extension of the quantitative method, most significantly in the expansion of libraries; and five, the new emphasis on original research, examining consumption and production.25 In doing this, English history writing was catching up with the writing of French and other European historians.

It is also worth pointing out, given the current climate of opinion, that some plays of the time consisted of commentary on contemporary politics, and in particular the dangers of empire and imperial expansion, which, it was widely feared, would lead to stagnation at home.

The full extent of the intellectual and cultural impact of the Inns may be had from Winston’s calculation that, between 1558 and 1642, ‘over one hundred major and minor writers were members of an Inn.’26





GRESHAM COLLEGE


After the Inns of Court, the most important new institution of learning in London, and in England, was Gresham College. Sir Thomas Gresham, who studied briefly at Cambridge and whose father had benefitted from the dissolution of the monasteries, was the financial advisor to Queen Elizabeth and her representative in Amsterdam. He absorbed the advanced commercial arrangements there, ideas which he brought to Britain, becoming the founder of the Royal Exchange, England’s first commercial building, which, after its opening by the queen in 1571, was granted the right to sell alcohol and luxury goods, making it the centre of social and financial activity, with apothecaries, barber-surgeons and practitioners of physic (medicine) among the clientele.

Gresham’s son had died tragically young, leaving him heartbroken, and when he himself died in 1579, in his will he bequeathed all the revenues from the land and buildings comprising the Royal Exchange, and also his great house in Bishopsgate Street, jointly to the City of London and the Company of Mercers. In return, they were charged with supporting from the revenues of the Royal Exchange seven professors, with generous stipends, who were to be lodged in his mansion house and there to read public lectures in their respective faculties of law, rhetoric, divinity, music, physic, geometry and astronomy. Since Lady Gresham, who was given use of the house until her death, did not die until December 1596, it was not until 1598 that the seven professors were installed in full possession of Sir Thomas’s mansion house, now become Gresham College, and commenced the reading of their lectures.

The opening of Gresham College was the culmination of a long effort in Elizabethan England to bring about the establishment of a permanent endowed foundation which would offer instruction and further research in the mathematical sciences in particular and provide a convenient rallying point for all who were concerned with promoting progress in the practical application of these sciences to useful works. Lectureships in medicine had, early in the sixteenth century, been founded at Oxford and Cambridge, and a lectureship in surgery in connection with the Royal College of Physicians had been founded by Baron Lumley in 1583. But for astronomy and geometry, the first enduring recognition came with the creation of those subjects in Gresham’s foundation (which also established almshouses for eight poor men).27 Not until 1619, says Francis Ames-Lewis, were the Savilian professorships of astronomy and geometry established at Oxford, and the early incumbents of these posts were all taken from the men then holding these chairs at Gresham College. The lectures were given in English in the mornings, and in Latin in the afternoons, so that educated visitors from around Europe would be able to attend and understand what was being said.28

Some idea of the intellectual networks that existed then can be had from the experience of William Petty, the third Gresham professor of music, who, with John Graunt, a haberdasher, was stimulated by the conversations at Edward Lloyd’s coffee house in Lombard Street to develop an interest in mortality statistics and demographics, this being another aspect of mathematics, as music was then. This would eventually lead to the development, in Petty’s case, of life insurance and, in Graunt’s case, of epidemiology.29

Lloyd himself was also interested in what are now called statistics and he would go on to found Lloyd’s List, the daily newspaper about the shipping industry that flourished all the way down to 2013, and still continues as a quarterly. Although insurance is not often regarded as an aspect of intellectual history, marine and fire insurance, which both became accepted procedures in Elizabethan London, were nonetheless important imaginative innovations.30

Other intellectual and imaginative initiatives included the Society of Antiquaries, founded in the mid-1580s by Matthew Parker and William Camden (see below) together with some thirty-five others who petitioned the queen to allow the formation of a society based on the idea of the Italian academies. Their aim was to establish a forum for the study of Britain’s history and antiquarian artefacts. No formal petition was ever granted, though Ames-Lewis says meetings were held anyway, usually on Fridays, with Anglo-Saxon literature as the subject for discussion. The society, obviously enough, was a natural outgrowth of Parker’s enthusiasm for national monuments and the society’s aims stressed the preservation of manuscripts and rare books relating to English history and antiquities. It was closed by James VI and I in 1604 but reopened a decade or so later. Education more generally fell out of fashion under James, especially for women. Bathsua Makin (1600–75), known as England’s most learned lady, presented him with a book of poems in six languages, whereupon he is said to have remarked: ‘But can she spin?’31

Thomas Linacre had died well before, in 1524, but the Royal College of Physicians, which he had helped to found, was still going strong and in 1582 set up the Lumleian lectures on medical matters, which began two years later and would continue into the seventeenth century. This was in fact an era when lectures became relatively common – scientific lectures were given regularly in Leadenhall Chapel, cosmography lectures in Blackfriars, while Deptford was a centre for the study of hydrography and navigation.




THE POLITICAL EDGE TO THEATRE: MAKING GREATNESS FAMILIAR


Shakespeare’s tragedies and comedies and histories began in the playhouses of Shoreditch and Southwark, performed by ‘rogues and vagabonds’ to ‘an assembly of tailors, tinkers, cordwainers, sailors, old men, young men, women, boys, girls and such like’. This is Richard Helgerson, again, who also reminds us that the fathers of other playwrights – Chettle, Greene, Kyd, Marlowe, Munday and Peele – were respectively a dyer, a saddler, a scrivener, a shoemaker, a draper and a clerk. More than that, the Burbages, who built the theatre and eventually supplied Shakespeare with his leading actors, had been joiners. Helgerson’s point is that the particular social and dramatic configuration of Elizabethan imaginative life changed decisively sometime around 1600.32 For Richard Burbage, the crucial event was the reopening of the Globe in 1599 and the Fortune in 1600, followed soon after by the emergence of a third company at the Boar’s Head and Rose. Then there was the increasing prominence around the turn of the century of a new generation of playwrights, including Jonson, Chapman, Dekker, Marston and Middleton. From 1590 on, what had been essentially a players’ theatre was becoming an authors’ theatre.33 What seems to have happened in the late 1580s and early 1590s is a shift in the weight of production and recognition towards the new non-player writers. Over and above this, and together with printed texts being used increasingly, Marlowe, Nashe, Greene and their fellow university wits tried to project themselves out of the ‘base company’ of theatrical clowns and into the ‘orbit’ of gentility.34 Which meant that the theatre of the day ‘was excessively concerned with status’. Shakespeare was no exception to this.35 Indeed, in most Elizabethan literature status is a prime concern.36 One might even say that status is never very far away in any early English literature, and according to the New Historicists – a trend in scholarship coming on stream relatively recently – Shakespeare’s plays participate in a continuing tradition of radical protest about status, one that leads from the Peasants’ Revolt in the fourteenth century down to the Sacheverell riots in the eighteenth, directed at Dissenters and Presbyterians. It has been suggested that, over the years, there has been an ongoing relation of sorts between popular revolt and theatre and, certainly, recent New Historicist scholarship has stressed the political edge of Shakespeare rather than the purely aesthetic.37 Some historians have proposed that it is this quality which defines him as ‘the national poet.’

And this may be why, so the theory goes, the clown dominates much of Elizabethan theatre. Falstaff, says Helgerson, is in part the clown. ‘There is a parallel between the order of the theatre and the order of the state. The clown ruptures this, as does Falstaff.’ While Shakespeare, on the one hand, tends to legitimate heredity and the preservation of an aristocratic order, plays put on by other playwrights, like Sir Thomas Wyatt (1602) by John Webster and Thomas Dekker, and the 1599 offering of Sir John Oldcastle, written by Michael Drayton and others, each offer as hero a man of the people at odds with the Crown. The latter play, apparently, was written specifically to correct Shakespeare. Shakespeare’s history plays, as more than one critic-historian has pointed out, are concerned ‘above all’ with the consolidation and maintenance of royal power. Moreover, we may say that, in a society where even aristocrats had to repeatedly underline their superior social status by playing at being aristocratic, it is scarcely surprising that the theatre should become a school for social advancement and the actor become the very model of ‘self-fashioning mankind’ and a more intense Englishness.38

Helgerson’s verdict is just one among many. But he is exceptionally clear. ‘From the 1570s on, the younger Elizabethans had been driven in their writing of England by a sense of national inferiority, or national barbarity. Shakespeare’s history plays present, as do none of the other texts, a prominently royal image of England.’ In making ‘greatness familiar’, Shakespeare stood, and still stands, for royal Britain. And in establishing the new genre of the national history play, which contributed so much to the consolidation of central power, it also contributed to the emergence of the playwright – Will Shakespeare himself – as both gentleman and poet.39 Status again.









