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CHAPTER 1 

           

The Stuart Age: The Reign of King James I 
 
 

The last three rulers of the Tudor family had died childless. 

James, king of Scotland, their cousin, therefore inherited the 

throne and became the first English king of the Stuart family. 

James reigned from 1603 to 1625. During James’s reign, the first 

British state—with England, Wales, Ireland, and Scotland all 

ruled effectively by the king in London—was created. James, 

founder of the Stuart dynasty in England, was widely welcomed. 

A family man with children, his rule promised to be free of the 

marriage and succession troubles that had plagued the Tudors 

since Henry VIII. James’s reign over England is referred to as the 

Jacobean period, after the Latin equivalent of James, Jacobus. 
  

The concept of a personal union—two countries with the 

same ruler but otherwise separate—had many medieval 

precedents and contemporary European parallels. Yet James 

wanted more than this, and he employed and promoted the title 

King of Great Britain. James’s project for a closer union of his 

two kingdoms failed early in the reign due to English reluctance 

to be associated too closely with Scotland. This was not simply a 
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matter of anti-Scottish prejudice, great as that was, but also the 

issue of whether the common law of England would continue to 

hold in a new kingdom. The only form of British union the 

mainstream of English public opinion would accept followed the 

model of Wales—an incorporation of Scotland into England with 

the subjection of the Scots to English laws, which according to 

the English were the best in the world. The Scots—who, unlike 

the Welsh, had never been conquered—were unenthusiastic about 

this idea. 
  

Despite the failure of the union project, James was 

successful in other moves toward unity, such as the collusive 

Calvin’s law case of 1608, which established that James’s 

subjects in Scotland born after his accession were allowed to 

reside and trade in England. James was also successful in 

maintaining some unity between the English and Scottish 

churches, which despite their differences recognized each other as 

legitimate Protestant bodies on substantive doctrinal issues. On a 

practical level, the subordination of Scotland and England to one 

monarch led to far more effective law enforcement on the border, 

and the lawless border society dating back to the Middle Ages 

began to be tamed. James set up a swift postal service to cut the 

time for a round-trip between London and Edinburgh to a week 

and encouraged the use of English in Scotland. Intermarriage 
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between Scottish and English noble families began to create an 

Anglo-Scottish nobility. 
 

Many of the political and religious problems which had 

been created by the policy of the Tudor sovereigns had now to 

come up for solution. Parliament had long been restive under the 

almost autocratic government of Queen Elizabeth, but the danger 

of foreign invasion and internal rebellion, long-established habit, 

Elizabeth's personal popularity, her age, her sex, and her 

occasional yielding, all combined to prevent any very outspoken 

opposition.  
 

Under King James all these things were changed. Yet he had 

even higher ideas of his personal rights, powers, and duties as 

king than any of his predecessors. Therefore during the whole of 

the reign dispute and ill feeling existed between the king, his 

ministers, and many of the judges and other officials, on the one 

hand, and the majority of the House of Commons and among the 

middle and upper classes of the country, on the other.  
 

James’s major political problems were financial, with both 

long-term and short-term causes. The English taxation system 

was archaic, unable to raise the money that the state needed. 

James would willingly have avoided calling Parliament altogether 

and would have carried on the government according to his own 

judgment and that of the ministers he selected, but it was 
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absolutely necessary to assemble it for the passing of certain laws, 

and above all for the authorization of taxes to obtain the means to 

carry on the government. 

Taxation in Tudor and Stuart England, with the exception of 

customs, was primarily taxation on land. The landowners who 

dominated both the House of Lords and the Commons frequently 

blocked tax increases. Tax collection was entrusted to local 

landowners, who were reluctant to rate each other’s properties at 

their full value. Elizabeth had controlled the problem by 

exploiting the church and being parsimonious, but this was not an 

option for a new king seeking allies among the English 

aristocracy. The political need for generosity was compounded by 

James’s fiscal irresponsibility. 
 

After the relative poverty of Scotland, the king never 

acquired a sense of responsibility in spending England’s greater 

wealth. The fall in the value of gold and silver and the consequent 

rise of prices, and other economic changes, had reduced the 

income of the government just at a time when its necessary 

expenses were increasing, and when a spendthrift king was 

making profuse additional outlays.  

 

James’s extravagance was partly enabled by England’s 

noninvolvement in European wars for most of his reign. The war 

with Spain ended in 1604 due to both Spanish and English 
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exhaustion. James managed to keep his kingdoms out of the great 

European Thirty Years’ War that began in 1618, even though it 

involved his German son-in-law Frederick of the Palatinate 

(1596–1632). James was a very unwarlike king, with a vision of 

himself as a great peacemaker in Europe. This policy had some 

successes early in the reign but failed during the Thirty Years’ 

War. Some suspected James of an overly friendly policy toward 

Spain, particularly when he was negotiating for the marriage of 

his son and heir, Charles, to a Spanish princess. These 

negotiations failed due to Spanish insistence that any children of 

the match be raised as Catholics. 
 

In England James continued the late Elizabethan religious 

peace and began to rebuild the Church of England from the 

economic devastation it had suffered in the Reformation and 

under Elizabeth. He was even less inclined to harsh treatment of 

the Roman Catholics. James’s bishops, with some exceptions, 

were hardworking men respected by the different parties in the 

church. On the other hand, the tide of Puritan feeling appealing 

for greater strictness and earnestness in the church and a more 

democratic form of church government was rising higher and 

higher, and with this a desire to expel the Roman Catholics 

altogether. The House of Commons represented this strong 

Protestant feeling, so that still another cause of conflict existed 

between King and Parliament. Similarly, in foreign affairs and on 
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many other questions James was at cross purposes with the main 

body of the English nation. 

James was of all British monarchs the one best suited to be 

an academic: a genuine intellectual and a very good author, with 

an adventurous and enquiring mind and a witty and realistic style. 

He really understood history, theology and classical literature, and 

had a natural interest in, and respect for, other points of view to 

his own. He was no coward, being a keen huntsman and reckless 

horseman, with a terrible temper and sharp, witty tongue. He 

could be cunning and devious, and it was difficult either to 

manipulate or to bully him. These virtues were balanced, for 

contemporaries, by his physical awkwardness and lack of dash: he 

was ungainly, untidy, informal and shy of crowds. 
 

Like other British and European thinkers, James believed 

kings were divinely appointed and ruled by divine right. 

However, he was the most intellectual of British kings and wrote 

books on many subjects, including kingship, so he is more 

identified with the idea of divine right than other monarchs. For 

James, the divine right of kings was mainly a theological concept, 

compatible with political limits on the king’s power. He did not 

view himself as above the law, nor did he attempt to levy taxes 

without a parliament or make law himself. There were some legal 

problems in his reign with the jurisdiction of various courts, but 

they were mostly contained. 
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CHAPTER 2 

The Reign of King Charles 
 

Charles I came to the throne in 1625. James I always 

remained a Scotsman, on friendly terms with many Scottish 

nobles and intimately involved with his northern kingdom even 

when in London. His son Charles I (1600–49; r. 1625–49) was 

very different. Despite his Scottish birth, Charles was thoroughly 

English, and his religion was a very ceremonialist and 

conservative version of the Church of England.  
 

Most of the characteristics of the period of James continued 

until the quarrels between King and Parliament became so bitter 

that in 1642 civil war broke out. The result of four years of 

fighting was the defeat and capture of the king. After fruitless 

attempts at a satisfactory settlement Charles was brought to trial 

by Parliament in 1649, declared guilty of treason, and executed.  
 

Charles’s reign culminated in the greatest disaster ever to 

befall the British monarchy, including civil war, his execution, 

and a temporary end to the monarchy. There were many reasons 

for this, from the complex relations of England and Scotland to 

the continuing religious divisions in England, but a major reason 

was the personality of Charles himself. The complete opposite of 

his father, Charles was a man of correct and sober personal life; 
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even his enemies acknowledged that his court was a model of 

decorum after the disrepute of James’s reign. He had superb 

aesthetic tastes and built one of the finest art collections of any 

English ruler. But he was weak personally, and he believed that 

any theoretical claim he could make about the power of the 

monarchy was practically enforceable.  
 

Charles thought that anyone opposing him must be 

motivated by malice or another unworthy emotion. That made it 

difficult for him to negotiate, something he was always reluctant 

to do. Even his aesthetic tastes became a personal liability. Under 

Elizabeth and even James, court life had been much more in touch 

with English life in general. Under Charles, court culture was 

influenced by the baroque culture of Continental Catholicism. 

Married to a French Catholic princess, Henrietta Maria (1609–

69), Charles never shared the strong anti-Catholicism of many of 

his subjects. The misogynist and xenophobic prejudices of most 

of his opponents often led them to exaggerate the queen’s 

influence, but it was nonetheless substantial. 
 

Unlike Elizabeth and James, who had tried to be impartial 

mediators of the church’s different factions, Charles identified 

himself with the High Church Party, which emphasized ceremony 

and the beauty of holiness. He had very extreme views on the 

divine right of bishops for a 17th-century Protestant, holding that 

bishops were absolutely necessary for a true church. This position 
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was far too radical for most English bishops, who viewed those 

Continental Protestant churches organized without bishops as true 

churches, even if their organization was less than ideal. 
 

There were increased efforts to enforce the strict following 

of the Book of Common Prayer, as opposed to the de facto 

toleration of diverse practices under Elizabeth and James. The 

changes led to great resentment among the population. Some 

Puritans even migrated to America to find more tolerant climes. 
 

Charles’s early reign saw a more vigorous foreign policy in 

contrast to James’s passivity. However, it was a diplomatic and 

military disaster, involving England in war with both of the great 

powers of the time, France and Spain, which were also at war 

with each other. Following military defeat, Charles adopted an 

isolationist policy similar to his father’s but without James’s 

conception of himself as an international mediator. This policy 

coincided with the so-called personal rule during the 1630s, an 

attempt to rule without calling Parliament after a series of failed 

parliaments in the 1620s. The lack of parliaments contributed to a 

growing alienation between the leaders of English society in the 

localities and the central government.  
 

In the contentious Europe of the Thirty Years’ War, Charles 

wanted to raise money for a navy but did not want to call a 

parliament to raise taxes for it. Instead, he revived and extended 
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an old tax called ship money, ordinarily levied on port cities but 

now extended throughout the country. This eventually caused 

great resentment, both because of the question of the 

unconstitutionality of a tax levied without Parliament’s consent 

and the increased administrative burden on the local notables who 

had to collect the tax in the absence of a centralized tax-collection 

bureaucracy. 
 

The English Civil Wars (Great Rebellion) 
 

In 1641 there was a great Catholic revolt in Ireland 

precipitated by the anti-Catholicism expressed by both the Scots 

and the English party dominant in the London parliament. Ireland 

had been seething for a long time due to the harsh government of 

Charles’s deputy in Ireland, Thomas Wentworth, earl of Strafford 

(1593–1641), who in his attempts to increase Irish revenue had 

managed to alienate every social group in Ireland, leaving the 

Crown with no effective allies. The situation worsened as Irish 

rebels massacred some Protestant settlers. Vastly exaggerated 

accounts of the atrocities reached England, further inflaming 

English Protestant anti-Catholicism. The Irish problem involved 

the Scots as well as the English due to the heavy representation of 

Scots among the Irish settlers and the political connections of 

Ulster and the Scottish highlands. 
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The Civil War in England began over the issue of whether 

the king or Parliament should control the army being raised to 

fight the Irish rebels. The two sides in England were known as the 

Parliamentarians and the Royalists, or “Roundheads” (after the 

cropped haircuts favored by many Parliamentarians) and 

“Cavaliers.”  

The king was strongest in Wales and the south and west of 

England, the less economically developed areas where 

Catholicism had also been strong. The Parliamentarians were 

strongest in London and East Anglia, controlling the more 

economically developed parts of England. In 1646, after military 

defeat, King Charles surrendered to the Scots rather than the 

English parliament; the Scots turned him over to the English.  

The war culminated in the king’s execution in 1649, 

provoking horror in ordinary people and gentry alike. People told 

stories of the miracles worked by the king’s blood and wondered 

if the kingdom was now cursed. The ghostwritten book of the 

king’s meditations and prayers, Eikon Basilike (The image of the 

king), became a best seller, going through numerous editions 

despite Parliament’s best efforts to suppress it. 
 

Summary: 
       

English Civil Wars, also called Great Rebellion, (1642–51), 

fighting that took place in the British Isles between supporters of 
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the monarchy of Charles I (and his son and successor, Charles II) 

and opposing groups in each of Charles’s kingdoms, including 

Parliamentarians in England, Covenanters in Scotland, and 

Confederates in Ireland. The English Civil Wars are traditionally 

considered to have begun in England in August 1642, when 

Charles I raised an army against the wishes of Parliament, 

ostensibly to deal with a rebellion in Ireland. But the period of 

conflict actually began earlier in Scotland, with the Bishops’ 

Wars of 1639–40, and in Ireland, with the Ulster rebellion of 

1641.  

Throughout the 1640s, war between king and Parliament 

ravaged England, but it also struck all of the kingdoms held by 

the house of Stuart—and, in addition to war between the various 

British and Irish dominions, there was civil war within each of the 

Stuart states. For this reason the English Civil Wars might more 

properly be called the British Civil Wars or the Wars of the Three 

Kingdoms. The wars finally ended in 1651 with the flight of 

Charles II to France and, with him, the hopes of the British 

monarchy. 
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CHAPTER 3 

The Age of Cromwell 
 

The victory of the English Parliament over their king was 

followed by the victory of England over Scotland and Ireland. For 

the first time the British Isles were a political and administrative 

unity ruled from London. A republican form of government was 

now established, known as the "Commonwealth," and kingship 

and the House of Lords were abolished. The army, however, had 

come to have a will of its own, and quarrels between its officers 

and the majority of Parliament were frequent.  
 

Both Parliament and army had become unpopular, taxation 

was heavy, and religious disputes troublesome. The majority in 

Parliament had carried the national church so far in the direction 

of Puritanism that its excesses had brought about a strong 

reactionary feeling. Parliament had already sat for more than ten 

years, hence called the "Long Parliament," and had become 

corrupt and despotic. Under these circumstances, one 

modification after another was made in the form of government 

until in 1653 Oliver Cromwell, the commander of the army and 

the most influential man in Parliament, dissolved that body by 

military force and was made Lord Protector, with powers not very 

different from those of a king.  
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There was now a period of good order and great military 

and naval success for England; Scotland and Ireland, both of 

which had declared against the Commonwealth, were reduced to 

obedience, and successful foreign wars were waged. But at home 

the government did not succeed in obtaining either popularity or 

general acceptance. Parliament after Parliament was called, but 

could not agree with the Protector. In 1657 Cromwell was given 

still higher powers, but in 1658 he died. Like a king, he was 

succeeded by his son, Richard Cromwell (1626–1712). 
 

