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PREFACE AND ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

This Handbook is a key element of the Holinshed Project, itself born of a happy coincidence of shared interdisciplinary concerns among the three editors. Paulina Kewes’s work on the handling of the royal succession by Elizabethan playwrights and polemicists had led inevitably to a consideration of the chronicle accounts which informed their treatments; Ian Archer’s interest in the ways in which Londoners dealt with their past brought him to John Stow whose contributions to Holinshed were so important; and Felicity Heal’s research into the ways in which Catholics and Reformers contested early Church history brought to the fore Holinshed and his precursors. Oxford is fortunate in the opportunities it provides for intellectual encounters and collaboration through both our college environments and the two Research Centres, for Early Modern Studies in the English Faculty, and for Early Modern British and Irish History in the Faculty of History. The support of our various Faculty Chairs, Sally Mapstone in English, Chris Haigh and Chris Wickham in History, has been a sustaining force. We are also blessed by the presence of a University Press which can still think big.

As an essential preliminary we set out to supply our contributors with a more manageable text. There is a largely reliable version of the 1587 edition of the Chronicles in six volumes by Sir Henry Ellis published in 1807; and both the 1577 and 1587 editions are available in digital form through Early English Books Online (EEBO), but the sheer bulk of the texts made them difficult to compare. We therefore sought to create a parallel text electronic version which would enable the two editions to be read side by side. We are very grateful for the cooperation of the Early English Books Online Text Creation Partnership, and specifically of Shawn Martin who agreed to provide copies of the EEBO-TCP double-keyed texts, which underlie our version. It was important to us that both Shawn and his colleague Paul Schaffner could see the merits of sharing data to build on and enhance the functionality of EEBO. We could not have got very much further without the involvement of Research Services at Oxford University Computing Services, and wish to thank James Cummings, Sebastian Rahtz, and Arno Mittelbach for their help in developing the comparator tool. The project website and the interface for comparison of the texts were designed by Richard Rowley and Tom Wrobel. We are indebted to all the ‘techies’ for translating our fumbled attempts to explain what we wanted into an effective resource. The results can be seen at < http://www.cems.ox.ac.uk/holinshed>, the freely available website hosted by the Centre for Early Modern English Studies at the University of Oxford. The site enables users to read the two editions side by side, and to link through to the EEBO images of the pages.

We could not have found anyone better suited to the task of editing the sprawling Holinshed texts than Henry Summerson, our Research Assistant. Such a title belittles his role, for Henry’s expertise straddles the medieval/early modern divide, and is extraordinary in breadth and sensitivity. It is typical of Henry that although his initial task was manually to compare the two editions, and check the matches produced by the comparator tool, he lightened this arduous task by undertaking to identify the sources of the Chronicles. The fruit of Henry’s labours is evident in the catalogue of sources to be found on the project website. He is probably the only man alive who can boast to have read every word of both the 1577 and 1587 Chronicles—certainly the editors will not make such a claim! In addition to his contributions to the present volume, Henry has annotated the first eight chapters of William Harrison’s Description of Britain for our electronic edition.

We also wish to acknowledge the generosity of several institutions. Oxford University’s John Fell Fund supported both the work on the parallel text edition and a workshop bringing together many of the contributors to the Handbook in January 2009. The award from the Marc Fitch Fund financed Henry Summerson’s work on annotating the Description of Britain. Ian Archer was able to draw on research funds provided in connection with his work for the Learning Institute of the University of Oxford, and the Research Funds of both Jesus and Keble Colleges, and the Faculties of History and English, have also provided support at key stages.

The workshop created an early spirit of collaboration among the contributors to the volume, who have shared their findings as they researched and wrote their essays. The editors are most grateful to Mark Anwyll, Jan Broadway, Cyndia Clegg, Helen Cooper, Mark Greengrass, Jason McElligott, Glyn Parry, Chris Pelling, and Richard Proudfoot for expert advice on a range of editorial matters.

It is inevitable that in a complex and multilayered project such as this, the editors run the risk of overdrawing their credit with a host of support staff. We would in particular like to thank Aileen Mooney, the Research Officer at the Faculty of History, who gave us the benefit of her wisdom in successive grant applications. Alex Lumbers has lived with the project in various manifestations as one of Ian Archer’s doctoral students, then as one of the Humanities Division’s Research Officers, and more recently as Senior Tutor at Jesus College. Stephanie Jenkins and Sue Henderson in the History Faculty, and Hayley Morris in English found themselves handling various aspects of the project’s paperwork. Olivia Smith transcribed portions of the 1577 text which were illegible to the EEBO-TCP team. In the closing stages of the project we were lucky to be able to draw on the services of two excellent young scholars. Tim Smith-Laing standardized references to the Chronicles, and Harriet Archer compiled the bibliography of secondary sources and prepared the final text for publication.

Andrew McNeillie’s enthusiasm and intellectual curiosity provided a great deal of the project’s initial impetus, but OUP’s commitment has been ongoing. We have benefited from the strategic support of Jacqueline Baker, and Sophie Goldsworthy; while Ariane Petit and Jenny Townshend have steered the Handbook through the editorial process. We would also like to thank Jeremy Langworthy our copy-editor, and Mike Parkin who compiled the index.

Ian W. Archer
Felicity Heal
Paulina Kewes

6 November 2011
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NOTE ON REFERENCES TO THE CHRONICLES

TIM SMITH-LAING

Few early modern books can present as complex a challenge to referencing as the two sixteenth-century editions of Holinshed’s Chronicles. Even setting aside the problems caused by simple misprints, or the graver vagaries of censorship, both the 1577 and 1587 versions are characterized by a number of inconsistencies between the physical composition of the volumes and their paratextual apparatus. Among the confused and confusing practices of those charged with the physical production of the books are the use of internal title pages, different methodologies of pagination, and multiple pagination sequences, halting or continuing within and across volumes according to no reliable, logical pattern. Such inconsistencies have, in their turn, directly affected the two subsequent reproductions of the Chronicles: the 1807 reprint of the 1587 text and the dual-text, online edition at the Holinshed Project (<http://www.english.ox.ac.uk/holinshed>). Each of these, taking cues from the original editions, splits the texts up across a number of volumes—physical for the former, virtual for the latter—which map onto the sixteenth-century editions in ways which can be extremely difficult to follow. Since, for the sake of accuracy and consistency, the practice of the current volume has been to refer directly to the sixteenth-century editions, it has been necessary to construct a reference system taking into account all the material complexities of the books. The brief notes and tables below are designed both to explain the referencing system for those with access to physical copies of the 1577 and 1587 editions, and to mark out the relationships between those editions and their modern counterparts. This should allow the reader to navigate their way back to the source texts with relative ease, either in their original or surrogate forms.

1577

The 1577 edition of the Chronicles was printed in two volumes, the first containing the descriptions of Britain, Scotland, and Ireland, along with the histories of Scotland and Ireland, and the history of England up to 1066; the second containing the chronicles of England from 1066 to 1576. In the first volume, each description and chronicle is given separate pagination, with the minor complication that in the descriptions of Britain and Ireland only the rectos are paginated, without counting the unpaginated versos. The histories of England, Scotland, and Ireland, and the description of Scotland are paginated in the standard fashion. The second volume is also paginated normally, but starts at page 291, as if following on from the history of England in the first volume. Each subsection is referred to as set out in Table A.

Table A Holinshed’s Chronicles, 1577 edition: pagination and abbreviated references.

[image: Images]

References to unnumbered versos in the descriptions of Britain and Ireland are given in relation to the preceding recto page. A certain amount of material—in the form of prefaces and dedicatory epistles—is inserted on unpaginated leaves between the paginated sections; all references to such materials are given by signatures.

1587

The 1587 printing of the expanded Chronicles is in three volumes, the first containing the description of Britain and history of England to 1066, the second the descriptions and histories of Ireland and Scotland, the third the history of England from 1066 to 1586. The sections are separated and paginated as set out in table B.

Table B Holinshed’s Chronicles, 1587 edition: pagination and abbreviated references.
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PROLOGUE

IAN W. ARCHER, FELICITY HEAL,
AND PAULINA KEWES

There would be little need to justify a new Handbook of Shakespeare, Donne, or Milton. But what makes a bulky sixteenth-century chronicle by many hands worthy of a volume of interdisciplinary essays all to itself? Issued under the name of Raphael Holinshed, the Chronicles of England, Scotland, and Ireland (1577, 1587) were at once the crowning achievement of Tudor historiography and the principal source for contemporary play-wrights and poets, above all Shakespeare, Spenser, and Daniel. Popularly known as Holinshed’s Chronicles, the work was first printed in 1577. The second, revised and expanded, edition followed in 1587. The two editions, divided in their moments of production, have their own complex textual history, and a complex relationship to the medieval past and their future in the seventeenth century and beyond. Both editions of the Chronicles were collaborations. Among the authors and revisers were moderate Protestants (Raphael Holinshed, John Hooker), militant Protestants (William Harrison, Abraham Fleming), crypto-Catholics (John Stow), a convert from Catholicism to Protestantism (Francis Thynne), and Catholics (Richard Stanihurst, Edmund Campion). The result was a remarkably multivocal view of British history stemming not only from the contrasting choices of style and source material but also from the contributors’ divergent responses to the politics and religion of their age.

Holinshed’s Chronicles have suffered from the condescension of posterity. The work appeared on the cusp of a shift in modes of historical writing just as the new ‘politic’ history was emerging. To the university-educated enthusiasts for classicizing, secularized, and analytic narratives of past events based on single figures, the annalistic format and baggy inclusiveness of traditional chronicles seemed out of date, while their origins in a civic milieu cast doubt on their credibility. Gabriel Harvey heaped scorn on the ‘many asses who dare to compile histories, chronicles, annals, commentaries’; their authors were not ‘cognizant of law or politics nor of the art of depicting character, nor are they in any way learned’. Thomas Nashe complained of ‘lay chronigraphers [who] write of nothing but of mayors and sheriefs and the deare yeere, and the great frost’. Edmund Bolton sneered that the English historians were drawn from the ‘dregs of the common people’; they had ‘stained and defiled’ history with ‘most fusty fooleries’. Francis Bacon joined in the chorus of disapproval, noting ‘the unworthiness of the history of England in the main continuance thereof ’.1

This critical judgement has endured, and in large part been adopted by students of early modern historiography. Chronicles have been defined as ‘a detailed and continuous register of events in order of time; a historical record especially one in which the facts are narrated without philosophic treatment or any attempt at literary style’.2 Their authors, we are regularly told, had little interest in causation. At worst they were locked into a providentialist mode which saw the working out of God’s will—for May McKisack a ‘virulent form of Protestantism clouded Holinshed’s understanding of the Middle Ages’; at best they were only interested in the motivations of individuals and ignored the impersonal forces of customs and institutions—for Arthur B. Ferguson a supposed lack of any concern for social and cultural matters at a time when other writers were probing the institutions of government and the class structure is a major failing.3 Fritz Levy has argued that ‘Holinshed leaves us with the impression that establishing causality is … the task of the reader.’4 The chroniclers allegedly lacked any selective principles; McKisack thought Holinshed ‘suffered from the characteristic weakness of the inferior historian, inability to leave things out’; Levy that he ‘demonstrated most fully the idea that history could be written by agglomeration’.5 The chroniclers have been blamed for following predecessors uncritically—‘sources are quoted fully but as a whole parrotwise’—and for being ‘more or less innocently plagiaristic’; Holinshed may have possessed ‘to the full the collecting instinct of the humanist historians … but he lacked their scepticism’.6 They have also been seen as deficient in style, an element of their provincialism and failure to participate in the international intellectual networks.7 Phyllis Rackin cites with approval Guy Hamel’s judgement on Abraham Fleming’s providentialist interpretations ‘set forth in the most commonplace expressions and confirmed by absurd tags of second-rate Latin’.8 McKisack stigmatizes Holinshed as the worst offender: ‘He is pedestrian where Hall is eloquent, and labored where Polydore Vergil is lucid.’9

Another teleological interpretation that has had a negative effect on the reception of the Chronicles is the belief that the crime of the deposition of Richard II led to generations of dynastic conflict until the country was rescued by the advent of the Tudors working as the agents of providential justice. This so-called Tudor myth of history is most strongly associated with E. M. W. Tillyard, for whom Holinshed’s crime was a failure properly to convey the grand historical design. The upshot was a blurring of the providentialist narrative of Edward Hall. Holinshed, the argument goes, ‘seizes on the factual order of Hall and ignores his philosophy’, in the process reviving the ‘medieval simplicities of Higden’. And because Tillyard is keen to demonstrate that Shakespeare bought into the Tudor myth, it follows that Holinshed’s influence on Shakespeare must be downgraded. ‘Shakespeare went to both chronicles for his facts but Hall is his warrant for the ideas according to which the facts are arranged.’10

The tendency to compare the chroniclers’ version of history with the transformations wrought by Shakespeare is yet another element in the critical denigration of the chronicles. As Jean-Christophe Mayer has argued, the playwright is seen as ‘having transformed the chroniclers’ so-called base matter into something rich and strange’.11 This attitude was enshrined in some of the earliest commentary on the history plays when Thomas Nashe praised the playwrights for bringing the past to life in ways that the ‘worm-eaten bookes’ could not.12 It remains pervasive in the discussions of Shakespeare’s sources in the various editions of the plays through which most people make acquaintance with the Chronicles. Holinshed, we are assured, ‘tells his story well, though not so well as Shakespeare’; Shakespeare transcends Holinshed’s ‘formless and prosaic narrative’; Shakespeare’s speeches are ‘full of colour and life entirely absent from the source’; ‘the difference between playwright and historian may be summed up by saying that it is only Shakespeare who obliges us to undertake a fresh activity of the imagination every time we read it’.13 Paola Pugliatti provides perhaps the most devastating verdict:

with occasional exceptions, the design of the Chronicles was loose, their narration of facts was paratactic and undramatic, stylistic inventiveness was lacking, their linguistic rendering was dull and uniform, their way of producing historical explanations was through accumulations and contiguity, their relationship to tradition conformist … Nothing better than compliance with the official political theories could be expected from the chroniclers … Where in Holinshed indecision signals eclecticism in information gathering, in Shakespeare it assumes the form of problematisation, it becomes polyvalence.14

Much of the criticism, as Christy Desmet has noted, valorizes drama at the expense of the prose sources.15

Several factors have encouraged us to take a fresh look at the Chronicles. The whiggish narratives which see Holinshed as a mere staging post on the path to more sophisticated modern forms of historical writing have been replaced by an appreciation of the need to study the texts in their own right.16 David Womersley has shown that the powerful pull of religious ideology has been ignored in the distorting preoccupation with the progressive secularization of historical writing. Far from being mere compilers of information, chroniclers made conscious decisions both about the selection of material and about the language they used to indicate their distinctive ideological positions.17 What makes Holinshed fascinating in this regard is the fact that the text is so ideologically divided. The various contributors represented different confessional stances, and we can see Reformation conflicts being negotiated within the text and between the successive editions.

As students of historiography have become less committed to ‘evolutionary’ accounts of historical writing, they have turned to a consideration of the ways in which contemporaries used the past.18 The point of history in our period was to equip men with the practical wisdom that was one of the defining elements of citizenship. There is ‘no doctrine, be it either divine or human’, declared Thomas Elyot, ‘that is not either all expressed in history or at the least mixed with history’.19 History was typically seen as a fund of examples. As Jacques Amyot’s preface to Plutarch’s Lives explained, ‘it is a certain rule and instruction which by examples past teacheth us to judge of things present and to foresee things to come, so as we may know what to like of and what to follow, what to mislike and what to eschew’.20 The Chronicles were indeed a storehouse of examples which could be turned to debate the nature of the polity, the role of counsel, and the dangers of tyranny. Whether writings conformed to generic expectations mattered less, however, than whether they could serve the particular purposes of the reader.

To address what Daniel Woolf has called the social circulation of the past we need to look more closely at reading practices. Twenty years ago Lisa Jardine and Tony Grafton demonstrated in a ground-breaking article, which has since fostered a great deal of informative work, that Renaissance readers engaged actively with their texts, mining them for insights into the practical and especially the political problems that confronted them, often coming up with new syntheses of their own.21 Texts were read less for a sense of the authors’ overall argument than for information which could be compared with that derived from other authorities in the practice of commonplacing. In this respect Holinshed’s reluctance to validate any particular account when recording divergent versions of the same event actually strengthened its utility to readers. If it were true that the chronicle as a genre was going out of fashion, it is curious that so many readers continued to use Holinshed in such a variety of ways.

Recent years have produced a growing appreciation of the diversity of Elizabethan political and religious culture. Another whiggish narrative, that of the inevitability of Protestant success has been overturned, and given way to a sense of the continuing vitality of Catholic elements in the culture.22 The Elizabethan world picture of a harmonious body politic has been shown to be no more than an elusive ideal, at odds with social, economic, and intellectual realities.23 Not all contemporaries subscribed to the notion of unconditional obedience within the framework of an absolute monarchy; many saw England as a quasi-republican polity where the powers of the monarch were limited by counsel and Parliament. While Protestants insisted on loyalty due to the godly prince, this raised awkward questions in practice when the prince appeared to deviate from godly priorities.24 The pluralism of Elizabethan political culture meant that there was in fact little place for the Tudor myth of history which so obsessed Tillyard. The chroniclers offered a variety of perspectives on the past, and Shakespeare certainly did not promote a unitary vision of the historical process.25

Holinshed, as several contributions to this volume make clear, opens a window on this diversity of viewpoints. The questions that the Chronicles handle were very much live ones for the Elizabethans: how should monarchs discharge their office, and how should subjects respond if princes were found wanting; how could the polity successfully overcome dynastic uncertainty; how could social stability be maintained in circumstances of bewildering economic change; how should the polity address the new reality of confessional division. The Chronicles rarely gave unequivocal and consistent answers to these questions. A clamour of opposing voices was as much a feature of Holinshed as of Shakespeare.26

It is to Holinshed’s advantage that in recent years Shakespeare has been, if not exactly sidelined, at least placed in a wider cultural context. Critics now recognize the contribution of other dramatists and poets (many of whom, like Shakespeare, appropriated Holinshed) to the literary efflorescence of the period; they are also more likely to turn to other forms of cultural production such as sermons and pamphlets in their quest for context. One of the remarkable features of the Chronicles is that they so mix genres. The book began as a ‘universal cosmography’, the point of which was to explain not only the past, but also ‘the right manner and usage of every country in the world’.27 The Holinshed team may have had to scale back on Reyner Wolfe’s original ambition, but the Chronicles did incorporate chorography in the series of descriptions, notably that of William Harrison. But generic mixing goes beyond chorography and history. For another striking feature of the book is that it reprints a host of recent pamphlets and other ephemera. This is particularly true in the Elizabethan sections of the Chronicles, above all in the second edition. Reprinted texts comprise, inter alia, accounts of royal entertainments such as Mulcaster’s description of the coronation entry in 1559 and the competing descriptions of the queen’s reception in Norwich in 1578; anti-Catholic tracts such as Burghley’s Execution of Justice (1583); a wealth of material relating to the Parry plot; funeral sermons such as Richard Davies’ on Walter Devereux, first earl of Essex; and reports of the parliamentary proceedings against Mary, Queen of Scots in 1586. Most of these are known from elsewhere, but there is also the unique account of the Dover Harbour project penned by Reginald Scot.

Developments across a range of disciplines suggest that the time is ripe to re-examine the Chronicles. Our Handbook answers Womersley’s clarion call that ‘we need now … to know much more about individual Tudor historical books’.28 The re-evaluation is already in train. Above all, Foxe’s ‘Book of Martyrs’ has been the subject of several monographs and collections of essays not to mention a plethora of articles, and is now available in an immensely useful online edition.29 But Holinshed has not properly benefited from this scholarly reawakening. The vast scope of the Chronicles—the 1587 version numbers close to 3.5 million words—their tangled authorship, and the lack of an easily accessible annotated edition,30 have meant that they have eluded systematic analysis. With the exception of seminal contributions by Annabel Patterson and Cyndia Susan Clegg who have explored their ideological agenda and impact of censorship respectively, and Igor Djordjevic’s recent study of Holinshed’s treatment of the High Middle Ages,31 there has been no attempt to place the Chronicles centre stage. This might seem a churlish thing to say, not least given the length of the Holinshed Bibliography which we have ourselves published online;32 but the gist is that the Chronicles have been routinely approached piecemeal by those looking to mine them for information relevant to other problems, authors, and works. We think it vital to move beyond the decontextualized and fragmentary treatments which have hitherto dominated the study of Holinshed, and unlock its riches for students and scholars of medieval and early modern literature and history.

A necessary precursor to the Handbook was to make the two editions of the Chronicles readily available for comparison. These can now be accessed at <http://www.english.ox. ac.uk/holinshed>. At the click of the mouse, our parallel-text electronic edition enables the user to study the 1577 and 1587 versions side by side, and has been an essential tool for our contributors as they have prepared their Handbook entries. The first eight chapters of William Harrison’s Description of Britain have been annotated by Henry Summerson to show what a full scholarly edition would look like. The Holinshed project website also provides extensive bibliographical references and information about the sources used by the sixteenth-century editors. The next step was to bring together experts from a range of fields: history, religion, English literature, bibliography, histoire du livre, and classics to provide new interpretations of the text and suggest avenues for future investigation.

The enterprise has to begin with the book itself: its genesis, sources, and appearance. Hence Part I of the Handbook covers the origins, purpose, production, vetting, dissemination, and changing shape of the 1577 and 1587 versions, as well as the people involved (authors, revisers, printers, licensers, censors, and patrons). These chapters are important contributions to the history of the book and print culture in early modern Britain, a vibrant field of interdisciplinary research on the boundaries of historical and literary studies.33 In his discussion of the sources, Summerson shows how much learning went into the two editions. The researches of Holinshed himself, of William Harrison, and of Abraham Fleming in particular, give the lie to any assumption that this was merely a casual accumulation of well-known materials.

Part II relates the Chronicles to the historiography of the medieval and early modern periods. It provides an overview of the book’s complex relationship to the chronicle tradition and other forms of history writing, looking back to the medieval and early Tudor past, forward to Camden and his successors, and out to the world of history writing beyond Britain. Here the Handbook connects with the studies of Tudor historiography that have become almost a genre in their own right, with Woolf’s investigations of the reading and writing of history, and with the work of Freeman and others on Foxe.34

The Handbook is purposely interdisciplinary in its general approach to Holinshed. However, there are themes that will speak more immediately to either literary specialists or historians, and the subsequent sections therefore address the Chronicles explicitly as Literature and as History. Part III evaluates the rhetorical strategies of the chroniclers, their use of genre, and engagement with readers. Here, even more directly than elsewhere in the Handbook, the authors respond to Annabel Patterson’s argument that Holinshed’s pluralistic voices are an invitation to readers to judge for themselves. But, pace Patterson, multivocality is seen as most effectively explained by reference to deliberate discursive modes of this form of Renaissance writing, not to some proto-liberal impulse of the chronicler.35 One of the most distinctive ways in which the Handbook brings current scholarship to bear on Holinshed is through the close analysis of language, style, and formal properties.