2 The Increasing Coherence of England


And not only status. We see here, in the plays – by John Webster, Thomas Dekker and Michael Drayton, rather than Shakespeare – the emergence of an interesting intellectual distinction: that between the monarchy and the nation, which again has been addressed by Richard Helgerson, who sees this view also epitomised in the works of Christopher Saxton, William Camden, Michael Drayton (again) and Edward Coke.

Christopher Saxton (c.1540–c.1610) was a Yorkshireman. He was a cartographer who is remembered as the person who produced the first county maps of England and Wales, which in time led to the first atlas of any country. Map-making became possible through advances in surveying and in printing, especially from engraved copper plates. The atlas – which had a variety of symbols to show buildings and settlements, rivers, hills and mountains (though with no information as to height or exact location) and of course place names – was published in 1579, containing thirty-five maps, each bearing the arms of Elizabeth I and Thomas Sackford, Saxton’s patron. He was given a monopoly to sell them for ten years.

There was an appetite for what Saxton was doing because a national history could arise only after its coherence as a territorial entity had been established. With the arrival of territorial coherence, ‘the British countryside became a geopolitical unity’.1

William Rockett argues that an entirely new enterprise of scholarship was required to define the historical parameters of this new order, and ‘the provinces as well as Britain’s topographical character were discovered in the endeavour of seeking and explaining the ancient origins of the nation’s institutions’. John Leland, one-time librarian to Henry VIII, was the first person in Britain to conceive of a national history incorporating particular provincial localities.2 His plan was to include histories of the aristocracy and the kings of England, biographies of English authors, descriptions of the adjacent islands and ‘a work of historical topography in as many books as there were counties in England and Wales’. Leland’s idea was intended as an honour to the king, ‘for the recovery of the nation’s sovereignty from Roman usurpation’.

Rockett records that Leland inspired a generation of ‘journeying scholars’ who hoped instead to illustrate the provincial origins of some at least of the nation’s institutions. Among them were the respective Kentish and Cheshire historians William Lambarde and William Smith, in addition to John Norden, John Speed and Camden. Their comprehensive surveys included Lambarde’s unfinished topographical dictionary, Smith’s Particular Description of England, Speed’s Theatre of the Empire of Great Britain, Norden’s unfinished Speculum Britanniae and Camden’s Britannia.3

Camden’s manuscripts survive in profusion, in the British Library, the Bodleian, Cambridge, Yale, the Folger Shakespeare Library in Washington, DC, and elsewhere.4 He studied at Oxford without taking a degree, and later became undermaster and, after 1594, headmaster at Westminster School. He failed to get a fellowship at All Souls because he was opposed there ‘by the Popish faction’.5

Camden was aware that some Europeans thought Elizabethan England backward in certain respects and, beginning in 1571, he started touring the British provinces in the school holidays and for four years after, whenever his duties at Westminster would permit. On his journeys he recorded his observations of both natural and geographical interest, ‘with a good eye for Plinyesque curiosities’.6 His main purpose, however, was a topographical survey, which also identified the contours of Britain’s political geography, the idea being that in framing the narrative of Britannia, he wanted to find a way to explain Britain’s national origins. It was a work of recovery rather than discovery.

The first edition appeared in 1586 and in it he sought to describe his wanderings in a series of tours encompassing all the counties, beginning in the south-west with Cornwall and Devonshire and then moving north. In the course of this he built up a massive collection of documentary and archaeological materials, as well as compiling descriptions of counties which together provided a coherent core of the national past. The result was a clever topographical eye-witness report, rather than a simple calendar or chronicle: the link between local materials and the decisive events of the nation’s past was very innovative.

Camden drew attention to the physical remains of the Saxon, Danish and Norman eras as well as the Roman, making imaginative use of coins, inscriptions and works of monumental art found in churches and across the countryside.7 He grasped that it would be impossible to describe Britain’s origins without attempting to recover ancient Celtic and Roman equivalents of the English names with which they had been replaced. For him, ancient place names had a unique importance, representing the earliest traces of British civilisation and Camden went so far as to learn Welsh as well as Old English, and studied ancient texts such as Ptolemy’s Geographia.8 He used the Antonine Itineraries (fifteen ‘road maps’ of Britain compiled in the first and second centuries AD), to correlate ancient and contemporary sites and to identify ruins whose names had been lost.

Britannia opens with a chronological survey of Britain’s main historical divisions – British, Roman, Saxon, Danish and Norman; it closes with descriptive surveys of Scotland and Ireland. The best-known part is probably the county tours, which make up the central section. Here, Camden moves from town to town along a course shaped by topographical contours, always keeping a look-out for the remnants of antiquity and using chronicles and other documents and artefacts to explore the history of hamlets, town walls, gates, bridges, churches, castles, parishes and bishops’ sees.9 Within this, Camden organised his fifty-two county itineraries, incorporating the Danmonii – the tours of Cornwall and Devon – proceeding to the Durotriges (Dorsetshire), the Belghae (Somerset, Wiltshire and Hampshire) and so on. The twelve Welsh counties are linked to the Silures, the Dimetae and the Ordovices. Stuart Piggott, the eminent archaeologist, thought that the achievement of Britannia was ‘to elucidate the ancient British topography in order to enable Britain to take her rightful place at once with the world of antiquity and that of international scholarship’.10 Before Britannia there was no organised antiquarian effort; fifteen years after its publication there were two such bodies, the Society of Antiquaries and the Surrenden Society, together with a network of amateurs collecting across the country.

Wyman Herendeen compares Camden to Spenser and Drayton, as does Helgerson, and this is the central point.11 Whereas the early maps of Britannia had contained the royal coat of arms, suggesting that the land belonged to the Crown, later maps had no such features and in so doing paralleled a characteristic of Michael Drayton’s poem Poly-Olbion, first published in 1612. This aspect, says Helgerson, in an interpretation that has been contested, but which remains very persuasive, is that in Poly-Olbion, thirty songs written in Alexandrine couplets, instead of elaborate coats of arms we find, as Drayton himself puts it, ‘every mountain, forest, river and valley, expressing in their sundry postures their loves, delights, and natural situations’.12 In other words, Drayton’s Britain is ‘peopled’ by its natural and man-made landmarks. ‘Its streams are nymphs, its hills shepherds, its differing regions rival choirs. Its only crowns are worn by towns and natural sites.’ (Italics added.) Moreover, Drayton’s frontispiece is an allegorical personification of Great Britain, ‘a goddess-like woman dressed in a map’.

What Helgerson is getting at here, and it chimes with what was happening in the theatre, is that chorography was a threat to the Crown. For fifteen years the Society of Antiquaries met as a private organisation, independent of any official authority, to read papers on English institutions, customs and topography. But when its members presented a petition to the queen requesting formal recognition, they were refused. The maps and map-making, Helgerson maintains, had marginalised the Crown and in so doing impugned royal authority. Quite bluntly, he says: ‘Chorography had become a dangerous political activity.’13 Traditionally, to be loyal to England was to be loyal to the monarch but the chorographers presented a very different image. ‘To them England is Devonshire, Stafford and York, Cripplegate Ward and St Michael’s Mount.’14 Loyalty here means loyalty to the land, its counties, villages and towns. ‘Even to its uninhabited geographical features.’ Still other maps included the coats of arms of the inhabitants – 295 of them for the county of Dorset, for example.15 Local particularity, Helgerson insists, represents resistance to royal encroachment.

The very title, Poly-Olbion (‘Many Albions’), represents the multiplicity of Drayton’s idea. In keeping with this attachment, Poly-Olbion described many claims to sovereignty. ‘The Dart, the Parret, the Severn, the Lug, the Thames, the Trent, the Humber and the Teis, Dean Forest, Malvern Hill, the Vale of Evesham and the Isle of Man are all called king or queen.’16 But none exercises rule beyond a narrow region. Poly-Olbion recognises we are all part of two communities, the local and the national.