Richard lacked both the legitimacy of the old dynasty and 

his father’s force of personality and military prestige. He stayed in 

power for only nine months, and his fall was followed by 

different and unsuccessful attempts to form a military regime. The 

Long Parliament, elected before the revolution, remained the most 

legitimate body of authority, and its surviving members were now 

recalled. However, the real decision maker was another general, 

George Monk (1608–70), who had fought for the Crown during 

the Civil War but later assisted Cromwell in his campaigns 

against Ulster and Scotland. After Cromwell died, Monk brought 

his army from Scotland and spoke out in favor of a restoration of 

the Stuart monarchy, thus settling the matter. 
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CHAPTER 4 

Charles II and the Restoration Monarchy 
 

The Restoration of 1660 was the restoration not only of the 

king but also of the institutions that had been abolished by the 

victorious Parliamentarians and that remained central to British 

life, such as the House of Lords and the episcopally organized 

Church of England. The Restoration was popular among ordinary 

people, and there was much rejoicing. Maypoles, banned by the 

Puritans, became a symbol of the Restoration and the rejection of 

Puritan rule. The Restoration Church of England created new 

holidays, including January 30 as a day of mourning and 

repentance commemorating the execution of Charles I and May 

29 as a day of rejoicing marking the Restoration of his son, 

Charles II (1630–85; r. 1660–85). 
 

The Restoration introduced some Continental culture to 

Britain. The theater, banned by the Puritans, was restored, and for 

the first time English theater allowed actresses to appear onstage. 

Another aspect of foreign culture was the coffeehouse; although 

first introduced in the 1650s, coffeehouses now became 

associated with a certain degree of social egalitarianism, political 

conversation, and the availability of news and periodicals. In 

1675 conversation in the establishments was deemed so 
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threatening that the government attempted unsuccessfully to close 

all coffeehouses in England, but this effort was a failure. The 

Restoration was also a golden age for British science. The world’s 

oldest existing scientific organization, the Royal Society, received 

a royal charter in 1662. Its members in the late 17th century 

included the chemist Robert Boyle (1627–91) and the physicist 

and mathematician Isaac Newton (1642–1727) as well as a host of 

lesser lights. 
 

Permanent political parties were formed then for the 

first time. Two groups that would long influence British politics, 

the Whig and Tory parties, were formed at this time. It was then 

that the custom arose by which the ministers of the 

government are expected to resign when there proves to be a 

majority in Parliament against them. It was then that a 

"cabinet," or group of ministers acting together and 

responsible for the policy of the king, was first formed. 
 

James II and the Revolution of 1688 
  

In 1685 James II succeeded his brother. James’s 

personality was the opposite of Charles’s. James was 

straightforward, unsubtle, and completely insensitive to other 

people.  Instead of carrying on  the government in  a spirit 

of concession to national feeling, he  adopted such  an  

unpopular r e l i g i o u s  policy  that in  1688 he  was  
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forced  to flee  from England, and  his  son-in-law and  

daughter, William  and  Mary, were elected to the throne. 

On their accession Parliament passed and the king and 

queen accepted a   "Bill   of   Rights."   This declared the 

illegality of a number of actions which  recent sovereigns 

had  claimed the right  to  do,  and    guaranteed to 

Englishmen a number of important individual rights, 

which  have  since  been  included in many other  

documents,  especially in  the  constitutions of  several of 

the American states and the first ten amendments to the 

Constitution of the United States.  
 

The years following the Revolution of 1688 were a 

time of almost constant warfare on the Continent, in the 

colonies, and at sea. Also, as the deposition of James II; 

and   the appointment of  William  and   Mary   are  called,  

and   of  the changes which  succeeded it, Parliament 

gradually became  the most powerful  part  of   

government; and   the  House   of   Commons  the 

strongest part  of  Parliament. The king's ministers came 

more and more to carry out the will of Parliament rather 

than that of the king.  
 

Somewhat later the custom grew up by which  one of 

the ministers by presiding over the whole Cabinet, 

nominating its  members to the king, representing it in  
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interviews with the king, and  in  other ways giving unity 

to its  action,  created the  position of  prime   minister. 

Thus the modern Parliamentary organization of the 

government was practically complete before the middle of 

the eighteenth century. William and Mary died childless, 

and Anne, Mary's sister, succeeded, and reigned till 1714. 

She also left no heir. 
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CHAPTER 5 

Colonial Expansion 
 

Soon after Christopher Columbus guided Spanish power 

into what proved to be a New World, Henry VII commissioned 

another eager Italian explorer, John Cabot, to investigate the far 

side of the Atlantic opposite England. The result was the 

permanent European discovery of the North American continent – 

which had been briefly encountered before by the Vikings – and it 

was duly claimed for England; but nothing was then done about 

the claim for two generations.  
 

The land that Cabot found had no easy and obvious riches, 

and the Spanish were generally England’s best friends and allies. 

Traders had several opportunities for new markets in Europe, and 

the ruling class had a traditional hunting-ground for loot, ransoms 

and glory on its doorstep, in France. What changed everything, of 

course, was the transformation of Spain into a determined and 

dangerous enemy after 1570, which turned the freebooting classes 

of England on to its territory, and especially its American 

colonies, using ships for their raids instead of the traditional 

cavalry and infantry bands. At the same time, the old claim to 

North America was remembered, as that continent offered bases 

from which to attack the rich Spanish territory in the centre and 
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south of the New World, and a means of checking and 

challenging Spanish power in the Americas by planting English 

colonies. 
 

The role of the Crown in this enterprise was minimal; 

instead, private groups pooled their capital to launch plundering, 

trading or exploring expeditions. The risks were huge but so too 

were the profits: on his voyage around the world at the end of the 

1570s, Drake earned his sponsors double their outlay just by 

capturing one richly stocked merchant ship. Drake in fact emerges 

as the most high-minded of the Elizabethan adventurers, a bit of a 

cold fish and a fanatic, but rigidly faithful to his queen, his nation, 

his Protestant religion, and his personal hatred of Spain, and 

capable at times of gallantry to enemies. The meticulous planner 

of the group was the red-haired, dashingly dressed Sir John 

Hawkins. The psychopath was Sir Humphrey Gilbert, who 

boasted of the atrocities he had committed against unarmed 

civilians. The fantasist was Martin Frobisher, always claiming to 

have discovered gold mines and vital sea passages, and always 

wrong. The salesman was Sir Walter Raleigh, a maniacal egotist 

who had the charisma and talents for persuasion to get wealthy 

people to pour money into his ventures.  
 

The force that drove all of them was greed, and in their 

scramble to satisfy it they inflicted horrific suffering on the 

Spanish, Irish, black Africans and Native Americans, lied to their 
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own government, squabbled and competed viciously with each 

other, and bungled most of their own schemes. By the end of 

Elizabeth’s reign, England still had no American colonies and no 

fast trade routes to Asia, and the Spanish colonial empire was 

completely intact. The Elizabethans had carried out vital 

reconnaissance work and dealt blows to Spain’s prestige, but, 

judged by their own targets, their enterprises in the New World 

were crashing failures. 
 

In fairness to them, the Americas were tough nuts to crack. 

The Spanish had taken all the really lucrative districts, and 

strongly fortified them. The areas that they had left, in North 

America, had no precious metals, no towns or settled populations 

used to paying taxes or tribute, and no crops of obvious value to 

Europeans. What they did have were terrible winters, baking 

summers, and plenty of warlike natives who were determined to 

defend their land. It was not until 1607 that the first English 

colony took root there, in Virginia, where the first cash crop was 

successfully planted– tobacco. After that, with the example set 

and a sympathetic king on the throne, in James I, came 

Newfoundland (1610), Bermuda (1612) and Nova Scotia (1620).  
 

In 1607 also, the first trading station was established in 

India, by the newly founded East India Company. Between 1620 

and 1640 the colonies of New England appeared, largely as a 

refuge for radical Puritans, and gradually discovered the potential 
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of their harbours for oceanic trade and of their interior for 

products which the northern forests could supply: timber and furs. 

Maryland followed, as a retreat for English Roman Catholics. 

From 1624 a few of the outlying islands of the Caribbean, which 

Spain had ignored as too small to be worth exploiting, were 

occupied and turned into sugar plantations: the most notable was 

Barbados. All these achievements were the work of private 

individuals. This steady, patient process of settlement in the early 

seventeenth century, so much less celebrated and glamorous than 

the largely ineffectual exploits of the Elizabethans, laid the 

foundations of the later British Empire and the United States. 
 

The  government of the Stuart kings, as  well  as  that 

of the Commonwealth, constantly encouraged distant 

settlements for the sake  of commerce, shipping, the 

export of English  manufactured  goods, and  the import of  

raw  materials.  The expansion of the country through its 

colonial   settlements therefore still continued. The great 

literature which reached its climax in the reign of Elizabeth 

continued in equal variety and abundance throughout the 

reigns of James and Charles.  
 

The greater plays of Shakespeare were written after 

the accession of James. Milton belonged to the 

Commonwealth period, and Bunyan, the famous author of 

Pilgrim's Progress, was one of those non-conformists in 
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religion who were imprisoned under Charles II. With this 

reign, however, quite a new literary type arose; whose 

most conspicuous representative was Dryden. 
 

This reign was the period of foundation of England's great 

colonial empire. The effort to establish settlements on the North 

American coast were at last successful in Virginia and New 

England, and soon after in the West Indies. Still other districts 

were being settled by other European nations, ultimately to be 

absorbed by England. On the other side of the world the East 

India Company began its progress toward the subjugation of 

India. 

 

By 1670 there were British American colonies in New 

England, Virginia, and Maryland and settlements in the 

Bermudas, Honduras, Antigua,  Barbados, and Nova 

Scotia. Jamaica was obtained by conquest in 1655, and 

the Hudson’s Bay Company established itself in what became 

northwestern Canada from the 1670s on.  
 

The first permanent British settlement on 

the African continent was made at James Island in the Gambia 

River in 1661. Slave trading had begun earlier in Sierra Leone, 

but that region did not become a British possession until 1787.  
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Nearly all these early settlements arose from the enterprise 

of particular companies and magnates rather than from any effort 

on the part of the English crown. The crown exercised some 

rights of appointment and supervision, but the colonies were 

essentially self-managing enterprises. The formation of the 

empire was thus an unorganized process based on piecemeal 

acquisition, sometimes with the British government being the 

least willing partner in the enterprise. 

In the 17th and 18th centuries, the crown exercised control 

over its colonies chiefly in the areas of trade and shipping. In 

accordance with the mercantilist philosophy of the time, the 

colonies were regarded as a source of necessary raw materials 

for England and were granted monopolies for their products, such 

as tobacco and sugar, in the British market. In return, they were 

expected to conduct all their trade by means of English ships and 

to serve as markets for British manufactured goods.  
 

The Navigation Act of 1651 and subsequent acts set up a 

closed economy between Britain and its colonies; all colonial 

exports had to be shipped on English ships to the British market, 

and all colonial imports had to come by way of England. This 

arrangement lasted until the combined effects of the Scottish 

economist Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations (1776), the loss of 

the American colonies, and the growth of a free-trade movement 
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in Britain slowly brought it to an end in the first half of the 19th 

century. 

 

The East India Company and its role in ruling 

India 

In the late 1500s, European explorers started sailing east for 

trading purposes. The Spanish and the Portuguese were originally 

dominant on these new sailing routes, but after the destruction of 

the Spanish Armada in 1588 the British and Dutch were able to 

take more of an active role in trade with the East Indies. The 

Dutch initially took a lead in this, focusing mainly on spices and 

in particular the trade of peppercorns. 
 

Concerned that the English were falling behind to the Dutch 

on these new trading routes, on the 31st December 1600 Queen 

Elizabeth I granted over 200 English merchants the right to trade 

in the East Indies. One of these groups of merchants called 

themselves Governor and Company of Merchants of London 

Trading into the East Indies, later to become simply The East 

India Company. 

 

As the name suggests, the Company’s humble origins was 

as a small group of investors and businessmen looking to 

capitalise on these new trading opportunities. Their first 
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expedition left for Asia in 1601 with four ships commanded by 

James Lancaster (pictured to the right). The expedition returned 

two years later with a cargo of pepper weighing almost 500 tons! 

James Lancaster was duly knighted for his service. 
 

Although these initial voyages turned out to be extremely 

profitable for the shareholders, increased competition in the mid-

1600s made trading much more difficult. Wars, pirates and lower 

profit margins forced the Company to grow into new markets 

where competition was less fierce. It was during this time that the 

Company also decided that it could not compete with the more 

powerful Dutch East India Company in the trading of spices, so 

instead turned its attention to cotton and silk from India. 
 

This strategy appeared to pay off, as by the 1700s the 

Company had grown so large that it had come to dominate the 

global textile trade, and had even amassed its own army in order 

to protect its interests. Most of the forces were based at the three 

main ‘stations’ in India, at Madras, Bombay and Bengal. 
 

Although the forces of the East India Company were at first 

only concerned with protecting the direct interests of the 

Company, this was to change with the Battle of Plassey in 1757. 

Faced with a local uprising led by Siraj ud-Daula (with some 

French assistance!), the Company’s army led by Robert Clive 

quickly defeated the insurgents. However, this was to be a turning 
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point for the Company and the following years saw it take full 

administrative powers over its territories, including the right to 

tax anyone living within its boundaries. 
 

Although the 1600s and early 1700s saw the East India 

Company primarily focused on the trade of textiles, by the mid 

18th century the Company’s trading patterns began to change. 

The reasons for this were two-fold. Firstly, the industrial 

revolution had changed the way that the Company dealt with the 

textiles trade. Prior to this, highly skilled weavers were employed 

in India to make cottons and silks by hand. These light, colourful 

and easy to wear garments were popular amongst the fashionistas 

and upper classes of Britain. 
 

 

The second reason for this change in trading patterns was 

the growing desire in Europe for Chinese tea. This was a 

potentially massive market for the Company, but was held back 

by the fact that the Chinese only traded their tea for silver. 

Unfortunately Britain was on the gold standard at the time, and 

had to import silver from continental Europe, making the whole 

tea trade financially unviable. The East India Company didn’t 

actually own many of the ships in its fleet. It rented them from 

private companies, many of which were based at Blackwall in 

East London. 
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Chapter Six 

Restoration Drama 
The Restoration of King Charles II to the English throne in 

1660 brought a new change in English literature. Previously 

closed theatres were opened again. New groups of writers began 

to write plays. The theatre companies were quick to provide 

public performances again, initially in converted tennis courts. 