Part IV examines the assumptions about religion, politics, and society that inform the Chronicles. The responsibilities of monarchy, the proper functioning of the social order, and the role of religion were all keenly debated in the sixteenth century, and the two editions participate actively in those debates. War and foreign affairs occupy a disproportionate amount of space, and the handling of these topics reveals much about the preoccupations and prejudices of Elizabethans. Almost all the chapters in this section point to ways in which the historical writing shaped national and religious identities, both in choice of subject matter and, in 1587, in the moralizing glosses on appropriate ways of reading. As the coordinator of the 1577 edition, Holinshed himself allowed his chronicle sources to speak with diverse voices, but in 1587 Abraham Fleming had little hesitation in attempting to guide his readers in the direction of a dominant Protestant perspective.36

In approaching the literary appropriations of the text in Part V, we were keen to avoid undue emphasis on Shakespeare. He is considered alongside other imaginative writers such as Spenser, Drayton, Daniel, Peele, and a host of anonymous ones. Our contributors resist treating the Chronicles as mere sources of particular plays, poems, or histories. Direct borrowings of course there were, notably by Shakespeare and Daniel, but in general a variegated picture emerges that stresses the cultural impact of the book and its value for specific types of readers. ‘Poesy’ and history used parallel methods of argument, and imaginative authors such as Spenser and Drayton fed eclectically at the trough of national pasts.37

The concluding part of the Handbook turns to chorography, and then probes the parallel yet interlocking histories of England, Scotland, Ireland, and Wales. The Chronicles were, of course, unusual for their attention to space as well as time, and for their concern with the story of the component parts of the British archipelago. Harrison’s Description of Britain has long been recognized as a significant moment in the development of chorography from Leland to Camden; and historians of Ireland have long valued Stanihurst’s description, and Campion’s history, of the country. But the Handbook explores social, religious, and cultural identity within the British archipelago, and highlights Holinshed’s unique contribution to the perception of these islands in the sixteenth century.38 Although the descriptions are parallel rather than comparative, they often bear witness to the painful process of interweaving national identities, and to contested understanding of how the past might point to a different set of future political arrangements.

Cumulatively, the different chapters demonstrate the vitality, originality, and complexity of the chronicle genre in the later sixteenth century, a form of history writing not long ago described as moribund and virtually defunct. Yet the benefits that arise from sustained study of the Chronicles go beyond challenging long-entrenched orthodoxies. For example, an enquiry into the sources behind the Chronicles has led to a striking discovery. Dr Henry Summerson, our Research Assistant, has identified a lost portion of the Vita Ædwardi Regis, a late eleventh-century poetic biography of Edward the Confessor (r. 1042–66), embedded for centuries within the text but hitherto overlooked.39 Is it too far-fetched to imagine that further such finds lurk just around the corner? Summerson has also uncovered much about the biography of that most obscure of the contributors to the Chronicles, Raphael Holinshed himself. We include the discoveries as an appendix to this volume.

We hope that the Handbook of Holinshed’s Chronicles, in conjunction with the online parallel texts, will stimulate a reappraisal of this exceptionally important and unfairly neglected work. The ultimate aim of Holinshed studies must be a full scholarly edition, but we leave that formidable challenge to others. Until then, our volume will stand as witness to the centrality of chronicle writing in the Elizabethan intellectual world.




PART I

THE MAKING OF HOLINSHED




CHAPTER 1

THE GENESIS OF THE TWO EDITIONS

FELICITY HEAL AND HENRY SUMMERSON

The making of the Chronicles is a story of vast ambition: a vision of a chronicle to embrace all chronicles, driven by printers and publishers who saw a market for a luxury product in the demand for histories that characterized Elizabethan England. The 1577 edition, the result of at least twenty-five years work towards a universal chronicle, fell short of that vision, but offered a unique text embracing the three kingdoms of the British Isles, integrating history with chorography and social description. Its commercial success prompted the publishers to commission a greatly enlarged text, now divided into three volumes instead of the original two. The British kingdoms were still the focus of the 1587 edition, but now the chronicles were much richer in primary documents, and very full on the most recent periods of history.

THE STARTING POINT: WOLFE’S ‘COSMOGRAPHIE’

Raphael Holinshed is commemorated by the Chronicles that bear his name, but it was not he who provided the initial vision. The ambitions, scholarly and commercial, that lay behind them were those of Reyner, or Reginald, Wolfe, a Dutchman from Gelderland who had moved first to Strasbourg and then, in around 1533, to London, where he prospered first as a bookseller and then as a printer,1 and where in about 1548 he launched the project for a vast ‘Universall Cosmographie’, consisting of descriptions and histories of ‘every knowne nation’. Needing an assistant for this undertaking, he chose Raphael Holinshed, a man in his early twenties. When Wolfe died, around the end of 1573, work had been in progress for twenty-five years, and the ‘Cosmographie’, according to Holinshed, was approaching completion—‘little wanted to the accomplishment of that long promised worke’ (Chronicles 1577: I, sig. ¶2r). His claim is borne out by the will of Wolfe’s widow Joan, composed in July 1575, in which she bequeathed to Holinshed ‘all suche benefit proffit and commodetie as was promised unto him by my saide late husbande Reginald Wolffe for or concerning the translating and prynting of a certaine Crownacle whiche my saide husbande before his decease did prepare and intende to have printed’.2

The plan had been to publish the completed work in two mighty volumes, one containing descriptions and histories of England, Scotland, and Ireland, the second ‘descriptions and abridgements of the Histories of other countreys’ (1577: I, sig. ¶2r). Following Wolfe’s death, his executors (all printers) commissioned Holinshed ‘to continue mine indevour for the furtherance of the same’ (1577: I, sig. ¶2r). By now he was engaged in the history of Britain and Ireland, which, however, grew to such a size as to cause a change of policy on the part of the executors. Plans to publish accounts of other countries were put on hold, and it was decided to publish the British section alone, and to do so—so much had it expanded—in two volumes. The description of England, with the history of England down to 1066, along with descriptions and complete histories of Scotland and Ireland, was to appear in the first, the history of England from 1066 to 1576 in the second.

Holinshed hoped that ‘the other histories, which are alreadie collected … shall in time, come to light’, along with ‘breefe descriptions of the forren regions whereof they treat’, but at some point the plan was given up (1577: I, sig. ¶5v). Nevertheless it is possible to obtain an idea of the proposed ‘Cosmographie’, both from references in the text that was published and from the way in which parts of that text were composed. The range of Holinshed’s reading is suggested by the list of sources prefacing the published Chronicles. A number of the books named there were indeed useful for the histories of Britain and Ireland, but had a more obvious value for accounts geographical and historical of Continental lands. The writings of scholars such as Ulrich Hugwald, Wolfgang Lazius, and Antonio de Lebrija, for instance, were doubtless serviceable when German or Spanish affairs impinged on British ones, but it seems unlikely that Holinshed needed to read them all for this purpose.

In his preface to the reader, moreover, Holinshed wrote that ‘For the computation of the yeares of the world, I had by Maister Wolfes advise followed Functius’, though he subsequently ‘reformed’ his work by reference to a ‘Chronologie’ worked out by William Harrison.3 Both works sought to synchronize recorded events from across the world, but neither attempted to be truly universal, and the fact that Wolfe recommended the use of Functius (presumably his Chronologia, published in 1554) suggests that the planned ‘Cosmographie’ was to have been restricted to the countries the latter had covered. The columns for Functius’s concluding pages were devoted to the Church, the German Empire, France, Spain, Hungary and Bohemia (together), Poland, Britain, the Teutonic order, and the Turks. Italy had no column of its own, but Italian affairs were covered, sometimes under France, more often under the Church.4 The ‘Cosmographie’ would thus have confined itself to Europe as far east as the River Dnieper, together with parts of North Africa and the Middle East—still a highly ambitious programme. This interpretation receives support both from the list of authors consulted, and also from a number of references to national histories which survive in the Chronicles, where they are given in general terms appropriate to the original project as Holinshed described it. Thus he referred to the travails of the late fourth-century Roman Empire, ‘as in the Abridgement of the histories of Italie ye may fynde recorded’, made similar reference to histories of Norway, France, and Spain, to ‘the Teutch [i.e. German] histories’, and to ‘the description of the holye lande’, and expressed the hope that uncertainties about Anglo-Danish relations in the early eleventh century would be clarified by what ‘maye appeare in the abstracte of the Danishe Chronicles’.5

This last must have been based on the northern historians Saxo Grammaticus and Albertus Krantzius, both of whom appear in Holinshed’s list, and despite their frequent lack of chronological precision—there is not a single date in the whole of Saxo’s Gesta Danorum—could probably have been composed quite quickly. So could an accompanying geographical and cultural description, based on the writings of Thevet and Domenico Mario Negri, and possibly supplemented by details from the Historia de gentibus septentrionalibus of Olaus Magnus (1555), for instance his account of how Denmark’s ancient coronation rites were abandoned under the influence of the Protestant Johann Bugenhagen.6 Although accounts of larger countries such as France would certainly have taken longer, there are grounds for believing that the descriptions, at least, of other countries were intended to be such that they, too, could have been written with some speed. The evidence for this comes from authorial comments on the descriptions of Scotland and Ireland, supplemented by the works themselves. Both were founded on single sources. For Scotland, William Harrison avowedly based all but the last two chapters of his description on John Bellenden’s History and Croniklis of Scotland (1536), a translation of the preliminary portions of the Scotorum historiae of Hector Boethius. And Richard Stanihurst’s description of Ireland no less overtly took as its starting point ‘certeine breefe notes’ composed in 1571 by Edmund Campion.7

WORKING TO PLAN: THE CONTRIBUTIONS OF RICHARD STANIHURST AND WILLIAM HARRISON

Campion was then still outwardly a Protestant clergyman, but he had become so suspected of Roman Catholic leanings as to be in danger of arrest, and it was while he was in hiding at Turvey, south of Dublin, that he spent ten weeks compiling a description and history of Ireland from sources he had gathered earlier. Copies soon circulated. Campion himself gave one to Stanihurst, who as his pupil had become a close friend, and whose father James had provided support and information.8 Another came into the hands of Wolfe, who passed it to Holinshed, whereupon the latter ‘resolved to make shift to frame a speciall Historie of Irelande, in like maner as I had done of other Regions’ (1577: I, sig. [fleuron]2r). He put Campion’s text aside for a while, presumably while he attended to England and Scotland, but later returned to it in a hurry, after the decision had been taken to publish the British sections in the near future. Meanwhile Stanihurst, aware how ‘hudled up in hast’ Campion’s work had been, was ‘fullie resolved to inrich … his chronicle, with further additions’. He stopped work upon learning of the larger undertaking planned by Wolfe, but as the need to bring its British component to completion became increasingly urgent, he was asked by the publishers to ‘put mine helping hand to the building and perfecting of so commendable a worke’, and after a few days’ thought he agreed (1577: I, sig. ¶2r–v). At first it seems to have been intended that he should contribute only a description of Ireland, while Holinshed supplied the history, with both parts being based upon Campion. But, at what was probably a very late stage, Stanihurst wrote a history of Ireland under Henry VIII as well.

In his description of Ireland, Stanihurst used Campion’s text essentially as a launching pad for his own, rather longer discourse, one containing eight chapters for Campion’s six—the latter contain no real equivalents for Stanihurst’s chapters 4, on strange and wonderful places, and 6, on the lords spiritual. The first chapter, for instance, received a new introduction and was then expanded enormously, and although the last, on ‘The disposition and maners of the meere Irish’, came closer to Campion’s equivalent chapter, ‘Of the meere Irishe’, Stanihurst’s borrowings were still only episodic, and were deployed to quite different effect, being directed towards a closing paragraph of prayer for the Irish, ‘that rude people, that at length they maie see their miserable estate’ (1577: I, Desc.Ir., 28v).

Stanihurst may well have written the bulk of his description of Ireland before the publishers approached him. He did in any case have the advantage of having been well acquainted with Campion and with the scholarly circles in which the latter had moved in Ireland. William Harrison, by contrast, came to Scottish affairs as an outsider. Rector of Radwinter, Essex, he was possessed of distinctive religious opinions but also of impressively wide-ranging learning, embracing history, geography, the classics, natural history, and much else. He made light of the effort involved in composing his description of Scotland, in the epistle dedicatory claiming that ‘the travaile taken herein is not great, bycause I tie not my translation unto his letter, neither the treatise of it selfe such, as taketh up any huge roome in the volume of this Chronicle’, and that he had completed his task ‘onely with the losse of three or foure daies’ (1577: I, sig.*b2r). Harrison could certainly write quickly, as he showed in composing his description of England, and he was probably also helped by a cavalier attitude towards his basic source. He felt free to add comments and elaborations of his own—which included occasionally going back to Boethius’s original text, ‘from whence somtime the translator swarveth not a litle’ (1577: I, Desc.Scot., 21)—and sometimes made outright changes, especially on points of religion. Harrison’s own interests and outlook repeatedly emerge strongly from his text, and this is no less true of his principal contribution to the Chronicles, the Description of England. According to himself, around midsummer 1576 he was approached during a visit to London by ‘divers my friends’, who wanted him to provide ‘a description of my Country’, and undertook to provide him with ‘such helpes as they coulde purchase’. Reluctant at first, he eventually gave way to their pleadings, and spent parts of the following Michaelmas and Hilary terms at work on the description, returning home at intervals to consult his books there. Afterwards he complained that ‘such was my shortnesse of time allowed in the writing, & so great the speede made in the Printing, that I could seldome with any deliberation peruse, or almost with any judgement deliberate exactly upon such notes as were to be inserted’, and looked forward to the appearance of a second edition, ‘sith here after I may happen to take farder travaile herein, & bring the whole discourse to some more perfite order’ (1577: I, sig.*2r–v, 83). He also hinted that he had not received all the help he needed, but at one point, at least, he had cause for gratitude, in that for topographical passages he had the use of John Leland’s Itinerary, made available to him by John Stow.

Harrison’s accounts of the coasts, islands, and rivers of England (and to some extent of Scotland) are remarkably vivid, considering that they were very largely based upon Leland—by his own admission, ‘I have not by myne own travaile and eyesight viewed such thinges as I doo here intreat of’ (1577: I, sig.*2v). They show what could be achieved by a good writer with a powerful imagination and a lively style, and though Holinshed’s prose was altogether plainer, it was not so far inferior to Harrison’s. Like Harrison, Holinshed was a learned man. The list of ‘authors from whome this Historie of England is collected’, printed among the preliminaries to the Chronicles, contains 182 entries, and the much shorter lists which precede his histories of Scotland and Ireland include three further sources not found in the English one, making 185 in all (seven more, accidentally omitted, were listed at the end among the ‘Faultes and oversightes’, but were not added to the main list in the second edition). To these should be added what he described at the end of the list as the ‘divers other Bookes and Treatises of Historicall mater I have seene and perused, the names of the Authours being utterly unknowen’, pointing to the use of anonymous sources as well (1577: I, sig.*2v).

CREATING A NARRATIVE: HOLINSHED, CAMPION, AND THE HISTORY OF IRELAND

In writing the history of the British isles, Holinshed’s technique, appropriate to the geographical and chronological range implicit in Wolfe’s ‘Cosmographie’, seems to have been that postulated above for the history of Denmark. It entailed the use of a small number of sources to construct a basic narrative, which was then amplified when appropriate with material from elsewhere. This can be most closely observed in his account of Ireland, especially via the author’s own comments on the difficulties he had faced. Like Stanihurst’s description, Holinshed’s history was avowedly based on the work of Edmund Campion, and like Stanihurst he was aware of the shortcomings of his basic source—‘very well penned certenly, but so briefe, that it were to be wished that occasion had served him to have used more leasure’ (1577: I, sig. [fleuron]2r). Holinshed followed the outlines of Campion’s history closely, but expanded it wherever his materials permitted. At first he seems to have used the basic chronicle sources which he had already used when writing about Irish affairs for his History of England, with the addition, for the later Middle Ages, of the chronicle of Henry Marlborough, which was unknown to Campion. The latter had relied heavily on the writings of Giraldus Cambrensis, both his Topographia Hibernica and the much more detailed Expugnatio Hibernica, which describes the early years of English invasion and conquest, and on the early sixteenth-century compilation of Philip Flattisbury, which covers the period 1162–1370, often in considerable detail. By his own admission, Holinshed did not have access to either Giraldus or Flattisbury ‘till that part of the Booke was under the presse’, when, ‘being constreyned to make poste haste’, he could not deploy the new information they provided ‘so orderly as had bene convenient’ (1577: I, sig. ¶5r).

Campion’s use of Giraldus’s Expugnatio, which describes the beginnings of English invasions and settlement from the late 1160s, was often adept. But he was working very fast, and in Holinshed’s words, ‘gathering forth brief notes, hath handsomely joyned them togither, but omitted many things likewise for hast’ (1577: III, 39). Holinshed was able to use the Expugnatio to amplify Campion’s narrative along its whole length, sometimes recording important episodes which Campion had excluded and also clarifying what had been left obscure. Thus the invaders’ defeat of the men of Waterford in 1169, and the slaughter of prisoners which followed, and their defeat of the siege of Dublin a year later, together with their subsequent victory over the men of Connaught, all described by Giraldus but passed over by Campion, were reinstated by Holinshed. And where Campion produced a narrative which was sometimes compressed to the point of incomprehensibility, Holinshed provided an account both full and clear, but in no way verbose. Moreover, he literally humanized his narrative, by inserting translations of Giraldus’s pen-portraits of the Anglo-Norman leaders, and added context by composing a short paragraph, again based on Giraldus, reflecting on the beneficial effects for Ireland of King Henry’s 1172 expedition. None of these passages has an equivalent in Campion’s history.

When Giraldus’ account ended in the mid-1180s, Campion relied principally on the collections of Philip Flattisbury, which he consulted in ‘three much different copies’, all of them Irish. Holinshed, too, had access to a copy of Flattisbury’s text.9 He used it, as he had used Giraldus, to supply additional detail for a text which Campion had sometimes left as little better than a collection of notes, and also to correct inaccuracies and inconsistencies. So whereas Campion had placed under 1299 Edward I’s summoning of the Irish lords and officials to campaign in Scotland, Holinshed used Marlborough’s chronicle, and also ‘a precept I remember I have read, registred in a close roll among the records of the tower’, to re-date the king’s command (correctly) to 1296.10 He cited Marlborough again under 1315, but his principal source for Irish history under Edward II and Edward III remained Flattisbury’s compilation. The course of events in Ireland was often complicated, especially during the years of Scottish invasions between 1315 and 1318, and Holinshed several times found it necessary to correct Campion’s narrative. He moved the defeat of Roger Mortimer at Kells back from 1317 to 1315, while shifting the arrest and subsequent escape from prison of Donnell mac Art MacMurrough, chosen as their king by the Irish of Leinster, forward from 1316 to 1327. Then in the early 1330s, where Campion had found it hard to follow rapid changes in administration, and ran together the two terms in office of Sir John Drury, omitting that of Sir Antony Lucy which came between them, Holinshed used Flattisbury to distinguish the three justiciarships, and the events proper to each. He also continued to make occasional use of records in the Tower of London to supplement and clarify what Campion had written, for instance giving details under 1369 of the taxation levied by William Windsor, the first holder of the position of king’s lieutenant in Ireland—Campion had recorded nothing more than Windsor’s appointment.11

The annals preserved by Flattisbury ended in 1370, leaving Campion reliant on whatever he could recover from ‘sondry monumts, authorities and pamfletts’.12 He was able to provide a sequence of lieutenants from the records of the Irish exchequer, provided by one of its remembrancers, but otherwise resorted to generalities, supplemented by scraps from a variety of other sources. Between 1370 and 1421 Holinshed used these in the context of a narrative based on the chronicle of Henry Marlborough, which was detailed enough to allow him to produce a record as full for these fifty years as any he had written for previous centuries. But when Marlborough ended, Holinshed had no more than Campion had had to refer to, and their narratives down to the closing years of the fifteenth century are well-nigh indistinguishable, differing only in their accounts of the activities of Perkin Warbeck. Having already described these at length in his History of England, Holinshed omitted Campion’s version of Perkin’s confession (itself borrowed from Hall’s Chronicle).

For the reign of Henry VIII, Campion was able to use a few printed and documentary sources of the kind that he had cited before—there are references to the chronicles of Hall and Grafton, to the records of Christ Church cathedral and to the registers of mayors of Dublin—but since he was now describing events within living memory, he also ‘followed relacion of the wysest and most indifferent persons that I could acquaint my selff wth all in Ireland’.13 Holinshed would have been in no position to do otherwise, and by his own account, once he reached 1509, ‘some of those that were to bestow the charges of the Impression, procured a learned Gentleman Maister Richard Stanihurst, to continue it from thence forwarde as he saw occasion’ (1577: I, sig. ¶2r). But there is reason to believe that in fact Holinshed originally intended to go on following where Campion led, in continuing his History of Ireland into the sixteenth century, and that there was a change of plan, resulting in the reign of Henry VIII being entrusted to Stanihurst instead. The evidence for this is provided by three cancelled leaves preserved in a very small number of copies of the 1577 edition of Holinshed’s Chronicles.14 They contain a narrative that continues directly into the new reign, on the same page, and under a heading—the monarch’s name—identical with that used for previous ones, with no change in literary style, and in terms of content with few significant departures from Campion’s text. The most substantial was the deletion of most of Campion’s description of Cardinal Wolsey, which became superfluous at this point because Holinshed had already used it, with due acknowledgement, in his History of England.

The cancelled leaves break off in 1535. Probably it was at this point, with time running short, that Wolfe’s executors resolved to make use of Stanihurst’s historical work. Consequently the narrative starts again, in an exuberant prose easily identifiable as Stanihurst’s, the fresh beginning being signalled by a short epistle dedicatory addressed to Sir Henry Sidney. As with his Description of Ireland, Stanihurst based his account on Campion’s history, which at first he followed closely, not least in beginning his narrative, as his predecessor had done, in 1514. But he also made numerous additions, most of them primarily directed towards glorifying the Fitzgerald earls of Kildare, and especially the eighth and ninth earls. Stanihurst heightened Campion’s portrait of the former as impatient and irascible, but also brave, good-natured, and honourable, and attributed similar qualities to the latter, as a man whose virtues and failings alike put him at the mercy of guileful English politicians. The latter, without understanding Ireland’s problems and needs, sought to control the country through underlings as devious as themselves. Foremost among these agents was a group of ‘Belwethers and Catterpyllers’ led by Archbishop John Alen, of whom Stanihurst drew a portrait so scurrilous (he alleged that the archbishop was sleeping with the wife of his namesake and secretary, with the latter’s connivance) that immediately after the first publication of the Chronicles the leaf containing these allegations was cancelled on government orders, to be replaced by a toned-down version.15 (The cancelled leaf has survived in a few copies with the pages containing Holinshed’s false start to the history of Tudor Ireland, but their preservation together is coincidental, since the former was the victim of official censorship, whereas the latter were replaced by the publishers.)

CROSSING THE FINISHING LINE

Stanihurst essentially followed Campion down to the outbreak of the revolt of Thomas Fitzgerald (‘Silken Thomas’) in 1535, but thereafter he preserved only fragments of his predecessor’s narrative in his own account of the last twelve years of Henry VIII’s reign, one much fuller than Campion’s. But chronologically he went no further. Although Holinshed’s histories of England and Scotland had continued to 1576 and 1571 respectively, and Campion had carried his history down to 1570, Stanihurst ended at the death of Henry VIII, ‘as mine instructions directed me, and as my leasure served mee’ (1577: I, Hist.Ir., 115). Presumably the printers could wait no longer, and 1547 would in any case have seemed an acceptable breaking-off point, after Stanihurst had done what was required of him in the time available, in providing a detailed continuation to Holinshed’s history of medieval Ireland.