Helgerson’s argument is that the whole business of chorography, from Saxton to Camden and Drayton, is to make the land visible and in so doing to explain and describe what, exactly, England is. Just as Spenser, in The Faerie Queene and his other work, was at pains to show what the English language could do, and in praising the monarch place the language in effect and by implication above her, so the chorographers were identifying the exact limits of the land and in so doing showing that the British people, the detailed extent of the land and its history, were also more – much more – than the Crown.



Nowhere near as well known today as William Camden, or Edmund Spenser, still less William Shakespeare (there exist after all to this day a Camden Society, a Spenser Society and a Shakespeare Society), is Edward Coke (1552–1634). Yet his list of accomplishments is no less impressive and intimately affects our lives even today. The son and grandson of prosperous barristers, he was educated at Norwich Free Grammar School and then Trinity College, Cambridge, though, like so many others, he left without taking a degree. He went on to Clifford’s Inn, one of the Inns of Chancery, to study law. He was called to the bar in April 1578.

Through his Norfolk connections he became associated with the Howard family, the family of the Dukes of Norfolk and Earls of Arundel, Arundel being invested with what was called a ‘liberty’, meaning that he was empowered to install his own officials, run his own prison and administer justice. Coke made the most of these connections to acquire a roster of important and high-profile cases. This well-connected success at the bar soon led him into Parliament and, in June 1592, at the relatively young age of forty, he became Solicitor General, and not long after that Speaker of the House of Commons. This all added to his glitter. He was a notoriously difficult man, but his abilities were plain for all to see. An added level of opportunity and difficulty came from his high-level contacts with the Cecil family. While their influence helped him land the position of Attorney General, the Cecils were political rivals of Robert Devereux, the 2nd Earl of Essex, the queen’s one-time favourite who in 1601 attempted a coup d’état against the Crown and was beheaded for treason. Before that, however, in the early 1590s, Essex and the Cecils struggled ceaselessly for the queen’s approval, during which Essex had his own candidate for Attorney General: Francis Bacon. Bacon and Coke would become fiery rivals in the years ahead but in this case of the Attorney General Coke won hands down. The queen dismissed Essex with the salty comment that ‘even Bacon’s uncle [Lord Burghley] thought Bacon the second-best candidate’.

Coke had many fiery exchanges in and out of Parliament, and always championed Parliament over the Crown. And this is what links him to Saxton, Camden and Drayton: his masterpiece, The Institutes of the Lawes of England, confirms that the monarch is subject to the laws of the land. Coke’s purpose in these four volumes was to provide a coherent alternative to Roman law and replace it with English common law. The most important was the first part, entitled Commentary upon Litleton, copies of which were famously exported to the United States early in the colonial era.17 It has been criticised on several grounds, for ‘repulsive pedantry’ and ‘overbearing assertions’ as well as inaccuracies, but no one doubts that the jurisprudence contained in the Institutes has been very influential. Coke’s central thesis is that the judges of the common law are most suited to making law, followed by Parliament, and it ensues from this that the monarch was not exempt; he or she was bound to follow any legal rules. Whereas Roman law, used on most of the European continent, was based on a priori reasoning and principles, for Coke the attraction of his argument was that judges ‘would bathe themselves in law’, vastly more so than other people, and this familiarity would lead to ‘a sensible set of judgments and principles’. His point was that the judges’ intimacy with the historical list of precedent would over time ensure that the law would be predictable and certain, so that abuses would be avoided. For Coke, the law owed nothing to God and was nothing more than a contract between the people.

Not everyone was convinced. Thomas Hobbes argued that lawyers had no special skills above anyone else and that the law should be understood through the king’s instructions. For him the job of judges was to ‘validate’ what the king said.

Coke’s ideas and arguments went some way to creating contract law and establishing judicial independence. Educated foreigners thought that Coke’s Institutes were ‘barbarous’ but it cannot be denied that, despite their narrow and uncompromising arguments, Coke built a coherent defence of English liberties, which ultimately protected the people from the encroachment of royal absolutism, then so prevalent across the rest of Europe. It was in the Institutes that Coke used the famous phrase that a house of an Englishman ‘is as a castle’.

And this is the point of considering the works of Saxton, Camden, Drayton and Coke together. They can be seen as the very first changes in thought – independent of each other though they were, in different areas, but linked conceptually – about the relationship between the monarchy and the country that would lead towards the circumstances that would bring revolution and civil war into view.







3 London’s Literacies Lead England’s ‘Gathering Greatness’


Outside these more formal institutions and entities, however, the whole urban imagination of Elizabethan England – London in particular – was far more intellectually minded than had occurred before or it is usually given credit for. Deborah E. Harkness has described this evolving world in detail.1

The scientific revolution, and the Royal Society, were still some way off (though Gresham College was one of the precursors to the Royal Society). Yet, in Elizabeth’s London, ordinary Londoners, native and foreign-born, engaged in collaboration and competition of ‘natural knowledge’ which, Harkness says, had an urban, rather than a ‘gentlemanly’ sensibility, which would so mark the early Royal Society. She makes it seem inevitable that the ‘densely overlapping obligations, ties and community affiliations’ of London could not but lead to what we now call science.2 There were three important features of this sensibility.

‘First, men and women living in the city expected that their work would be publicly known even if it were not published formally, because it would be studied and evaluated by other Londoners, especially those involved in similar occupations or trades.’ Harkness identifies this as the proto-public sphere. For example, trade associations, such as the Grocers’ Company or the Barber-Surgeons’ Company, were very keen to be involved in overseeing the quality of goods together with the services provided by their members. They took care to police any individuals outside the company who might sabotage their honour or privileges.3 The urban sensibility also encouraged a belief that there was such a thing as expertise, and that it should be recognised and ‘exploited to benefit particular individuals and the city as a whole’. There was a multitude of experts in London – from ale makers to zookeepers, as Harkness puts it – who could provide specialist assistance. Finally, the density factor also made it clear that work done in collaboration with others ‘was both necessary and desirable’.

Harkness’s main argument is that the urban sensibility was an ideal environment for new ideas about the natural world to surface, and she identifies ‘hundreds’ of men and women of ‘all nationalities’ who were involved ‘in the work of science, medicine and technology in London’. Among those is the barber-surgeon George Baker, who ‘extracted teeth, set bones and performed surgical procedures in his shop at the gates of the Royal Exchange’. The Antwerp native Lieven Alaertes and Londoner Thomasina Scarlet ‘established lucrative medical practices in the city’, specialising in obstetrical and gynaecological complaints, ‘despite the best efforts of London’s College of Physicians to force women out of the medical market’. One of the queen’s personal doctors, the Portuguese Roderigo López, was famous long before accusations that he had tried to poison her made him notorious, part of his celebrity stemming from the fact that he saw patients ‘accompanied by an entourage of African servants’.4

Harkness does admit that there were few scientific breakthroughs in Elizabethan times. Instead, the significance of such figures lay in the organisation of their communities, the way they settled disputes, and, perhaps most of all, ‘the value they placed on the acquisition of various literacies (including mathematical, technological and instrumental literacies)’. The point of these literacies, for her, was that they led to an increasingly ‘hands-on’ exploration of the natural world: Elizabethan London created a great mass of practically minded technicians. And she identifies one particular area which illustrates her point. This was the ‘downtown neighborhood of Lime Street’, where Dutch, French, Flemish and English naturalists – including botanists, apothecaries and entomologists – were all located.5

Thomas Penny, physician and entomologist, assembled a ‘dried garden’, hortus siccus, with plant specimens kept between sheets of paper. Gardens in town often doubled as laboratories for flowers and insects. Ortelius, the Flemish cartographer, was notably jealous of his nephew John Coles’s garden. Coles and Ortelius, Harkness tells us, also collected fossils. ‘Coles actually believed that shell-marks in stone were made by animals that had once inhabited the earth and had died out.’6 She notes there was an early concept of genetics in Lime Street when it was noted that plants of one colour gave rise to ‘offspring’ of different hues.7

Every Elizabethan neighbourhood boasted an apothecary, bonesetter, physician, surgeon, midwife, herb woman, urologist and cataract specialist, often grouped around the parish church.8 Harkness tells us: that an alewife by the Smithfield Bars sold purging medicines and administered pregnancy tests; that a barber-surgeon’s son-in-law, Richard Hottoffee, specialised in head wounds at the King’s Head and Castle pub in New Fish Street; that one Alice Skeres was renowned for her cough treatments; that people consulted Matthew Desilar, a French silk weaver, for ‘heart pain’.9 There was plenty of argument over the effectiveness of medicines, and this is Harkness’s point: the arguments used empirical data as much as possible – this was a new approach.10