However, their freedom was short lived and Charles II soon 

reorganised the theatre by creating a monopoly through royal 

patent. This licensed only two companies to produce theatre in 

London. Their theatres Lincoln's Inn Fields and Drury Lane 

became known as the 'patent theatres' and were managed and 

directed by Thomas Killigrew and William Davenant 

respectively. 
 

Charles II had a taste for the drama and opera he had seen in 

exile in France. He encouraged Killigrew and Davenant to 

introduce women on stage, thus breaking with the tradition of boy 

actors taking female roles and to introduce moveable perspective 

scenery which revolutionized staging and the design of theatre 

buildings. The royal patents also permitted a wide-ranging 

repertory, such as tragedies, comedies, plays, opera, musical 

theatre and dancing. 
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The introduction of scenery and elaborate stage machinery 

to the English public stage in the 1660s gave rise to blockbusting 

semi-operas. Many of these were adaptations of other plays, often 

by Shakespeare. These had episodes of music, singing, dancing 

and special effects. They even had transformation scenes. The 

1674 production of 'The Tempest' had many spectacular scenes 

including a storm. The advances in scene design impacted on the 

design of theatre buildings, and behind the thrust stage a scenic 

stage was added, framed by a proscenium arch. 
 

The Duke's Theatre in Dorset Garden was planned by 

William Davenant and designed by Christopher Wren, the 

architect of St Paul's Cathedral. It cost £9000 (about £600,000 

today) paid for by 'adventurers' (we would call them backers). It 

stood by the River Thames and steps led up from the river for 

those patrons arriving by boat. The theatre was the grandest ever 

seen in Britain up to that time, with an elaborate proscenium arch, 

one of the first in London. Over the theatre were flats, where 

Thomas Betterton, the leading actor of the late 17th century and 

director of the acting company, lived. 
 

Audiences had a preference for Restoration comedy and 

heroic tragedy in addition to plays by Jonson, Beaumont and 

Fletcher and Shakespeare. Restoration dramatists include William 

Wycherley, George Etherege, Thomas Otway, William Congreve 

and George Farquhar. The double standards of courtiers and 
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members of the aristocracy were reflected in Restoration drama's 

obsession with social behaviour. Powerful and well-mannered 

characters were often portrayed as corrupt and sexually 

promiscuous. 
 

During the restoration period, we also notice some 

development in prose work. John Dryden wrote his critical work 

named Essay on Dramatic Poesy. In this work, Dryden compares 

English drama with French drama. He points out the limitations 

of French drama and considers English drama to be superior to 

French drama. He has written it in a clear, reasonable and 

balanced way. His popularity as a critic is also very great. 
 

John Bunyan wrote two allegorical prose works, 

namely The Pilgrims Progress and The Holy War. The first 

allegorical story presents Christian’s difficult journey to the 

heaven. Its best metaphor is ‘life is a journey’. The English 

language has borrowed some phrases and words from this work 

and they are commonly used in day-to-day conversation, such 

as Vanity Fair, Slough of Despond, Mr. Great Heart. In the 

second work he has presented his own experience of the civil war. 

Bunyan sets an example of writing prose in clear and simple style. 
 

The greatest philosopher of the period, John Locke, 

explicitly acknowledges Newton and some of his fellow “natural 

philosophers” in the opening of his An Essay Concerning Human 
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Understanding (1690). Locke declared himself to be an 

“underlabourer” to what today is called a “scientist.” The 

philosopher’s role, according to Locke, was to clear up 

misunderstandings, purge language of its mystifications, and call 

us to acknowledge the modesty of what we can know. The Essay 

was a founding text of empiricism, arguing that all knowledge 

comes from experience, rationally reflected upon. 
 

Empiricism rejects a belief in innate ideas and argues that 

the mind at birth is a tabula rasa. Experience of the world can be 

accumulated only through the senses, which are themselves prone 

to unreliability. The Essay, cautiously concerned to define the 

exact limits of what the mind can truly claim to know, threw 

exciting new light on the workings of human intelligence and 

stimulated further debate and exploration through the fertility of 

its suggestions—for example, about the way in which ideas come 

to be associated. It was hugely influential throughout the 18th 

century. Locke was also a pioneer in political thought. He came 

from Puritan stock and was closely linked during the Restoration 

with leading Whig figures, especially the most controversial of 

them all, Anthony Ashley Cooper, 1st earl of Shaftesbury. 

Locke’s Two Treatises of Government, published in 1690 but 

written mainly during the Exclusion Crisis—the attempt to 

exclude Charles II’s brother James, a Roman Catholic, from 

succeeding to the throne—10 years earlier, asserts the right of 
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resistance to unjust authority and, in the last resort, of revolution. 

To make this argument, he had to think radically about the origins 

of civil society, the mutual obligations of subjects and rulers, and 

the rights of property. The resulting work became the crucial 

reference point from which subsequent debate took its bearings. 

 

John Locke’s prose was also clear, earnest and without 

ornament, though it lacks the balance in its sentences which gives 

Bunyan’s style its charm. But Locke’s Essay on the Human 

Understanding is one of the most important works of English 

philosophy. It gave a new direction of thought, not only in 

England but in other countries of Europe. 
 

Samuel Pepys's famous diary is also considered as a prose 

work. His diary could not be read until 1852, because it was 

written in secret signs. It gives the true picture of the social life of 

that time and describes some events of the time in detail. His 

diary, which presents himself as a hero, is very interesting and 

colorful work. 
 

John Dryden was a famous dramatist of restoration period. 

He was a genius who had perfect command over stagecraft. His 

plays were greatly successful on the stage. His best heroic plays 

were The Conquest of Granada and Aurengzebe which he had 

used the rhymed form. The second one is about the struggle for 

empire in India. His famous play All for Love deals with the tragic 
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love of Antony and Cleopatra and was written in blank verse. It is 

supposed that he wrote this play by improving Shakespeare’s 

play Antony and Cleopatra. Of the tragedies by other dramatist, 

there are three best heroic plays written by Thomas Otway. They 

include Don Carlos, The Orphan and Venice Preserved. The last 

one was his well- received and best play. 
 

We generally notice two kinds of developments in this 

period, namely the Heroic plays and the Comedy of Manners. 

These plays were quite different from Elizabethan plays in some 

ways. Heroic plays showed the heroic virtues in noble men, and 

the women were described as wonderfully beautiful. The tragic 

drama of this period was made up of heroic plays which were 

mainly written in heroic couplet. The main character in these 

plays was torn between the patriotic duty to their country and 

their duty as a lover. In these dramas we find brave heroes, 

beautiful women, a great deal of shouting and nonsense things. 

The Comedy of Manners appeared at the end of the 

seventeenth century. This comedy was unique in itself. It was 

written in prose. These plays were witty, difficult, bright and 

heartless. They showed the life and manners of the upper-class 

society of the day, and they laughed at the fashionable society, 

their witty and fine conversation, and their immoral behaviors. It 

was introduced by Sir George Etherege. It was mainly confined to 

the rich, courtly and fashionable circle of London. Generally, 



41 
 

people from the country are ridiculed for their humbleness and 

lack of sophistication.  

One of the famous dramatists who wrote Comedy of 

Manners was William Congreve. His plays are not as coarse as 

the earlier plays. His Old Bachelor was a perfect comic picture of 

the hypocritical society. It is about an old man who pretends to 

hate women, but marries a bad one. The Double Dealer is about 

angry lovers. Love for Love is funnier and contains clever 

speeches and interesting, but foolish, characters. His best play 

is The Way of the World. It truly represents the comedy of manner 

of restoration period. When this play was not well received, 

Congreve gave up writing plays in disgust. 
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Theatre and society 

In the Elizabethan and early Stuart period, the theatre was 

the focal point of the age. Public life was shot through with 

theatricality—monarchs ruled with ostentatious pageantry, rank 

and status were defined in a rigid code of dress—while on the 

stages the tensions and contradictions working to change the 

nation were embodied and played out. More than any other form, 

the drama addressed itself to the total experience of its society.  

Playgoing was inexpensive, and the playhouse yards were 

thronged with apprentices, fishwives, labourers, and the like, but 

the same play that was performed to citizen spectators in the 

afternoon would often be restaged at court by night. The drama’s 

power to activate complex, multiple perspectives on a single issue 

or event resides in its sensitivity to the competing prejudices and 

sympathies of this diverse audience. 
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Moreover, the theatre was fully responsive to the developing 

technical sophistication of nondramatic literature. In the hands of 

Shakespeare, the blank verse employed for translation by the earl 

of Surrey in the first half of the 16th century became a medium 

infinitely mobile between extremes of formality and intimacy, 

while prose encompassed both the control of Hooker and the 

immediacy of Nashe. This was above all a spoken drama, 

glorying in the theatrical energies of language. And the stage was 

able to attract the most technically accomplished writers of its day 

because it offered, uniquely, a literary career with some realistic 

prospect of financial return.  

The decisive event was the opening of the Theatre, 

considered the first purpose-built London playhouse, in 1576, and 

during the next 70 years some 20 theatres more are known to have 

operated. The quantity and diversity of plays they commissioned 

are little short of astonishing. 
 

Theatres in London and the provinces 

The London theatres were a meeting ground of humanism 

and popular taste. They inherited, on the one hand, a tradition of 

humanistic drama current at court, the universities, and the Inns of 

Court (collegiate institutions responsible for legal education). 

This tradition involved the revival of Classical plays and attempts 
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to adapt Latin conventions to English, particularly to reproduce 

the type of tragedy, with its choruses, ghosts, and sententiously 

formal verse, associated with Seneca (10 tragedies by Seneca in 

English translation appeared in 1581).  

A fine example of the type is Gorboduc (1561), by Thomas 

Sackville and Thomas Norton, a tragedy based on British 

chronicle history that draws for Elizabeth’s benefit a grave 

political moral about irresponsible government. It is also the 

earliest known English play in blank verse. On the other hand, all 

the professional companies performing in London continued also 

to tour in the provinces, and the stage was never allowed to lose 

contact with its roots in country show, pastime, and festival. The 

simple moral scheme that pitted virtues against vices in the mid-

Tudor interlude was never entirely submerged in more 

sophisticated drama, and the Vice, the tricksy villain of the 

morality play, survives, in infinitely more amusing and terrifying 

form, in Shakespeare’s Richard III (c. 1592–94). Another survival 

was the clown or the fool, apt at any moment to step beyond the 

play’s illusion and share jokes directly with the spectators. 

The intermingling of traditions is clear in two farces, 

Nicholas Udall’s Ralph Roister Doister (1553) and the 

anonymous Gammer Gurton’s Needle (1559), in which academic 

pastiche is overlaid with country game; and what the popular 

http://08107lp2g.1103.y.https.academic.eb.com.mplbci.ekb.eg/levels/collegiate/article/Gorboduc/96677
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tradition did for tragedy is indicated in Thomas Preston’s 

Cambises, King of Persia (c. 1560), a blood-and-thunder tyrant 

play with plenty of energetic spectacle and comedy. 

Playwrights after Shakespeare 

Shakespeare’s perception of a crisis in public norms and 

private belief became the overriding concern of the drama until 

the closing of the theatres in 1642. The prevailing manner of the 

playwrights who succeeded him was realistic, satirical, and 

antiromantic, and their plays focused predominantly on those two 

symbolic locations, the city and the court, with their typical 

activities, the pursuit of wealth and power. “Riches and glory,” 

wrote Sir Walter Raleigh, “Machiavel’s two marks to shoot at,” 

had become the universal aims, and this situation was addressed 

by city comedies and tragedies of state. Increasingly, it was on the 

stages that the rethinking of early Stuart assumptions took place. 

On the one hand, in the works of Thomas Heywood, 

Thomas Dekker, John Day, Samuel Rowley, and others, the old 

tradition of festive comedy was reoriented toward the celebration 

of confidence in the dynamically expanding commercial 

metropolis. Heywood claimed to have been involved in some 200 

plays, and they include fantastic adventures starring citizen 

heroes, spirited, patriotic, and inclined to a leveling attitude in 
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social matters. His masterpiece, A Woman Killed with Kindness 

(1603), is a middle-class tragedy.  
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Chapter Seven 

Literature and Politics 

The Court Masque 

The most lavish 17th-century productions were not open to 

the public. King James I (reigned 1603–25) and later his son 

Charles I (reigned 1625–49) commissioned spectacular private 

performances called 'masques' which involved music, dance, 

opulent costumes and extraordinary scenery and special effects. 

They were performed once or twice at one of the royal palaces 

and were only seen by members of the court. Such lavish court 

entertainments were fashionable throughout Europe as an 

expression of princely power. 

Masques were often used to celebrate royal occasions such 

as a wedding or birth. Design and visual symbols played an 

important role in masques which called for lavish costumes and 

sets. Nobles and royalty would take part, often playing gods or 

heroes while the other roles were played by professional actors. 

Court entertainments were far more opulent than those of the 

public playhouses, but professional actors and writers crossed 

over between both. Masque-like elements began to be included in 

popular plays. There are masque scenes in Thomas Kyd's 'The 

Spanish Tragedy' and Shakespeare's 'Cymbeline' and 'The 
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Tempest'. Ben Jonson wrote masques for the court as well as 

drama for the public playhouses. 

 

The Closure of the Theatres 

When the civil war broke out in England in 1642 theatres 

were closed to prevent public disorder. The theatres remained 

closed for 18 years, causing considerable hardship to professional 

theatre performers, managers and writers. Illegal performances 

were only sporadic and many public theatres were demolished. 

The Puritans, led by Oliver Cromwell, opposed theatrical 

performances and were at loggerheads with King Charles I who 

promoted theatre at his court. In 1632 William Prynne had lost his 

ear for denouncing dancing as a 'Devil's Mass' and women actors 

as 'notorious whores' in his book Histriomastix. This was seen as 

a personal attack on Queen Henrietta Maria who loved the theatre 

and often performed in masques. 

However, Oliver Cromwell and the Puritans were less 

censorious about musical entertainment and tolerated occasional 

small-scale masques as the unavoidable trappings of government. 

In 1656, William Davenant succeeded in producing 'The Siege of 

Rhodes' in his home in an all-sung version. He staged it with 

moveable scenery arranged in perspective, which was to prove 

highly influential. According to legend, Davenant was the 
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illegitimate son of William Shakespeare. He contributed to the 

last of the Stuart masques and was a fervent Royalist.  

Women Writers and Actresses 
The Restoration period also saw women become recognised 

as professional playwrights. The most famous of these was Aphra 

Behn. A group of women writers known as The Female Wits 

produced many works for the stage. They included Mary Pix, 

Catherine Trotter and the prolific Susannah Centlivre who wrote 

19 plays including 'A Bold Stroke for a Wife'. 
 