For a book whose production had been in progress for nearly thirty years, the first edition of Holinshed’s Chronicles had to be completed remarkably quickly. Harrison, Stanihurst—‘I was not able, uppon so little leasure, to knowe all that was said or done …’ (1577: I, Hist.Ir., 76)—and Holinshed himself all commented with mingled regret and irritation on the pressure they faced in meeting the printers’ deadlines. The planned maps had to be omitted, the index to the English history was highly unsatisfactory, and at least some of the illustrative woodcuts came out of existing printers’ stock—several of the images of kings had already been used in Matthew Parker’s editions of Matthew Paris (1571) and Thomas Walsingham (1574), and in John Stow’s Summarie of the Chronicles of England (1575). It would appear that the History of England was completed, and ‘under the presse’, when work on those of Scotland and Ireland were still in progress, so that Holinshed could not transfer material from his English to his Irish history, at a time when he was still able to add new matter to the latter and to the History of Scotland. Even so, he was obliged to cut short his account of the civil wars that broke out in Scotland in 1568—‘whereof as I have no certayne notes, so I must passe the same with silence’—and finally signed off on a note of disappointment, effectively reproaching his own publishers for the inadequacies of his work. ‘I have nothing contented myselfe’, he wrote, ‘but yet at the request of others have done what I could and not what I would, for wante of conference with such as might have furnished me with more large instructions, such as had bene necessarie for the purpose’ (1577: I, Hist.Scot., 510; II, 1874).

CHANGING PRIORITIES: THE 1587 EDITION

Holinshed retired to Warwickshire, where he drew up a brief will on 1 October 1578 and died some time before 24 April 1581.16 His achievement in bringing the 1577 Chronicles to fruition had been a considerable one. Even so, the flaws he and his fellow authors perceived as arising out of the haste with which they had been compelled to finish their work, were genuine, and must have constituted one of the justifications for the publication of a second edition of the Chronicles ten years later.

The formal decision to embark on this seems likely to have been made in 1584. In October of that year the Stationers’ Register records a licence to John Harrison, George Bishop, Ralph Newbery, and Henry Denham to print the Chronicles in folio. This was followed by a December grant of privilege to Newbery and Denham to publish Holinshed ‘and all other chronicles in the said volume’ as well as Stow’s Chronicles and dictionaries. It was this consortium that published the revised Chronicles in 1587: Denham was the printer, and Thomas Woodcocke was added to the list of those financing the project.17 While shared publication ventures were relatively common in the late Elizabethan book trade, this range of investors suggests that the sheer scale of Holinshed demanded that the commercial risk had to be spread broadly.

The desire to revise the Chronicles may well have predated the moves made by Denham and his colleagues. Henry Bynneman already held the privilege of printing ‘Dictionaries in all tongues, all Chronicles and histories whatsoever’. At the time of his death in 1583 he had three presses active in the capital, and it seems likely that the first motions for change would have come from him. The rushed completion of the 1577 edition had not diminished its market appeal, and the years following its printing were ones in which ambitious chronicling projects continued to look attractive. The year 1583, for example, saw the fourth, and largest, edition of Foxe’s Acts and Monuments to be published in his lifetime. And in 1584 Newbery and Denham themselves published the Historie of Cambria.18

THE NEW TEAM

For some of the original contributors to the new project there was a distinct sense of unfinished business. Holinshed had complained that the index to his English history was unsatisfactory because ‘leisure would not permit to dispose so as wee coulde have wished, by reason of the printers hast’. His list of faults and oversights also included a comment on a piece of marginalia he wished to revise, ‘but for the more perfect knowledge hereof, and of some other thynges likewise by Gods helpe, I trust to get suche instructions and deliver the same unto those that shall set forthe the nexte Summarie or abridgement of the English chronicles, as maye herein better satisfie the reader’ (1577: II, 1493). So Holinshed anticipated the possibility of revision, even though he did not intend to be involved. William Harrison, for all his complaints about haste in preparing the first edition, was already accumulating further materials by 1579.19 It is not clear how fully John Stow was involved in the 1577 edition, but his work had been used and he established a strong, and probably early, identity with the revision. His later questionable pride in ‘my continuation of Reine Woolf’s Chronicle’ indicates at least his major investment in the Chronicles. He published no new work of his own between the 1580 Chronicles of England and the 1592 Annales.20

By 1584 at the latest these signals were converted into full activity. The most crucial publishing decision was the appointment of Abraham Fleming to oversee the whole revision, a role that he discharged fully and effectively, thereby contradicting Stow’s later claims to pre-eminence. Fleming was a graduate of Peterhouse and a good Latinist. Needing employment he became one of that new species, a ‘professional’ author, who worked for many publishers in the following decade: translating and editing works by continental divines; assembling his own devotional tracts of prayers; offering providential views of earthquakes and comets in popular pamphlets. His firm anti-papalism was already on display, though his patronage connections included men such as Gabriel Goodman, the anti-Calvinist dean of Westminster, and he has even been claimed as a sympathizer with the radical Family of Love.21 Clegg has identified his connection with at least fifteen publishers and printers. His work as a translator and editor is marked from an early stage by an awareness of the textual issues associated with print, and a precision about the origins of texts. Fleming brought these formal skills to his new role as general editor of the Chronicles. Not only did he read and revise almost every section of the History of England: he also acted as proofreader for the text when it reached production stage in 1587.

The employment of Fleming as both editor and proofreader is one indication of the publishers’ determination to make their revised volumes superior to the first edition in scope and style. ‘Correctors’ were only intermittently used in the period, usually on such significant subject matter as Bible prints and legal texts.22 At the end of the History of England, Fleming observed that the publishers were ‘ever desirous … to have it so absolute, as nothing might want of due perfection if the meanes might have been obteined’, and, allowing for some hyperbole, this does seem to reflect their ambition (Chronicles 1587: III, 1592). There are obvious changes in 1587 that reflect the determination to seek greater perfection. First, the sheer scale of the project commands admiration. An entirely new volume was added to the previous two, so that the History of England from the Conquest onwards occupied a large tome, with the ten years between 1576 and 1586 filling 320 pages. The result is a text of approximately 3,500,000 words. Contributors seem to have been given licence to write at whatever length they regarded as appropriate, with lavish quotation of whole primary texts, and the recycling of materials that they already had sitting on their desks. Very rarely comes an admission that something was cut: Fleming says of William Patten’s description of the duke of Somerset’s 1547 Scottish campaign: ‘I have bin forced to abridge his worke in some places’ (1587: III, 992). Otherwise little seems to have restrained the writers’ expansiveness. Secondly, the presentation of the printed texts was markedly superior to that of the 1577 edition. Paragraphing was regularized, the font made bolder, and descriptive chapter headings added to parts of the early History of England. The title page summarizes some of the structural improvements: the History of England was ‘now newlie read over, and diligentlie digested into books and chapters with their several arguments prefixed’ (1587: I, sig. Y5r). Even the removal of illustrations, which might be seen as a cost-saving device, should probably be related to the status ambitions of the revised edition. Woodcut images of the kind employed in 1577 were perhaps dated, replaced by the more abstract patterning designs of the formal title pages. It must be noted, however, that the publishers were not averse to a visual title page of English kings for their third volume.

Fleming himself was more than willing to match the aspirations of his employers. In his preface to the History of England he defended the intellectual probity of his ‘team’, especially their gifts as researchers:

It is not a work for everie common capacitie, naie it is a toile without head or taile, even for extraordinarie wits, to correct the accounts of former ages so many hundred years received, out of uncertainties to raise certainties and to reconcile writers dissenting in opinion and report. [1587: I, sig.Y6r]

He did not choose here or elsewhere to highlight his own most distinctive ‘toile’, which was to add moralizing commentary, verses, and sententiae to the English text. But he routinely indicated his efforts with marginal identifiers, and they become a familiar feature of any extensive reading of the Chronicles. In the Saxon sections of the text Fleming often contented himself with translating into English verse the words of his authors: later he included appropriate poetic sentiments, such as elegies, in his source material. Classical sources were used regularly to reinforce his judgements, as for example when he commented on the dissimulation of Edward II’s Queen Isabella by using a verse of Plautus’s, commencing:

Male quod mulier incoepit nisi efficere id perpetrat,

Id illi morbo, id illi senio est; ea illi miseriae miseria est …

[1587: III, 336]

This is in part a simple parade of learning, showing his ability to speak from the classics on any moral or political theme, enhancing the status of a ‘mere’ English chronicle. More subtly, Fleming was employing the necessary markers approved in contemporary educational theory to guide the reader towards appropriate responses to the text. Not only were the authors of this voluminous history to show that they had acquired the proper skills to present their narrative: readers were actively to engage with the text.23 The classical references no doubt signalled particularly suitable subjects for commonplacing. They could be recorded in order to be adduced at suitable moments in speech-making, advice to others, or simply intelligent political discourse. There was also specific ideological substance in many of his interventions, when he sought to construct in his readers the proper response to any hint of papal pretensions.

Two of Fleming’s collaborators had already selected themselves by the time the revision was launched. Harrison confined himself largely to the reworking and enlargement of his Description. John Stow put his documentary expertise, and his collections, at Fleming’s disposal and played a part in the Elizabethan revisions. However, those early participants needed reinforcement, most notably on Ireland and Scotland, the sections which had suffered the most from hasty composition in 1577. John Hooker, citizen of Exeter and distinguished antiquary, was recruited for Ireland, presumably because of his knowledge of the island where he had served Sir Peter Carew and been a member of the 1569 parliament. He continued Stanihurst’s History, bringing it up to date, and including a vivid account of his own parliamentary experience. But his most weighty contribution was a new translation of Giraldus Cambrensis, the major source for the early centuries of Irish history. It seems he had been preparing this for some time, since in a dedicatory epistle to Sir Henry Sidney of Ponticus Virunnius’s Britannicae historiae published in 1585 the editor referred to an Irish history being produced by doctissimo viro Iohan Hookero.24 This translation is an impressive exercise, though Hooker’s recent Irish history breathes his Protestant contempt for the inhabitants of Ireland, and sits uneasily with the earlier Stanihurst materials. As a mature historiographer Hooker was clearly reluctant to confine himself just to the troublesome polity of Ireland, and he took advantage of his discussion of Irish parliaments to insert into the text his tract on the Order and Usage of the Keeping of a Parlement in England first published privately in the early 1570s.25

Hooker’s history of Exeter, including his vivid narrative of the 1549 Western Rising, was incorporated into the text at the appropriate point in the narrative of Edward VI’s reign. Like the Order, the whole history of Exeter had been published by Hooker in the 1570s, though shorn of its full 1549 narrative. Hooker also supplied Fleming with specific material about the Yorkist crisis of 1470, the breakdown of law and order in the Wars of the Roses, and the 1498 attack on Perkin Warbeck, all ordered in the appropriate sections. This placing of Hooker’s English materials gives us some hint of the way in which the 1587 text was revised. Fleming seems to have become increasingly aware of the need to incorporate new material in the proper chronological order as he proceeded through the revision. Much of Hooker’s local Exeter material must have seemed irrelevant to the general narrative, but may well have been the price that had to be paid for the powerful eye-witness account of 1549. One further puzzle remains about Hooker’s contribution to the Chronicles. The title page of the first two volumes of the 1587 edition identify Hooker as the first-named reviser of the book. His modern editor, Vernon Snow, concluded that his role was that of general coordinator of the whole enterprise.26 But the evidence points decisively to Fleming, aided by Stow. Hooker wrote no dedicatory material, except in his own Irish section, and makes no obvious claims to wider influence within the text. The only guess is that he had status claims and reputation on his side. Did the publishers regret that the first edition had been labelled ‘Holinshed’s’ when the man himself was so obscure? In any case the title page of the third volume abandoned any attempt at marketing via individuals and made no mention of revisers.

The other significant newcomer in the revised edition team was Francis Thynne, still a young man, with a career as a herald ahead of him. By his own admission he was recruited belatedly to handle the Scottish sections of the text, justifying his action with the graceful trope that he wrote ‘by inforcement of others, whose commanding friendship it had beene sacrilege for mee to have gainesaid’ (1587: II, Scot., 405). Since he was known both to Burghley and William Brooke, Lord Cobham, it is possible that he was indeed promoted to the publishers by one of the great men of the realm. His financial embarrassment may have secured his continuing commitment to the project. He had been imprisoned for debt in the late 1570s, and was still asking for financial support from relatives after his much later elevation to the College of Arms. Thynne brought with him to the project his antiquarian research on office-holders of the English polity, begun some years earlier. His listings of ‘the high constables of England’, ‘the cardinals of England’, the protectors, chancellors, dukes, and treasurers, were all inserted into the second edition at points that seemed chronologically appropriate. Cardinals were connected to the narrative about Reginald Pole; protectors to the duke of Somerset; high constables to the 3rd duke of Buckingham. These major descriptions conformed to the best standards of contemporary research, and supplied a need for accurate evidence that was not provided by the chronicle form. Thynne labels a number of his contributions ‘1585’, presumably the year of completion, and in the case of his Lord Protector list states explicitly that he intends to publish this as part of a ‘Pantographie of England’—that is a complete description of the realm. He never published this in separate form: however, his researches formed the basis of his claim to high antiquarian status, to his membership of the Society of Antiquaries, and to his ability to impress the Privy Council with his knowledge.27 These successes post-dated the Chronicles: at the time it seemed his lists could have undone him. Three of his surveys—on the earls of Leicester, the Lords Cobham, and others as the wardens of the Cinque Ports, and the archbishops of Canterbury—were the focus of conciliar opprobrium and were extensively censored.

Thynne’s most significant service to the Chronicles, was his revised ‘Annales of Scotland’, which brought the Scottish narrative up to 1586, and improved upon Holinshed’s earlier work by judicious use of new sources, particularly John Major, John Leslie, and George Buchanan. Despite some grumbling he found time to produce careful annals, and to indulge a little in his favourite list-making—of the Scottish dukes, chancellors, and archbishops of St Andrews. He ensured that his learned skills were properly displayed in a lengthy preface replete with classical pyrotechnics. The preface inevitably presents Thynne’s disclaimers about his insufficiency for the task and adds monitions about ‘the sharpe darts of envious toongs’ and his need for protection (1587: II, Scot., 433). Even if he strayed somewhat innocently into dangerous political territory in his English lists, Thynne was well aware of the explosive nature of his Scottish discourse. At one point in his discussion of the trial of the earl of Morton he noted ‘some part of the matter … I have purposelie omitted, because it conteined the affaires of state’. ‘I omit’, he remarks in his preface, ‘manie things … as should both concerne the honour of the Scotish nation, and the substance of their owne cause’ (1587: II, Scot., 405).

EDITING THE GREAT VOLUMES

Even with the disciplined Fleming in charge there seem to be significant variations in editorial practice across the History of England. For example, the luxuriant chapter headings for the pre-Conquest sections vanish thereafter. There are relatively few new additions or interpolations in the sections dealing with the Norman kings or the early Plantagenets, though the moralizing voice of Fleming makes itself heard in predictable places such as the description of the Becket crisis and the reign of King John. From the later fourteenth century onwards additional material becomes common, and marginal attribution to members of Fleming’s team increase markedly. William Patten, another known antiquary, was recruited as an additional chronicler for this period onwards and Stow’s great documentary collection begins to come into its own. And when the later Elizabethan years are reached great swathes of primary materials presented by Stow, Thynne, and Hooker jockey for position. This suggests individual contributors being allowed to play to their own skills and interests.

There are also assumptions about the concerns of readers that are more overt than in the first edition. The third volume sells itself in 1587 as containing ‘manie matters of singular discourse and rare observation, fruitfull to such as be studious in antiquities, or take pleasure in the grounds of ancient histories’ (1587: III, title page). This promotional blurb (one hears the voice of Fleming) should not be dismissed out of hand: it may offer some explanation for the very baggy structure of the 1587 text. The years since the first edition was planned had seen a growing interest in antiquarian issues, and in primary documents, of the kind that was to culminate in the establishment of the Society of Antiquaries and in the work of Camden. All of Fleming’s main contributors—Harrison, Stow, Hooker, and Thynne—were connected to this new world, and the growth of the second edition is the fruit of their labours.

The challenges involved in editing this monster also surface from time to time. Thynne, the late recruit, grumbled at the end of his Scottish section that the Histories of Scotland and England were already ‘halfe printed’ before he began his work of ‘augmentation’ (1587: II, Scot., 406). There is less evidence of this pressure and rush than there had been in 1577, but the occasional apology concerning information that should have been inserted earlier in the text suggests that there were limits to what could be achieved. In his concluding peroration, Fleming acknowledged that the Chronicles were ‘of unexpected magnitude by reason of the multitude of contents’. The complexity of the task must have been rendered more difficult by the publishers’ demands for high standards. The latter Fleming met in part by his proofreading, and in part by his systematic ‘tables of matter’. Holinshed had freely admitted that there were many errata in the first edition, and that the index was unsatisfactory. Fleming delegated the Irish index to Hooker, but undertook separate indices for the other books himself. Those for the English volumes were accompanied by careful instructions about how to search out a particular individual or topic, and the lists themselves were signposted with ‘note’ at relevant points. It is clear that Fleming thought he had achieved a convincing result when he added triumphantly to his final index ‘if the reader be not satisfied with this table, let him not blame the order, but his owne conceipt. Gathered by Abraham Fleming’ (1587: III, 1479).

The ‘superior’ production of 1587 proved in some ways the chronicle to end all chronicles. Its commercial success cannot have been sufficiently great to warrant a further edition. But our knowledge of its use indicates that in many ways it did offer ‘matters of singular discourse’ to its public. The survival of a hundred copies of the second edition in various public and private libraries indicates that it was a valued possession of many individuals and institutions. And it remains a treasure-trove of evidence and information ‘fruitfull to such as be studious in antiquities’.




CHAPTER 2

PRINTERS, PUBLISHERS, AND THE CHRONICLES AS ARTEFACT

AARON T. PRATT AND DAVID SCOTT KASTAN

IN the dedication to William Cecil that opens the 1577 edition of the Chronicles, Raphael Holinshed explains that he was forced to shrink the monumental project that Reyner Wolfe had envisaged, a ‘universall Cosmographie of the whole worlde’, to a chronicle covering only the three parts of the British Isles: England, Scotland, and Ireland. He indicates, however, that the reason was not so much that a world history was too demanding a research endeavour—indeed, if we are to trust Holinshed, ‘little wanted to the accomplishment of that long promised worke’ at the time of Wolfe’s death in 15731—but because the publishers, those ‘that were to defray the charges for the Impression’,2 were unwilling to ‘go through with the whole’ (Chronicles 1577: I, sig. ¶2r). No doubt their unwillingness was a function of not unreasonable concern about the enormous costs of publishing a book on the grand scale Wolfe and Holinshed had initially imagined.

Publishing could be a precarious business, one made especially risky for those who traded in works that carried substantial upfront material and labour costs—voluminous works such as Holinshed’s Chronicles. To make publishing large books even more difficult for investors, the sheer amount of time required for preparing and printing them significantly delayed their release into the wholesale and retail markets, postponing any opportunity for a return on what had already been a substantial initial investment. Unlike many other forms of manufacture, which allow a single item to be offered for sale as soon as it is complete, an individual printed book cannot be sold until every sheet of the edition has been printed, dried, and gathered. The constraints placed on Wolfe’s original project by the material realities of England’s publishing world, then, not only helped limit the physical size of the book ultimately made available to English consumers, but also shaped its content. Randall McLeod’s extraordinary analysis of the printing of the 1587 edition has even suggested that the practice of Henry Denham’s compositor(s) may very well have forced compromises to the original manuscript copy at specific places within each quire of the book,3 but a more dramatic and wholesale textual change was effected by the very first set of decisions that publishing it required, the change that turned the project from a book providing ‘Histories of every knowen nation’ (1577: I, sig. ¶2r) toward what ultimately offered an exclusively, if complex, national vision of the sort that Annabel Patterson and others have identified as one of the central achievements of Holinshed’s Chronicles.4 Though relatively few early modern books admit the economic forces behind their production as frankly as Holinshed’s dedication to Cecil does, textual impact from publishers’ economic and otherwise material considerations would have been more or less a constant of the business.

‘SO WEIGHTY A WORKE’: HOLINSHED IN THE CHRONICLE MARKETPLACE

Despite having to reimagine the Chronicles as a smaller work conceptually, Holinshed explains in his dedication that even within its narrowed scope he ‘was lothe to omit any thing that might encrease the Readers knowledge, which causeth the booke to grow so great’ (1577: I, sig. ¶2v). And, indeed, Holinshed’s Chronicles were, upon their release in 1577, greater in size than any individual work printed in England to that point, larger even than the greatly expanded 1570 edition of John Foxe’s ecclesiastical history, Actes and Monuments.5 In comparison to the approximately 598½ sheets required for the two volumes of Foxe’s work, copies of the 1577 edition of Holinshed contain approximately 742 sheets in their two small-format folio volumes. Fully censored copies of the 1587 edition, though they contain almost fifty fewer sheets than those of the first, ballooned because of their larger paper into massive folios split into three volumes (though almost always bound as two).

The 1577 and 1587 editions were both demanding printing projects not only because of their great length, but also because of the way their page layout was imagined. The text is arranged in two columns, and, with the exception of the Description of Britain and the Description of Ireland sections in the 1577 edition, it is augmented with line numbers down the centre (numbers which are renewed on each page rather than running consecutively throughout). This allowed for the indices to make reference to specific locations in the text with a combination of page and line numbers. In both editions the main body text is printed in black letter, although proper names, Latin text, and paratexts (including dedications and prefaces, as well as page headlines and section headers) often appear in roman or italic fonts. Both editions also have marginal subject headings and citations of sources, usually printed in black letter, as another tool designed to allow readers to orient themselves in the dense history. But while these aids were designed to make the unwieldy volumes of the Chronicles more manageable for readers, they created another set of challenges for the printers of Holinshed—exacting and time-consuming work that the publishers had to pay for.