The Royal Exchange was another bustling area of the urban mentality. There, mathematical instruments – astrolabes, quadrants, astronomers’ staffs – could be found in abundance. Certain neighbourhoods also specialised in instruments: St Botolph Aldgate in compasses; St Margaret Westminster in clocks; St Paul’s in engravers. In Blackfriars they crafted scales to weigh merchandise. Instruments then were like laptops today, Harkness says, with a dazzling array of products available.11 London was the centre of what she calls vernacular maths. This reflected a demand in the London of that time for mathematical literacy, because problems were increasingly being approached by calculation rather than trial and error.12 The year 1596 saw the publication of a record number of maths books, and Harkness provides a list of Elizabethan mathematical authors.13 John Dee, who we shall meet more fully in a later chapter, was probably England’s most famous maths philosopher. He regarded ‘things mathematical’ as lying somewhere between the natural and the supernatural.14 And mathematical literacy took a turn for the better in 1588 when the Cambridge-trained physician Thomas Hood became the first public lecturer in the subject. Because of the imminent problems with the Spanish Armada, many of those who attended his lectures were military men.15



At the beginning of Elizabeth’s reign, experience alone had formed the basis of navigational skill, with pilots never varying the trade routes they had always followed and which they had known since they were young apprentices. By the end of the reign, voyages of exploration had reached Asia and the Arctic (see Chapters 5 and 10), and the initial disasters and losses had diminished as, over the years, new technologies using the new maths and astronomy were introduced. The impetus to innovate derived very often from abroad and the sense that England needed to keep abreast of its continental rivals (even women were allowed to register patents at this time, so keen were people to make improvements). Traditional navigational methods meant that a pilot had to be familiar with his route if he was to arrive safely. But for merchants to expand their profits and pay off investors, those merchants needed access to new markets in Asia and elsewhere, areas controlled by the Spanish and Portuguese. New routes could only be accessed by exploration of uncharted waters.16

Spanish navigational knowledge arrived in England via Stephen Boroughs, who, in 1560, returned after working for a time at the Casa de contratación in Seville, and he grasped clearly the need for England to catch up with continental developments. He had with him a Spanish manual, which was translated as The Arte of Navigation (1561), making it the first English-language navigation book. It included sections on new instruments, and highlighted the importance of mathematical techniques. Later, in 1588, Anthony Ashley’s Mirror of the Sea was published, it being a translation of a Dutch manual by Lucas Janszoon Waghenaer. Commissioned by the Privy Council on behalf of the Lord High Admiral, Lord Howard of Effingham, it incorporated the new Dutch sea charts of western Europe, the North Sea and the Baltic, the most accurate ever produced. Most significant of all, says Harkness, was the acceptance in the 1590s of Gerard Mercator’s thirty-year-old method allowing for the curvature of the seas, ‘marking the beginning of the end of the old system of plain charts’.


PLAT THE POLYMATH


In among all this excitement of new literacies, a lesser-known figure emerges who, says Harkness, compares and contrasts with Francis Bacon. This is Hugh Plat (1553–1608). A graduate of both Cambridge and Lincoln’s Inn, he was certainly a bit of a polymath, his interests ranging from agriculture and horticulture to metallurgy. He wrote ten books but the crucial thing about them is that they were based on what we would now call personal research, Plat using the word ‘experiment’ and taking detailed notes of his horticultural and agricultural investigations, in which he carefully assessed the credibility of witnesses, and talked to those who had observed phenomena where he himself was not present. Plat described such things as the brewing of beer without hops, and the preservation of food in hot weather and at sea.

Harkness’s central point about Plat, however, is that he wrote about experimentation before Bacon; in fact he experimented on himself, testing an ointment that might be good for his knee, and testing another oil on his eye, which was inflamed (he tested this on his family as well). Plat did not go unrecognised: he was to earn a knighthood from James I.17



Despite there being a woman on the throne, Oxford and Cambridge remained resolutely closed to women. In fact, in 1561 Elizabeth banned even wives or other female family members from attending within the college precincts, in order to prevent them from ‘distracting’ those engaged in academic study. This was, nonetheless, the beginning of Oxbridge’s return to pre-eminence, with the numbers of students in the Elizabethan years rising to nearly double those earlier in the sixteenth century. New colleges were founded: Jesus at Oxford in 1571, Emmanuel and Sidney Sussex at Cambridge in 1584 and 1596, while improvements in cataloguing produced Thomas James’s monumental Ecloga Oxonio-Cantabrigiensis (a collection of manuscript catalogues in Oxford and Cambridge colleges) in 1600. This may be put alongside the fact that a growing number of students left without taking a degree: roughly half the student body attended because ‘it was fashionable to do so’.

The universities were also vital in the perpetuation of another characteristic of the age: the Latin culture of Elizabethan England. Latinate learning was by no means new but, as James Binns points out, the ‘Elizabethan years witnessed a flowering of English Latinity that marked the culmination of centuries of learned endeavour. Inspired by the humanist movement, England’s Latin writers consciously emulated a fluid, classical style, moving away from the drier style that had lingered.’18

Nearly all the important debates among learned men within England were conducted in Latin. Within these Latin intellectual circles, a topic of enduring aesthetic interest was the issue of Ciceronianism. So-called golden-age Latin was increasingly taken up as the most preferable form of prose, one effect (which sounds strange to us) being that writers would never use words that had not existed in the first century BC. Many guides were published during Elizabeth’s reign to encourage the writing of elegant Latin, one of the best being Gabriel Harvey’s Ciceronianus, published in 1577, where he is at pains to show that, although Cicero was the best Latin writer, there was no shortage of others equally eminent, mentioning Caesar, Livy, Sallust, Pliny and Virgil, but going on to make the point that modern scholars were not less eminent, in particular Ramus, Erasmus and the German Johann Thomas Freigius. As a result, Latin in the Elizabethan years developed into a fluid and graceful style ‘that was commonly preferred over classic Cicero’.19

Besides the attractions of style, Latin had two other advantages. Its greater vocabulary and more developed syntax made it the language of choice for serious scholarly writing on any topic; and second, it enabled English scholars to join in European intellectual circles. One in every ten works published in Elizabeth’s England was in Latin. Elizabeth’s reign also saw more than 170 English translations of ancient Greek and Latin classics, ‘making the old learning accessible to anyone who wanted it’.20 This was, in fact, the great age of classical translations. Translation was considered so necessary to a proper, classical education that it became a literary art in its own right.









4 Bacon to Milton: Science, Equal Qualities and the Causes of Quarrel


Francis Bacon (1561–1626) was fairly unsuccessful while both Edward Coke and Queen Elizabeth were alive, as we have seen, but that changed on the accession of James I (and James VI of Scotland) to the throne of England in 1603. Intellectually, Bacon was an intermediary figure in the sense that he lived his entire life between the publication of Copernicus’s De Revolutionibus and Newton’s Principia Mathematica. But he was not intermediate in any other sense: he was a radical thinker who used the scientific findings of his own day to move philosophy forward to accommodate the recent discoveries, and in so doing anticipated much of the world that Newton would finally identify. He was also a member of perhaps the greatest generation of English people ever to have existed.

Bacon, like Coke, was born into a well-connected family – Bacon’s father was Lord Keeper of the Seal, charged with the physical protection of the Great Seal, used to certify royal documents, while his mother, Anne, was daughter of a one-time tutor to the royal family. She was extremely well educated herself, being fluent in Greek, Latin, French and Italian, and a great letter writer and translator. Bacon was educated at the family home in Hertfordshire before going on to Trinity College, Cambridge at the age of twelve. Like Coke he then read for the law, in his case at Gray’s Inn. He also served in the diplomatic corps in France.

Under James he made steady progress, to king’s counsel, Solicitor General, Attorney General, a member of the Privy Council, Lord Keeper of the Seal (like his father before him) and, in 1617, Lord Chancellor, a cabinet office responsible for the functioning and independence of the courts. But in 1621 he was charged with bribery, something he never denied, though it was normal practice for the time to accept gifts in return for some favour. He spent four days in the Tower, which seems to suggest his offence was not serious, but he felt it a disgrace and never held public office again. He devoted the remainder of his life to working on what had become a lifelong project: the reform of learning and the establishment of a society dedicated to the discovery of experimental scientific knowledge that would be useful. He wrote histories and essays where the ‘mathematical plainness’ of his style was a major component of their attraction, and he criticised the vogue for Ciceronianism merely for the sake of it. Dr Johnson said that ‘a dictionary of the English language might be compiled from Bacon’s works’.