The Restoration saw the emergence of the first professional 

actresses and playwrights. Breeches parts, where women 

disguised themselves as men (and thus revealed their ankles and 

legs in men's clothing) quickly proved very popular in Restoration 

drama. The first woman to appear on the professional stage in 

England is generally considered to be Margaret Hughes who 

performed at the Vere Street Theatre in 1660 in a production of 

Othello. Davenant employed eight actresses to perform with his 

company shortly afterwards. 
 

In 1617 George Chapman completed his monumental 

translation of Homer's Iliad and Odyssey into English verse, 

which were the first ever complete translations of either poem, 

both central to the Western Canon, into the English language. The 

wildly popular tale of the Trojan War had until then been 
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available to readers of English only in Medieval epic retellings 

such as Caxton's Recuyell of the Historyes of Troye.  
 

Jonson was also an important innovator in the specialised 

literary subgenre of the masque, which went through an intense 

development in the Jacobean era. His name is linked with that 

of Inigo Jones as co-developers of the literary and visual/technical 

aspects of this hybrid art. (For Jonson's masques, see: The Masque 

of Blackness, The Masque of Queens, etc.) The high costs of these 

spectacles, however, positioned the Stuarts far from the relative 

frugality of Elizabeth's reign, and alienated the middle classes and 

the Puritans with a prospect of waste and self-indulgent excess. 
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Chapter Eight  

Interesting Facts about Life in the 17th-Century 

 

1 

In the 1680s, the streets of London were lit for the first time. 

An oil lamp was hung outside every tenth house and was lit 

for part of the year. The oil lamps did not give much light but 

they were better than nothing at all. 

2 

Plague broke out in London in 1603, 1636 and in 1665. Each 

time it killed a significant part of the population but each time 

London recovered. There were always plenty of poor people 

in the countryside willing to come and work in the towns. Of 

course, other towns, as well as London, were also periodically 

devastated by the plague. However, the plague of 1665, which 

affected London and other towns, was the last.  
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3 

During the 17th century the population of England and Wales 

grew steadily. It was about 4 million in 1600 and it grew to 

about 5 1/2 million by 1700. 

4 

 

During the 17th century England became steadily richer. 

Trade and commerce grew rapidly. By the late 17th century 

trade was an increasingly important part of the English 

economy. Meanwhile, industries such as glass, brick making, 

iron, and coal mining expanded rapidly. 

5 

During the 1600s the status of merchants improved. People 

saw that trade was an increasingly important part of the 

country's wealth, so merchants became more respected. 

However political power and influence was held by rich 

landowners. 
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6 

At the top of 17th century society were the nobility. Below 

them were the gentry. Gentlemen were not quite rich but they 

were certainly well off. Below them were yeomen, farmers 

who owned their own land. Yeomen were lived comfortably 

but they often worked alongside their men. Gentlemen did not 

do manual work! Below them came the mass of the 

population, craftsmen, tenant farmers and laborers. 

 

7 

For the upper class and the middle class life grew more 

comfortable, but for the poor life changed little. At the end of 

the 17th century a writer estimated that half the population 

could afford to eat meat every day. In other words, about 

50% of the people were wealthy of at least reasonably well off. 

Below them, about 30% of the population could afford to eat 
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meat between 2 and 6 times a week. They were 'poor'. The 

bottom 20% could only eat meat once a week. They 

were very poor. At least part of the time they had to rely on 

poor relief. 

8 

By an act of 1601, overseers of the poor were appointed by 

each parish. They had the power to force people to pay a local 

tax to help the poor. Those who could not work, such as the 

old and the disabled, would be provided for. The overseers 

were meant to provide work for the able-bodied poor. Anyone 

who refused to work was whipped and, after 1610, they could 

be placed in a house of correction. Pauper's children were 

sent to local employers to be apprentices. 

On a more cheerful note in the 17th century in many 

towns wealthy people left money in their wills to provide 

almshouses where the poor could live. 
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9 

17th-century towns were dirty and unsanitary. People threw 

dirty water and other rubbish in the streets. Furthermore, the 

streets were very narrow. At night they were dark and 

dangerous. However, there were some improvements in 

London. In the early 17th century a piped water supply was 

created. Water from a reservoir traveled along elm pipes 

through the streets then along lead pipes to individual houses. 

However, you had to pay to be connected to the supply and it 

was not cheap. 

10 

Banking developed in the 17th century. As England grew more 

commercial, lending money became more important. In the 

early 17th century goldsmiths lent and changed money. Then 

in 1640 King Charles I confiscated gold, which London 

merchants had deposited at the mint for safety. Afterwards 

people began to deposit money with goldsmiths instead. The 
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goldsmiths gave receipts for the gold in the form of notes 

promising to pay on demand. In time merchants and 

tradesmen began to exchange these notes as a form of money. 

The goldsmiths realized that not all of their customers would 

withdraw their gold at the same time. So it was safe to issue 

notes for more gold than they actually had. They could then 

lend money using the extra notes. The Bank of England was 

founded in 1694. 

11 

New types of furniture were introduced in Stuart England. In 

the mid 17th century chests of drawers became common. 

Grandfather clocks also became popular. Later in the 

century, the bookcase was introduced. Chairs also became far 

more comfortable. Upholstered (padded and covered) chairs 

became common in wealthy people's homes. In the 1680s the 

first real armchairs appeared. 
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12 

In the Middle Ages ordinary people's homes were usually 

made of wood. However in the late 16th and early 17th 

centuries, many were built or rebuilt in stone or brick. By the 

late 17th century even poor people usually lived in houses 

made of brick or stone. They were a big improvement over 

wooden houses. They were warmer and drier. 

 

13 

In the 16th century chimneys were a luxury. However, during 

the 17th century chimneys became more common and by the 

late 17th century even the poor had them. Furthermore, in 

1600 glass windows were a luxury. Poor people made do with 

linen soaked in linseed oil. However, during the 17th century 

glass became cheaper and by the late 17th century even the 

poor had glass windows. 
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14 

Although poor people's homes improved in some ways, they 

remained very small and crowded. Most of the poor lived in 

huts of 2 or 3 rooms. Some families lived in just one room. 

15 

In the early 17th century people began eating with forks for 

the first time. During the century new foods were introduced 

into England (for the rich) such as bananas and pineapples. 

New drinks were introduced, chocolate, tea and coffee. In the 

late 17th century there were many coffee houses in the towns. 

Merchants and professional men met there to read 

newspapers and talk about business. 

16 

Charles II made yachting a popular sport. 
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17 

The theater remained popular. However, the Puritans 

disapproved of the theater and in 1642 they banned it 

completely. Theater began again in 1660. 

18 

In the late 17th century theatre took on its modern form. In 

the early 17th century boys played women's parts. However 

after 1660 actresses performed. 

19 

The first English newspaper was printed in 1641. The first 

women's magazine was The Ladies Mercury in 1693. 

20 

In well off families both boys and girls went to a form of 

infant school called a petty school. However, only boys went to 

grammar school. Upper class girls (and sometimes boys) were 
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taught by private tutors. Middle class girls might be taught by 

their mothers. Moreover, during the 17th century, boarding 

schools for girls were founded in many towns. In them girls 

were taught subjects like writing, music and needlework. In 

the grammar schools conditions were hard. Boys started work 

at 6 or 7 in the morning and worked to 5 or 5.30 pm, with 

breaks for meals. 

21 

In 1600 the royal posts were exclusively used to carry the 

king's correspondence. However in 1635, to raise money, 

Charles I allowed members of the public to pay his 

messengers to carry letters. This was the start of the royal 

mail. 
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22 

The Chinese invented the toothbrush. However, toothbrushes 

arrived in Europe in the 17th century. In the late 17th century 

they became popular with the wealthy in England. 

 

23 

The Scientific Revolution: A revolution in thought occurred 

during the 17th century. The ancient Greeks could be said to 

be scientists. They thought by using their reason they could 

work out why the natural world behaves as it does. However, 

the Greeks never tested their theories by carrying out 

practical experiments. As a result, many of their ideas about 

the natural world were wrong. Unfortunately, the ancient 

Greek philosophers were held in very high esteem and for 

centuries hardly anyone questioned their theories. This began 

to change in the late 16th century and the early 17th century. 
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People began to conduct experiments to see if theories about 

the world were true. 

24 

In England a man named Francis Bacon (1561-1626) declared 

that people should not accept that a theory was true just 

because a Greek philosopher said it was. He argued that 

careful observation and experiment was the key to finding out 

how the natural world works. Gradually this new method of 

understanding the world took over. By the late 17th century, 

the new scientific approach had triumphed everywhere in 

Europe. By then, scientists were carrying out careful 

observations and experiments to find out how the world 

works.  

25 

In 1645 a group of philosophers and mathematicians began 

holding meetings to discuss science or natural philosophy. 
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Charles II was interested in science and in 1662 he made the 

club the Royal Society. 
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The great chemist Robert Boyle was born in 1627. He 

published his famous book The Skeptical Chemist in 1661. The 

great physicist Isaac Newton was born in 1642. He published 

his great work Principia Mathematica in 1687. 

 

27 

The arts also flourished in late 17th-century England. The 

great architect Christopher Wren (1632–1723) designed many 

buildings including the most famous St. Paul's Cathedral. 

 

28 
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During the 17th century, belief in witchcraft and magic also 

declined. The last person to be executed for witchcraft in 

England met her death in 1684. 

 

29 

Studies by historians in the 1980s estimated that between 10 

and 25 women out of 1,000 perished as a result of childbirth 

in the Stuart period. 

30 

Coffee was considered a man’s drink, and women weren’t 

welcome in coffeehouses. Tea, on the other hand, was 

regarded as more of an aristocratic ladies’ drink, whereas hot 

chocolate (which also appeared for the first time in Britain 

during the 17th century) was a luxury enjoyed by both sexes in 

the upper classes of society. 
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The English Reformation and
Renaissance

INTRODUCTION

The long period covered in this chapter takes us from the reign of the Tudor* monarch, King

Henry VII (died 1509 – succeeded by Henry VIII), to the execution by Parliament of the Stuart*

King Charles I in 1649. It is a period which establishes the foundations of the modern United

Kingdom, and includes The (English) Reformation*, The (English) Renaissance*, the

Elizabethan* period (with its great flowering of a national literature), the first part of the Stuart*

reign [see Chapter 2 for its continuation after 1660], the Jacobean* and Caroline* periods, and

The English Civil War*.
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1.1 TUDOR

The family name of the line of monarchs – ‘The Tudors’ – who held the English throne from 1485 to

1603, and hence the name of the period from the accession of Henry VII to the death of Elizabeth I.

With the murder of Edward V and his brother Richard (‘the Princes in the Tower’) in 1483, the

death of the Yorkist Richard III at the Battle of Bosworth Field, and the end of the Wars of the

Roses (1455–85, an intermittent civil war was waged between the houses of York [white] and

Lancaster [red] which had deeply divided the kingdom), the Plantagenet line ended, and the

Lancastrian Henry Tudor acceded to the throne. He was descended from John of Gaunt, Duke of

Lancaster, on his mother’s side, and from the kings of France and native Welsh princes on his

father’s, his family name deriving from Owen Tudor whom his maternal grandmother, Catherine,

daughter of Charles VI of France, had married after the death of her husband, Henry V of England.

The self-pronounced Welsh origins of the usurping Tudors were central to the Tudor Myth, which

claimed the dynasty’s descent from ancient British rulers, including King Arthur, and promised

to restore the power and glory of Camelot. The stylised figure of the Tudor Rose – red and white

to symbolise the houses of Lancaster and York, and thus the end of hostilities between them – was

adopted as a badge by Henry VII. It features prominently in Tudor Architecture, which is

characterised by half-timbering and patterned brickwork.

Key Timeline Narratives 1500–1603

The Succession The problem of protecting a line of succession for the Tudor dynasty, especially the
failure of Henry VIII and his queen, Catherine of Aragon, to produce a son and heir, which helped to
instigate the English Reformation*, and the youthfulness and then the early death of Henry’s only
son (by Jane Seymour), King Edward VI. 

Religion The inception of religious strife in what was later to become ‘Great Britain’, and which
dominated its history for at least the next three centuries. A crucial instance of this was the furore,
after the death of Edward VI (1553), around the accession of Henry VIII’s legitimate daughter by
Catherine of Aragon, Mary I (Mary Tudor), a Roman Catholic who married Philip II, King of Spain, and
whose persecution of English Protestants in an attempt to restore England to the Roman Catholic
fold resulted in the sobriquet ‘Bloody Mary’. When she died childless in 1558, her half-sister, Queen
Elizabeth I (daughter of Ann Boleyn, Henry VIII’s second wife), acceded to the throne, but Elizabeth’s
failure to marry and produce an heir in her turn led, on her death in 1603, to the end the Tudor line
and the start of the Stuart* succession.

Politics The gradual development of an English national state and identity, distinct from the still
largely Catholic mainland Europe. 

1.2 THE (ENGLISH) REFORMATION

Literally, ‘reformation’ means an act of reforming, amending and improving. Capitalised and

preceded by the definite article, ‘The Reformation’ identifies that period and process in the 16th
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Century in Europe which saw the doctrine and power of the Roman Catholic Church challenged

and in many cases replaced by the various forms of Protestant religion.

However, political and economic factors also determined its course and nature: the hostility of

rulers and jurists to the temporal encroachments of the Vatican; the growing wealth of the clergy,

and the religious and moral laxity of many; the development of printing, which assisted the

spread of ideas; and related to this, the humanism of the Renaissance*, which encouraged a new

critical and enquiring attitude of mind. The individualism at the heart of Reformation religions,

combined with their embattled location in diverse Northern European states, also helped to

foster the growth of nationalism and the economic prosperity of the mercantile classes.

The Dutch humanist scholar, Erasmus, who introduced a Greek edition of the Scriptures in

1516 to replace the Vatican’s Latin one, is usually regarded as the principal intellectual force

behind the Reformation (as, indeed, behind the later Renaissance*, too). Whilst not attacking the

authority of the Pope himself, Erasmus nevertheless castigated the Church for its abuses (selling

pardons and religious relics) and for its pedantry (e.g. in In Praise of Folly, 1509). The start of the

Reformation proper is normally dated to 1517, when the German theologian, Martin Luther,

nailed his 95 Theses Against the Sale of Papal Indulgencies to a church door in Wittenberg. Unlike

Erasmus (who was to attack the reformers’ zeal in 1523), Luther refused to submit to the Pope’s

authority, which led to his excommunication in 1521, and the consequent spread of

Protestantism across much of Northern Europe. The Lutheran reformers sought to restore

Christianity to its early purity, their main tenets being justification by faith and the absolute

authority of the Scriptures in all matters of faith, in contradistinction to ecclesiastical tradition

(i.e. that of the authority of the Roman Catholic Church). The new religion was then driven by the

far stricter religious and moral teachings of, for example, the French reformer, Jean Calvin, based

in the middle years of the 16th Century in Geneva, from where was exported a widely influential,

severe and doctrinaire brand of Protestant individualism (including the doctrine of

predestination). Calvinism flourished in Switzerland, the Low Countries, and in Scotland under

John Knox. The reaction against such developments in Roman Catholic Europe is known as the

‘Counter-Reformation’.