Ultimately, though, it was the enormous quantity of paper required for each volume that truly set the project apart. To give what is probably a more familiar point of comparison, each edition of Holinshed produced individual copies that used as many sheets of paper as two folio copies of the 1611 King James Bible.6 One altogether average copy of the 1577 edition that we examined for this study has covers measuring approximately 216 mm × 297 mm; compare this to the covers of a similarly representative copy of the 1587, which measure approximately 266 mm × 382 mm: the latter are very nearly 60 per cent larger. Although it is true that both editions of Holinshed are folios (the first predominately bound in eights; the second in sixes), we can see from the present example alone that books in this format varied greatly from one another in ways that would have been immediately visible to readers perusing an owner’s bookshelf or, indeed, a bookseller’s shop or stall.7 The volumes of the 1577 edition would have been similar to most other folio books in terms of both height and depth when standing on a bookshelf (though exceeding them in thickness), but very few books would have been comparable to the 1587 edition, a fact that would have been as obvious to the eye then as it is today.8

Nevertheless, the similar sheet-counts of the two editions unite them in a way that is useful when considering the economics of their production and sale, as the cost of early printed books was to a very large extent defined by the amount of paper they required. This is markedly different from today, when the price of paper and binding constitutes only a small percentage of the total cost of publication, the vast majority being tied up in editing, marketing, and the sometimes exorbitant advances paid to authors. In the era of the hand-operated printing press, however, the price of cotton rag paper accounted for as much as 50 per cent or more of the total upfront costs borne by the publisher. Outside of the comparatively small—though not necessarily insignificant—amounts that were sometimes paid to authors,9 the rest mainly consisted of fees paid to the printer, whose charges, like the cost of paper, would also increase in direct proportion to the length of a given book, being based as they were on the price of ink and other materials as well as the wages due to compositors, correctors, and pressmen.10 But paper costs are more easily estimated than printers’ fees and, in fact, correlate with them, so sheet-counts offer a reliable method for approximating the cost of production of individual books, even if it doesn’t allow for differences of size and weight in paper stock.11 The large paper on which Henry Denham printed the 1587 edition of Holinshed, for example, would have been more expensive than the smaller paper Bynneman used for the 1577 edition.

Sheet-counts, however, will not allow us to do more than loosely estimate the actual retail prices of published books. Binding too must be factored in, the costs of which were either fronted by booksellers selling ready-bound copies or were paid by individual customers commissioning their own bindings according to taste and financial means.12 Bindings could vary greatly in price, adding to—sometimes more than doubling—the overall cost paid for book, a fact that poses a major problem when trying to interpret most of the prices and values preserved in contemporary owners’ inscriptions, bookseller inventories, account books, invoices, and bills. Because these records almost never specify the amount of a given price determined by the binding,13 or indicate whether the prices are new or second hand, or make clear whether assessed values in inventories and wills are based on the initial price paid or estimated current value, it is only with great caution that they can be used for making general claims about retail pricing. Given these limitations, then, we are unfortunately left with sheet-counts as the most trustworthy point of data for gauging not only publishing costs but also the relative amounts that early modern readers would have paid for their books. Assuming similar bindings, we can expect that new books would have been priced in direct proportion to their production costs, which varied with the amount of paper required per copy.

In terms of paper, then, or indeed almost any other measure, Holinshed’s Chronicles made for an unprecedented publishing event, not least within the market for printed vernacular chronicles that proceeded virtually hand-in-hand with the advent of English printing. Almost all of England’s early printers were involved in their publication: Caxton printed his Chronicles of England in folio at his Westminster printing house in 1480; de Worde, Notary, and Pynson printed folio editions of the St Alban’s Chronicle; Wyer and Pynson printed editions of the Chronicle of All the Kings, a very short verse history in quarto and octavo (one edition sold also as the Lyttell Shorte Cronycle); and Byddell and others printed the Chronicle of Years in octavo and sextodecimo. The Chronicle of Years went through ten editions by the end of 1557, making it the first successful small-format ‘short cronycle’ in prose. Richard Pynson first printed Fabyan’s Chronicle in 1516, and it was reprinted and expanded by other authors until the final edition was issued in 1559. Between 1523 and 1525, Pynson also printed the first of two substantial folio editions of Berner’s translation of Froissart’s Chronicles.14 The second was printed around 1563, and a short quarto Epitome followed in the first decade of the seventeenth century. Thomas Purfoot registered this abridgement with the Stationers’ Company in 1580, but does not appear to have actually printed an edition until 1608. In 1543, Richard Grafton published John Hardyng’s verse chronicle in octavo, and during Edward VI’s reign, he published Edward Hall’s Union of the Two Noble and Illustre Famelies of Lancastre & Yorke in two lengthy folio editions, one in 1548 and another two years later. About 1560, John Kingston apparently reprinted some of the preliminaries and sold (or at least attempted to sell) the left over sheets of the first print run.15 In 1549, Thomas Berthelet published the first edition of An Epitome of Chronicles in quarto, a work that later sold under the title Coopers Chronicle. In 1552, John Mitchell printed the first edition of A Breviat Cronicle; it had been reprinted in nine editions by the close of 1561. Table 2.1 gives figures for the major books of English history that were issued in at least one edition during Elizabeth’s reign.16

Table 2.1 Significant English chronicles issued in at least one edition during Elizabeth’s reign (including both Holinshed editions), ordered chronologically by date of their first edition, with the format, number of leaves, and sheet-count for each.
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Between Elizabeth’s accession in 1558 and 1577, when the first edition of Holinshed’s Chronicles became available to English consumers, history writing continued to be popular but increasingly in the newly abridged forms that were compiled by Richard Grafton and John Stow, respectively. These small-format histories were remarkably successful publications, dominating, at least temporarily, the market for chronicles. Grafton’s Abridgement was released in four continually updated octavo editions from 1562 until their compiler’s death in 1573, and John Kingston in 1565 issued the single extant edition of a further compression of the Abridgement in 16mo titled the Manuell. John Stow introduced his own octavo Summarie to compete with Grafton’s Abridgement that same year, which he had continually updated and reprinted in a total of five editions by the end of 1590.17 More successful than even the Summarie was Stow’s further abridgement of it, which was sold in a total of eleven editions, first in 16mo and later in octavo, until at least 1618, the year when the Stationers’ Company published the final one. Edmund Howes provided the continuations that were issued with each successive edition after Stow’s death in 1605.18

These small-format editions launched in the early Elizabethan years reflect—and presumably helped create—the steady and perhaps even rising demand for chronicles across a diverse range of English consumers. With relatively little upfront cost for their publishers and with the promise of a quick return on what expenditure was required, these chronicles were very much at the opposite end of the spectrum from Holinshed; the thirty-four sheets of Stow’s Summarie were less than 5 per cent of the amount of paper used in the first edition of the Chronicles. Whereas Holinshed’s Chronicles were designed to provide a lasting material monument to the history of the British Isles (in Wolfe’s original plan, the history of the world), the editor-authors of the compact abridgements assumed they would become dog-eared in pockets during travel, tattered from both their use and misuse in cheap bindings or even stab-stitched wrappers in the case of the smallest editions. These were books, as Grafton says, designed so that they ‘should be more portative & also to be sold at a meane and small price’.19

The goals of the Chronicles were obviously different. When Holinshed refers to the book as ‘so weighty a worke’ (1577: I, sig. ¶2r), the intention of his phrase was likely only figurative, aimed at emphasizing the scale and importance of the textual project; nonetheless there can be little doubt that the sheer heft and dimensions of the volumes themselves served to enshrine and even enforce the metaphorical sense, especially in the case of the massive second edition.

‘TO SET FOORTH SUCH PROFITABLE THINGS’: PRINTING AND PUBLISHING HOLINSHED

Late in 1577, Henry Bynneman finished printing the two volumes of The Chronicles of England, Scotlande, and Ireland on the presses in his print house on Knightrider Street at the sign of the Mermaid.20 Bynneman had been commissioned to produce the lengthy work by a consortium of four men: John Harrison, Lucas Harrison, George Bishop, and John Hunne, the son-in-law of Reyner Wolfe’s widow, Joan. These were the Chronicles’ first publishers. The book was sold with separate title pages bearing the individual imprint of each. John Harrison had been the executor of Joan Wolfe’s will, and Bishop had been witness—along with Holinshed—to Reyner Wolfe’s own will.21 From 1570 until his death in 1578, Lucas Harrison shared most of his imprints with Bishop; the pair, from their earliest collaborations, had at times employed the printing services of Bynneman, who himself had been the apprentice of Richard Harrison, a printer who may have been John Harrison’s father. John Harrison, too, had previously been involved in publication projects with Bynneman. John Hunne, however, unlike the other three who were all active and successful members of the Stationers’ Company, was a haberdasher whose only involvement in the book trade appears to have been as financier of the Chronicles. Nonetheless, as the son-in-law of Joan Wolfe, he was in a position that made his involvement both convenient and perhaps a matter of familial duty. The overlapping connections between the four publishers and Bynneman explain how it was that these five came to be the people responsible for bringing Holinshed into print, but also underscore the reality that the early modern book trade, even as it developed as an example of proto-capitalism, was still an intimate world built on personal and family relationships.

Though Bynneman was obviously well known to the consortium, their choice of him to print the Chronicles was no doubt dependent on the fact that he was a skilled craftsman, able to carry out the large and complex task of producing such a work. He had never before undertaken a project of this size, but, of course, very few had. His most extensive printing job to that point had been the larger of the two editions of Calvin’s Sermons … Upon the Booke of Job that he printed for Bishop and Lucas Harrison in 1574, which required 222 sheets.22 He had been involved in the book trade since 1566, often functioning as a publisher, aggressively seeking monopolies over entire classes of books. In 1569, Matthew Parker wrote to William Cecil on Bynneman’s behalf and, while it is unclear if Cecil helped him to the specific privilege Bynneman sought for ‘two or iii usual bokes for grammarians’, shortly after Parker’s letter some of Bynneman’s publications began to bear the royal ‘cum privilegio’.23 Parker’s intervention may have been only to placate a relentless petitioner. At the beginning of his letter, Parker writes to Cecil that he is ‘ styl sued onto’ (our emphasis) by Bynneman, who had suffered losses from the lottery commission that he had previously received through what must have been another act of patronage. And he continued to seek these normally valuable privileges: on 28 April 1580, just over a decade later—almost three years after he finished Holinshed—Bynneman finally received a patent granting him the privilege to print ‘all Dictionaries in all tongues and all Chronicles and histories whatsoever’.24

But it was as a printer that Bynneman was most successful, and it was as a printer that he was hired to print Holinshed’s Chronicles. Unfortunately, no extant documents specify how long Bynneman took to complete the job, but an analysis of his annual press output suggests that he began sometime either very late in 1575 or early in 1576 before completing it in the latter half of 1577. In 1575, his output had been nearly 844 completed edition-sheets,25 while the year before he had produced almost 1,393. During 1576, Bynneman’s print shop issued fewer than 145 edition-sheets across twelve books—his lowest ever—and in 1577, he finished eighteen books other than Holinshed, although only for a total of approximately 242 edition-sheets.26 This drop in production suggests that much of Bynneman’s press schedule was filled by other work, work that he certainly did not issue in 1576 and seems not to have finished until some time in 1577, when the number of completed and issued sheets begins to go back up. The extremely large number in 1574 is mainly a result of the two editions of Calvin’s Sermons … Upon the Booke of Job combined with two editions of Whitgift’s Defense of the Aunswere to the Admonition; the high count in 1575 is perhaps somewhat misleading as it includes all of the 340 sheets of the Bishops’ Bible folio that he printed with Richard Jugge.27 Nonetheless, the sharp drop in output in 1576, its slow rise in 1577, and still sharper climb in 1578, when, after completing Holinshed, his output rose to nearly 577 edition-sheets, establishes the probable timeline of Holinshed’s printing.28

Bynneman first became involved with English chronicles on 31 March 1573 when, in his role as a publisher, he completed a trade with Thomas Marshe for two works. He exchanged his previously registered right to publish Cato and Terence in Latin for Marshe’s right to publish Thomas Hill’s The Profitable Arte of Gardening and Stow’s Summarie.29 Their exchange marks the first time that the Stationers’ Register records such a transaction between two stationers. Bynneman exercised his new licence by printing editions of Stow in 1574, 1575, and 1579. He published the first of these short editions on his own, but joined with Richard Tottel on the two later ones. Chronicles, other than abridged ones, were expensive propositions, and though Bynneman printed Polybius’s Historiae in 1568 and Thomas Walsingham’s Historia Brevis in 1574, only the first edition of the Stow was his own publication. Even after Bynneman secured his dictionary and chronicle patent in 1580, he did not try to exploit his monopoly, although he did increase his publishing activity more generally, measured both in terms of individual editions and edition-sheets. But that patent was not without value to him. Because it included a catch-all covering ‘any other book hitherto printed by Bynneman’,30 later publications across genres bear a ‘cum privilegio’, but Bynneman also ‘dispersed a great part of his priviledge’ by assigning his rights to other stationers who then served as publisher, seemingly with the proviso that he would get the printing job. Printing offered reliable profits; publishing was more uncertain. And Bynneman took the safer way.

For example, the imprint of the first edition of Stow’s Annales, from 1580, suggests that Ralph Newbery, not Bynneman, both printed and published the work: ‘Printed at London by Ralphe Newberie, at the assignment of Henrie Bynneman. Cum Privilegio Regie Majestatis’.31 Newbery, however, did not print the book. Bynneman did. For making Newbery his assignee, Bynneman secured the printing job for himself and also received a significant number of copies for his own disposal.32 But if this suggests that imprints must be read very carefully to discern the relations between stationers, it also suggests that Bynneman was more prudent than many have suggested.33

Not long after the patent was granted, Christopher Barker, the Queen’s Printer, warned that it came with considerable risk and ‘may be more dangerous to the Patentee; then profitable’.34 And given the financial difficulties in which Bynneman eventually found himself, defaulting on a massive loan from the armourer Richard Hutton (see n. 28), scholars have been quick to accept Barker’s judgement. But the assignments of his patents allowed him to avoid the financial ‘Daunger’ Barker had warned about, ensuring work for himself and copies of books that could be sold. Even when he published the patented books himself, it seems to have been with some success. Indeed, if we are to trust the 1583 list of his books in the inventory of his estate, he had by the time of his death sold all but sixty-four copies of the 166½-sheet Greek dictionary that he printed and published in 1581.35

Bynneman’s financial problems seem to derive from a general expansion of his business activity rather than from the patents, which were apparently managed successfully. He seems to have scaled up his entire business to such an extent that he could not afford to commit to the standard sales time-line of five or more years that applied in the early modern period.36 Around the same time that he acquired the patent, Bynneman moved his printing operation from Knightrider Street to Thames Street; at the time of his death, his business occupied three locations.37 It was less likely the patents than the acquisition of real estate and his other publishing projects, along with whatever additional capital he had tied up in business ventures unrelated to his work in the book trade, that got him into trouble. Had he not died so soon after acquiring the patent, it is doubtful that we would have been so quick to attribute his downfall to it.

Bynneman must have recognized the advantages of printing rather than publishing Holinshed, knowing that it would keep his presses occupied with none of the risk of the venture. On 1 July 1578, it was John Harrison and George Bishop who entered the Chronicles in the Stationers’ Register, several months after it had been recalled by the Privy Council.38 Harrison and Bishop paid 20s. on this occasion, establishing yet another distinction for the book: it was the largest fee hitherto recorded in the Register. Of the original members of the consortium that had undertaken the project, Lucas Harrison was now dead and, two weeks after the entry, Harrison’s widow sold his rights in Holinshed to Thomas Woodcock,39 indicating that the entry of 1 July does not reflect the full partnership. After its recall and release early in 1578, the book was available for purchase and seems to have been successful enough that, relatively quickly for such a large book, it was possible to imagine a new edition.

By 1584, confidence that the first edition would soon sell out was sufficiently high that a new partnership formed registering their intention to publish a second edition.40 The editorial labour of revising and augmenting the 1577 Holinshed was surely considerable, and, as the new manuscript copy seems to have reached the press early in 1585 (see below), the partners may well have committed to the new edition considerably earlier. The registrants on 6 October 1584 were John Harrison and George Bishop, the two publishers of the first edition who were still alive and active in the book trade; Thomas Woodcock, who had purchased Lucas Harrison’s share in 1578; Henry Denham; and Ralph Newbery. Denham and Newbery had acquired Bynneman’s patent to print ‘all Dictionaries … [and] all Chronicles and Histories whatsoever’ upon his death in 1583. Their inclusion in the consortium was obviously designed to reconcile the conflicting claims to the book, as well as to continue to spread the financial risks involved in its publication. In theory, the Stationers’ Register entry would be trumped by the royal patent, but conflict and costs were better managed by joining together. On 30 December, Denham and Newbery entered nine titles into the Stationers’ Register ‘which doe belonge unto them by vertue of ye queenes pryviledge and grante’, a list that begins with Holinshed ‘and all other Cronicles’ printed in folio, and then goes on to specify all dictionaries and chronicles in other formats, as guaranteed by the patent.41 Seemingly, however, they were content with the shared publishing arrangements announced in the joint entry of 6 October, as no doubt the unprecedented cost of publishing Holinshed made the larger partnership more desirable than the assertion of their patent rights.

In one sense, the decision to undertake a second edition looks relatively straightforward, though it still would have involved significant financial risk for each of the five publishers. In fewer than ten years, the first edition had sold out, and sufficient demand appears to have existed to justify the editorial and publishing expenses of an enlarged and updated edition. Henry Denham served as the printer of the second edition. Although he is not explicitly named as the printer anywhere, the colophon page indicates that it was printed at his shop, ‘in Aldersgate at the signe of the Starre’, and bears his woodcut device. Perhaps he was paid for the printing job, or it could have been in lieu of his share of the costs (or some percentage of them). The edition was completed in January of 1587, but instead of issuing separate title pages for each of the publishers, which had been the practice in 1577, the title does not include an imprint at all, reserving the date and publishers’ identification until the colophon.

Like the 1577 edition, the 1587 was recalled upon publication by the Privy Council on account of several matters that needed to be ‘reviewed and reforymd’ before any further copies could be sold. The order was issued on 1 February 1587, less than a month after Denham had completed the press run of the Chronicles. This time, the censorship required a more complex set of revisions than it had the decade before, touching several areas of the text that had been added in the expansion. Denham issued a number of cancels in what appears to have been three stages of revision; extant copies bear witness to each.42

A pattern of work similar to that of Bynneman’s printing of Holinshed also appears in the case of Denham and allows us to establish with some confidence a time-line for the printing of the second edition as well. Despite having four presses,43 Denham’s output dipped dramatically in the two years before he completed the Chronicles. In 1583 and 1584, Denham had printed 531 and 792 edition-sheets, respectively, but in 1585 and 1586, he printed only 145 and 52. Having finished Holinshed at the very the beginning of 1587, he printed 538 additional (non-Holinshed) edition-sheets that year before finally scaling back his entire business before his death sometime after 4 July 1590, the last date of his attendance at the court of the Stationers’ Company.44 Based on this data, it would seem that Denham began printing his edition of the Chronicles at some point early in 1585, finishing it, of course, by January of 1587, as the colophon page indicates. Section title pages support this schedule. Both the Description and History of Scotland titles specify that they were printed in 1585, and the general title page of the second volume is dated 1586.

‘SO MUCH PROFIT AS BY READING MUST BE HAD’: THE VALUE OF HOLINSHED, FACTS AND FICTIONS

Despite the government’s concerns about the volume, the new consortium had it right. The new edition sold well. Our focus on the activity of the book trade confirms the challenge elsewhere in this volume to the familiar idea that the second edition of Holinshed was already belated in 1587 and that interest in the chronicle tradition had waned by the end of the sixteenth century.45 Hardly an indicator of their disregard, the comic disparagement of Holinshed and other chroniclers in the 1590s by Thomas Nashe, John Davies, and others seems more a reflection of a steady demand for chronicles that continued well into the seventeenth century rather than a sign of its decline, because it relies for its effect on readers’ familiarity with the form.46 Like so much humour and critique, the quips belittling chronicles were a discontented acknowledgement of the persistence of the chronicles’ popularity and influence among English readers, readers who would have known them from their presence in private libraries (very possibly their own) and their near ubiquity in bookshops and stalls. When Donne in ‘Satire 4’ disdainfully refers to ‘ten Hollensheads, or Halls or Stowes’ as sources of ‘triviall houshold trash’, it marks, of course, the sense of the wide-angled social lens of the chronicles, which seemed to some an unwelcome distraction from the high matters of Church and State, but it also acknowledges Holinshed’s preeminence in this chronicle tradition and the endurance of its legacy.

While George Bishop, John Harrison, Lucas Harrison, and John Hunne in 1577 surely knew that they were taking a substantial risk when they decided to fund Holinshed’s project, they were speculating at a time when chronicles were perhaps the only books other than Bibles that could reliably be expected to perform well at all levels of the book-buying public and across the entire range of formats and sheet-counts.47 While the 1587 edition arguably appeared in a more variegated marketplace for books, it too could still rely on the robustness of the market for English chronicles. Just as customers in the 1560s and ’70s exercised their interest in chronicles by opening their wallets (or, rather, pouches), whether their spending was on copies of the folio edition of Grafton’s Chronicle, the editions of Coopers Chronicle, or on the various small-format options made available by Grafton and Stow, in the next decades book buyers continued to seek out works of English history in the various formats in which they were available.

Evidence of this comes from various sources, but not least from inventories presented to the Vice-Chancellor’s Court at Cambridge for probate, at least one of which contains copies of Holinshed. Andrew Perne, for example, a renowned sixteenth-century book collector and Master of Peterhouse College, Cambridge, owned two copies of Holinshed’s Chronicles at the time of his death in 1589. Among dozens of works of history in his library, mostly in Latin, were copies of Fabyan’s Chronicle, valued at 4s., Hardyng’s Chronicle, valued at 1s. 4d., Hall’s Union, valued at 4s., and Grafton’s Abridgement in octavo, valued at 4d.48 Also present were two copies of ‘Hollinshedes Chronaicles in duobus fo.’, but these present something of a challenge to visualize: the £1 13s. 4d. assessed for the first copy almost certainly indicates a fine set of volumes in a sumptuous binding, but the state of the other copy, valued at 16s., is unclear.49

Annabel Patterson concludes on the basis of the valuation that the second copy must have been unbound, but because Perne’s subject-organized inventory in all probability reflects the order in which he had shelved his books,50 it seems more likely that both copies of Holinshed were bound and standing adjacent to each other; and a significant number of other folios in the collection, almost certainly bound in some form or another, list at values low enough to suggest that many were in simple bindings, as it seems the cheaper of the two Holinsheds most likely was.51 Perne, after all, was a collector and not a stationer like some of the other men whose inventories the probate records preserve. Whereas the more expensive copy seems likely to be one of the 1587 edition in a luxury binding, the 16s. valuation in all likelihood refers to a copy of the 1577 edition bound in simple calf over pasteboards. Since the 1587 Holinshed significantly differs from the 1577, it is not unreasonable to assume that Perne might have bought it even though he owned the first edition, and kept both in his collection. The low valuation of the earlier Holinshed may also reflect its datedness at the time of the inventory in combination with its binding, which, if true, makes better sense of the mere 4s. the inventory assigns to Hall’s Union, a substantial volume itself. That said, the private library of Richard Cox, Bishop of Ely, contained a copy of the 1577 edition that was appraised at only 12s. in 1581, suggesting that even copies of the current edition could be relatively cheap.52 Though very nearly twice its length, however, the cheapest Holinshed still has a value of three times the 4s. assigned to Hall,53 and even this comparatively small amount is quite significant in comparison to values in other Cambridge inventories for the abridgements of Grafton and Stow, which range from only 4d. to 1s.54

Both of Perne’s copies of Holinshed compare incongruously at least in one regard with the third book identified as Holinshed’s Chronicles in the Leedham-Green edition of the Cambridge probate records; it appears in the inventory of a ‘moderately prosperous man’, Ambrose Barker, and was there assigned a value of only 4s.55 Because the inventory was made in 1583, Barker’s copy, if it is indeed of Holinshed, could only be from the 1577 edition, yet the value at that date seems far too low for what would have been, by a considerable measure, the largest book in his collection. Yet unlike Perne’s inventory, Barker’s does not specify that the ‘cronicles’ are Holinshed’s. Instead, the entry reads ‘the cronicles of England’, which is much more ambiguous. If the price were significantly higher, it would be tempting to agree with the familiar identification of it as Holinshed, but there is a much more obvious option: the 1580 quarto edition of Stow’s The Chronicles of England. Though it later became known as the Annales, the first edition title matches the line in Barker’s inventory almost verbatim. The price also makes sense for a work of 156 sheets.