Of his many works the two that stand out are The New Atlantis and The Great Instauration. The former is a utopian-philosophical novel in the manner of Plato and Thomas More, describing an island with a central organised research facility (as we would say) where specially trained investigators collect data, conduct experiments, and (most importantly from Bacon’s point of view) apply the results to produce ‘things of use and practice for man’s life’. He was especially set against the form of knowledge practised by the scholastics, splitting hairs over increasingly recondite subjects, and also, to an extent, the humanists’ dogged interest in ancient knowledge and wisdom, rather than new ideas and discoveries.

Socrates had equated knowledge with virtue but for Bacon, a man of the world as well as a philosopher, it was to be associated with power – he had a very practical view of knowledge, and this in itself changed beliefs about and attitudes to philosophy. For Bacon, the practice of science became an almost religious obligation and, since his view was that history is not cyclical but progressive (an important innovation), he looked forward to a new, scientific civilisation. This was his concept of ‘The Great Instauration’ or Great Renovation, ‘a total reconstruction of the sciences, arts, and all human knowledge, raised upon the proper foundations’. Bacon shared the view of many contemporaries that knowledge could only be built up by the observation of nature (rather than through intuition or ‘revealed’ knowledge), starting from concrete data rather than abstractions that had just occurred to someone.

Bacon was convinced that the understanding of the High Middle Ages and of the Renaissance – that the study of nature would reveal God, by disclosing the parallels between man’s mind and God’s – was wrong. Matters of faith, he felt, were appropriate to theology but matters of nature were different, with their own set of rules. Bacon’s view had a major influence on the fledgling Royal Society.

The second part of The Great Instauration was entitled ‘The New Organon’. In it he examined some of the ways human beings obfuscate their thinking (we limit our knowledge to the immediate world around us and are too ready to generalise from there; we get too attached to theories which appeal to us, despite contravening evidence). And then there was his notion of ‘induction’, that thought proceeds – or should proceed – by abstracting from a few examples the underlining principle or similarity, which should then be tested by experience. This was a very influential view, with luminaries across Europe like Leibniz, Diderot and Voltaire lauding him, though others – Spinoza, Hegel and more recent theorists – have suggested he was a colossus with feet of clay.

Bacon was very imaginative. Sarah Irving has shown, for instance, that he understood very early that science and empire would be linked intimately, believing that it would reflect God’s will if man exerted his influence over as much of the world as possible.1 He also had a lot of fingers in a lot of pies, so that wherever you turn in Jacobean society you stumble against him. For example, Thomas Hobbes – who we shall come to – served as Bacon’s secretary for a couple of years. William Harvey, who discovered the circulation of the blood (see below, this chapter), was his physician, at least for a time (they didn’t get on). One of the strangest links is that between Bacon and Shakespeare (they were almost exact contemporaries), which has teased historians for generations, where some think that Bacon actually had a hand in the Bard’s plays.

The latest Shakespeare scholarship, however, concentrates on two more substantial matters. First, there has been a concerted effort – given the influence of the so-called New Historicism – to situate Shakespeare more firmly and more specifically within his time. That is, while conceding that Shakespeare was a genius, ‘a man for all time’, as Ben Jonson was to say, recent historians have taken it upon themselves to show that Shakespeare’s plays respond – increasingly clearly – to the contemporary issues of his day. A good example is Henry VIII, a play produced in 1613, well into the Jacobean era, in which Shakespeare collaborated with John Fletcher, a prolific playwright whose reputation matched Shakespeare’s in their day. In the play, the author(s) specifically emphasise the king’s authority in such a manner as to please the king himself. This is shown in small details, which also reveal that Shakespeare was familiar with the royal Court. At one point in the play, one male character – a gentleman – remarks to another that he


must no more call it York Place, that’s past;

For since the cardinal’s fall, that title’s lost;

’Tis now the king’s, and called Whitehall.2



In particular, says Mark Rankin, Henry VIII specifically displays Henry’s success in overcoming the factions at Court and controlling policy. The central political context of the play is the fact of James’s belief in the divine foundation of his monarchy.3 Into this, the play shows us a historically conservative faction of nobles around Henry. The faction is led by Thomas Howard (the Duke of Norfolk) and his son, the Earl of Surrey (the father of the poet). The main purpose of the faction is to counsel the king against the advice of Cardinal Wolsey. In the conclusion to the plot, the dialogue frequently highlights how Henry comes to ‘know’ or ‘love’ himself. This ‘assertive version’ of Henry, Rankin says, ‘is calculated to impress James, whose own writings insist that the dynastic example of his Tudor predecessors be understood properly’. Wolsey’s fall is a result of factional manoeuvring but the central argument of the plot is always a positive reflection of the king’s ability to successfully manage the outcome of events.4 Behind it all, of course, was the continuing debate about the legitimation of English Protestant orthodoxy.5

The second aspect of modern Shakespeare scholarship concerns the Bard’s contemporaries. In fact, ‘Shakespeare’s Contemporaries’ is a course taught across many universities now and even the Royal Shakespeare Company includes a section on Shakespeare’s contemporaries on its website.6 All this highlights, as Patrick Murray puts it, that the theatrical milieu of that time included the ‘prodigious talents’ of Christopher Marlowe, Thomas Kyd, John Webster, Thomas Middleton and John Ford, producing a more mature and nuanced view of early modern drama, in which collaboration and competition are elements in the mix.7 In particular, theatre historians have drawn attention to Middleton as ‘our other Shakespeare’,8 not to mention the so-called University Wits (John Lyly, Thomas Lodge, George Peele, Robert Greene, Marlowe and Thomas Nash).9 Marlowe, for example, is said to have provided the most significant non-Shakespearean figures in the theatre, in plays such as Doctor Faustus, Tamburlaine and The Jew of Malta, which ‘tackle head on’ the three central elements of sex, religion and death.10


THE POETS’ WAR


Still on the subject of Shakespeare’s contemporaries, and what they reveal about the Jacobean world, we may briefly consider the ‘poets’ war’.11 For two years, between the autumn of 1599 and the autumn of 1601, a small group of English writers fought a more or less vicious conflict in London’s public and private theatres.12 ‘While the war may not have lasted long or involved many soldiers it is historically important, the first record of these writers’ mutual commentary and criticism.’13

This Shakespeare is a figure more culturally embedded than many readers will be used to imagining. Besides him, the war involved Ben Jonson, John Marston and Thomas Dekker, though the main protagonists were Jonson and Shakespeare, and the main thrust is that a series of plays produced close to one another should be seen as argument and response, a reflection of the fact that Jonson and Shakespeare in particular were both friends and rivals, and that Jonson, who could be generous (calling Shakespeare a man for all time), could also be very aggressive and full of himself. At the heart of the dispute was Jonson’s feeling that Shakespeare’s comedy is too comic and not biting enough.

In specific opposition to Shakespeare, ‘Jonson designed comical satire to displace romantic comedy’. The central point is that the images of ‘a slow, learned Jonson and a quick-witted Shakespeare’ were ultimately derived from their own criticism of each other in the poets’ war.14

These moves and countermoves produced a Jonson as a figure of judgement and a Shakespeare as a figure of ‘open-ended subjectivity’. James Bednarz concludes therefore, as have others in the New Historicist school, that Shakespeare is to be understood not as a remote creator, synonymous with theatre itself, but as an engaged partisan. This was, Bednarz notes, a decisive moment in the contest that sees Shakespeare and Jonson as mighty opposites ‘upon whose antagonism our conception of literature depends’.15

Jonson, born eight years after Shakespeare in 1572, lived much longer, well into the reign of James’s son Charles, dying in 1637. Well educated in the classics, well read and cultured, his father was a Protestant landowner who had suffered at the hands of ‘Bloody Mary’. He didn’t lose his life, but he did lose his lands, and was imprisoned, only being freed on Elizabeth’s accession, after which he joined the church. He died a month before Ben was born. Despite the late turn in his father’s life to the Protestant Church, Jonson converted to Catholicism in 1598, meaning that some of his early plays were accused of ‘popery’.