The English Reformation should be seen in the context of the European movement, but it

was rather differently motivated and inflected. In 1519, Henry VIII had written a book against

Luther entitled Defence of the Seven Sacraments. For this, the Pope bestowed on him the title,

‘Fidei Defensor’ (‘Defender of the Faith’), but the failure of Henry’s marriage to Catherine of

Aragon to produce a male heir led him to seek permission from Rome to divorce her, so that he

could marry the already pregnant Ann Boleyn. The Vatican demurred, Henry married Ann

regardless and was excommunicated. He made Thomas Cranmer Archbishop of Canterbury, and

by the Act of Supremacy in 1534, declared himself ‘the only supreme head on earth of the 

Church of England’. Although Henry continued to claim to be a Catholic, from 1536 to 1539, he

carried out the Dissolution of the Monastries, whereby the hundreds of religious houses in

England were ransacked for their wealth, their abbeys often destroyed, and their lands

confiscated and sold. 
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During the minority reign of his son, Edward VI, who succeeded Henry at the age of nine,

the powerful men in his Protectorate introduced stringent Protestant reforms which inclined the

country towards Calvinism. On Edward’s death, Mary I [see Tudor* above] attempted to

reintroduce Catholicism as the national religion with considerable support, but her unpopular

marriage to the king of Catholic Spain, together with the increasing ferocity of the persecution of

Protestants (Bishops Ridley, Latimer and Cranmer, amongst many others, were burnt at the

stake), turned the tide against her. Her half-sister, Elizabeth I, succeeded her in 1558, and

managed, in the course of her long and eventful reign [see Elizabethan* below], to effect a

compromise between Catholic liturgy (which she enjoyed) and Protestant faith (which she

believed in). A major Catholic uprising occurred in the north of England in 1569 (it was

suppressed), but after 1570, in reaction to Rome’s deeply resented declaration that Elizabeth was

illegitimate, the so-called Elizabethan Church Settlement increasingly gained popular support.

1.3 THE (ENGLISH) RENAISSANCE

The noun ‘renaissance’, from the French ‘renascence’, literally means ‘rebirth’. Capitalised, and

with the direct article, ‘The Renaissance’ defines the artistic, literary and scientific revival which

took place in Europe from the 14th Century to the mid-17th Century (the end-date is disputed).

This period has been seen as an intermediate period between the Middle Ages and the full

development of the modern world (even so, its later phases are now more usually described by

historians as belonging to ‘the Early Modern Period’, a less loaded term than ‘The Renaissance’).

The movement originated in Italy, where the word ‘rinascità’ was in use by the mid-16th Century

to describe the great flowering of the Italian arts in the 14th Century (‘Quattrocento’), and later

spread throughout Europe. However, the term was first used in English only in 1840, and its

general currency was established in the mid-19th Century by the Swiss historian, Jacob

Burckhardt, in his work, The Civilization of the Renaissance in Italy (1860). ‘Renaissance’ can also

be used as an adjective, as in ‘Renaissance painting’ or ‘Renaissance Man’ [see below].

In general terms, the Renaissance was characterised by the renewed influence of classical

culture and values; a new humanism in part derived from these; and the beginning of objective

scientific enquiry. It represents a contrast to the Church-centred culture of the medieval period

in its celebration of humanity and individuality; but although the the notion of ‘rebirth’ suggests

a sudden rupture with the past, the Renaissance is probably better thought of as a process of

gradual change. In 14th-century Italy, a humanist and classical literary revival began with the

writings of Petrarch and Boccaccio, while Giotto established the foundations of Renaissance

painting. In the 15th Century, Byzantine scholars founded a Platonic Academy in Florence, and

with the the fall of Constantinople to the Turks in 1453, Greek scholars brought classical

manuscripts to Italy, the invention of printing thereafter allowing the ‘new learning’ to spread

throughout Europe. Fifteenth-century Italian art includes the work of Fra Angelico, Mantegna

and Botticelli in painting, Donatello and Ghiberti in sculpture, and Brunelleschi in architecture,
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while at its height in the 16th Century, the great names of the Italian Renaissance are: in painting

and sculpture, Michelangelo, Leonardo da Vinci, Raphael, Titian, Giovanni Bellini; in literature,

Tasso and Ariosto; in political thought, Machiavelli; and in music, Palestrina. It is the multiple

talents of, for example, Michaelangelo (painter, poet, architect, sculptor) and da Vinci (painter,

anatomist, scientific inventor) which give us the notion of Renaissance Man: someone equally

capable of high success in several different fields of expertise, and himself both an examplar and

celebrant of that proud humanity, physical and mental, which characterises the Renaissance

world-view and which is otherwise expressed in its valorisation of the fully rounded ‘gentleman’

or ‘courtier’ (Castiglione’s Il Cortegiano; translated into English by Sir Thomas Hoby in 1552–3).

Elsewhere in Europe, this is also the period of such writers as Ronsard, Rabelais, Lope de Vega,

Cervantes and Montaigne, and visual artists, Dürer, El Greco, Holbein and the Bruegel family. 

In experimental science, mathematics, geography and astronomy, too, a new inquiring

spirit was developing which freed human beings to explore, understand and enjoy the physical

world in ways impossible under the medieval Church’s dispensation. Copernicus placed the sun,

not the earth, at the centre of the universe, which Galileo was later to verify using a telescope, and

all sorts of other instruments for investigating and measuring the universe were invented; the

Spanish and Portuguese ‘discovered’ the New World of the Americas and first circumnavigated

the globe; anatomy developed rapidly; Erasmus and other scholars promoted a neo-classical

humanism in philosophical thinking based on notions of a harmonious universe with Man at the

centre of it, of a more heroic humanity capable of perfectibility, reason not religion as the

principle governing human behaviour, and above all, an elation mixed with anxiety about the

apparently boundless freedom to think everything anew: as John Donne famously put it: ‘The

new philosophy calls all in doubt.’

The English Renaissance is normally dated from either c.1476, with the introduction of

printing into England by William Caxton, or 1485 with the arrival of the Tudor* dynasty, and

reaching its apogee in the Elizabethan* and Jacobean* periods. There were signs of the times in

Henry VIII’s reign: Sir Thomas More, a friend of Erasmus, published his Utopia; another

humanist, Sir Thomas Elyot, published The Boke named the Govenour; King Henry himself had

the education, abilities and tastes of a Renaissance ‘courtier’ [see above]; the poetry of John

Skelton, Sir Thomas Wyatt and Henry Howard, Earl of Surrey, belongs to this period; and a

number of colleges at Oxford and Cambridge Universities were founded. But cultural historians

believe that the effects of the Reformation slowed the Renaissance process down in England, and

there is certainly no achievement in the visual arts to match that of 15th-and 16th-century Italy.

The height of the English Renaissance, then, and especially so in literature (although also in

music, architecture and art), belongs to the later Elizabethan period, indicative events in the late

1570s and early 1580s being the building and opening of the first public theatres in London and

the composition by Sir Philip Sidney, a quintessential type of the Renaissance ‘gentleman’, of his

Arcadia (the ‘Old’ version) and Defence of Poetry. However, general characteristics of cultural

developments throughout the period would include: as a reflex of the Reformation, a great

increase in printed works in the English language, resulting in a rapid rise in literacy; the enforced

spread of English in Wales and Ireland, and then its exportation to the New World; a new sense of
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national identity and pride which fostered confidence in using English for serious writing (rather

than Latin) and for the creation of a national literature which would compete with those in

classical and other European languages; a huge expansion in vocabulary (it is estimated that

during the century and a half from c.1500, exploration, trade, translation and scholarship caused

well over 10,000 new words to enter English from Latin, Greek, European and other languages, as

well as neologisms created by native authors); a consequent linguistic exuberance and

innovativeness in literary style, form and genre; and the development of a literature which

enthusiastically explored the social, political, religious, cultural and emotional implications of

newly liberated, human-centred experience.

1.4 ELIZABETHAN

As an adjective, ‘Elizabethan’ designates the reign of Queen Elizabeth I of England and Ireland,

1558–1603, and the literature, art, music and architecture produced in those years; as a noun, it

identifies someone living during the period – although it tends to be used more specifically 

for the literary writers of the second half of the era (‘Sidney and Spenser were distinguished

Elizabethans’).

On the death of Mary I [see Tudor*], Elizabeth acceded to the throne, and immediately faced

religious strife, economic instability and war with France. But while the history of her reign shows

the resolution of many such problems, it is also marked throughout by domestic unrest and

rebellion in Ireland, hostile relations with much of continental Europe, and religious opposition

by, and suppression of, both Catholics and Puritans. Nevertheless, it is also witness to a great

enhancement of national identity and pride, the major achievements of the English Renaissance*,

an increase in English international power, and the inception of a capitalist economy. 

Key Timeline Narratives

Religion The re-establishment of the Church of England on a moderate basis; a string of Catholic
plots against Elizabeth, focused after 1568 around the exiled and imprisoned Mary, Queen of Scots
(finally executed in 1587), the severe repression of English Catholics, and the related chronic crisis
about the succession throughout the unmarried and childless Elizabeth’s reign; relations with
Protestant Scotland; the increasing opposition of the Puritans to Anglicanism, their growing power
in Parliament and resistance to the Crown, and the resulting attempts to suppress them. 

Ireland and Europe The ‘planting’ (colonising) of Ireland by English and Scottish Protestants, and the
series of Irish revolts from 1569 until the reconquest and ‘pacification’ of 1600–3; strained relations
with Catholic Europe over religion and the execution of Mary, Queen of Scots, but also exacerbated
by England’s rapid development as a major maritime power – both in terms of international trade
and of the licensed piracy of, for example, Sir John Hawkins and Sir Francis Drake who plundered
Spanish ships in the Americas – culminating in the defeat of the Spanish Armada in 1588. 
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North America The start of the settling and colonising of North America with Sir Walter Raleigh’s
ventures in Virginia. 

Social and Economic Developments The beginnings of social legislation in Parliament in respect of
Poor Relief Acts and associated initiatives; the physical and symbolic expansion of London as capital
city; the development of banking and other financial institutions to facilitate and expand a fledgling
capitalist economy, but also economic depression and social unrest caused by a combination of
Elizabeth’s fiscal policies, heavy taxation and a series of bad harvests in the 1590s. 

Literary and Cultural Events The continued founding of new schools, Oxbridge colleges and
libraries; the widespread translation of religious, classical and other literary works into English; the
extensive building of theatres in London, and the rapid upsurge in dramatic writing; the appearance
in the later part of the period not only of a significant literature in English, but also accompanying it,
a literary critical discourse in which to discuss and promote it; developments in English painting
(especially portraiture), music (especially songs and madrigals), and architecture (especially the
erection of great houses and other public buildings across the country).

1.5 STUART (ALSO STEWART) 

The family name of the line of monarchs – ‘the Stuarts’ – who occupied the British throne from the

accession of King James I in 1603 to the deposition and execution of King Charles I in 1649; and

from the Restoration* of King Charles II in 1660 to the death of Queen Anne in 1714.

The ‘missing’ period between 1649 and 1660 is the Interregnum*, during which Great Britain was

governed first as a Commonwealth* under Parliament and then as a Protectorate* under Oliver

Cromwell. [Commentary and suggested timeline narratives in respect of the restored Stuart line

after 1660 will be found in the glosses to Chapter 2.]

The Stuarts, in fact, were monarchs of Scotland from 1371 to 1714, and on the death of

Elizabeth I without an heir, her cousin, the then James VI of Scotland, acceded to the English

throne as James I of England [see also Jacobean*]. James, the son of Mary, Queen of Scots, who

had become King of Scotland on his mother’s forced abdication in 1567, and who made only

token protest at her execution in 1587 [see under Elizabethan*], was a staunch Protestant whose

claim to the throne, accepted by both Elizabeth and Parliament, derived from the marriage of

James IV of Scotland to Margaret Tudor, daughter of Henry VII of England. James’s joint

monarchy effectively brought about the union of England and Scotland, and in 1604, he was

declared king of ‘Great Britain, France and Ireland’ – the reference to France by this point being

anachronistic wishful thinking. [It is from this point, then, that the present volume will normally

use ‘Great Britain’/‘British’ and not ‘English’ when referring to historical and cultural events –

except where the latter term is specifically correct. After 1800, when the Act of Union united the

Parliaments of Great Britain and Ireland to form ‘The United Kingdom of Great Britain and

Ireland’, ‘UK’ will tend to be substituted for ‘British/Britain’.]
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1.6 JACOBEAN

Derived from the Latin for James, ‘Jacobus’, the adjective ‘Jacobean’ is used solely to identify the

period of the reign of King James I of England, Scotland and Ireland, 1603–25 [see Stuart* above],

and the literature, architecture, furniture and style of decoration produced during it.

James was a devout but not extreme Protestant, and did much to establish his religion as the

national one (he played a central role in organising a new standardised translation of the Bible:

the ‘Authorised Version’ or ‘King James Bible’ of 1611). However, his religious beliefs brought him

into serious conflict with both Catholics and Puritans, while his dogmatic insistence on the

Divine Right of Kings caused him to clash bitterly with Parliament, and especially a House of

Commons which was developing a growing sense of independence. James himself was a scholar

who wrote learned treatises on several subjects, and was a strong supporter of the arts, especially

the theatre (Shakespeare’s company was called the ‘King’s Men’, and it is possible that James saw

an early production of Shakespeare’s topical tragedy, Macbeth, in 1606). The combination of

intellectual talent and stubborn personality led to him being dubbed ‘the wisest fool in

Christendom’.

Key Timeline Narratives 1603–1625

Religion The continuing religious strife between Catholics and Protestants, and the rapidly growing
power of the Puritans, especially in Parliament (the Gunpowder Plot in 1605 is the most famous event
in this narrative, which led to severe persecution of Catholics). 