Most of the more expensive books in Barker’s inventory are Latin works with uncertain bibliographical pedigree, but there are at least two English books—one significantly shorter, one significantly longer—that help validate the suggestion that the entry is not for Holinshed. In 1577, Lucas Harrison and George Bishop published an English edition of Calvin’s Sermons … Upon … the Ephesians as a quarto of ninety-one sheets,56 a book that Barker’s inventory values at 2s. Stow, at 156 sheets, is approximately 170 per cent the length of the Calvin edition. If value, then, varies in direct proportion to length for books of similar age, the expected value of Stow would be somewhere around 3s. 5d. This brings us close to 4s., especially when we allow for the margin of error introduced by the fact that the books were bound. Barker also owned a copy of ‘peter martyrs common places’ valued at 11s., and the inventory makes clear that it is the ‘last edition’. Because the inventory makes this declaration nowhere else, it is probable that the reference is indeed to the 1583 English edition, which Barker must have purchased mere months before his death. Using the 458-sheet Peter Martyr edition as a control, valued at 11s., the expected value of Stow would be approximately 3s. 9d., which is yet closer to the 4s. value of what seems almost certainly to be not an edition of Holinshed at all, but the Annales, or Chronicles of England, in quarto.

Another familiar bit of evidence for the price of Holinshed’s Chronicles may be equally illusory. Certainly the most famous and frequently mentioned copy of Holinshed is the one purportedly purchased for the 11-year-old Robert Devereux, earl of Essex, in preparation for his education at Cambridge. Francis Johnson, who appears to have been the first scholar to make direct reference to the copy of the 1577 edition owned by Essex and its £1 6s. price, found his evidence in an account published in the second volume of the 1853 edition of Lives and Letters of the Devereux Earls,57 edited by ‘the honorable Walter Bourchier Devereux’, which includes it as a transcription from a contemporary manuscript that is one of several in the Lansdowne papers referring to expenses paid on behalf of the young earl. For example, there is one document, signed ‘Gervase Babington’, that records the expenses paid to outfit the earl’s chamber at Cambridge. Another document, the one in question, contains a miscellaneous assortment of costs ‘Defrayed for the Right Honourable the Earl of Essex, from the Feast of St. John the Baptist, Ao. Domi. 1577’.58 Among the thirty-three charges in the transcription are entries for the £1 3s. paid for ‘His Lordship’s breakfast’ for the term, ink and quills, a broad riding hat, five pair of shoes, and a set of eight itemized books, one of which is ‘the Chronicles of Holinshed’. The other books apparently purchased for the young earl are a Greek edition of Isocrates, Laurentius Grimaldius Goslicius’s De Optimo Senatore, Beza’s Quaestionum et Responsionum Christianarum Libellus,59 Sturmius on elocution, Ramus on Cicero’s orations, Ramus on logic with a commentary, and ‘the Book of Johan. Bodm. de politica’. Most of these items—especially the rhetoric and logic books—certainly are appropriate for a young man about to begin his first year at university.

What complicates the story, however, is that two of the books included in the account published by Essex’s descendant do not in fact appear in the account in BL Lansdowne MS 25, fols. 107–8, a letter sent to Cecil by Robert Wright, Essex’s tutor: ‘the Book of Johan. Bodm. de politica’, priced in W. B. Devereux’s edition at 5s., and ‘the Chronicles of Holinshed’.60 The former perhaps refers to Jean Bodin’s De Republique, which would have only recently been printed in its original 1576 French edition; a Latin edition, De Republica was not printed until 1586. But the Holinshed is for our purposes the more interesting case. According to W. B. Devereux’s transcription, the entry for Holinshed’s Chronicles should appear after ‘Isocrates in greeke’ in the manuscript, but the Greek text is the final entry on fol. 107; blank space follows until the bottom edge of the leaf. The first entry on fol. 108 (the verso of 107 is blank), which begins just below the very top of the leaf, is not for Holinshed, as one would expect, but for ‘a standinge Deske for my L. his studie’, the same item that follows Holinshed in the putative transcription.

The entry for ‘the Book of Johan. Bodm. de politica’ is similarly absent from the manuscript. It occurs between the entries for ‘my L. to the chief reader’ and ‘Ramus logique wth a commentarie’ in the 1853 edition. In the manuscript, however, the ‘chief reader’ and ‘Ramus logique’ entries are separated only by an entry for a 2s. payment ‘for mr mongomery’. This is one of seventeen items—typically wage payments to individuals—present in the manuscript that W. B. Devereux omitted from his transcription. The total cost of the listed items is recorded in the manuscript as £45 10s. 2d., though the costs of the individual items there actually add up to £45 15s. 2d. Though this is probably just a case of careless addition on the part of Wright or a clerk who may have calculated the total expenditure for him, what is important here is (1) that it is unlikely that he would have completely overlooked the large putative payment of £1 6s. for the Holinshed; (2) that if at some point copies of ‘de politica’ and Holinshed’s Chronicles had indeed been in the original account, the £1 11s. that the two books together would have contributed to the total would mean that the actual sum of the manuscript account as it stands without them should be lower rather than higher than the total written in the manuscript; and (3) that, suspiciously, Devereux omits from his transcription the figure for the total expenditure that is present in the manuscript, most likely because his phantom books would result in a total that significantly exceeds the clerk’s calculation. In any case, the now familiar fact of the young Essex travelling to Cambridge with his copy of Holinshed seems a function of a much later descendant’s desire to shape an intellectual biography for Essex than of any desire on the part of Essex himself or his tutor (Figure 2.1).

It is probably impossible to know why W. B. Devereux’s edition of the account in Lives and Letters includes the two books that are unattested in the Lansdowne papers or any other known manuscript associated with the earl of Essex.61 It is hard, though, to think of an explanation of how ‘de politica’ and Holinshed could have been included in the printed edition innocently, especially in light of the additional fact that this is the only document for which Devereux did not cite a location within the Lansdowne manuscript.62 Perhaps the two works, to his nineteenth-century eyes, seemed to have been required reading for any young man with political ambitions in the Elizabethan State, ones that Devereux’s famous ancestor must have known. Indeed, it is probably the case that Essex did own or at least have access to a copy of Holinshed later in life, but we can no longer accept as genuine either the £1 6s. price or the early date for its influence on Essex’s career.
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FIGURE 2.1 Extract from account of books purchased for the earl of Essex, 1577.

And if this piece of evidence goes away, it is now less certain when in 1577 the Chronicles were finally finished by Henry Bynneman and made available for purchase. The Privy Council’s initial order requiring that the ‘printer’ (i.e. the publishers, in modern parlance, who would have been in possession of the print run) desist from selling copies, also inquires after copies that may have already been sold into Ireland by the 5 December date; but, without the June anchor that the Essex record seemingly established,63 it is impossible to say with any certainty whether copies were in fact on the market much before the December recall.64

‘THE READERS CONTENTATION’: HOLINSHED’S LONGEVITY

With both the Ambrose Barker and Essex figures for Holinshed thrown out, the sixteenth-century data for the Chronicles that remain are the £1 13s. 4d. and the 16s. copies in Perne’s Cambridge library inventory from 1589, Richard Cox’s 12s. copy from 1581, and a further copy of the ‘2. and 3 volumes in twoe books’ of the 1587 edition that was appraised at £1 in the 1597 inventory of Richard Stoneley, Teller of the Exchequer in London.65 Yet if records of the earliest owners’ payments are somewhat thin on the ground, the two editions of the large book within ten years themselves testify to the substantial demand for the book, and well after the second print run would have sold out there is evidence of continued interest in Holinshed, even after Speed’s Theatre and History had replaced it as the forerunner in the chronicle market.66 For example, the Stanhope papers in the Beinecke Library’s Osborn collection preserve a contemporary copy of a 1614 bill from the King’s Printer, Robert Barker, which includes a number of books purchased for ‘his Maties service’.67 Among these are copies of both the Holinshed and Speed as well as an edition of Foxe’s Actes and Monuments. The bill indicates that some of the books, including copies of Book of Common Prayer, the New Testament, and The Statutes at Large were purchased for the use of Parliament and there is an entry for four Bibles for the ‘King and Qeene’. The specific destination of the Holinshed, Speed, and Foxe volumes is less clear, but their purchase and delivery was almost surely in preparation for the Addled Parliament.68 The important works of historiography were apparently necessary for adjudicating matters of State. And, in line with their official use, all three books were ‘faire bound’. Barker invoiced the copy of the Chronicles, almost certainly of the 1587 edition, at £3 6s. 8d., almost double the assessed value of the more expensive Perne copy in 1589. To compare, Barker charged £4 for the Speed, which is either the 1611–12 edition or the 1614, and £2 13s. 12d. for the Foxe, which may have been the recent 1610 edition. When it came to supplying the crown, no expense was to be spared, and the 1587 Chronicles, though almost thirty years old by 1614, still commanded an impressive price, though one no doubt inflated by a very fine binding.

Another three decades later, in 1649, the political pamphleteer Clement Walker published an account of the trial of the Leveller John Lilburne, who emerged acquitted of treason from what was by all accounts a packed and raucous courthouse. In the course of his defence, which is recorded (apparently verbatim) in Walker’s pamphlet, Lilburne compared himself to Sir Nicholas Throckmorton, who had been tried for treason in 1554 and similarly acquitted after his own excellent defence. An account of the Throckmorton trial appears in remarkable detail in Holinshed, an account to which Walker points his readers in a marginal note next to a mention of Throckmorton,

Whose remarkable and excellent Defence, you may at large read in Hollingsheads Chronicle, in the life of Q. Mary, which discourse is excellently well worth the speedy Reprinting, especially seeing men are made Traytors for words.69

Although it would be a long time before anyone would take up Walker’s suggestion to reprint the book,70 clearly readers continued to read and purchase it.71 Robert Burton, for example, owned a copy of the 1577 Holinshed, which he had purchased, no doubt second hand, in 1608, and which was bequeathed upon his death in 1639 to Christ Church Library;72 and Milton’s ‘Commonplace Book’ shows clearly that he had read extensively, and presumably owned, a 1587 edition.73 But readers no doubt less exceptional than Burton and Milton also remained interested in the Chronicles. In a copy of the 1577 edition there is a noteworthy ownership inscription testifying to the durability of the book’s appeal as well as to the vitality of the used-book market that allowed it still to circulate. In 1654, three men joined together to purchase a copy (Figure 2.2):
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FIGURE 2.2 The 1577 edition of the Chronicles: I, sig. B3r in the History of Ireland.

We whose names are here underwriten being joynt purchasers of this booke paying for it seaven shiliers [shillings] six pence dooo covenant this first of november 1654 that the longest liver of the three shall injoy it for him & his heaiers [heirs] for eivr [ever]

Mathias: Paullmer

William Walsham

John Caxon

Seventy-seven years after it was first published, Holinshed’s Chronicles was a book to be sought after, purchased, and read, and the delight in reading the old book could be imagined as extending ‘for eivr’.


CHAPTER 3

CENSORSHIP

CYNDIA SUSAN CLEGG

’Tis dangerous (gentle Reader) to range in so large a fielde as I have here undertaken, while so many sundry men in divers things may be able to control me.1

This remark, which begins Raphael Holinshed’s ‘Preface to the Reader’ for the 1577 edition of the Chronicles, has spurred scholarly speculation generally about the conditions of writing—especially historiography—in early modern England and specifically about the dangers surrounding the project that became Holinshed’s Chronicles. These opening words, together with Holinshed’s subsequent acknowledgement that ‘Manie things being taken out as they lie in authors, may be thought to give offense in time present, which referred to the time past when the author writ’ and his appeal to his reader to ‘make a freendlie construction’ of his meaning,2 have led generations of scholars to the conviction that both Holinshed and his fellow authors of the Chronicles were consciously engaged in a perilous undertaking and that censorship, which both the 1577 and 1587 editions underwent, was the common condition for historical writing in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries. The circumstances of censorship for both editions of the Chronicles, together with textual evidence extant editions afford, suggest that rather than exemplifying the general conditions of writing in early modern England, the Chronicles’ censorship offers distinctive insights into both Elizabethan political culture and printing house practices.

Over one hundred years ago, Phoebe Sheavyn insisted that for English Renaissance writers even ‘the most innocent allusion to current politics’ (especially anything that ‘toucheth the deposing of a King’) would be censored by a government living in constant fear of insurrection.3 Sheavyn’s view has persisted and appears often, for example in John J. Manning’s edition of John Hayward’s The Life and Raigne of King Henrie IIII. According to Manning, Hayward was treading on dangerous ground in writing about events surrounding Richard II’s deposition since all ‘The details of his deposition, for example, thoroughly described in the 1577 edition of Holinshed’s Chronicles, had been censored from the 1587 edition.’4 Annabel Patterson, like Manning and Sheavyn, understands the Holinshed project to be exemplary of the conditions of writing in early modern England. In Reading Holinshed’s Chronicles, Patterson sees censorship impacting both details about publication and larger issues of the project’s protocols. According to Patterson ‘the publication of both editions of the Chronicles suggests, if not scofflawry, at least a degree of circumvention of the regulation’.5 More importantly, she argues that one of the Chronicles’ principal interests lay in telling stories of freedom of speech denied and punished. Taken together with Holinshed’s remarks in his ‘Preface to the Reader’ about the project’s inherent dangers, these frequently told stories lead Patterson to conclude that the Chronicle’ s thematizing of censorship ‘must surely be linked to that actual censorship of their own project’.6

THE SHORT TITLE CATALOGUE’S RECORD OF CENSORSHIP

However much scholars might speculate on the relationship between Holinshed’s Chronicles and the conditions of writing in early modern England, the Chronicles (both editions) provide important instances of ‘actual censorship’—censorship that is apparent in both the historical record and material books. The most precise overview of the censorship of both the 1577 and 1587 editions can be found in the Short Title Catalogue of English Books, 2nd edn (STC). For the 1577 edition, the STC provides the following:

In vol. I, pt. 3 (Ireland), E6-8 are usually cancelled but are found in [BL]13568a … In the same section F7 is sometimes a cancel … regarding orders of 5 Dec. 1577 to examine the printer and Stanihurst [the author] see Acts P.C., 1577–1578, pp. 114–15.7

On 5 December 1578, the Privy Council ordered the bishop of London to stay the 1577 edition’s sales and summoned Richard Stanihurst to their presence.8 On 13 January 1578 the Council ordered the bishop to release the stay once he received notice from the Lord Treasurer that the revisions Stanihurst had agreed to make on his contribution were completed. The letter sent to the bishop of London on that occasion (not mentioned by the STC), clarifies the event:

To the Bushoppe of London that where by order from my Lords he was willed to make restrainte of the sale of a booke newely set fourthe and printed of the Cronicles of Ireland, because in the same their were founde many greate errors; forasmuche as the compyler thereof hathe shewed the cause howe he was induced to those errors, and offerethe to reform them, his Lordship is willed, after significacion made unto him from the Lord Treasurer that those faultes are reformed, he shall suffer them to passe and to be soulde, notwithstanding the former restrainte.9

The STC provides a more extensive account of the problems with the 1587 edition’s text:

On 1 Feb. 1587 the Abp. of Canterbury was ordered to recall and reform this work; see Acts P.C., 1586-87, pp. 311–2. App. as a result the following pages were cancelled: in vol. II (Scotland), pp. 421–4, 433–6, 443–50: in vol. III, pp. 1328–31; 1419–1538, and 1551–74. Cancel leaves were substituted paged on recto/verso: in vol. II, 421/4; 438/31; 443/4; 445/50; in vol. III, 1328/30; 1419/20; 1421/90; 1491/1536; 1537/8; 1551/2; 1553/4; 1555/74. At least 1 F [Folger Library] has all the cancels, including that paged 1328/30; 1 HN [Huntington Library] has all except that it retains orig. pp. 1328/30. On 3 Nov. 1590 the Queen sent word to Burghley of her disapproval of a passage, and perhaps this was the occasion for cancellation of pp. 1328–31; see Cal.S.P.D., 1581–1590, p. 697.

In the 18th century three reprints of the cancelled leaves and also of pp. 1539–50 were made …10

The record in the Acts of the Privy Council to which the STC refers notes the following:

A letter to my Lord of Caunterbury that wheras ther is lately published a new booke of the Chronicles of England divided into twoo volumes or partes, in the end of which ther are added, as an augmentation to Hollingsheades Chronicles, sundry thinges which we wish had bene better considered; forasmuch as the same booke doth also conteyne reporte of matters of later yeeres that concern the State, and are not therefore meete to be published in such sorte as they are delivered, the same also requiring to be reformid, their Lordships have thought good to require his Lordship fourthwith to take order for the staye of furder sale and uttering of the same bookes until they shall be reviewed and reformyd; for the beter examinacion of which thinges theyr Lordships wishe him to commytt and devide the volumes and partes of the saide booke to the consideracion of Mr. Randolph and Mr. H. Killegrew, with Mr. Doctour Hammond, or to som such other persons as his Lordship shell think meete for this purpose for the more speede to be used in the reformacion of the same, the rather allso for that ther is inserted such mention of matter touching the King of Scottes as may give him cause of offence.11

I will return to Elizabeth’s 1590 letter to Burghley and to the cancels and their relationship with the censored text, as well as to the information contained in the Privy Council Order but, for now, I want to draw attention to two very important pieces of information in the STC’s account.

While the STC notes the location of the cancellation in the 1587 edition, it does not convey the extent to which the cancels attend carefully to revising some materials and to providing historical continuity within the text when materials were deleted. Furthermore, when the STC notes that a Folger Library copy contains all the cancels and that a Huntington Library copy contains all but the 1328/30 cancel (an anomaly that led to the belief that pages 1328–31 were censored in 1590), they inadvertently draw attention to a major problem with the 1587 text—variation among copies. The problem of copy variation is far more complicated than the Folger/Huntington dichotomy. These two copies contain virtually all of the cancels, but countless other copies exist with complicated patterns of variation. Some are incompletely cancelled—that is, they contain original text where cancels should be—but not all incompletely cancelled copies are incomplete in the same places. Some other copies are completely cancelled—that is, the pages noted in the STC are removed—but they do not have all of the replacement cancels. Again the presence of cancels may vary from copy to copy. Many copies appear not to be cancelled at all—that is, they appear to contain all the original text—but on close examination their paper and fonts expose ‘originals’ as one of the eighteenth-century reprints of cancelled leaves. These reprints intended to be facsimiles of the sixteenth-century printed text. When they were published, owners of 1587 editions either removed cancels and replaced them with the facsimiles or introduced facsimiles where they had blanks. The presence in the bibliographic record of both cancels and ‘original’ text for censored passages affords us an extraordinary window into the 1587 edition’s censorship, a window enlarged by other textual anomalies unnoted in the STC. In addition to the cancels listed in the STC, at least four cancels have variants that represent an intermediate stage of censorship and revision.

CLARIFYING SOME MISUNDERSTANDINGS

Before considering the historical and textual evidence for both editions of Holinshed’s Chronicles’ censorship, I need to address those misunderstandings that have crept into this study—the scofflaw publishers and the alleged censorship in 1590 and of the reign of Richard II. The idea that the publication of both editions in some ways circumvented regulation can be resolved by revisiting the Chronicles’ publishing history. That the Chronicles were not censored in 1590 can be explained by historical evidence that the STC’s editors lacked. Whether or not the 1587 edition’s account of Richard II’s reign was censored must be deferred until we better understand the 1587 cancels.

Following Fritz Levy, Patterson envisions the publication of both the 1577 and 1587 Chronicles through the agency of a printing ‘syndicate’, some of whom had unfortunate encounters with the law.12 She says the syndicate’s first circumvention of regulations was delaying entrance of the 1577 edition in the Stationers’ Register until 1 July 1578, over six months after it was printed. The second occurred when to avoid the censors, the ‘syndicate’ entered the second edition twice in 1584, well before it was completed.13 The notion of a careless and greedy syndicate implies that the Chronicles was produced at the fringes of London publishing—a view lent weight by John Stow’s complaint that his own magnum opus was ‘prevented, by Printing and reprinting (without warrant, or well liking) of Raigne Wolfes Collection’.14 Such attitudes misunderstand London publishing practices, but I also wonder if Patterson and others were not misled by Henry Ellis’s 1807–8 edition of the 1587 Chronicles, which he intended to be a ‘perfect copy’ with the well-known ‘mutilated state’ restored according to the ‘best preceding edition’.15 While Ellis maintains that his only textual alteration was reproducing the earlier edition in modern font, this was not the case. The 1807–8 edition appears in six volumes, with the first four volumes containing the descriptions and histories of England, and the later two the descriptions and histories of Scotland and Ireland respectively. In this major restructuring Ellis somewhat arbitrarily redistributed the paratextual materials so that Holinshed’s dedication to Lord Burghley and his ‘Preface to the Reader’, which tell of the project’s history, do not appear at the beginning of volume I. (Instead, William Harrison’s dedication of his description to his patron, William Brooke, Lord Cobham, opens the first volume.) Furthermore, the colophon to the 1587 edition, which indicates that the Chronicles appeared under royal privilege, disappears altogether. That the 1587 edition was printed with privilege (cum privilegio regali) meant that it need not have been entered in the Stationers’ Register since a Register entry and a royal privilege performed the same function—protecting a copy owner’s rights in a title. Customarily anything printed with royal privilege was not entered in the Register.

Customary practices also show that the 1587 edition’s publishers were not trying to avoid the censors by the 1584 Register entries. Register entry usually was predicated on copies receiving ecclesiastical approval, although the Stationers’ Company’s master and wardens did not always make their licence contingent upon ecclesiastical approbation. There was no apparent requirement, however, that books printed with royal privilege had to be scrutinized by the ecclesiastical licensers. We would not expect, then, to find a Register entry for a privileged book. Furthermore, even if the 1587 edition had not been printed with royal privilege, as a second edition it would not have been licensed at all—either by the Stationers or the ecclesiastical licensers—since neither the Stationers’ Company nor the 1586 Star Chamber Decrees required that second editions be re-licensed. (When one provision of the 1637 Star Chamber Decrees introduced the requirement that each edition of a title should be separately licensed, the Stationers’ Company forced enactment of that provision to be withheld.)16 This clarification of licensing practices will help explain the two 1584 entries for the Chronicles; so will understanding the ‘syndicate’.