Jonson also had a more exuberant personality than Shakespeare, and was never one to avoid a fight, either in politics, his personal life, or more generally speaking intellectually. Part of his education took place at Westminster School, where one of his teachers was William Camden. His intention to go to Cambridge was stymied by his stepfather, who insisted he follow in his footsteps and become a bricklayer. This not being quite what he wanted for himself, Jonson soon escaped to the Netherlands, volunteering as a soldier.16

Returning to England he found work as an actor (not a very good one, according to some). One of his early performances was as Geronimo in The Spanish Tragedy (c.1586) by Thomas Kyd, generally held to be the first revenge tragedy in English literature. (Revenge tragedies – not formally named as such until the early twentieth century – were popular dramas driven by an excitement that everyone could understand as motivation and, because there was a lot of action, more often than not ending in death all around.)

By 1597, Jonson could call himself a playwright, working for Philip Henslowe, the best-known theatrical producer of the day, and a year later he delivered his first offering, Every Man in His Humour, where, we are told, Shakespeare was in the cast. Every Man did well, Jonson thereafter being referred to as the father of English comedy. His riotous exuberance never went away, however, and in 1597 he was jailed in Marshalsea prison on account of a play he composed together with Thomas Nashe, called The Isle of Dogs, which was banned for its seditious nature. The very next year Jonson was in prison again, after killing a fellow actor in a duel. Jonson never went for long without being sent to jail, often because of this or that disrespectful topical allusion in his plays and, we are told, he was a bit player in the Gunpowder Plot of 1605.

On the accession to the throne of James VI and I, who was himself a poet and a writer of scriptural exegeses and political and theological treatises, Jonson adroitly adapted to the particular form of theatre that was the new king’s taste: the masque. Jonson would eventually conceive around a score and more masques. This genre, now extinct, was an amalgam of words, music and dancing, put together as spectacle. These were sufficiently popular for Jonson to be awarded a pension in 1616, the year Shakespeare died, so he must have been leading a more settled life.17

In 1618, Jonson set out to walk to Scotland. Not much has been known about this extraordinary venture but a few years ago an account of it was found by literary sleuths and the whole journey recreated. Even in this, it seems, his egoism was to the fore, for he anticipated receiving ‘the enthusiastic and lavish reception that was everywhere lauded on him’. It took him ten weeks to get to Edinburgh and when he arrived there, he lodged with John Stuart, a cousin of the king, which would seem to confirm that he was now not quite the rumbustious outcast he hitherto had been. He also lodged with William Drummond of Hawthornden, who was Scotland’s premier poet at the time. Drummond remarked dryly later that Jonson was ‘a great lover and praiser of himself, a contemner and scorner of others’, so perhaps not that much had changed.

Jonson’s classical learning runs through his poetry, and his translations from Greek or Roman classics. Best known is The Forest, an imaginative collection where in one poem, for example, drinking is employed as a metaphor for love, and in another a lover ‘sends his beloved a garland of roses, which are returned smelling of her’.18 One is never sure when and where he has his tongue in his cheek.



As a poet, Jonson was compared and contrasted with John Donne. Whereas Jonson represents the swagger of poetry, its grace and clarity of expression, Donne, in contrast, represents the so-called metaphysical school of poetry, with its reliance on strained, twisted metaphors and sometimes indeterminate phrasing.

Like Jonson, Donne (1572–1631) was rather more than a poet. Equally well educated, he was a soldier, a member of Parliament, and dean of St Paul’s Cathedral from 1621 until his death. He was of Welsh descent on his father’s side, and his mother was a great-niece of Thomas More. Educated, from the age of eleven, at both Oxford and Cambridge, he was unable to graduate on account of his recusant Roman Catholic beliefs (his religion prevented him from taking the Oath of Supremacy). In 1592, at the age of nineteen or twenty, like Coke and Bacon he was admitted to Lincoln’s Inn. Later, in 1596, he fought in skirmishes against the Spanish, alongside the Earl of Essex and Sir Walter Raleigh, at Cadiz. As a result, Donne was appointed chief secretary to the Lord Keeper of the Great Seal, Sir Thomas Egerton.

His poetry was notable for its eroticism and, as Albert Smith says, ‘eroticism seems to have been important to him’. In 1601 he secretly married Anne More, an act which, upon discovery, destroyed his prospects at Court, and brought about his imprisonment in Fleet jail. He wasn’t in prison long but was estranged from his father-in-law until 1609, and only then was he able to receive Anne’s dowry. Not that he was then leading the sort of life he had led before: he and Anne lived peaceably in Surrey, with Anne giving birth to twelve children in sixteen years of marriage.19

In 1602, Donne was elected to Parliament, but it was unremunerated. Success began to come in 1610 and 1611, when he composed two anti-Catholic works, Pseudo-Martyr and Ignatius His Conclave, the second of which satirised the Jesuits. These works pleased the king, but he refused to reinstate Donne at Court, recommending instead that he ‘prove’ his conversion was sincere by taking holy orders. Donne followed the king’s advice, was awarded an honorary doctorate in divinity from Cambridge in 1615 and became royal chaplain. Before too long, he was appointed dean of St Paul’s. As well as being properly remunerated, this was a high-profile position, which he occupied until his death in 1631.

Donne was also like Jonson in that he had decided views about the layered nature of English society, the corruption in the legal system, what he saw as the weak level of its literary figures, and in particular the capital’s ‘pompous courtiers’. His poetry is highly satirical about a community ‘populated by fools and knaves’, combined with an intensity that plumbs the paradoxes of faith.20 In aesthetic terms, Donne often uses extended and even complicated metaphors, to conjoin quite different ideas, ideas that most people do not see as in any way linked. For Donne this heterogeneity is part of the point, but this can and does bring about a notorious ambiguity for which his work is famous.

As a result of this approach, which is by no means to everyone’s taste, Donne’s reputation has gone through more twists and turns than that of any other major figure in English literature. During Donne’s own lifetime his poetry was treasured within a small circle of admirers, who read it in manuscript, while later on he became well known as a preacher. Immediately after his death, his works were printed and had a powerful following, but at the Restoration his writing went out of fashion and taste remained unchanged for several centuries. Only at the end of the nineteenth century did his poetry find a new audience among the avant-garde.

So it is clear that Donne is not for everyone. In his biography, Izaak Walton argued that Donne changed after he was appointed to St Paul’s, that that was the making of him. A new biography by Katherine Rundell, published in 2022 to much acclaim, argued that he can only be appreciated properly if the sonic qualities of his work are assimilated, that he himself was a great actor and orator, hence his success as a preacher: his poetry needs to be read aloud to properly make its mark.21 For many readers, Donne is still what Ben Jonson said of him: ‘the first poet in the world in some things’. There is an exhilarating unpredictability about Donne’s world ‘in which wariness and quick wits are at a premium’.

Donne’s world is constantly changing, made up of brief moments which we must grasp and try to make the most of. His love poetry is no different.22 In one case he shows how two people can remain as one while they are separated. They must find images to preserve their unity: ‘Like gold to airy thinness beat’. Or this, where he imagines the twin legs of compasses, one that circles, the other that remains rooted to its spot:


Such will thou be to me, who must

Like th’ other foot obliquely run;

Thy firmness makes my circle just,

And makes me end, where I begun.



He never wrote for publication – fewer than eight complete poems were published while he was alive. When he took holy orders, he worried that his duties would be too much for him. But his celebrity as a preacher was such that the king came to hear him, or he was called to Court, and no fewer than 160 of his sermons have survived.



The English Civil War (1642–5) – as might be expected – impacted directly on the lives of English intellectuals, in particular on John Milton, Thomas Hobbes and William Harvey. Milton worked in the service of the Puritan and Parliamentarian cause, Harvey as physician to the king, attending to the monarch and his forces in Oxford, though he was also attacked by a mob of citizen-soldiers, while Hobbes fled into exile in Paris.

The first man to make the most of the scientific revolution in politics was Thomas Hobbes (1588–1678), the son of a vicar in Malmesbury, Wiltshire, in the west of England. Hobbes was never a fellow of the Royal Society, as John Locke was, but he did send in scientific papers to the society, and he carried out his own experiments in physiology and mathematics.23 (His friend John Aubrey, in his famous book Brief Lives, described Hobbes as being ‘in love with geometry’.) Hobbes acted as assistant to Robert Boyle and amanuensis to Francis Bacon and met both Galileo and Descartes. He had an entirely materialistic view of the world, and developed the important doctrine of causality, the idea that the world is ‘an endless chain of cause and effect’.