Government The increasingly divisive tensions between King and Parliament, initially instigated by
dislike in some quarters for James’s scheme for the ‘perfect union’ of England and Scotland, and by
his hostility to Puritanism at the Hampton Court Conference (1604) – this being compounded by his
dubious financial devices (sale of monopolies and titles, royal duties levied at ports); his ambivalent
relationship with Spain; and resentment at his reliance on favourites (especially the Duke of
Buckingham).

Naval Expansion and Colonisation The continuing development of British maritime power, its
underpinning of national mercantile interests abroad (e.g. those of the East India Company), and the
resulting conflicts with the Dutch in particular; the colonisation of the east coast of North America,
and the sailing of the Pilgrim Fathers to ‘New England’ in 1620; the authorised ‘plantation’ of
confiscated Irish land, especially in Ulster, by English and Scottish settlers. 

Social and Economic Events The incidence of plague in London, which had the effect of frequently
closing the proliferating theatres there; the continuing foundation of schools and university colleges,
and the rise of ‘Jacobean’ architectural design for houses and public buildings (Inigo Jones, as
Surveyor of the King’s Works, built the Queen’s House, Greenwich, and the new Palace of Whitehall). 

Theatre It is not fortuitous that the commonest present-day use of the word ‘Jacobean’ is in the
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phrase ‘Jacobean Drama’, for it was during James’s reign that many of the most famous tragedies
and comedies in English were written and first performed (e.g. by Shakespeare, Jonson, Webster,
Beaumont and Fletcher, Middleton, Massinger and Ford).

1.7 CAROLINE 

The adjective ‘Caroline’ (less frequently ‘Carolean’) is derived from the Latin for Charles, ‘Carolus’,

and is used to describe the period of the reign of King Charles I of England, Scotland and Ireland,

1625–49.

‘Caroline’ is occasionally also applied to the reign of King Charles II, 1660–85, but The

Restoration* [see Chapter 2] is now the conventionally accepted term for this period. Unlike

‘Jacobean’, ‘Caroline’ is far less commonly used either as a period descriptor or for the literature

and other arts of the time, perhaps because there is not a substantive body of work with enough

characteristics in common to have given the word equal currency. The verse of the so-called

‘Cavalier Poets’ (Herrick, Cowley, Suckling, Lovelace, Waller, Denham), however, is the most

coherent corpus of work to be properly called ‘Caroline’, but it is worth remembering that Donne

died six years into Charles’s reign and that his poems were first published only in 1633; that the

devotional ‘Metaphysical Poets’ (Crashaw, Vaughan, Herbert, Traherne) were writing in this

period; and that the writing careers of Milton and Marvell straddled the Interregnum* [see

Chapter 2]. 

James I bequeathed to his son Charles a situation marked by hostility between Crown and

Parliament, one Charles immedately compounded by marrying the Catholic French princess,

Henrietta Maria, only a matter of weeks after his accession to the throne. Her influence on the

king was abhorred by Parliament, and by 1642, just before the Civil War started, she was herself

in danger of impeachment. Like his father, Charles was talented, autocratic and a firm believer in

the Divine Right of Kings; he also indulged the same favourite, Buckingham, until the latter’s

assassination in 1628. In addition, Charles promoted the High Church Anglicanism of Archbishop

Laud, which was anathema to an extreme Protestant Parliament; but it was the king’s penurious

financial situation and the strategies he then deployed to raise money without accountability

which produced the most persistent, and ultimately terminal, conflict with the Commons.

It is clear from the timelines that the dominant narrative of this period is the one flagged in

the previous paragraph: Charles’s dissolution of three Parliaments between 1625 and 1629, and

his collection of revenues without consent; his acceptance under duress of the Petition of Right

in 1628; his 11 years of ‘personal rule’ without Parliament (1629–40), using the Earl of Strafford

(Thomas Wentworth) and the Courts of the Star Chamber and High Commission to enforce his

government in the kingdom; his imposition of the hated ‘Ship Money’ tax on maritime and then

inland counties, which resulted in the John Hampden trial; the necessity of recalling Paliament in

1640 under threat of a Scottish invasion [see below], first as the ‘Short Parliament’ and then as the

‘Long Parliament’ (which outlasted Charles himself); the execution by the ‘Long Parliament’ of
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Strafford and Laud, and the drawing up of the ‘Grand Remonstrance’ (1641) by John Pym and

other leaders of the resistance to the king; Charles’s failed attempt in early 1642 to arrest the ‘Five

Members’ responsible for the document; his raising of his standard at Nottingham, the

commencement of the English Civil War*, and Charles’s ultimate defeat, imprisonment, trial and

execution.

1.8 THE ENGLISH CIVIL WAR

Although England had been ravaged by civil war in the past – most especially by the Wars of the

Roses (1455–85; see Tudor* above) – the term ‘The English Civil War’ (aka ‘The Great Rebellion’)

refers exclusively to the struggle between Parliament and King Charles I (then his son, Charles

Stuart – later King Charles II) from 1642 to 1651.

The English Civil War was caused principally by Puritan and emerging middle-class opposition to

the king’s claims to rule by divine right and the Long Parliament’s consequent attempts to curb

royal policy by withholding resources from him. The country was divided between the ‘Royalist’

or ‘Cavalier’ interest and the ‘Parliamentarians’ or ‘Roundheads’ (Puritans tended to have their

hair cut short, unlike the Cavaliers’ flowing locks). The king raised his standard at Nottingham in

1642, and the Civil War began.

The detailed course of the war can be followed in the timeline tables (including those at the

beginning of Chapter 2), but key moments are: Parliament’s covenant with the Scots (1643); the

calling of the Royalist Parliament at Oxford (1644); Charles’s flight from Oxford and surrender to

the Scots (1646; end of ‘1st Civil War’); the king’s signing of an ‘Engagement’ with the Scots (1647);

their subsequent invasion of England on the king’s behalf and defeat at Preston (1648; end of ‘2nd

Civil War’); the trial and beheading of Charles I (1649), and the declaration of England as a ‘Free

Commonwealth* [see Chapter 2]; the proclamation of Charles Stuart as king in Edinburgh (1649);

a further Scottish Royalist invasion of England, and its defeat at the Battle of Worcester (1651).

Charles Stuart fled to France, and the period of the Interregnum* (see Chapter 2) begins. 

Key Timeline Narratives

Religion Attempts by Charles and Laud to anglicise the Presbyterian Scottish Kirk, leading to serious
rebellions, the ‘Bishops’ Wars’ of 1639–40, and the threat of a Scottish invasion which forced the
king to recall Parliament in 1640 [see above]; further Irish Catholic rebellions in the 1640s, and in
1649, the invasion of Ireland by Oliver Cromwell. 

Colonisation The expansion of British colonisation of North America, including parts of what was to
become Canada; expansion of British trading activity in India and then China, and continuing conflict
with the Dutch and French over areas of influence for trade and for colonisation. 

Science The start of the draining of the Fens in the eastern counties of England by Dutch engineers;
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the continuation of scientific development (Sir William Harvey proved the circulation of the blood in
1628), with the seeds of the establishment of the Royal Society (1662) sown during this period. 

Law Censorship by Crown and Parliament featured throughout the period, but so too did the
begininngs of copyright. 

Theatre The drama continued to flourish – although many of the major Jacobean names had
disappeared by the 1630s – until the theatres were closed by the Puritans in 1642 (reopened at The
Restoration* in 1660; see Chapter 2).
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1650–1699

Commonwealth and
Restoration

INTRODUCTION

This chapter covers a relatively short period of time, but one which is highly eventful in British

history (e.g. the curtailing of royal power, the rise in importance of Parliament, the appearance of

the British party political system [Whigs* and Tories*]). Following The English Civil War* and the

execution of Charles I in 1649 [see Chapter 1] is the period of 11 years known as the

Interregnum*. This includes the republican Commonwealth*, which rapidly transmutes into the

Protectorate* of Oliver Cromwell. After Cromwell’s death in 1648 and the failure of his son’s

short-lived regime, the Stuart* monarchy [see also Chapter 1] is restored to the throne in 1660

with King Charles II (The Restoration*). Charles’s death in 1685 leads to the accession of his

Roman Catholic brother, James II, and The Glorious Revolution of 1688 which deposed him and

established the Protestant succession of William and Mary. The period also witnesses the

beginnings of the Neo-Classsical* or Augustan* movement in literature and the arts [see 

Chapter 3]. 
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2.1 INTERREGNUM

From the Latin ‘inter’ (between) and ‘regnum’ (rule or reign), literally: ‘between two reigns’. 

Although used more generally to define any period between two governments, the term in British

history applies specifically to the period between the execution of Charles I in 1649 [see Chapter

1 under 1.5 Stuart* and 1.7 Caroline*] and The Restoration* [2.7 below] of the monarchy in 1660

under Charles II. This 11-year period is also commonly referred to as that of The English

Revolution, when Britain was governed first as a Commonwealth* and then as a Protectorate*.

2.2 COMMONWEALTH

A 16th-Century word (originally ‘commonweal’) meaning the general or public good and echoing

the Latin ‘res publica’, from which the notion of a ‘republic’ derives.

Commonwealth with an upper-case ‘C’ is used to define the nature of the British state during the

Interregnum* [see above]: the republican Commonwealth of which Oliver Cromwell became

Lord Protector [see 2.3 Protectorate* below]. While generally understood as covering the whole

11-year period, it refers more specifically to the period between 1649 (after the execution of

Charles I) when Britain was declared ‘a Commonwealth and free state by the supreme authority

of this nation, the representatives of the people in parliament’, with Cromwell as chair of the

Council of State, and 1653 when the ‘Rump’ of the ‘Long Parliament’ (i.e. the remaining

Commons) was forcibly dissolved by Cromwell. It is characterised by Parliament’s abolition of

the monarchy and House of Lords (the Anglican Church had effectively already been dismantled

in 1646); Cromwell’s brutal suppression of rebellion in Ireland, and the confiscation from 1652

onwards of Irish lands; the crushing by Cromwell of the Scots under Charles Stuart (already

proclaimed King of Scotland; King Charles II to be); continuing conflicts with the Dutch over

trade and British claims to sovereignty of British seas; and the height of activities by the radical

dissenting groups, The Fifth Monarchists, Ranters, Levellers and Diggers*.

2.3 PROTECTORATE

‘Protectorate’ is the noun applying to a region or period when the office of Protector of a kingdom

or state is instituted.

In 1653, Cromwell dissolved both the ‘Rump’ Parliament and the Puritan Convention he had

summoned (nicknamed the ‘Barebones Parliament’ [see timeline table for explanation of this).

The council of army officers then appointed him Lord Protector of the Commonwealth under a

new constitution, the ‘Instrument of Government’ (Britain’s only written constitution), which
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was to create a balance between Army and Parliament. Under Cromwell’s dictatorship (he ruled

by decree and ordinance), the Union of England, Scotland and Ireland was recognised in the

representation of MPs from all three countries in the first Protectorate Parliament; peace was

made with Holland, commercial and/or treaties of friendship signed with Portugal, Sweden,

Denmark and France, and in alliance with France, Spain defeated on sea and land; the Anglican

Church was reorganised and Puritanism established, but Cromwell upheld religious tolerance;

there were a number of Royalist risings against Cromwell and his relations with Parliament were

continuously strained, but when offered the title of king in 1657, he refused it. He died in 1658,

and his son, Richard, succeeded him as Lord Protector; but within months, Richard Cromwell, in

conflict with the Army, had resigned, and the way was open for the restoration of the monarchy

under Charles Stuart as Charles II.

2.4 FIFTH MONARCHISTS, RANTERS, LEVELLERS AND DIGGERS

These are all names of dissenting Puritan sects during The English Revolution, whose activities and

publications concerning both religious and political freedom were so radical that Cromwell and his

government had to suppress them.

The Fifth Monarchy Men were a fanatical millenarian group during the Commonwealth* who

advocated forcibly establishing Christ’s kingdom on earth as the last of the five monarchies

prophesied in the Book of Daniel. Their rebellion in 1653, as Cromwell became Lord Protector,

was rapidly put down. The Ranters were an antinomian sect during the same period who believed

that Christians were justified by faith alone and were absolved by the gospel from the obligation

to obey the moral law. The Levellers (the name has both religious – Christ the ‘Great Leveller’ –

and constitutional connotations), who saw the execution of Charles I as finally ending the line of

descent from the Norman Conquest, and hence the oppression of a Norman aristocracy and

feudal system, promoted notions of a return to native liberties and a root-and-branch reform of

English society.

In the second half of the 1640s, the Leveller’s rigorous defence of the freedom of the press as

a defence against tyranny (e.g. the pamphlet, England’s Birth-Right Justified, attributed to John

Lilburne; see below) had caused their religious and political ideas to spread widely throughout

the Army, culminating in a series of debates at Putney in the autumn of 1647. Their documents,

England’s Misery and Remedy (1645) and An Agreement of the People for a firme and present Peace,

upon grounds of common right (1647–9), written in plain and forceful English, began to foster

radical ideas amongst the common people about a popular sovereignty which could create a

society based on equality. The latter pamphlet, for example, propounded wide-ranging

parliamentary and executive reform, the need to protect the ‘native rights’ of the ‘Free-born

People of England’, and the enfranchising of all male commoners by abandoning the property

qualification to vote. This was not at all what Cromwell’s largely land-owning generals had in

mind. A prominent Leveller in the late-1640s and 1650s was John Lilburne, who had been
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imprisoned and otherwise punished by Charles I’s Star Chamber on several occasions for

distributing Puritan literature, and who was then imprisoned for publishing attacks on

Cromwell’s government as too aristocratic and for failing to protect the ancient rights and

liberties of the English people.

The Diggers, or True Levellers as they regarded themselves, were a sect who, in the spring of

1649, took Leveller notions of individual freedom and equality in religious and social matters to

their logical conclusion by setting up a co-operative community on former royal land at St

George’s Hill in Surrey. This they began to cultivate (hence ‘Diggers’), claiming they were taking

back land originally stolen from the English common people by Charles I’s Norman forebears.

This again was deeply disturbing, even for Parliamentarian land-owners, and the sect was forced

to defend itself later the same year in front of the ruling generals. One of the most prominent

Diggers, Gerrard Winstanley, was central to this defence with his pamphlet, A New-Yeers Gift Sent

to the Parliament and Armie (1649), which, in the rhetorical language of Christian communism,

accused the government of perpetuating the monarchical system and failing to establish Christ’s

Kingdom on English soil as a second Eden. However, by the mid-1650s, the Diggers, along with

other radical sectarian movements, had largely been suppressed, although something of the

Digger ideology can be seen to inform James Harrington’s influential republican utopia, The

Common-Wealth of Oceana (1656), and their egalitarian and libertarian thinking on behalf of ‘the

free-born Englishman’ became a point of reference for later radicals in the English political

tradition.