The printer, Reyner Wolfe, intended the Chronicles to be part of a vast ‘Polychronicon’, and he and Holinshed worked for twenty-five years on this project, which, although it ‘wanted little to accomplishment’17 when Wolfe died in 1573, was still incomplete a year later when Wolfe’s wife, Joan, died. Joan’s will provided that Holinshed receive the ‘benefit proffit and commoditie’ Reyner had promised for his work on the Chronicles—indeed, the provision was the first item after the bequest of Wolfe’s substantial printing establishment to her son, Robert Wolfe, and her son-in-law, John Hun (a haberdasher). John Hun joined with John Harrison (the executor of his mother-in-law’s will and a prominent London printer), and Lucas Harrison and George Bishop (two members of the close-knit printing establishment at Wolfe’s Brazen Serpent) to publish the 1577 Chronicles.18 For its printing, they employed Henry Bynneman, a prominent stationer with an established reputation for craft smanship who was experienced in printing histories19 (In 1580 the earl of Leicester and Sir Christopher Hatton would secure for Bynneman the privilege to print ‘all Dictionaries in all tongues, all Chronicles and histories whatsoever’.20) On 6 October 1584 Henry Denham and Ralph Newbery, together with the surviving publishers of the 1577 edition (George Bishop and John Harrison), along with Thomas Woodcocke (who, after Lucas Harrison’s death, bought his share in the Chronicles) entered their licence ‘to print Holinshed’s Cronicle in folio’ in the Stationers’ Register. This entry reflects the change in partnership shares that had occurred after the 1577 edition and served as a record of the new relationship. Bishop, Harrison, and Woodcocke owned the company licence for the book but, given the exclusive right to print histories that Bynneman had gained with his royal patent, they could not have published the book alone. Thus they entered their rights along with Ralph Newbery and Henry Denham, who acquired Bynneman’s patent after his death in 1583. On 30 December 1584 Henry Denham and Ralph Newbery made another entry in the Stationers’ Register, this time of their ‘license and allowance … by the queene maiesties graunte’ to print eight books. The list headed by Holinshed’s Chronicles in folio included Stowe’s chronicle in three separate formats and five dictionaries.21 The colophon to the 1587 edition of the Chronicles indicates that Henry Denham printed ‘cum privilegio’ at the expense of John Harrison, George Bishop, Ralph Newbery, and Thomas Woodcocke—certainly the antithesis of Stow’s carping remark that the Chronicles were printed ‘without warrant’. Clearly, there was no ‘degree of circumvention of regulations’ with the 1587 edition’s entry and publication. With regard to the 1577 edition, stationers sometimes entered titles subsequent to printing. In this case, the late entry may have resulted from the Privy Council’s December 1577 order to stay the books’ sales.

The purported 1590 recall is less complicated. The STC says that on 3 November 1590 the queen indicated to Burghley her disapproval of a passage in the Chronicles, which may have resulted in censorship—perhaps of pages 1328–31 in volume III. Her objection actually appeared in a letter from Thomas Windebank, clerk of the signet and a client of Lord Burghley. Rather than conveying a censorship order, Windebank’s letter informs Burghley of the queen’s response to a letter from her ambassador to Scotland, Robert Bowes, dated 24 October 1590. Among the many things Bowes’s ambassadorial report contained was a short passage on James VI’s dissatisfaction about a printed sermon preached by Richard Bancroft: ‘it is stomacked here, that Mr Bancroft should in his booke charge the King bothe with manyfest dissimulacion, and also to have given out the declaration which was not authorised by the King, but sett fourth by the archbisshop of St. Androes. And it is muche noted that this declaration should be annexed to the Cronicle of Mr Hollingshead.’22 Windebank’s comments on the queen’s response to Bowes’s letter are truncated in the Calendar of State Papers. The full letter reads:

Wheras it appearith that the declaration mentioned in Mr Bowes letter be annexed to mr Hollyngsheds Chronicle, her Magesty marvelleth that such a thing could escape to be supresed. And however commanded that chronicle to be called in. Whereunto I answered that the which I thought could not be called in, the same being printed w[ith] licence and having [had] so long tyme recorse. But the declaration might be. Howbeit her majestie still insisteth upon the calling in both of the one & and the other for she vehemently inveigheth against the Chronicle to be fondly sett out. And so in these kind of matters her majesty wold have that they should remove any offense to the king of Scotland.23

Despite Windebank’s counsel that calling in a licensed work printed some years before could not be done, the queen insisted so as not to off end King James. Burghley, however, resolved the problem another way. Among Burghley’s marginal notes on Bowes’s letter are the following remarks: ‘I have spoken with Mr Bancroft’ and ‘The declaration is in dede printed by one Mr Thynn for whom I have sent for.’24 Burghley obtained Bancroft’s submission to King James for the error in his sermon, and a letter from Bowes to Burghley dated 7 December 1590 conveys the king’s satisfaction in the matter: ‘he thought it meet that Bancroft, in the place were he preached that sermon or elsewhere, should explain his words to quit him from that blemish’.25 Apparently whatever passed between Burghley and Thynne was unimportant enough that no record survives in either the Scottish or English State Papers. I concur with Elizabeth Story Donno’s contention that the Chronicles were not called in at all in 1590.26 I say this with the caveat, however, that even if it had been, the clear object of censorship would have been Francis Thynne’s contribution to the History of Scotland, and not material resulting in the 1328–30 cancel in the History of England. The ‘declaration’ in question appeared in Thynne’s continuation of the Scottish history, and, to my knowledge, remains in the 1587 Chronicles’ extant copies.

CENSORSHIP: THE HISTORICAL AND TEXTUAL EVIDENCE

In her Censorship and Cultural Sensibility, Deborah Shuger insists that any act of censorship’s microhistory is merely conjecture, as illustrated by Holinshed’s 1587 Chronicles’ censorship. Initially, she provisionally allows that some cuts may have been targeting politically sensitive material, but later says how preposterous this must be since the censors ‘left untouched the hard to miss opening sentence of the chapter on Parliament with its … incendiary assertion that Parliament held “the most high and absolute power of the realm, for thereby kings and mighty princes have from time to time been deposed from their thrones” ’.27 As we have seen from the misunderstandings discussed earlier, knowledge about censorship may easily go awry. (Indeed, even Shuger offers a somewhat skewed example in that she would expect the cause for political objections to be those identified so long ago by Sheavyn—that which is dangerous is whatever ‘toucheth the deposing of a King’.28) Indeed, sometimes the case for censorship may be conjectural, but the problem usually lies not in the conjecture but in the untested or false assumptions it is based upon. Evidence of censorship exists—sometimes in the historical record, and sometimes—though less often with English printed books—in the texts themselves, although the existence of both originals and cancels is rare. For both editions of Holinshed’s Chronicles the evidence—both textual and historical—is remarkable. Considering this evidence should allow us to reach solid conclusions, if not about censorship generally at least about the censorship of Holinshed’s Chronicles.

THE 1577 EDITION

The historical evidence for the 1577 edition’s censorship narrows the government’s interest to the History of Ireland, particularly to that part composed by Richard Stanihurst. We know from his dedication of the Irish history to Henry Sidney that Holinshed had relied on Campion’s history of Ireland but, because of its brevity, he had ‘continued the history and enlarged it out of Giraldus Cambrensis … till the yeare of 1509’. Holinshed goes on to explain that recently the publishers had ‘procured a learned Gentleman, Maister Richard Stanyhurst, to continue it from thence forward’.29 Since the Privy Council’s concern arose about Stanihurst’s contributions, we can be reasonably certain that the 1577 Chronicles’ censorship was limited to the Irish history from 1509 onwards. The textual evidence corroborates this. Furthermore, a Privy Council letter to the bishop of London following the history’s revision indicates that historical error was the motive. The textual evidence is somewhat more complicated.

In their edition, Holinshed’s Irish Chronicle, 1577, Liam Miller and Eileen Power assume that all the cancels listed in the STC arise from censorship. They are particularly troubled by the cancel STC described as ‘Leaf 126 of the first series misnumbered 124’.30 As they note, ‘The text or original and substitute is virtually identical’—an observation that should have led to the conclusion that the text in question was simply reset. The second textual problem, according to the STC, is that ‘Leaves E6–8 of the last series are intended to be cancelled.’ F1–7 contains an expansion of the material included in E6, 7, and 8. What the STC does not note, however, is that the pagination is continuous from E5v to F1. F1v begins the section of the Irish history composed by Stanihurst. This suggests that E6–8 were probably removed in the printing house to prevent historical duplication. The real difference between the historical account in E6–8 and Stanihurst’s history is that Stanihurst expands on historical events present in the earlier text. In a text revised after censorship one would expect to see deletion or condensation. It seems, then, that only the F7 cancel relates to Privy Council concern. The subject of this cancel and the pages immediately preceding and following it provides background on the Silken Thomas rebellion. Here, the earl of Kildare, summoned to England, leaves his 21-year-old son, Lord Thomas Fitzgerald, as ‘Lord Justice or Vice Deputie’ in his place. The history previously indicated that Kildare had enemies, and now in his absence, the faction opposing him strengthens. F7 describes the opposition members and their actions. Altogether the F7 cancel contains about eighteen to twenty single-column lines fewer than other leaves in the gathering. The material that was censored pertains to the archbishop of Dublin, John Alen, and his secretary, John Alen, who was no relation. The section introducing the Alens as Kildare’s leading enemies contains a remark about their unusual living circumstances that is censored in the F7 cancel:

The Archebishop (as it was in those dayes suspected) lived over loosely with this Alen hys wife, which he stole so covertly by surnamying hir issue to be of the Nevilles, as none could perceyve it, but such as would see it. This Alen therefore to gratifie his inmate Lorde, bended all his force to the extyrping of the Giraldines. [F7 uncancelled]

The second passage that is suppressed is a remark made in reference to the verbal skirmish following:

My Lorde, your house giveth the Mormoset, whose propertie is to eate his own tayle. Meaning threby as the Lorde Thomas supposed, that Kildare did use to pill and pull hys friendes, tenants and reteyners. These wordes wer no sooner spoken, than the Lorde Thomas striking the ball to Alen agayne, answered, as one that was somewhat slipper tongued, in this wise

You say truth sir, in deede I heard some say that the Marmoset eateth his owne tayle. But, although you have bene fedde by your tayle, yet I would advise you to beware, that your tayle eate not you. [F7 uncancelled and cancel]

The cancel contains the above exchange but omits Stanihurst’s subsequent comment:

This was so byting a gyrde, that Alen who had the Lorde Thomas streight wayes, looked as blancke at this answere, as though he had met the Divell in a Celler. For the Lord Thomas alluded to the report that ran of the Archbishop, and sir John Alens bedfellow, meaning that he crept to his credite by reason of hir looceness, and percase shee might hereafter as well impouerish him, as in tymes past she dyd enrich him by heir lewdnesse. For truly a wanton wife is a shrewde domesticall leck [lech]. [F7 cancel]

These passages may have been objectionable to the Privy Council on several grounds—their repetition of rumour, the use of rumour to scandalize an archbishop (scandalum magnatum was a statutory offence), or the Alens’s salacious behaviour—but whatever the reason, given the compass of the 1577 Chronicles (their histories and descriptions of England, Scotland, and Ireland in 2,835 small folio pages, without preliminaries and indices), the deletion of merely some twenty lines from the 1577 Chronicles exemplifies neither historiography’s inherent dangers nor the practice of censorship in Elizabethan England.

THE 1587 CHRONICLES

While the 1577 Chronicles’ censorship was rather a small matter, that of the 1587 edition was significant. As both the historical record and the textual evidence clearly demonstrate, once again the entire text was not the censor’s focus. The Privy Council’s letter to the archbishop of Canterbury calling for the Chronicles’ censorship specifically refers to the material added to the 1577 edition. There is, they say, a ‘new booke of the Chronicles … in the end of which ther are added, as an augmentation to Hollingsheades Chronicles, sundry things which we wish had been better considered’. All of the cancels listed in the STC appear in the section of the 1587 Chronicles that ‘augmented’ the 1577 text. Besides indicating what the censors should review, the Privy Council’s letter offers two other important pieces of evidence: the motivation and the censors’ names. The rationale for censorship is twofold: ‘matters of later yeeres that concern the State’ and ‘mention of matter touching the King of Scottes as may give him cause of offence’. The named censors, ‘Mr Randolph and Mr H. Killegrew, with Mr Doctour Hammond’, all knowledgeable about matters of State, each possessed particular expertise that further suggests matters of concern. Thomas Randolph, an important member of Sir Francis Walsingham’s international diplomatic network, served in Scotland on four occasions, most recently in 1586, when he negotiated a league between Elizabeth and James in which James agreed to withhold aid to Elizabeth’s enemies in exchange for a pension from the queen. Henry Killigrew, a diplomat experienced in both Dutch and Scottish affairs, served the earl of Leicester on the Dutch Council of State. Leicester’s client, Killigrew shared the political and religious views of his patron. John Hammond, a civil lawyer and member of the Court of High Commission, served often as a special commissioner on various legal matters: admiralty and trade, debt, piracy, and (probably most important here) treason. Hammond examined the Jesuit, Edmund Campion, who was tried for treason in 1581. The letter also indicates that the ‘partes of the saide booke’ are to be divided up among the named men so that they may be ‘reviewed and reformed’ for the more ‘speede to be used in the reformacion of the same’.

Scholars have found the STC’s textual evidence for censorship puzzling. Stephen Booth, for example, found no common denominators among the excised materials.31 Such bewilderment, I suspect, derives from the somewhat misleading bibliographical information. Scholars generally have accepted the STC information that, except for the 1328/1330 cancel, the text’s censorship and reformation all occurred in a single sweep. The STC notice of the 1587 History of England’s cancels, however, is imprecise. Most of the 1587 copies contain one cancel sheet signed ABCDE, paginated 1419/1420, 1421/1490, which replaces five gatherings (the last leaf of the 6V gathering and 7A through 7E). Some copies, however, contain a different cancel sheet, also signed ABCDE but paginated 1431/1432, 1433/1490. When this cancel is present, the pages numbered 1419–30 are uncancelled. Additionally, the cancel contains some of the text that does not appear in the 1421/1490 cancel. Besides the variant cancels, copies exist that contain no censorship in the 7A–E gatherings. Copies that contain either no cancels or the 1433/1490 cancel in the 6V6, 7A–E gatherings also contain variant cancels in the 7L gathering. The STC notes the following cancels, 1551/2 (7L1) 1553/4 (7L2); but in some states of the text 7L1 is not a cancel and the 1551/1552 leaf is uncensored. 7L2 in both states of the text is a cancel paginated 1553/1554, but the contents of the two cancels are quite different. The 7L2 cancel containing contents different from the STC cancel is also present with another cancel sheet that is not identified in the STC, 7L3, paginated 1555/1560. When this cancel is present, the 6M gathering is usually intact. By the STC’s account the 6M gathering is replaced by the 1555/1574 cancel, signed 7M. The STC cancels 1491/1536 and 1537/8, signed F,G,H,I, are common to copies containing both versions of the variant cancels. This is also true for 1328/1330 (6M3) cancel. The pattern of the original text and cancels, which shows a progressive ‘shrinking’ of text, argues for three revisions, which may be seen in Table 3.1. In this table the figure > indicates a continuity of the state of the text with that in the column to its left.

No variant cancels exist for 6M3 1328/1330, FGHI 1491/1536, and [FGHI2] 1537/1538, so it may be presumed that they, along with cancels 7L2 1553/1554 and 7L3, 1555/1560 (for which later variants exist) represent the first stage of censorship. In the second stage, censorship was extended to an additional four gatherings and part of a fifth. The final stage of censorship revises the 7L2 1553/1554 and 7L3 1555/1560 cancels, and extends the censorship into the 7M gathering. There are no variants in the cancels that appear in the History of Scotland.

While this bibliographical evidence bears testimony to the progress of censorship and revision, close attention to the contents of cancels and the uncensored text that precedes them tells more both about the process of censorship and revision and the censors’ possible motives. Tables 3.2. and 3.3 summarize the contents of the original leaves and variant cancels.

Before considering this evidence more fully, another textual feature requires attention. The 1587 Chronicles were printed on large folio format, gathered in six. Each gathering, then, contained twelve pages. Customarily printing houses sold books gathered and sewn but not bound. Since the 1587 Chronicles had already gone on sale at the time of the Privy Council’s order, the gatherings presumably were intact and, possibly, sewn. Once the reviewers designated their changes, the correctors and typesetters faced a formidable task, especially since the Privy Council order called for timeliness. The corrector did an extraordinary job in preparing the cancels. In every case the first word of the cancel repeats the catchword of the last uncancelled page, and the cancel’s final catchword appears at the beginning of the first line of the uncancelled text that follows. Additionally, the narrative is coherent. If one did not see page numbers and signatures, deletions and corrections would not be apparent. Whenever possible, contents that are important are retained in the cancel and reset. Since the printers were pressed for time, passages that contributed little to the historical narrative probably were not reset. Timeliness and the cost of resetting and reprinting probably explain the omission from the final text of Francis Thynne’s lengthy contributions in the Scottish history on chancellors and in the English history on the succession of the lords Cobham and the wardens of the Cinque Ports. One reason, I suspect, that time and money rather than some objection to Thynne’s antiquarian interests or the treatises’ boring nature dictated the cuts is that another of Thynne’s long discourses, on people with the name of Hastings, remained intact in the uncensored history of the reign of Richard II.

The history of the archbishops of Canterbury appears to have off ended for more than its length. The FGHI cancel that appears in all censored states of the text eliminates most of the material on Elizabethan archbishops of Canterbury. While this may have been done in the interest of space, Elizabeth Donno blames Leicester’s dislike of Archbishop Parker, Parker being its principal subject.32 The variant ABCDE cancel (1433/1490) perfunctorily lists the names of the first twenty-nine archbishops of Canterbury and then explains that the chronicler would speak something of their deeds and times except that ‘this kind of discourse being ecclesiasticall, is unproper for this secular historie’ (cancel 1433/1490, 1490, B61–3).

Table 3.1 Variant Cancels in the History of England
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Table 3.2 Censorship and Revisions in the History of Scotland
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Table 3.3 Censorship and Revisions in the History of England
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Besides those cuts dictated by the economies of time and money, we can, I think, presume that passages that do not survive at all in the cancels contained objectionable material.33 Unfortunately, that which was objectionable in the early stage of censorship appears to have been somewhat different from materials excised later. In the Scottish history objectionable references to James Stewart, the earl of Arran, who was one of James’s chief ministers in the 1580s, are eliminated. Additionally, although accounts of the factional nature of Scottish politics in the 1580s remain, names of men belonging to the different factions disappear.34 This was probably part of the initial stage of censorship overseen by Hammond and Killigrew.35 In the History of England early cuts eliminate denigrations of the English justice system although they do not always eliminate the report of the event that gave rise to the disparaging remarks. One thing that disappears altogether is a report of the execution of two seminary priests for treason. The account of Edmund Campion’s treason and trial, however, remains, but the 6M cancel eliminates rumours spread about by Campion’s followers that he died for his religion and not for his crimes against the State. Reports of two judicial favouritism matters were significantly revised in the first set of 7L cancels: those of George Closse, a preacher who, although in trouble with the Mayor of London, benefited from judicial favouritism, and of Richard Lovelace, whom crafty privy counsellors entrapped in an act of forgery are substantially revised in the first set of cancels. Two other accounts of English justice, those of Foule of Rie and Jone Cason survived the first stage of censorship but disappeared in the final version of the 7L cancel. Foule of Rie was tried in a hasty mayoral proceeding and executed for stealing from his wife. Jone Cason was tried for witchcraft, and although at the trial’s end the jury reduced the charge, she was executed because a clever lawyer insisted that the lesser charge still warranted a death sentence. Her death produced public outrage.

The story of Jone Cason registers the change of public sentiment for a woman falsely convicted for one crime but guilty of others, who, by dying a good death, elicits public sympathy and respect. That this account was reset in the first 7L cancel but disappeared in the second suggests some shift in State anxieties. While earlier, judicial matters were censored because they suggested injustice in the English system towards Catholics, at the last stage the censors seemed to be anxious about vagaries of public opinion. They may have feared that parallels might be drawn between Jone’s death and that of Mary, Queen of Scots—an anxiety that likewise dictated the most significant alterations that appeared in the final 7M cancel. The text that had initially survived censorship reported the apprehension, trials, and executions of the Babington conspirators as well as the trial and condemnation of Mary, Queen of Scots. The 7M cancel retains substantially the same material, but in a version carefully edited to tame the violence and remove incendiary anti-Catholic language. This significant revision, I think, immediately followed Mary, Queen of Scot’s execution; indeed, it may have been made before her execution became public knowledge.

The other significant revision that takes place between the initial and final stages of censorship appears in matters related to the earl of Leicester. Leicester led English forces in the Low Countries, and the account of his exploits, revealing lavish Dutch ceremonies honouring him, survived the first censorship—probably since the censor Killigrew was Leicester’s client. Indeed, in the first stage of censorship the 1328/1330 cancel enhances Leicester’s reputation by distancing him from the duke of Anjou, who, by the mid-1580s had fallen into disrepute for his behaviour toward the Dutch. Late in 1586, however, circumstances in the Low Countries had begun to change and some privy counsellors pressed for a diplomatic rather than a military solution in the Low Countries—a solution that would not involve Leicester. The final ABCDE 1421/1490 cancel eliminates the historical treatise on the earls of Leicester and radically condenses the account of Leicester’s campaign in the Low Countries.

The existence of the variant cancels, which attest to three stages of censorship, all within the month of February 1587, reveals that there were indeed common denominators in the material censored from Holinshed’s Chronicles, and they pertain to ‘matters of later yeers that concern the State’. The censors were clearly interested in things that might off end the king of Scots, or that touched on England’s sensitive relationships with the Dutch, or that supported international Catholic contentions that the English justice system persecuted Catholics for their religion.

THE DANGEROUS ENTERPRISE

In conclusion I want to return to the question of historiography’s inherent danger—especially with regard to rebellion against the monarch. While both editions of the Chronicles contain accounts of rebellions against the State, as well as tales of usurpation, neither the historical nor the textual evidence shows that these accounts gave rise to censorship. In neither edition of the Chronicles does textual evidence indicate censorship in accounts of the reign of Richard II, which contained the most notable account of usurpation. Nor does there appear to have been anxiety about the Chronicles’ celebration of parliamentary authority. What we find, instead, is that the censorship and reformation of both editions reflects apprehension about material that might be construed as slanderous or denigrating to the reputations of important men of the Church and the State. This is as much the case for John Alen, archbishop of Dublin, as it is for archbishop of Canterbury, Matthew Parker, or James Stewart, the earl of Arran. Additionally, with the 1587 edition, censorship and revision reflect the State’s fear that published accounts might either jeopardize English diplomacy (both in Scotland and the Low Countries) or support international Catholic objections to the English legal system. That the political materials that were reviewed and reformed appeared only in the continuation histories argues that their authors must not have felt constrained by either the censorship of the 1577 Chronicles or a conviction that theirs was a dangerous venture.