Hobbes produced his works in the immediate aftermath of the English Civil War. Like Machiavelli, he assumed that men are reasonable and yet predatory, and he built a case for the absolute authority of the sovereign. Hobbes, however, considered that a sovereign could be either a monarch or an assembly (though he preferred the former), and he placed the ecclesiastical power firmly under the secular power. Leviathan (the biblical monster, ‘which alone retained the wolf-like potential of man’s primeval condition’) is one of the great books of political theory and contains the most comprehensive description of Hobbes’s ideas, though he wrote several other books in which he reveals just what a heavy price he is willing to pay for order.

Leviathan was published in 1651. In it, Hobbes was dogmatic, didactic, dogged. He insisted that Oxford and Cambridge were producing too many clergymen, with not enough positions for them, making them ‘alienated intellectuals’ whose frustration would become an ‘acid’ which, he forecast, would play a role in revolution.24 His attempt to be ‘scientific’ is everywhere apparent. Underneath it all, he believed that truth is just as discoverable in politics as it is in physics, biology or astronomy: ‘The skill of making and maintaining Common Wealths consists in Certain Rules, as doth Arithmetique and Geometry; not (as Tennis play) in practice only…’ Hobbes argues openly that the state is a mere artificial contrivance for furthering the interests of the individuals who comprise it. He denies the Aristotelian belief that man is a social animal and argues that no society exists before the ‘covenant of submission’. Instead, he begins with the axiom that the natural condition of man is war. In the first part, on human knowledge and psychology, his survey of what was known at the time leads him to conclude (controversially enough, then) that nature has made men ‘so equal in faculties of body and mind’ that, ‘when all is reckoned together, the difference between man and man is not so considerable as to prevent competition between them… So that in the nature of man we find three principall causes of quarrel. First, Competition; secondly, Diffidence [by which Hobbes meant fear]; thirdly, Glory.’ The consequences of this are not good. Life, he famously remarked, is ‘solitary, poore, nasty, brutish, and short’.25

For Hobbes this means that, to avoid this primitive condition of perpetual war, men must submit to a common authority. Since the main law of nature is self-preservation, it follows that men are obliged to ‘conferre all their power and strength upon one man, or upon one assembly of men that they may reduce all their wills… to one will’. This is what he means by the great Leviathan, a form of mortal God (as he put it) who alone has the power to enforce contracts and obligations. For Hobbes this contract is supreme.

Hobbes is not blind to the totalitarian nature of his system (as we would call it) and he concedes that it may be unpleasant to live under. He simply insists that it is far preferable to the alternative. Of the three kinds of commonwealth – monarchy, democracy and aristocracy – Hobbes comes down firmly on the side of the first, and for clear reasons. In the first place, the personal interests of the monarch will tend to coincide with the public interest, and he can after all always consult whom he pleases and ‘cannot disagree with himself’. In response to the criticism that monarchs will always have favourites, he concedes ‘they are an inconvenience’ but adds that they will tend to be few, whereas ‘the favourites of an assembly are numerous’.

Hobbes knew that his book would be ill received and he was not disappointed. Indeed, he fled to France because he felt he was in such danger from the Puritans. He alienated the Parliamentarian Puritans because of his theory of ‘servile absolutism’, and he alienated the Royalists because, although he believed in absolute monarchy, he did not base his views on divine right. A parliamentary commission was appointed to examine Leviathan and only the intervention of Charles II saved Hobbes from persecution. Today, we do not find Hobbes anywhere near as objectionable as his contemporaries did – because, for the most part, we actually live by many of the precepts he devised.

Similarly, Hobbes’s argument in his 1655 book De Corpore that no intangible ‘spirit’ or soul existed, together with Descartes’s reconfiguration of the soul as a philosophical as opposed to a religious notion, was an important step in the seventeenth-century shift in the locus of the essential self – from the humours, to the belly and bowels, to the brain – and the birth of a recognisably modern view of personhood. For many years – for hundreds of years – man had little doubt that he had a soul, that whether or not there was some ‘soul substance’ deep inside the body, this soul represented the essence of man, an essence that was immortal, indestructible. But beginning with Hobbes, talk about the self and the mind began to replace talk about the soul.



William Harvey, born at Folkestone in 1578, was a ‘humorous but precise man’. He studied for five years at King’s School, Canterbury, and then went up to Cambridge in 1593 at the age of fifteen. Like Newton he did not shine early on; however, after graduation at nineteen, he immediately set out for Italy, and for Padua, showing he must already have had some interest in medicine.

There he studied under Fabricius, a famous teacher of the day. Sixty-one when Harvey arrived, Fabricius was just then refining his understanding of the valves of the veins, though he also showed that the pupils of the eye responded to light. Fabricius’s own knowledge was dated but he did stimulate in Harvey a great enthusiasm for medicine, which he took back home in 1602, having gained his doctorate. He went back to Cambridge, this time to earn an MD, which was necessary if he wanted to practise in Britain. He set up shop in London and, within barely a decade, was appointed a lecturer at the Royal College of Physicians.

There is written evidence – the written evidence of his own spindly hand – that he was teaching the doctrine of the circulation of the blood within a year of his arrival at the Royal College, in 1616. Harvey, we now know, had been lecturing on the circulation of the blood for a good twelve years before he committed himself to print. When his great classic, The Movement of the Heart and the Blood, appeared in 1628, Harvey was already fifty.

His observations were nothing if not thorough. In De motu cordis et sanguinis, to give the book its Latin title, he refers to forty animals in which he had seen the heart beating, including fish, reptiles, birds, mammals and several invertebrates. The book is only seventy-eight pages long, much more clearly written than either Newton’s or Copernicus’s masterpieces, and its argument is plain enough for even the layman to grasp: all the blood in the body moves in a circuit and the propelling force is supplied by the beating of the heart. In order to make his breakthrough, Harvey must have deduced that something very like capillaries existed, connecting the arteries to the veins. But he himself never observed a capillary network. He saw very clearly that the blood passes from arteries to veins ‘and moves in a kind of circle’. But he preferred the idea that arterial blood filtered through the tissues to reach the veins. It was only in 1660 that Marcello Malpighi, using lenses, observed the movement of the blood through the capillaries in transparent animal tissues.

Harvey’s discovery of the circulation of the blood was the fruit of some beautiful observation. He used ligatures to show the direction of the blood currents – towards the heart in veins and away from the heart in arteries. And he calculated the volume of the blood being carried, to show that the heart was capable of the role he assigned to it. In particular, he showed that the amount of blood which leaves the left side of the heart must return, since in just under half an hour the heart, by successive beats, delivers into the arterial system more than the total volume of blood in the body.

It was because of Harvey, and his experiments, that people came to realise that in fact it was the blood which played the prime role in physiology. This change in perspective created modern medicine. Without it, we would have no understanding of respiration, gland secretion (as with hormones) or chemical changes in tissues.

His other major work was On Animal Generation (1651), on which he laboured for several years to prove that ‘all life comes from the egg’; it was based on his work with hunting carcasses, mainly hinds and does. This resulted in the first definitive statement against spontaneous generation, which was a very popular theory until that point, some arguing that mud or excrement could ‘generate’ life forms. From 1632 on, he had accompanied King Charles I wherever he went as ‘Physician in Ordinary’, an anything but ordinary position, because the king’s passion for hunting provided Harvey with many deer carcasses, the dissections of which furnished him with many of his ideas. During the Civil War he spent time with the king in Oxford. His lodgings were attacked by a mob and many of his records ransacked. But he also treated the wounded and was made warden of Merton College in 1645. The king’s surrender in Oxford that year brought on his retirement from public life.26



Milton (1608–74), born a bit late to be properly a part of this great generation, is best remembered now for his epic, blank-verse masterpiece, Paradise Lost (1667). But, like Donne, he was much more than a poet. Highly educated, highly intelligent, highly cultured, he spoke several languages, including Latin, Greek, Hebrew, French, Spanish, Italian, some Dutch and Old English, and to begin with he shone as a pamphleteer during the increasingly personal rule of Charles I, and its collapse into constitutional confusion and war. During that era, Milton evolved from being a dangerously republican radical and heretic, to the point where he became an official spokesman for Oliver Cromwell’s regime.27

The son of a composer and scrivener (someone who wrote for a living, mainly in legal or business matters), John Milton was born in London, near the Mermaid tavern (the site of a drinking club frequented by Jonson and Donne). Educated, like Jonson, at St Paul’s School, he then went up to Christ’s College, Cambridge, graduating in 1629 as fourth of twenty-four honours candidates. He stayed at Cambridge for another three years, for a Master of Arts degree, hoping to become an Anglican priest. During his time at Cambridge, he penned a few shorter poems, the first to be published being his ‘Epitaph on the Admirable Dramaticke Poet, W. Shakespeare’.