2.5 STUART [continued]

The family name of the line of monarchs – The Stuarts – who occupied the British throne from the

accession of King James I in 1603 to the deposition and execution of King Charles I in 1649; and

from the Restoration of King Charles II in 1660 to the death of Queen Anne in 1714.

The Stuart line was restored to the throne in 1660 with Charles II [for more detail, see 2.7

Restoration*]. Because his marriage remained childless, his brother, James, Duke of York,

succeeded to the throne on Charles’s death in 1685. King James II was a declared Roman Catholic

who had also married a Catholic, and his undisguised attempts to return Britain to Catholicism

led to The Glorious (or ‘Bloodless’) Revolution of 1688. When James fled to France, Mary, James’s

Protestant daughter, with her Dutch Protestant husband, William of Orange, were summoned

back to Britain to become joint monarchs, William III and Mary II, in 1689 (the royal House until

William’s death in 1702 is described as that of ‘Stuart and Orange’). The marriage was again

childless; Mary died in 1694, and William in 1702. A year earlier, Parliament had passed the Act of

Settlement which ensured that only a Protestant could accede to the British throne, amongst

other constitutional constraints on the royal prerogative. On William’s death, the staunchly

Protestant Anne, Mary II’s sister, all of whose children had died very young, became queen. Anne

had accepted the Act of Settlement which meant that when she died in 1714, the succession
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automatically went to George of Hanover, Anne’s nearest Protestant cousin, who became George

I of Great Britain [see Chapter 3: Hanoverian*].

2.6 JACOBITE

‘Jacobus’ is Latin for James, but ‘Jacobite’ should not be confused with Jacobean [see Chapter 1] or

with jacobin [see Chapter 4].

After the deposition of James II in 1688, his death in exile in 1701, and the deaths without issue of

William and Mary, the Jacobites – supporters of his line of succession – claimed the right to the

throne for his son, James Francis Edward Stuart (the ‘Old Pretender’), who made a failed

expedition to Scotland from France in 1708. After the death without heir of Queen Anne in 1714

– when the British throne passed to the house of Hanover [see above and Hanoverian* in Chapter

3] – further attempts were made to incite rebellion in Scotland (and Ireland), the most significant

being in 1715. This process was continued by the ‘Old Pretender’s’ son, Charles Edward Stuart

(the ‘Young Pretender’, aka ‘Bonnie Prince Charlie’), who led the rebellion in 1745 known as ‘the

’45’ which was crushed by George I’s army at the Battle of Culloden in 1746. This effectively spelt

the end of the Stuart claim to the British throne (the male line became extinct in 1807).

2.7 (THE) RESTORATION 

With the direct article, the noun defines the period in British history from the restoration of the

monarchy in 1660 when Charles II regained the throne, following the Interregnum* of the

Commonwealth* and Cromwellian Protectorate*, until his death in 1685.

Charles II married Catherine of Braganza in 1662, but the union remained childless. Much of his

reign was therefore bedevilled by questions of the succession to the throne on his death without

heir, which would pass to his Catholic brother, James, and which therefore acted as a focus for

continuing religious strife in the country. Charles was a cunning politician who never clarified his

own religious beliefs (although indicatively tolerant of Roman Catholics; see, for example, his

attempts to introduce ‘Declarations of Indulgence’ in 1662 and 1672), but he was constantly at

odds with Parliament over its attempts at severe repression of religious dissenters. The Great Fire

of London (1666 – widely held at the time to be the result of a Catholic plot), unsuccessful wars

with Protestant Holland, and dubious dealings with the the increasingly powerful Louis XIV of

Catholic France (including the sale of Dunkirk for £400,000 in 1662) caused intense Protestant

hostility and anti-Catholic feeling.

The future James II married a Catholic in 1673, and Charles tried unsuccessfully to introduce

a Declaration of Indulgence (1672) which would annul the penal laws against Catholics and other

dissenters. In return, Parliament passed the Test Act, which prohibited Roman Catholics from
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sitting in Parliament or holding government office, and made repeated attempts to pass a bill

preventing James from acceding to the throne (the ‘Exclusion Crisis’ of the 1770s and early 1780s).

In 1678, anti-Catholic sentiment reached boiling-point with the ‘Popish Plot’ to kill the king,

spuriously revealed by Titus Oates and exploited by the Earl of Shaftesbury [see Whigs* below].

For three years, the Stuart monarchy seemed doomed, and the crisis helped to create the political

party divisions between Whigs* (favouring James’s exclusion) and Tories* (refusing to alter the

succession) [see below for these terms]. From 1681, Charles ruled without Parliament, and

despite another unmasked conspiracy to kill him and James (the Rye House Plot, 1683), which

intensified the repression of dissenters, the king died in his bed in 1685 with the succession intact. 

The period of The Restoration* is often extended to include the reign of King James II

(1685–88). 1685 saw the Duke of Monmouth’s abortive rebellion in the West Country against

James’s accession, the ‘Bloody Assize’ of Judge Jeffries which followed it, and James’s use of royal

prerogative to overrule Parliament and introduce pro-Catholic policies. 1688, the year of the

‘Glorious Revolution’, therefore witnessed the forced removal of James and the riotous welcome

to, and joint accession to the throne of, the securely Protestant monarchs, William III (Prince of

Orange, Holland) and Mary II (James’s daughter and Charles II’s niece). With French aid, James’s

Jacobite* supporters held out in Scotland and Ireland, where French and Catholic Irish troops

were besieging Londonderry, but William of Orange’s Protestant army defeated them in Scotland

in 1689, was victorious at the Battle of the Boyne in 1690 (with repercussions which are still being

felt today), and forced the surrender of Limerick in 1691. This was effectively the end of Jacobite

resistence [but see Jacobite* above]. William was now free to return to the continental war

between Louis XIV’s France and the League of Augsburg (the ‘Grand Alliance’) which Britain had

joined in 1689. This was concluded by the Treaty of Ryswick in 1697, when Louis XIV recognised

William as King of Great Britain, but the anti-French alliance (especially with the German House

of Hanover* [see Chapter 3]) was renewed in 1701 at the start of what became the War of the

Spanish Succession (1702–14). The 1689–97 war caused the introduction of a system of National

Debt and other significant financial developments [see ‘Government and Finance’ below], and

the settlement between King and Parliament of 1698–9 saw control of the nation’s standing army

now vested in Parliament.

Key Timeline Narratives 1660–1699

Naval, Trade and Colonial Expansion The assumption of absolute power in France by King Louis
XIV in 1661, and his expansionist policies in Europe and the rest of the world, which produced
resentment and fear in Britain; but at the same time Charles II’s secret pro-French sympathies and
negotiations with the French king; and the rapid development of British sea power in this period, with
Parliament willing to grant funds to support the navy and new shipyards built at Sheerness and
Devonport.

Related to this is Britain’s mercantile and colonial expansion, especially in North America and India
(the East India Company, for example, founded Calcutta in 1690), but also in Africa (trading in gold,
ivory and slaves), which led to conflicts with the French and Dutch in particular (there were Anglo-
Dutch naval wars for much of the 1660s and again in 1672–4 over maritime power and trade); and
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the founding throughout the period of new British colonies on the eastern seaboard of North
America (e.g. North and South Carolina, the seizing of New Amsterdam [New York] from the Dutch,
New Hampshire, Pennsylvania and the establishing of Philadelphia); but also, by the early 1680s, of
a French colonial empire there which stretched from Louisiana in the south to Quebec in the north. 

Government and Finance Throughout the period, further extreme tensions between king and
Parliament resulted from the former’s chronic shortage of money and the latter’s resistance to voting
him funds, especially without the right to scrutinise public spending. But towards the end of the
period, under William III, a system of National Debt had been put in place (1693); the Bank of England
was founded (1694), as was the Bank of Scotland (1695); financial reforms were introduced (overseen
by Sir Isaac Newton and John Locke, who became Master of the Mint in 1696); the Royal Board of
Trade was established (with Locke as one of its commissioners); and Lloyds’ coffee-house became the
headquarters of marine insurance (1692). Such financial innovations were central to the stabilising of
the British economy and to the expansion of Britain’s mercantile activities at home and abroad. 

Law As noted earlier, both Stuart monarchs and Parliamentarians had used censorship to control
opposition, and this remained a feature of The Restoration, too, with Licensing Acts in 1662 and
1685 introducing strict pre-printing censorship for all English publications. However, the lapsing of
this Act in 1695 laid the foundations for the freedom of the press in Britain. 

Cultural Developments Two of the best-known disasters of the early part of the period were the
Great Plague of London in 1665 and the Great Fire of London the following year. However, as a
result, Sir Christopher Wren was appointed ‘Surveyor-General and principal architect’ for the
rebuilding of the capital city. Wren’s architectural work in London and elsewhere (including St Paul’s
Cathedral, parts of Westminster Abbey, Buckingham House and Marlborough House) is one of the
great cultural achievements of the age. But so, too, are the founding of the Royal Society (1662) and
of the Clarendon Press, Oxford (1672); the mathematical and scientific work of Sir Isaac Newton and
Edmund Halley; the philosophical writings of John Locke; the diaries of John Evelyn and Samuel
Pepys; the carving of Grinling Gibbons; the music of Henry Purcell; and the paintings of Sir Peter Lely
and Sir Godfrey Kneller. 

Literature and Theatre The commonest usage of the adjective ‘Restoration’ in literary studies is in
‘Restoration Comedy’, the drama which followed Charles’s reopening of the theatres in 1660 – a
bawdy but urbane reaction to the austere morality of the preceding Puritan culture. The problems of
strict periodisation can be appreciated, however, if we note that one of the most admired Restoration
Comedies is William Congreve’s The Way of the World, first produced in 1700, and that George
Farquhar’s cognate comedies, The Recruiting Officer and The Beaux Strategem, date from 1706 and
1707 respectively. It is worth remembering, too, that other examples of ‘Restoration literature’
include John Milton’s epic poems, Andrew Marvell’s poetry, the prose of John Bunyan, the many
plays and novels of the prolific woman writer, Aphra Behn, and the extraordinary flowering of drama
by women playwrights which continues into the 18th Century.

Finally, there are the plays and poems of John Dryden, who is usually regarded as the harbinger of
the Augustan* period in his deployment of Neo-Classical* forms and genres [see Chapter 3], and
who therefore also indicates the impossibility of precise periodisation (he died in 1700). In this
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context, too, we might register that the French poet and critic, Nicolas Boileau, published his critical
essay, L’Art poétique, which outlines the principles of French classicism, in 1674 – a work imitated by
Alexander Pope in his poem, An Essay on Criticism, written in 1709 and published in 1711. 

2.8 HABEAS CORPUS

Latin: literally, ‘have the body [brought into court before a judge]’.

In English and US law, this is a writ issued by a judge requiring an imprisoned person to be

brought physically into court in order to state the reasons for, and examine the legality of, their

detention. It was made enforceable by the Habeas Corpus Act of 1679 in England, and is

guaranteed in the US Constitution. In both countries, the right of Habeas Corpus can only be

suspended during a period of emergency.

2.9 WHIGS

Although its etymology remains doubtful, ‘Whig’ probably derives from the Scottish word

‘whiggamore’, a supporter in the 16th and 17th Centuries of the Covenanters, the Scottish

Presbyterians who fought for the belief that the Church should be governed by elected elders rather

than bishops, and more generally for civil and religious liberties [see 1643, for example, in the

timelines].

Whig and Tory were the terms for the major British political parties for the next century and a half. 

By 1679, Whig was applied to the political group, led by the Earl of Shaftesbury, opposed to the

succession of James, Duke of York, Charles II’s brother, and more generally to those upholding

popular rights and opposed to the king. The Whigs were instrumental in bringing about the

‘Glorious Revolution’; were in power in Britain from 1714 to 1760, most notably under the

ministry of Sir Robert Walpole (1721–42); were finally ousted by the Tories (1783–4) who held

power until 1830 (many Whigs sided with the Tory Party during the French Revolution in defence

of the landed interest); they secured the passage of the Reform Bill of 1832 and other measures of

reform; but by the late 1860s had merged with the new Liberal* Party [see glosses in Chapter 5].

Unlike ‘Tory’, the word no longer has currency in present-day politics.

2.10 TORIES

Etymologically, ‘Tory’ is again uncertain. It probably derives from the Irish word ‘toraidhe’,

‘outlaw’, ‘highwayman’, and was originally used for dispossessed Irish people who lived as robbers

and attacked English settlers.
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Tory also came to refer to marauders in the Scottish Highlands, and was then adopted around

1679 as a term of abuse for the political supporters of the succession of the future James II. After

the ‘Glorious Revolution’ of 1688, the word gradually lost its abusive connotations and became

the accepted name for the political party which supported the Anglican Church, the hereditary

right to the throne, and the established political order. The Tories were briefly in power between

1710 and 1714, but their Jacobite* sympathies and negotiations with the ‘Old Pretender’ [see

under Stuart (continued)* in this chapter] discredited them, and they were out of power until the

accession of King George III in 1760, when many of them joined the ‘King’s friends’. After being

ousted by the Whigs in 1830, the party was refashioned by Sir Robert Peel, and during the 1830s

became the Conservative Party [see gloss on Conservatives and Liberals in Chapter 5]. The word

is still in use as an informal term for the Conservatives.
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CHAPTER 9 

History of the English Language 

 

Regardless of the many languages one is fortunate to be 

fluent in, English takes its place as one of the world’s 

predominant forms of communication with its influences 

extending over as much as +2 billion people globally. The history 

surrounding its monumental rise is both a fascinating and rich 

one. 

Where it all started 

Many of you will be forgiven for thinking that studying an 

English Language course consists of English grammar more than 

anything else. While English grammar does play a part when 

taking courses to improve English overall, it is but a small part of 

the overall curriculum where one becomes immersed in a history 

that was partly influenced by myths, battles, and legends on one 
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hand, and the everyday workings of its various social class on the 

other. 

According to the Encyclopedia Britannica, the English 

language itself really took off with the invasion of Britain during 

the 5th century. Three Germanic tribes, 

the Jutes, Saxons and Angles were seeking new lands to conquer, 

and crossed over from the North Sea. It must be noted that the 

English language we know and study through various English 

language courses today had yet to be created as the inhabitants of 

Britain spoke various dialect of the Celtic language. 

During the invasion, the native Britons were driven north 

and west into lands we now refer to as Scotland, Ireland, and 

Wales. The word England and English originated from the Old 

English word Engla-land, literally meaning “the land of the 

Angles” where they spoke Englisc. 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Old_English
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Old English (5th to 11th Century) 

Albert Baugh, a notable English professor at the University 

of Pennsylvania notes amongst his published works that around 

85% of Old English is no longer in use; however, surviving 

elements form the basis of the Modern English language today. 