If the Chronicles’ authors were not anxious about political censorship, what, then, was the danger that they perceived? Ironically, the answer partially lies in the section of the Chronicles which, from the perspective of conventional wisdom, should have been censored—the history of the reign of Richard II.36 A careful comparison of the account of Richard’s reign in the 1577 Chronicles with that in the 1587 edition reveals that nothing present in the 1577 edition was omitted from the 1587 edition, nor did either edition shy from any aspect of reporting rebellion and usurpation. The 1587 account makes numerous additions, most of which are consistent with the kinds of additions made throughout the 1587 text; that is, the editor, Abraham Fleming, conferred moral judgement on events and then reiterated it in an appropriate Latin epithet, often from a classical text. In addition to these small changes to the 1577 account of the reign of Richard II, Fleming added Thynne’s lengthy account of men with the name of Hastings. He also expanded accounts of the Wat Tyler rebellion, the English siege of Brest under the duke of Lancaster (John of Gaunt), and the great dearth in 1390. He introduced reports of honours London citizens bestowed on the king and of episcopal actions against the Lollards. Except for Thynne’s treatise, Fleming’s other augmentations consisted of his own translations from a Latin manuscript chronicle by Henry Knighton. Fleming provides these, he says, ‘bicause it is not unprofitable to know the absolute truth of things done’, and Knighton’s annals tell things ‘in a larger and more ample sort, with a fuller certificate of circumstances’.37 This suggests that the compelling fear experienced by Abraham Fleming, Raphael Holinshed, William Harrison, and the other authors of Holinshed’s Chronicles was not that their enormous enterprise might be censored by the State but that it might be censured by its reading audience for failing to meet their expectations dictated by a growing appetite for historical accountability.




CHAPTER 4

SOURCES: 1577

HENRY SUMMERSON

THE two editions of Holinshed’s Chronicles were highly ambitious both in their scope and in the depth and range of their scholarship, to an extent that makes it unsurprising that they should have been the work of several hands.1 For the 1577 edition, descriptions of England, Scotland, and Ireland were supplied by William Harrison and Richard Stanihurst, and the latter also provided the last book of the History of Ireland. Each of the two men possessed a distinctive literary style. The fact that the historical sections otherwise maintain a stylistic homogeneity which is characterized principally by straightforward clarity of expression, albeit one regularly leavened by neatly turned phrases and moments of dry wit, supports the likelihood that they were entirely written by Raphael Holinshed, though he admitted having received substantial support from Reyner Wolfe, the originator of the enterprise and its intended publisher, and also acknowledged the assistance of the London antiquary John Stow.

THE TECHNIQUES OF HISTORY

From the outset, the Chronicles proclaims itself a learned work. An extended catalogue of basic sources, containing 182 entries, forms part of the preliminaries to the History of England, and shorter lists preface the Histories of Scotland and Ireland; these mostly overlap with the English one, but also name three texts not found there. Moreover a concluding section devoted to ‘Faultes and oversightes’ names a further seven authors, mostly valuable for sixteenth-century affairs, whom Holinshed forgot to add to his first list as he hastened to bring his work to completion. The fact that that catalogue concludes with an acknowledgement of ‘divers other bookes and treatises of historicall matter I have seene and perused, the names of the authors being utterlie unknowne’, shows that he used anonymous sources as well, while its inclusion of ‘Records and rolles diverse’ points to his having also consulted the public records in the Tower of London (Chronicles 1577: I, sig. ¶6r–v). Although the geographical range of the catalogued sources, comprising histories of Italy, Germany, Scandinavia, the Low Countries, France, and Spain as well as of Britain and Ireland, surely reflected Wolfe’s initial plans for a ‘Universall Cosmographie’, many of them were used in the preparation of the Chronicles, and do much to account for the latter’s Europe-wide perspective. Individual sources are widely advertised by marginal notes. But Holinshed was never consistent in his use of the latter, any more than he was about naming sources not recorded at the outset, while he often also introduced material from unidentified sources, or switched from a named source to an unnamed one, without indicating that he had done so. This and the following chapter make considerable use of the marginal references, but by themselves these seldom provide a complete guide to Holinshed’s sources.

Holinshed’s historiographical technique seems to have involved constructing a basic narrative in sections, using one or two fundamental texts for each of them, and then elaborating it with material from such other sources as were available to him. For the former he probably used books in print which he could keep and work on at Bramcote; some of the latter he doubtless consulted himself, while others were made available to him by Wolfe and Stow in the form of manuscripts, books, and transcripts taken from either. For the early history of Britain, Geoffrey of Monmouth was clearly one of Holinshed’s core texts, fundamental to this part of the narrative. Two more appear among those playing a supporting role at this point, ‘Matthew of Westminster’ and Polydore Vergil. ‘Matthew’—the name mistakenly given to the author of the late thirteenth-century Flores historiarum—was himself heavily dependent upon Geoffrey’s book, and was probably mainly valued by Holinshed, here and later, for his clear chronological structure, admirably presented in Matthew Parker’s edition of 1570. Polydore Vergil was rather different, since he notoriously had a low opinion of Geoffrey,2 even though he soft-pedalled it in the three printed editions of his Historia Anglica, and his presence at this point illustrates one of the most important characteristics of the Chronicles.

Their sources were often at odds with one another, as Holinshed himself clearly understood. His habitual response was to present the evidence known to him, and leave it to the reader to decide where the truth lay, sometimes confessing his own ignorance as he did so. Thus when he came to the early history of the Anglo-Saxon kingdom of Sussex, he declared frankly that: ‘For my parte I thinke my dutie discharged, if I shew the opinions of ye writers: for if I should thereto adde mine owne, I should but increase conjectures, whereof already we have superfluous store … ’ (1577: I, Hist.Eng., 125). Perhaps he found consolation in the possibility that showing how far his sources could differ might give pleasure to his readers, since he observed of Julius Caesar’s first invasion of Britain that:

Thus here as wel as in other places, there is diversitie in authors: & to the end you should not be ignorant therof, we have thought good now and then to touch the same, that you may in reading take the more pleasure, when he shal marke some things worthie of credite, and some things again so unlikely as may rather seme to move laughter, than to passe for matter worthie of credite. [1577: I, Hist.Eng., 35]

Holinshed was no iconoclast; indeed, he was clearly anxious to avoid giving offence, either through appearing biased or by upsetting established opinion. Early in the first book of the History of England he acknowledged that ‘some forrein writers’ had denied the existence of Brutus, ‘of whom the British nation that possessed this Isle should proceede’, but then drew attention to others, ‘beyng lykewyse forreyne wryters’, who had accepted ‘the regall state of the foresayde Brutus’, and from this clash of opinions drew the reassuring conclusion that ‘I doubt not but myne opinion wil be deemed allowable, if herein I folow the receyved opinion of most writers, and esteemed the lykelyest sundry ways to the carefull serchers and skilfull examiners of the antiquities of this triumphant Iland’ (1577: I, Hist.Eng., 6–7). His attitude towards King Arthur, an even more contentious figure, was cautious but ultimately positive. He conceded that ‘it might be doubted whether any suche Arthur was at all’, since neither Gildas nor Bede so much as mentioned him, but still felt able, on grounds which included his ‘famous remembrance’ among the Welsh, a reference by William of Malmesbury, and the discovery of his tomb at Glastonbury, to conclude that ‘suche one there was of that name hardie and valiaunt in armes, though not in divers poyntes so famous as some writers paint him out’ (1577: I, Hist.Eng., 136).

COPING WITH FICTION: FROM SAMOTHES TO CADWALLADER

The result of Holinshed’s cautious, all-embracing approach to his sources was a narrative remarkably dense in texture, full of comments and comparisons, one that does much to give the Chronicles their encyclopaedic quality, and also reinforces the ‘multivocality’ that scholars have found in them. This can be seen from the outset. The first book was essentially derived from the mythical prehistory of the human race concocted in the late fifteenth century by Annius of Viterbo and attributed by him to the Chaldaean Berosus.3 Holinshed—who can hardly have been unaware that his source had been conclusively exposed as a forgery—nonetheless reinforced Annius’s account of the non-existent descendants of the non-existent Samothes with a spectacular display of antiquarian name-dropping, alluding freely to biblical, classical, medieval, and contemporary sources which ranged from the book of Genesis to John Caius and Sir John Prise, and took in such authorities as Diodorus Siculus, Cicero, Gildas, Bede, John Bale, and Jean Bodin along the way. He did much the same in the succeeding books, relying heavily on the no less fictional twelfth-century Historia regum Britanniae of Geoffrey of Monmouth, buttressing Geoffrey’s inventions with material from numerous other texts. At first the Historia supplied no more than plausible contextual detail, but from the beginning of the period of Roman invasions and conquests in 55 BC it offered a complete alternative narrative, in that a history of events derived from Geoffrey was now confronted by one based on classical sources of indisputable authority—they included the Commentaries of Julius Caesar, who had led the first Roman expeditions to Britain in person.

Holinshed was well aware of the problems these differences posed. He was familiar with all the major Latin authors whose writings covered British affairs—Caesar, Tacitus, Suetonius, Cassius Dio, Ammianus Marcellinus—and also with an impressive number of lesser ones, including Herodian, Sidonius Apollinaris, and the so-called epitomators Eutropius and Sextus Aurelius Victor, along with the panegyric attributed to Mamertinus, the poetry of Claudian, and the Historia Augusta, whose six supposed authors appear individually in his list of sources. From these he constructed a narrative which constituted the basis of his account of Roman Britain. Into this, however, he periodically inserted episodes from the British History derived from Geoffrey of Monmouth, along with comments to show that he appreciated their differences—‘Thus may you see in what state Britaine stood in the daies of king Marius, of whome Tacitus maketh no mention at all … ’ (1577: I, Hist.Eng., 73). Probably Holinshed did not care very greatly if Marius existed or not. But there were episodes about which he and his contemporaries cared a good deal, and when he came to the beginnings of Christianity in Britain, conveyed thither, so he believed, by Joseph of Arimathaea, and then to the conversion of Lucius, ‘the first king of the Britains that received the faith of Jesus Christ’, he backed up his claims with another show of learning.4 A single paragraph on Joseph cites the works of Nicephorus, Theodoretus, Tertullian, and Sophronius, while in his efforts to provide a secure date for King Lucius not only the unpublished chronology of William Harrison but also the writings of Nauclerus and Henry de Hervordia were pressed into service, along with ‘tables’ hanging in St Paul’s Cathedral and the nearby London church of St Peter’s Cornhill.5

It was essentially the date of King Lucius that was problematic for Holinshed, who felt able to claim that it was universally agreed that ‘in this kings daies the christian faith was first by publike consent openlie received and professed in this land’ (1577: I, Hist.Eng., 57). The need, for ideological reasons, to cling to traditions transmitted by Geoffrey of Monmouth made it exceptionally difficult for Holinshed to break away from the former’s influence, which consequently pervades the Chronicles down to the late seventh century. The fact that Bede (whose importance he fully appreciated) also recorded the conversion of Lucius made it even harder for Holinshed to escape from Geoffrey’s shadow. And so when he came to the 630s, he still felt obliged to report the exploits of the British King Cadwallo as relayed by Geoffrey and his successors, even though he admitted that ‘diverse thinke that much of this historie is but fables, bicause of the manifest varieng both from Bede and other autentike writers’ (1577: I, Hist.Eng., 167).

SOBER HISTORY: ANGLO-SAXONS, VIKINGS, AND NORMANS

Geoffrey of Monmouth ended his ‘History’ in 689 with the death in Rome of the British King Cadwallader. He had sowed chronological confusion to the last, and it must have been with relief that Holinshed now began to rely on those ‘autentike writers’ with whom Geoffrey had so often been at variance, and from whom he could henceforward construct a single narrative rather than two imperfectly interlocking ones. Bede came to an end less than fifty years after Geoffrey, and since Holinshed does not appear to have known Old English, and was therefore unable to use the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, for the rest of the history of England down to 1066 he seems instead to have relied for an outline of events on the general surveys of ‘Matthew of Westminster’ and Polydore Vergil. This was increasingly supplemented by material from well-informed post-Conquest chroniclers, notably William of Malmesbury, Henry of Huntingdon, and Symeon of Durham, and the much later Ranulf Higden. Holinshed must have read their works in manuscript, since none was yet available in print. Huntingdon he could perhaps have consulted in Stow’s collection (a copy annotated by Stow survives in the Bodleian Library), others he may well have consulted in, or through the medium of copies made in, Matthew Parker’s collection at Corpus Christi College, Cambridge; in the case of Symeon of Durham’s Historia regum, indeed, he must have done this, since it holds the only known text.6

Along with these major sources, Holinshed used a number of others, often citing them only once or twice. Several were in print, and were works he returned to later as occasion required—the Chronicle of John Hardyng, the northern histories of Albertus Krantzius and Saxo Grammaticus, Foxe’s Acts and Monuments, and the Golden Legend of Jacobus de Voragine, for instance, fall into this category. It is still an impressive testimony to the range, and attentiveness, of Holinshed’s reading, that he should have used Jacobus to provide a succinct account of the way the death of St Kenelm had been miraculously revealed at Rome—one he then proceeded to dismiss as unworthy of credit, though still potentially valuable ‘for that it seemeth to note the place where the yoong prince innocentlie lost his life’ (1577: I, Hist.Eng., 205). Others were manuscript texts. Some of these, like the writings of William of Jumièges and Eadmer, were also to be more extensively employed later, but some—a ‘Vita Dunstani’ which is cited only once, and of particular interest, the Encomium Emmae—make limited appearances at particular points, and again bear witness to the thoroughness of Holinshed’s (or Reyner Wolfe’s) researches, and the way he went beyond the principal narrative accounts, whether printed or manuscript, in pursuit of additional information and telling detail or comment.

Holinshed’s manner of composition seems to have been similar, at least at first, for the History of England after 1066. For the period of the Norman Conquest he demonstrated an appropriate awareness of the genealogical interests of his contemporaries by including not just one but two lists of ‘all the noble capteins and gentlemen of name, aswell Normans as other strangers, which assisted duke William in the conquest of this land’, the first taken from the Cronicques de Normendie of Guillaume le Talleur, the second (and longer) from ‘the roll which sometime belonged to Battell abbeie’, a description concealing its ultimate derivation from a list preserved by John Leland.7 Characteristically, he offered no opinion on the relative value of the two catalogues. But thereafter he proceeded much as he had done earlier. He continued to rely heavily on Polydore Vergil, often either translating him directly into English or producing a detailed paraphrase, though sometimes adding material from another source—under 1170, for instance, he translated Polydore’s account of the visit to Henry II’s court of the king of Scots and his brother David, but noted in the margin that ‘David was made knight by king Henry as Hoveden hath’ (1577: II, 411).

Roger of Howden was one of a number of major twelfth-century historians whose works Holinshed also exploited, for the most part in manuscript. Of the sources in the list of principal authors which he used for the reign of King Stephen, for instance, only ‘Matthew of Westminster’, Matthew Paris, Polydore Vergil, Hector Boethius (as usual referred to when Scottish affairs were involved), the Annales rerum Flandricarum of Jacobus Meyer, and perhaps William of Newburgh were available in print; the writings of William of Malmesbury, Symeon of Durham, Ranulf Higden, Henry of Huntingdon, Nicholas Trivet, Roger of Howden, Gervase of Canterbury, John Pike, and Henry Marlborough could only have been consulted in manuscript. Except in the case of Symeon it is only possible to suggest which among the surviving manuscripts Holinshed might have used, but in one instance Holinshed himself described the provenance of an important source, when he provided a translation of the treaty of 1153 ending the civil wars of Stephen’s reign, and presented it as surviving in ‘an autentike booke conteining the old laws of the Saxon and Danish kings … which booke is remaining with the right worshipful William Fleetwood esquire, now recorder of London’ (1577: II, 389–90). Recorder since 1571 and four times MP for London, Fleetwood was also a notable antiquary. His willingness to make his collections available to Holinshed is a valuable pointer both to the latter’s apparent acceptability, social and scholarly, to men who shared his historical interests, and to the way in which others besides their authors could become involved in the production of the Chronicles.

EVIDENCES OF ALL SORTS: THE THIRTEENTH AND FOURTEENTH CENTURIES

A pattern made up of printed and manuscript sources combined with material from private collections, was maintained through the later sections of the work. For the reign of Henry III, for instance, Holinshed’s major source was inevitably the Chronica Majora of Matthew Paris, which he used in Matthew Parker’s edition of 1570—so close was his dependency that at some points, for example the treaty between King Henry and the Welsh in 1240, he saved space by directing the reader to the Chronica for the full text of a document rather than printing it himself.8 He was aware of Paris’s undisguised biases, of his antipathy towards authority, ecclesiastical and secular, observing that ‘who that marketh the course of hys hystorye, shall perceyve that he had no good liking of the state in those dayes, neither concerning the ecclesiasticall nor temporal policie’, but was probably more concerned to moderate the Chronica’s length (1577: II, 755). This he did with considerable skill, omitting altogether references to many overseas events and focusing on the involvement of Englishmen in others, and also leaving out many of Paris’s denunciations of papal oppression—something he and his readers might have been expected to find congenial—so as to lay the foundation for a clear but detailed narrative of events in England and her dependencies.

Manuscript chronicles now brought into use included those of Dunstable and Abingdon, and Holinshed again revealed his contacts with the world of contemporary antiquarianism when he cited what he variously described as ‘an old record’ and ‘ancient records’ to narrate the fortunes of the Lacy family and of the earls of Chester.9 The source in question seems to have been Humphrey Llwyd’s Chronica Wallie, which, however, was not published until 1584, when it appeared as the Historie of Cambria, Now Called Wales, in a translation by David Powel. Holinshed had clearly had access to it in manuscript. For the reign of Edward I the range of manuscripts used was further extended by the appearance of documents from the public records in the Tower of London—a ban on tournaments from the 1302 close roll, and a number of accounts for the issues of the Devon silver mines. Under 1291 Holinshed had cited ‘Master Stephansons booke of Records’ for proceedings in the Scottish ‘Great Cause’; he may have gained access to this collection (whose compiler remains unidentified) through Stow, who made transcripts from it.10 He seems also to have undertaken his own researches in the Tower—in his history of Ireland he referred to ‘a precept I remember I have read, registred in a close roll among the records of the tower’ (1577: I, Hist.Ir., 48). The Tower was not the only repository of manuscript records which Holinshed exploited. To illustrate the breakdown of government which accompanied the deposition of Edward II, he provided a lengthy account of the disorders that convulsed Bury St Edmunds early in 1327, taking as his starting point the Acts and Monuments of John Foxe. But though he referred to Foxe’s narrative, Holinshed did not transfer it bodily to his own text, as he was to do at several later points. Instead he went back to its source, described by Foxe as a Latin register, by Holinshed himself as ‘Records of Burie’, and identifiable as Bury’s ‘Pinchbeck’ register, now Cambridge University Library, MS Ee.3.60. From this he made a summary (BL, MS Harley 247, fols. 153r–156v, identified by being inscribed ‘Nota this is Raphael Hollinsheds hande-writinge’), which in turn provided the basis for the account of the Bury riots—one much fuller than Foxe’s—which was published in the Chronicles.

Holinshed used French histories throughout, often as sources for relatively minor details of fact. Under the reign of Henry II, for instance, he cited ‘ye chronicles of Aniou’ (probably the Hystoire agregative of Jean de Bourdigné) in order to identify a place name.11 With the outbreak of the Hundred Years War such sources were inevitably more often referred to (they also included one of the historical works of the Florentine Giovanni Villani, which for his account of the battle of Crecy Holinshed must have read in Italian, no Latin, French, or English translation being available); one of them, the Chronicles of Jean Froissart, attained the status of a principal source. Probably Holinshed used the translation by John Bourchier, second Baron Berners, first published in 1523–5. It formed the basis of his account of the reign of Richard II, along with the Historia brevis of Thomas Walsingham, which was also available in print in an edition by Matthew Parker published in 1574. These were supplemented, as before, by other works: general histories like those of Polydore Vergil, Richard Grafton, and John Hardyng; and Continental writings like the Flemish annals of Jacobus Meyer, used for the bishop of Norwich’s disastrous ‘crusade’ to Flanders in 1383, and a ‘Chro. Bri’—probably Alain Bouchard’s Les Grands Chroniques de Bretagne—characteristically cited to support a single sentence under 1399.12 Holinshed’s use of manuscripts was less extensive than for some earlier reigns, but he still drew upon the chronicle of Henry Knighton and a text of Adam Murimuth which included its continuation down to 1380, and consulted Corpus Christi College, Cambridge, MS 197A, a continuation of Higden which uniquely contains the chronicle of John Malvern and the so-called Westminster Chronicle, both easily recognizable under the guise of ‘Additions to Polychron’. Another such addition, but attached to a different manuscript, was the Historia vitae et regni Ricardi secundi, an account of the reign composed at Evesham Abbey.

Holinshed’s account of Richard II is notable for its use of a number of contemporary ‘pamphlets’, short treatises on particular aspects of the reign. For the events of 1388 he had consulted ‘diverse private pamphlets’, one of them perhaps Thomas Favent’s account of that year’s ‘Merciless Parliament’, while for the end of the reign he used ‘an old French pamphlet belonging to John Stow’ and ‘a French pamphlet that belongeth to master John Dee’, respectively identifiable as the anonymous Chronicque de la Traison et Mort de Richard Deux and Jean Creton’s La prinse et mort du roy Richard. The last two were both favourable to Richard, whereas Walsingham and the Vita Ricardi secundi were no less hostile, creating problems for Holinshed when he came to the highly contentious subject of the deposition of a reigning monarch. He solved them by taking details concerning the events of 1399 from all his sources, following Walsingham for Richard’s return to England from Ireland, and Creton for the king’s subsequent fortunes up to and after his capture at Flint, while basing his account of Henry Bolingbroke’s return from exile on Hardyng, from whom he took details of Henry’s swearing at Doncaster that he did not intend to usurp the throne, and finally using the Vita Ricardi secundi to describe Henry’s subsequent triumphal progress through England. For Richard’s deposition he depended on two sixteenth-century chroniclers, Edward Hall and Robert Fabyan, who were themselves at this point entirely dependent on the ‘Record and Process’, the official record of the proceedings in Parliament which brought the reign of Richard II to an end.

Holinshed’s use of the ‘Record and Process’, and in particular its accusations against Richard II, served to uphold the image of that king as a tyrant whose misrule had been such as to justify his deposition. But by his use of Creton and Hardyng he suggested that Richard’s overthrow reflected little credit on the men responsible for it, and he gave a sympathetic twist to his account by the stress which he placed—in common with many other sixteenth-century historians—on the king’s youthfulness, which made him all the more ‘given to follow evill counsell’13 (1577: II, 1116), and also contrived to allow the king some positive qualities, noting that ‘in no kings daies were the commons in greater wealth’. It was on a rather equivocal note that Holinshed entered the fifteenth century.

THE LATER MIDDLE AGES

With the accession of Henry IV, Edward Hall’s Union of the Two Noble and Illustre Famelies of Lancastre & Yorke, published in 1548, became a fundamental source for Holinshed, one often quoted verbatim and even more often paraphrased, elaborated and interpolated. At the very beginning of Henry IV’s reign, for instance, although Holinshed’s account of the Epiphany plot against the new king is heavily dependent upon Hall’s, the latter’s narrative is not only abbreviated and shorn of its moralizing, but is also interrupted by an alternative account taken from Walsingham, with some additional detail from Hardyng. He continued to use Walsingham until the latter stopped in 1420, occasionally with reservations, as when he noted of the chronicler’s report that 50,000 Londoners were ready to join the Lollard Rising of January 1414: ‘By this excessive number it may appeare, that Walsingham reporteth the matter according to the common fame, and not as one that searched oute an exquisite truth’ (1577: II, 1153). He also sometimes drew attention to discrepancies between Hall and other sources. In 1460, for instance, he reported a speech which according to Hall Richard, duke of York, made ‘in the chamber of the peeres’ in support of his own claim to the throne, but observed that John Whethamsted, abbot of St Albans, whose second register (now College of Arms, MS Arundel 3) he was using at this point, and ‘who by all likelihood was there present at the parlement, maketh no further recitall of anie words, which the said duke should utter at that time in that his booke of records’ (1577: II, 1300). And both in reporting the casualties of the first battle of St Albans in 1455 and in describing the suppression of the 1497 Cornish Rising he again showed himself alert to statistical improbabilities, in the latter case juxtaposing Hall’s estimate that over 2,000 rebels had been killed and ‘taken prisoners an infinite number’ with a sober marginal note: ‘Three hundred slaine, & a thousand five hundred taken prisoners, as Iohn Stow saith’ (1577: II, 1447).