The intention to take holy orders didn’t work out and instead he embarked on an artistic and intellectual tour of France and Italy. That lasted for more than a year, and during his travels he encountered a number of well-known intellectuals, including Hugo Grotius, a Dutch legal philosopher, playwright and poet, in Paris; Galileo, then under house arrest in Florence; Cardinal Francesco Barberini, the distinguished antiquities and art collector and patron in Rome; and Lukas Holste, a Vatican librarian who allowed Milton to inspect first-hand the church’s great collection.

Returning to England in August 1639, he found trouble was brewing in the first so-called Bishops’ War. This was a religious quarrel in Scotland about the standing of bishops and a new Book of Common Prayer. This provided the opportunity for Milton’s first blast of polemics, Of Reformation Touching Church Discipline in England (1641), where he poured vitriol on the High Church policy of William Laud, archbishop of Canterbury, which Milton felt ‘smacked of Catholicism’. This was followed in 1644 by another polemic, Of Education, which advocated radical changes to the curriculum of the universities. Milton had sought advice for this from Samuel Hartlib, a polymath of German origin who had settled in England and was known then as an ‘intelligencer’. (This was a term used about a cohort of men all over Europe who kept in close contact with each other, exchanging information on the latest new ideas, in particular new instruments – such as calculators, seed machines and siege engines.)

Following the Parliamentarian victory in the Civil War, Milton now published his arguments in defence of the republican principles represented by the Commonwealth. This was The Tenure of Kings and Magistrates (1649), which argued for the right of the people to ‘hold their rulers to account’. It also, implicitly, sanctioned regicide. Having shown his convictions, he was now appointed Secretary for Foreign Tongues (this was in March 1649), in which office he was responsible for the English Republic’s foreign correspondence in Latin and other languages. Later that year he published again, this work being Eikonoklastes, an explicit defence of regicide, and was produced in reply to the Eikon Basilike, a sensational best-seller widely attributed to Charles I himself, which represented the king as an innocent Christian martyr. The debate continued when, a little later, the exiled Charles II and his entourage published their defence of monarchy, Defensio Regia pro Carolo Primo, which was actually written by the Heidelberg-trained Frenchman and leading humanist Claudius Salmasius. Not letting up, in February 1652 Milton released his Latin defence of the English people, Defensio pro Populo Anglicano, which eventually became known more popularly as the First Defence. In these publications, Milton’s splendid Latin prose and his obvious wide learning quickly brought a European reputation. Still not done, that same year he wrote Sonnet 16, addressed to ‘The Lord Generall Cromwell’ beginning, ‘Cromwell, our chief of men…’ In 1654 his second defence of the English nation appeared, Defensio Secunda. This praised Cromwell but insisted he must abide by the principles of the Revolution. As a result of these several contentious works, there were many personal attacks on Milton, though he was now beginning to lose his sight and was forced to dictate his works to others, among whom was the fellow poet Andrew Marvell.

Soon after Cromwell’s death in 1658, the English Republic started to crumble into rival factions, military and political, and Milton’s response, first, was A Treatise of Civil Power, attacking the very idea of a state-dominated church, and second, Considerations Touching the Likeliest Means to Remove Hirelings, the target of which was the corrupt practices of the church. He continued publishing and, at the Restoration in May 1660, fearing for his life, Milton disappeared into hiding, A warrant was issued for his arrest and his writings were burned publicly. He thought it would be safe to re-emerge after a general pardon was passed but he was arrested in any case and imprisoned for a short while before friends intervened, including Marvell, by now an MP.

And it was only now, after all these polemics and counterpolemics, in 1667, that Paradise Lost appeared. He had started work on it six years before, when his second wife died (he married three times). He was by now completely blind, dictating it to a number of aides, and he followed it up with Paradise Regained and Samson Agonistes, both appearing four years later, in 1671.

Paradise Lost is an epic, its grand imaginative sweep taking in the creation of the world and Satan’s attempts to subvert God’s masterpiece, humankind. Consisting of 10,000 lines of blank verse, its timing was all important. As a well-read man, Milton was aware that the astronomers Copernicus, Johannes Kepler and Tycho Brahe had developed their ideas about the sun and the planets and, though they had not yet been widely assimilated into the modern worldview, they were already causing serious concern for the biblical understanding of the earth and the heavens, and at the same time casting doubt on the theoretical existence of giant crystal balls on the surfaces of which the planets were alleged to move in regular but complicated ways. Milton was familiar with Francis Bacon’s books and beliefs, and was mathematically literate, all of which gave him a lot in common with the circle of early scientists who would soon gather together to found the Royal Society.

Paradise Lost begins by announcing that its subject is nothing less than the story of Adam and Eve and their sensational fall from grace in their search for knowledge, which God, as most people would have known, had expressly forbidden them from pursuing. At one level the book can be seen as undermining God’s authority while its attitude to Satan and sin is not altogether hostile. Other topics include divorce and the desirability of sexual appetites; there is a weighing of the suitability of God’s son to sacrifice himself for humankind, and a discussion of different languages and where they come from. Above all, betrayal is examined, arising when Eve accepts the recommendation of Satan, camouflaged as a serpent, and eats from the forbidden tree of knowledge. Like many masterpieces, this one swings between the familiar and the fresh, weaves new detail into old foundations and vice versa. So, as well as being a poem about the Bible, jumping off from Genesis, it can also be understood as a work of high scholarship, with much new material that was intended to make readers uncomfortable; there are arguments both for and against empire.28

And there are also some very human, very modern touches. For example, though Eve loves Adam, she is also aware that he may stifle her. Elsewhere, Satan is depicted as protean – Milton wants us to beware being taken in by the way people change or pretend to change. And Milton is staunchly Protestant – Adam has no need of churches or paintings to help him love God. Across the thousands of lines, the twists and turns, the overlaps and appositions are assembled into a luscious, succulent undergrowth of images, allusions and insights. Nor can the allegories of the Civil War be overlooked, or the barbs aimed at the monarchy, pressed into an all-embracing bundle. No summary can do justice to this extraordinary imaginative achievement.29



As one historian has it, whereas Milton was the ‘singer’ of Puritanism, John Bunyan (1628–88) was the storyteller. From a modest artisan family in Elstow in Bedfordshire, Bunyan was passionately religious, even in an intensely religious age, and was forced to spend several years in prison because he could not stop himself preaching when it was illegal for anyone except ordained clergymen in the Church of England. He had an enormous store of energy, which was directed inwards as much as outwards, and reflected in his two main works of genius, Grace Abounding to the Chief of Sinners, 1666, and The Pilgrim’s Progress, published in two parts in 1678 and 1684.

Where the earlier book is a work of spiritual autobiography, The Pilgrim’s Progress is less didactic and more of a novel, at least the second part is, though it consists mostly of isolated moments rather than a smooth narrative with events running into one another. There are three main events, with a vision of the Heavenly City inspiring the pilgrim to follow his various tribulations. In the first he is surrounded by darkness and ignorance in the Valley of the Shadow of Death, then he is mocked by Vanity Fair (everything the Puritans despised), and finally he suffers the oppressiveness of the Doubting Castle, which represents the sins everyone fears they will fall into. Enlisting the aid of Psalm 23, Christian, the hero of the story, finally conquers against the odds, aided by others who are in a similar predicament and who realise above all that they need each other. As Richard Greaves has said, ‘Progress presents a permanently attractive image of confronting the never-ending threats and confusions that attack the self both from within and without,’ with Christian succeeding to a ‘condition of permanent peace’. And this, combined with its vivid style, and forceful but colloquial ease, has ensured its perennial popularity.30
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