Old English can be further subdivided into the following: 

• Prehistoric or Primitive (5th to 7th Century) – available 

literature or documentation referencing this period is not 

available aside from limited examples of Anglo-Saxon runes; 

• Early Old English (7th to 10th Century) – this period contains 

some of the earliest documented evidence of the English 

language, showcasing notable authors and poets 

like Cynewulf and Aldhelm who were leading figures in the 

world of Anglo-Saxon literature. 

• Late Old English (10th to 11th Century) – can be considered 

the final phase of the Old English language which was brought 

about by the Norman invasion of England. This period ended 
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with the consequential evolution of the English language 

towards Early Middle English. 

 

 

Early Middle English 

It was during this period that the English language, and 

more specifically, English grammar, started evolving with 

particular attention to syntax. Syntax is “the arrangement of 

words and phrases to create well-formed sentences in a 



140 
 

language,” and we find that while the British government and its 

wealthy citizens Anglicized the language, Norman and French 

influences remained the dominant language until the 14th century. 

An interesting fact to note is that this period has been 

attributed with the loss of case endings that ultimately resulted in 

inflection markers being replaced by more complex features of 

the language. Case endings are “a suffix on an inflected noun, 

pronoun, or adjective that indicates its grammatical function.” 
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Late Middle English 

It was during the 14th century that a different dialect 

(known as the East-Midlands) began to develop around the 

London area. Geoffrey Chaucer, a writer we have come to 

identify as the Father of English Literature and author of the 

widely renowned Canterbury Tales, was often heralded as the 

greatest poet of that particular time. It was through his various 

works that the English language was more or less “approved” 

alongside those of French and Latin, though he continued to write 

up some of his characters in the northern dialects. 

It was during the mid-1400s that the Chancery 

English standard was brought about. The story goes that the 

clerks working for the Chancery in London were fluent in both 

French and Latin. It was their job to prepare official court 

documents and prior to the 1430s, both the aforementioned 

languages were mainly used by royalty, the church, and wealthy 
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Britons. After this date, the clerks started using a dialect that 

sounded as follows: 

• gaf (gave) not yaf (Chaucer’s East Midland dialect) 

• such not swich 

• theyre (their) not hir  

As you can see, the above is starting to sound more like the 

present-day English language we know. 

 

Early Modern English 

The changes in the English language during this period 

occurred from the 15th to mid-17th Century, and signified not 

only a change in pronunciation, vocabulary or grammar itself but 

also the start of the English Renaissance. The English 

Renaissance has much quieter foundations than its pan-European 

cousin, the Italian Renaissance, and sprouted during the end of the 

15th century. It was associated with the rebirth of societal and 



143 
 

cultural movements, and while slow to gather steam during the 

initial phases, it celebrated the heights of glory during 

the Elizabethan Age. 

Caxton introduced printing into England in the 1470s, and 

written texts became much more widely available than before. 

Printing was the catalyst for the major upheavals of the sixteenth 

century which were linked in various ways to the Renaissance and 

the Reformation. It is from about this time that scholars began to 

write in English instead of Latin, and as a result many Latin 

words were borrowed into English. English literature flourished at 

the end of the sixteenth century, the time of Shakespeare (1564—

1616). The Authorized Version of the English Bible was 

published in 1611.  

It was William Caxton’s innovation of an early printing 

press that allowed Early Modern English to become mainstream. 

The Printing Press was key in standardizing the English language 

through distribution of the English Bible. Caxton’s publishing of 

Thomas Malory’s Le Morte d’Arthur (the Death of Arthur) is 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Elizabethan_era
https://archive.org/search.php?query=title%3A%22La%20Mort%20D%27Arthure%22
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regarded as print material’s first bestseller. Malory’s 

interpretation of various tales surrounding the legendary King 

Arthur and the Knights of the Round Table, in his own words, and 

the ensuing popularity indirectly ensured that Early Modern 

English was here to stay. 

It was during Henry the VIII’s reign that English 

commoners were finally able to read the Bible in a language they 

understood, which to its own degree, helped spread the dialect of 

the common folk. The end of the 16th century brought about the 

first complete translation of the Catholic Bible, and though it 

didn’t make a markable impact, it played an important role in the 

continued development of the English language, especially with 

the English-speaking Catholic population worldwide. The end of 

the 16th and start of the 17th century would see the writings of 

actor and playwright, William Shakespeare, take the world by 

storm. 

Why was Shakespeare’s influence important during those 

times? Shakespeare started writing during a time when the 
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English language was undergoing serious changes due to contact 

with other nations through war, colonisation, and the likes. These 

changes were further cemented through Shakespeare and other 

emerging playwrights who found their ideas could not be 

expressed through the English language currently in circulation. 

Thus, the “adoption” of words or phrases from other languages 

were modified and added to the English language, creating a 

richer experience for all concerned. 

It was during the early 17th century that we saw the 

establishment of the first successful English colony in what was 

called The New World. Jamestown, Virginia, also saw the dawn 

of American English with English colonizers adopting indigenous 

words, and adding them to the English language. 

The constant influx of new blood due to voluntary and 

involuntary (i.e. slaves) migration during the 17th, 18th and 19th 

century meant a variety of English dialects had sprung to life, this 
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included West African, Native American, Spanish and European 

influences. 

Meanwhile, back home, the English Civil War, starting mid-

17th century, brought with it political mayhem and social 

instability. At the same time, England’s puritanical streak had 

taken off after the execution of Charles I. Censorship was a given, 

and after the Parliamentarian victory during the War, Puritans 

promoted an austere lifestyle in reaction to what they viewed as 

excesses by the previous regime. England would undergo little 

more than a decade under Puritan leadership before the crowning 

of Charles II. His rule, effectively the return of the Stuart 

Monarchy, would bring about the Restoration period which saw 

the rise of poetry, philosophical writing, and much more. 

It was during this age that literary classics, like those of 

John Milton’s Paradise Lost, were published, and are considered 

relevant to this age! 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Paradise_Lost
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Late Modern English 

The Industrial Revolution and the Rise of the British 

Empire during the 18th, 19th and early 20th-century saw the 

expansion of the English language. The advances and discoveries 

in science and technology during the Industrial Revolution saw a 

need for new words, phrases, and concepts to describe these ideas 

and inventions. Due to the nature of these works, scientists and 

scholars created words using Greek and Latin roots e.g. bacteria, 

histology, nuclear, biology. You may be shocked to read that 

these words were created but one can learn a multitude of new 

facts through English language courses as you are doing now! 

Colonialism brought with it a double-edged sword. It can be 

said that the nations under the British Empire’s rule saw the 

introduction of the English language as a way for them to learn, 

engage, and hopefully, benefit from “overseas” influence. While 

scientific and technological discoveries were some of the benefits 

that could be shared, colonial Britain saw this as a way to not only 
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teach their language but impart their culture and traditions upon 

societies they deemed as backward, especially those in Africa and 

Asia. 

The idea may have backfired as the English language 

walked away with a large number of foreign words that have now 

become part and parcel of the English language e.g. shampoo, 

candy, cot and many others originated in India! 

English in the 21st Century 

If one endevours to study various English language courses 

taught today, we would find almost no immediate similarities 

between Modern English and Old English. English grammar has 

become exceedingly refined (even though smartphone messaging 

have made a mockery of the English language itself) where 

perfect living examples would be that of the current British Royal 

Family. This has given many an idea that 

speaking proper English is a touch snooty and high-handed.  
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Modern Standard English can be traced to about the time of 

Chaucer, but was for a long time variable in spelling, in the use of 

words, and in the details of English grammar. After the 

Restoration of Charles II in 1660, there was considerable interest 

in fixing the language, and in 1712 Jonathan Swift proposed the 

setting up of an Academy to do this. By default, however, it was 

left to scholars to decide on what should be included in Standard 

English. Johnson's dictionary of 1755 did much to standardize 

spellings and fix the meanings of words. From the 1760s there 

was increasing interest in fixing a standard of English 

pronunciation, which resulted in a tradition of pronouncing 

dictionaries, of which the most influential was Walker's 

dictionary of 1791. It was not until the present century that a 

standard pronunciation was described in detail. This is Daniel 

Jones's Received Pronunciation, which was adopted by the BBC 

in the 1920s as a standard for broadcasting. 

 

 



150 
 

Language and Social Change: 

Even from this broadly sketched outline it is immediately 

clear that the history of the language has been determined in 

various ways by social change. For most of the 1500 years of its 

history English has been subjected to a pattern of continuous 

small-scale change interrupted by major events which have 

brought about dramatic and sudden change. It is these major 

discontinuities that enable us to divide the history of the language 

into convenient 'periods'. The first of these continued until shortly 

after the Norman Conquest and is known as Old English. The 

period of French domination is the Middle English period, and 

finally, from about the time of the introduction of printing, when 

the language becomes recognizably similar to the modern 

language, it is possible to talk of Modern English. In order to 

understand the details of language change, it is important to 

investigate the kind of social changes that are involved and how 

they can bring about changes in the language. 
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Language Contact: 

The English language has not existed in isolation and has 

always been in close contact with other European languages. The 

effect of contact may be to determine which of several languages 

is used in particular social situations. Conquest by foreign 

invaders is inevitably followed by the introduction of the 

languages of the invaders, and this can take several forms. The 

new language may take hold permanently, as in the case of 

Anglo-Saxon or the invaders may eventually give up their 

language, as in the case of the Danes and the Normans. Where 

several languages are in use simultaneously, they may have 

different functions: for example, after the Norman conquest 

English and French were used as vernaculars, and Latin was used 

as the language of record.  

 

When a language is given up, its users may transfer some of 

its patterns into the new language. In this way foreign influence 

has peaked when Danes adopted Anglo-Saxon, when bureaucrats 

began to use English rather than French, and when scholars began 
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to write in English rather than Latin. The process of adopting 

features of another language is known as borrowing, and the most 

readily borrowed items are words. English has thousands of 

words borrowed from Danish, French and Latin. In more recent 

centuries words have been borrowed from all over the globe as a 

result of mercantile contact and imperial expansion. 

 

Contact must be taken into account when we consider the 

origin of the English language. It is self-evident that it is not a 

single object with a single origin. English vocabulary, expressions 

and idioms come from a wide range of sources, mainly Latin, 

French and Germanic, but also Hindi, Hungarian and native 

American and Australian languages. English pronunciation is 

largely Anglo-Saxon, but also in part Danish and French. English 

grammar is basically Germanic, but it has been modified by 

French and Latin. 
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Language and Power: 

Language is an important factor in the maintenance of 

power, and an understanding of power relations is important in 

tracing the history of a language. In the medieval period, the 

relevant power was possessed by the church. The important 

language was Latin, and written English was moulded according 

to the language practices of the church. Most of our modern 

literacy practices were closely modelled on those originally 

developed for Latin. When the power of the church was 

challenged by the growing power of the state, the prestige of 

Latin was recreated in English, and the new language of power 

was a Latinate form of English.  
 

For much of the modern period, English was the language of 

the English national state, as it grew from a small kingdom to a 

major empire. The growth of the nation state, the cult of 

nationalism at the court of Elizabeth, the seventeenth-century 

revolutions, and worldwide expansion are all reflected in the 

history of the language. When English was an unimportant 
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vernacular, it was associated with the common people, but after 

the Glorious Revolution of 1688 it was the language of the 

'politest part of the nation'. Soon there was a widespread belief 

that the common people did not speak proper English at all. Since 

the middle of the present century power has shifted away from 

Britain to the United States, and new technologies are creating 

new relationships which will affect the language in the next 

millennium in ways we cannot even guess. 
 

Like most of the more than 5,000 languages in the world, 

English belongs to a language family, that is, a group of 

languages that are related to each other genetically and share a 

common ancestry. The “genes” they share are inherited linguistic 

features which have been transmitted through time over the 

history of the languages in question. The notion of a language 

family is founded on the observation that two or more languages 

may contain features of lexicon (vocabulary), phonology (sound), 

morphology (word structure), and syntax (grammar) which are 

too numerous, too fundamental, and too systematic to be due to 
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chance, to general features of language design (typology), or to 

borrowing through contact. The language family to which English 

belongs is known as the Indo-European (IE) language family, and 

the common ancestor from which the Indo-European languages 

derive is called Proto-Indo-European (PIE). The subgroup within 

Indo-European to which English belongs is Germanic, 

specifically West Germanic. 
 

How do we know that languages share “genetic material,” 

and are therefore to be grouped within the same language family? 

We begin with a few simple illustrations with languages which 

will be familiar to most readers. Everyone knows that the 

“Romance” languages (such as French, Italian, and Spanish) are 

all in some way descended from Latin. What this means is that 

the Romance languages are all “sister” languages, and that they 

stem from a common ancestor, thereby forming a genetic group 

(more specifically a subgroup). 
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Table 12.1 One through ten in some Romance languages: 

English Italian French Spanish Portuguese Romanian Latin 

One uno                  Un Uno Um Unu unus 

Two Due Deux Dos Dois Doi Duo 

Three Tre Trois Tres Tres Trei tres 

Four quattro            quatre                 cuatro                  quarto                 patru                   quattuor 

Five cinque                cinq                    cinco                cinco                tint quinque 

Six sei                       Six Seis Seis Sase sex 

Seven sette                 Sept Siete Sete Sapte septem 

Eight Otto huit Ocho oito optu octo 

Nine nove neuf nueve nove nao novem 

Ten dieci Dix Diez dez dzate decem 

 

Of course the existence of similarities among these five Romance 

languages is easy to explain. They share a common ancestor language 

(Latin), and have inherited the lower numerals directly from this source; 

i.e., the words are “cognates” and the languages are “sisters.” 

 

New Words and Worlds in Early Modern English 
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During the six decades of Shakespeare’s life, more words 

entered the English language than at any other time in history. 

Science and commerce, exploration and colonial expansion, 

literature and art—all contributed to an increased vocabulary 

drawn from Latin, Greek, and the European and non-European 

languages. While the lexicon of Old English took only 3 percent 

of its vocabulary from elsewhere, nearly 70 percent of our modern 

English lexicon comes from non-English sources. Recent 

statistical analyses of loan words throughout history affirm, too, 

that the bulk of this borrowing came in the late sixteenth and early 

seventeenth centuries.  

Dictionaries emerge as guides to this new lexical landscape, 

as if language were a brave new world akin to that of the 

explorers or the colonists. By 1658, Edward Philips could affirm 

this link between the verbal and the voyaging in the title of his 

New World of Words, a dictionary that affirmed not simply the 

voracity of English for new terms but the imperial aspirations of 

England. 
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