Holinshed was usually more concerned to adapt and amplify Hall than to correct him. Indeed, at many points he reproduced the latter’s text verbatim, or nearly so, but his dependence was never lazy. Thus while he followed Hall in presenting the whole reign of Edward V, and the first months of that of Richard III, in the words of Sir Thomas More’s History of King Richard III, not only did he use a different text from Hall’s, the one published by William Rastell in 1557, but he also worked into it three supplementary passages translated from the Latin edition of More’s complete works, first published in 1565.14 He appreciated, and reproduced, the documents with which Hall’s text is interspersed—the Treaty of Troyes in 1420, the exchange of accusations between Duke Humphrey of Gloucester and Cardinal Henry Beaufort in 1424, the articles against the duke of Suffolk in 1450—but at other points he abbreviated substantially, omitting detail and also moralizing commentary, as when he excised Hall’s reflections on the Wars of the Roses following his account of the battle of Towton.

Compression gave Holinshed space to make additions. He continued to use records from the Tower, including the coronation roll of Henry IV, gave ‘Ex vetusto codice’ as his authority for Queen Margaret’s distributing ‘a cognisance of the white swan’ among her supporters in 1459, and cited ‘a register booke of indictements’ as evidence for the treason of William Collingbourne, executed in 1484. More often his new sources came in the form of narrative texts. Several of these originated in France or Flanders, unsurprisingly for a period when English and Continental affairs interlocked closely. He used the history of Flanders by Jacobus Meyer, and added to it that by Denis Sauvage. His principal source for French history, once Froissart came to an end, was the Chronique of Enguerrand de Monstrelet, which was deliberately planned as a continuation of Froissart, and he also consulted the later histories of Nicole Gilles and Paulus Emilius Veronensis. For events in England Holinshed used the so-called ‘Eton chronicle’ (now BL, London, MS Harley 3643, but then at Eton College), and was familiar with three lives of Henry V, notably that by Titus Livius. As well as the registers of John Whethamsted he appears to have consulted at least one other St Albans chronicle. In describing the death of Henry VI in 1471, he poured scorn on those writers, ‘favoring altogither the house of York’ who claimed that Henry died ‘of pure displeasure, indignation, and melancholie’, a choice of words which leaves no doubt that his target was the Yorkist Historie of the Arrivall of Edward IV, which reported that Henry died ‘of pure displeasure and melancholy’ (1577: II, 1343). He must have owed his knowledge of this text to Stow, who made the only surviving transcript of it (BL, London, MS Harley 543, fols. 31–49), and the same is likely to be true of the ‘Register of maiors’, cited under 1415 to record how news of Agincourt reached London ‘in the morning betimes yer men were up from their beds’ (1577: II, 1182).

THE REIGN OF HENRY VIII

Once he reached the reign of Henry VIII, Holinshed had come close to the scope of living memory, and partly for that reason he was also beginning to cross ground that was still a political and religious minefield. For the years after 1509 he remained heavily dependent on Hall, but he also began once more to make considerable use of Polydore Vergil. His account of the events at the beginning of Henry’s reign followed Hall closely in describing the funeral of Henry VII and the new king’s coronation, but often turned to Vergil for political developments, particularly when relating the proceedings against Sir Richard Empson and Edmund Dudley. He also followed Hall in describing the Field of Cloth of Gold in 1520, though he abbreviated Wolsey’s role, but in his account of the fall of the duke of Buckingham in 1521, which is far fuller than Hall’s, used Vergil, Grafton, and Stow as supplementary authorities—probably it was Stow who provided details of the indictment against Buckingham, which have no equivalent in Hall. Holinshed also made significant use of John Foxe; having followed Hall in his account of Thomas Cromwell’s fall in 1540, for instance, he followed it with a brief character sketch of the minister taken from the Acts and Monuments. And he included a lengthy account of the international diplomacy of the late 1520s translated from Jean Bouchet’s Les annales d’aquitaine, excusing his having ‘overpassed the common bounds of my purpose’ by reference to the ‘rarenesse’ of the events described—the king of France and the Holy Roman Emperor had challenged one another to single combat (1577: II, 1549).

From the late 1530s Holinshed began to use what he presented as oral testimony. His account of the Pilgrimage of Grace in 1536 was close to Hall’s at first, but then departed wholly from it, to include several paragraphs devoted to extolling the good service of the earl of Shrewsbury, with reference to ‘relation of men of good credite that were present’ (1577: II, 1567). Early in 1542 he was at pains to investigate the proceedings in Parliament arising from the arrest for debt of George Ferrers, MP for Plymouth, which gave rise to an authoritative statement on parliamentary privilege by King Henry himself: ‘Bicause this case hath bene diversly reported, and is commonly alledged as a president for the priveledge of the Parliament, I have endeavoured my selfe to learn the troth thereof, & so set it forth with the whole circumstance at large according to their instructions who ought best both to know and remember it’ (1577: II, 1585). But sometimes the material he sought was not to be had, and the difficulties he encountered in recording the English sieges of Boulogne and Montreuil, also in 1544, provoked an unusually personal expression of frustration from Holinshed:

But here I cannot but lament the negligence used in that season: for there is not one English writer to be founde extant that hath written any thing effectually of the exploytes atchieved in that journey, so as we are driven to borowe of the adversaries that I have written thereof, wanting other helpes of our owne Nation to furnish our booke herein according to our wished purpose. But neverthelesse to give occasion to those that yet live, and can best doe it, to sette forth hereafter a more perfect discourse thereof, I have thought it not amisse to recite in parte what I have read & learned of such things as then were accounted worthie of relation, and nowe lyke to be buried in the dymme booke of oblivion, unlesse some favourer of notable eventes chauncing in the assiegement of those two townes, Boulogne and Muttrell, will put to his helping hande, to report the same to posteritie. [1577: II, 1589]

His problems did not prevent Holinshed from providing a full and detailed account of the fighting, without obvious recourse to French sources, though for the 1545 English campaign in France he acknowledged using the memoirs of Martin du Bellay. Perhaps he had access to second-hand reports of the kind he used when reporting how the English had demolished some French fortifications near Boulogne in 1546, their actions being described ‘the more willingly, for that I have received it from them, which have herd it reported, not only by the L. Greys owne mouthe, but also by the relation of Syr Thomas Palmer, and others that were present’ (1577: II, 1610).

MODERN TIMES

Hall’s Chronicle ended with the Anglo-French peace treaty of 1546. As he advanced into the reign of Edward VI, Holinshed seems to have taken Grafton’s Chronicle at Large (1568) as his basic source, even though he did not always trust it, remarking under 1558 how here ‘as in an other thing or two, I finde maister Grafton speake at rovers’ (1577: II, 1777). Even so, he appears to have used it even at points where one might expect John Stow to have been consulted, for instance on the sermon which Bishop Nicholas Ridley preached before Edward VI in 1552, resulting in the establishment of several important charitable foundations in London.15 Holinshed did use Stow’s collections, notably in his account of the murder of Thomas Arden of Faversham in 1551, where he admitted that although the deed ‘may seeme to be but a private matter, and therefore as it were impertinent to thys Hystorie, I have thought good to sette it foorth somewhat at large, having the instructions delyvered to me by them, that have used some diligence to gather the true understanding of the circumstances’ (1577: II, 1703). The ‘them’ referred to was Stow, who preserved among his papers what appears to have been an eye-witness account of the crime and of its detection and punishment (BL, MS Harley 542, fols. 34–37v). And Holinshed also cited Stow as an eye-witness of the execution of the duke of Somerset, in a passage taken from his 1575 Summarie: ‘I thinke it good to write what I saw (saith Iohn Stow) concerning that matter … ’ (1577: II, 1710). Holinshed’s principal source for the death of Somerset, as for that of Edward VI, was John Foxe, whose Acts and Monuments inevitably became still more important for the reign of Mary I—when he came to the deaths of Nicholas Ridley and Hugh Latimer in 1555, Holinshed did not even supply a description, but wrote simply: ‘Of these men and the maner of their death, ye may read at large in the booke of the monuments of the church’ (1577: II, 1764). He also drew upon a number of other books whose authorship gave them authoritative status. For the English invasion of Scotland in 1547 he relied heavily upon The Expedicion into Scotlande of … Edward, Duke of Soomerset (1548) by William Patten, who had accompanied the army—references to ‘maister Patten’ punctuate the text. For his lengthy account of the 1549 Norfolk Rising he used Alexander Neville’s De furoribus Norfolciensium Ketto duce (1575); Neville himself had not been involved, but he wrote the book at the urging of his employer Archbishop Matthew Parker, who had been caught up in the rebellion. Here Holinshed went beyond mere reliance on contemporary sources, for he continued, and extended, his earlier practice of printing complete texts. The duke of Somerset’s ‘epistle exhortatorie’ of 1549, urging the Scottish nobility to accept the marriage of their Queen Mary to Edward VI, was taken from Grafton. But it seems to have been Holinshed’s own decision to follow his account of the 1549 Norfolk Rising with the whole of The Hurt of Sedition, in which Sir John Cheke administered an extended rebuke to the defeated rebels, and through his commentary on their actions intensified the note of outraged conservatism already permeating the text of the Chronicles at this point. Messages no less acceptable to the established order in Elizabethan England were conveyed by the publication of a full transcript of the trial for treason of Sir Nicholas Throckmorton in 1554, where the defendant was shown speaking out defiantly against Mary I’s Spanish marriage and carrying the jury with him,16 and then of the account of Queen Elizabeth’s coronation in 1559 attributed to Richard Mulcaster, and the much briefer Declaracyon of the Procedynge of a Conference (?1560), which recorded the beginnings of a religious settlement.

Holinshed had continued to make use of Continental sources where the need arose, for relatively small details or minor incidents as well as important events. In Henry VII’s reign he cited ‘the Chronicles of Aniowe’ when describing the battle of St Aubin in 1488 (an episode in the history of Brittany in which 400 Englishmen took part), and although his extended account of the loss of Calais and its dependencies in 1558 was heavily dependent on Grafton, it also drew on François de Rabutin (likewise cited by Grafton) and at least one unidentified source, while Ludovico Guicciardini was used for the following year’s peace negotiations. Holinshed’s account of the battle of Lepanto in 1571 exploited recent writings by Pietro Bizzari and Giovanni Pietro Contarini. But however great its importance in geopolitical terms, Lepanto was probably of minor significance to most readers of the Chronicles, which continued to focus heavily on British, and above all English affairs. When he concluded the 1577 edition, Holinshed acknowledged that for recent events he had relied heavily on ‘such things as I find in the abridgement of Richard Grafton, and in the summarie of John Stow, increased somewhat (as may appeare) in places with such helpes as have come to my hand’ (1577: II, 1874). For the reign of Elizabeth his dependence on Stow, in particular, had indeed been great, with many pages following the latter closely, or even verbatim. And even when he departed from him, he might be helped to do so by sources which Stow provided—for the English siege of Leith in the spring of 1560 he drew upon ‘certeine notes of one or two persons that were then present, and for helpe of their owne memories wrote the same’ (1577: II, 1703), and part of one of these texts apparently survives among Stow’s collections (BL, MS Harley 540, fols. 72–6).

In amplifying his account of events in Elizabeth’s reign, Holinshed sometimes made use of printed texts. For the measures taken to restore the steeple of St Paul’s after it was struck by lightning in 1562 he appears to have followed Cooper’s Chronicle, and he certainly based his account of the severe floods which devastated much of England in October 1571 on a pamphlet by the younger Thomas Knell, A Declaracion of such Tempestious, and Outragious Fluddes, as Hath Been in England. A text by Thomas Churchyard (attested by the appearance of his name in marginal notes) provided information for an account of Sir William Drury’s Scottish campaign in 1570. Other sources can only be identified in terms of their ambience. Holinshed was either better placed than Stow to obtain, or simply more interested in providing, accounts of diplomatic missions like those of the earl of Sussex to the Emperor Maximilian II in 1567, and Lord Buckhurst’s embassy to Paris in 1571. He gave a long and detailed account of the 1562–3 expedition to Le Havre (‘Newhaven’) in support of French Protestants. This acknowledged reference to ‘the French writers’, but shows every sign of having been based on records kept by English participants.17 And having followed Stow exactly through the latter’s account of the 1569 Northern Rising, he then supplied a totally different and much fuller account of the rebellion of Leonard Dacre, and of his defeat by Henry Carey, Baron Hunsdon, at the beginning of the following year, one which in its vividness of detail surely originated within the victorious army, perhaps even with Hunsdon himself.18 For as long as he continued to work on the Chronicles, it would seem, Holinshed remained willing to seek out and then use worthwhile information wherever he could find it.

SCOTLAND

In his history of Scotland, Holinshed’s avowed intention was to rely as far as possible on Scottish historians, intending ‘rather to deliver what I found in their owne histories extant, than to correct them by others, leaving that enterprise to their owne countrimen: so that whatsoever ye read in the same, consider that a Scotchman writ it, and an Englishman hath but onelie translated it into our language’ (1577: I. sig. ¶5r). For the framework of his history of Scotland down to 1488, this meant relying above all on the Scotorum historia of Hector Boethius (1527), and its continuation for the reign of James III by Giovanni Ferrerio (1575). However, this dependence created severe problems both factual and chronological. Holinshed showed that he knew The Breviary of Britayne (1573), in which Humphrey Llwyd cast severe doubts on the early history of Scotland as Boethius had presented it, when he wrote: ‘As for the Silures and Brigants remooved by Hector Boetius so farre northward, it is evidentlie prooved by Humfrey Llhoid, and others, that they inhabited countries conteined now within the limits of England’ (1577: I, Hist.Scot., 39). But as he had done when dealing with similar issues in the history of England, he was content to show that differences existed, and did not usually feel obliged to try to resolve them. Instead, he declared, ‘for that we meane not to presume wholy to derogate the same Boetius his credite wee have not muche dissented from hym, but rather followed him in most places, leaving suche doubtes as may bee worthily put forth of that which he wryteth, unto the consideration of the diligent reader’ (1577: I, Hist.Scot., 167). Only where dates were concerned did he step down from the fence. After observing that for tenth-century events the Scottish and English histories were hopelessly unsynchronized, he stated firmly that ‘verelie this fault in the just account of yeares is but too common in the Scotish historie … And therefore we will not wish anie man to give anie credit unto their account in yeares, touching the reignes of the English kings, further than they shall see them to agree with our writers, whome in that behalfe we more safelie follow’ (1577: I, Hist.Scot., 203–4).

As such a comment suggests, Holinshed followed Boethius closely rather than slavishly. The Scotorum historia was soon translated into Scots by John Bellenden (1536), and Holinshed sometimes used this rather than the Latin original. In his account of the reign of David I, for instance, he included ‘a fond forged tale’ of the king’s miraculous escape from a hart and his subsequent foundation of Holyrood Abbey, and an account of his lavish generosity to religious houses in general, neither of which occur in Boethius, but which were recorded by Bellenden.19 At other points Holinshed certainly worked from the original Latin text. He might include details that the translator had omitted, for instance the list of Scottish casualties at the battle of Halidon Hill in 1333, and he sometimes also made his own translations of discrete passages: his version of ‘the groans of the Britons’, the appeal for help which the Britons sent to the consul Aetius in the mid-fifth century, printed in full by Boethius, differs strikingly from Bellenden’s (and is also greatly superior).20

As well as treating Boethius and Bellenden with some freedom, Holinshed also added to what he took from them. For the Roman period he cited Tacitus—‘Cornelius Tacitus agreeth not in all points with the Scotish chronicles, in a booke which he wrote of the life of Iulius Agricola’ (1577: I, Hist.Scot., 55)—and later Eutropius, while in recording events from later centuries he made use of a number of chronicles he had already used in the History of England. Thus for the Anglo-Scottish wars of 1173–4, he juxtaposed a narrative derived from Boethius with a very different one based on William of Newburgh. Under 1216–17 he presented details derived ‘Ex codice antiquo S. Albani written by Mat. Paris (as I take it)’, and he later also used the Abingdon and Lanercost chronicles and the writings of Adam Murimuth, Robert Avesbury, Jean Froissart, and Thomas Walsingham. From time to time he drew upon the Historia majoris Britanniae (1521) of John Major, and for events in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries he occasionally also cited the Scottish history of John Fordun, seemingly taken from a now lost manuscript; but he does not seem to have known the works of Andrew Wyntoun and Walter Bower.

Holinshed followed Boethius down to 1460, and the latter’s continuator Ferrerio for the reign of James III, but though he consulted Paulus Jovius for the battle of Flodden in 1513, for the rest of the sixteenth century he depended heavily on the English histories of Hall, Grafton, and Stow, all of which appear in the preliminary list of sources for his Scottish history. Thus he followed both Hall and Grafton in printing a complete text of The Declaration Conteining the Just causes and Considerations of this Present Warre with the Scots which Henry VIII had issued in 1542. But he searched out other material as well. For the abdication of Mary, queen of Scots, he printed documents from the official record published at Edinburgh in 1568. Among the sources which he forgot to include in his main list he named ‘John Brend, who wrote the expedition into Scotlande, 1544’, thereby rescuing from anonymity the author of The Late Expedicion in Scotlande, Made by the Kynges Highnys Armye, under the Conduit of the … Erle of Hertforde (1544), and Ulpian Fulwell, author of The Flower of Fame (1573), which contains an account of the siege of Haddington in 1548–9. French forces were heavily involved in the latter campaign, and Holinshed also used Jean de Beaugué’s Histoire de la guerre d’Ecosse, published at Paris in 1556. And as with the Anglo-French wars of the same period, where written sources failed he drew on the memories of participants, observing of the fighting in the borders in the last years of Mary’s reign:

whereof sith I have found none that hath written anie thing at all, I have set downe these od notes, as I have learned the same of such as had good cause to know the truth thereof, being eie-witnesses themselves of such enterprises and exploits as chanced in the same warres; namelie capteine Read, capteine Wood, capteine Erington, capteine Gurleie, and capteine Markham; with others, which of their courtesie have willinglie imparted to me the report of diverse such things, as I wisht to be resolved in. [1577: I, Hist.Scot., 487]

Such comments show that Holinshed did not only rely on Wolfe and Stow to provide him with information, but that he also pursued it himself. Industrious, versatile and enterprising, he fully deserved the accolade which gave his name to the Chronicles.


CHAPTER 5

SOURCES: 1587

HENRY SUMMERSON

FOR the 1587 edition, with Holinshed now dead, a massive programme of historical amplification and extension was directed by Abraham Fleming, with substantial additions being made by John Hooker, William Patten, John Stow, and Francis Thynne, as well as by Fleming himself.1 Each man had his own area of expertise and particular contributions to make. But although Holinshed’s original text was often masked by an overlay of extra material, the narrative framework he had provided in the first edition remained fundamental to its successor, as did the sources on which it was based. There was also, however, one substantial part of the Chronicles that was also revised, not by a newcomer to the project but by its original author, in the form of the preface to the whole work, the Description of Britain by William Harrison.

HARRISON’S DESCRIPTION OF BRITAIN

Harrison’s principal contribution to the Chronicles differed in character and composition from the text it prefaced. Where Holinshed moved steadily, even implacably, forward through the centuries, Harrison rambled discursively across England, both geographically and chronologically. He provided no list of sources, but dropped names freely all over his text, only occasionally identifying them in the margins. The possessor of a large library, made up both of printed books and of manuscripts, he probably owned many of the works he cited. But there were certainly exceptions. He read manuscripts of the chronicles of Henry of Huntingdon and Ralph de Diceto in the library of St Paul’s Cathedral, and borrowed a copy of the eleventh-century Vita Ædwardi Regis2 from John Stow (‘my verie freend’), who also supplied information on details of law terms, fairs, and London topography. It was Stow, moreover, who placed the papers of John Leland at Harrison’s disposal.

Leland’s topographical notes were fundamental to Harrison’s Description, and were often followed word for word. But they were no less often confused, and contained many gaps. The latter were filled from a variety of sources. For his account of the Scilly Isles, Harrison used a map ‘which I had sometime of Reginald Woolfe’, one perhaps identical with the unfinished ‘great card’ of Wolfe’s which guided him round the Irish Sea.3 But more importantly, references in both editions to Christopher Saxton, and to the latter’s patron Thomas Seckford,4 show that he knew the latter’s maps of the English counties, published between 1574 and 1577, and it is likely that he made extensive use of them to amplify what he had received from Leland. No doubt he sometimes did this himself. When in his account of the coast of South Devon he noted the existence of a small river flowing to the sea by way of Dawlish and Ashcombe, ‘whereof Leland saith nothing at all’, Harrison probably simply read the details off Saxton’s 1575 map. But his reference in 1587 to his ‘helpe of maister Sackfords cardes, and conference with other men about them’ (Chronicles 1587: I, Desc., 107) suggests that he also received information from friends and helpers, particularly relating to the courses of rivers, which was largely derived from these maps.

Such information, supplied by turning visual descriptions into literary ones, appears several times in the text of the Description in the form of alternative or additional narratives intended to supplement or correct Leland. In Harrison’s account of the River Lune, for instance, to what he found in Leland he added a description ‘given unto me, by one that hath taken paines (as he saith) to search out and view the same’ (Chronicles 1577: I, Desc.Brit., 66; 1587: I, Desc., 85), which recorded in detail the river’s whole course from its beginnings in Westmorland. This second report stayed very close to Saxton’s 1577 map until the Lune came to central Lancashire, when Harrison’s informant added the villages of Skerton and Stodday, neither of which are found on it. But even a modest elaboration was rare, and correspondents usually appear to have done no more than confirm the reliability of the maps they consulted, albeit with numerous mis-spellings5—Harrison complained of the ‘evill writing’ of many of those who supplied him with information, and of their constant misrepresentation of place names. Harrison occasionally named himself as an observer. Thus he discussed the origins of barnacle geese by reference to what he had seen when ‘going to the court at Greenewich from London by bote’ in 1584, and recalled how when he had been at St Albans ‘this summer passed, I saw some remnant of the old wals standing in that place’ (1587: I, Desc., 38, 192). But the bulk of his quotations and references originated in manuscripts and printed books. Although the second version is considerably longer than the first, both editions of the Description of Britain bear witness to the range of its author’s reading. They show that he knew the classics well, both Latin and Greek, and not only the writers who mention Britain in their works, though these are fully represented, by such names as Tacitus, Julius Caesar, Cassius Dio (a source for the last chapter of the Description of Scotland), and Ammianus Marcellinus. As a highly educated clergyman he inevitably showed a deep knowledge of the Bible, and familiarity with patristic authors like Eusebius, Jerome, and Augustine. He may have known the scholastic theology of the Middle Ages less well. He treated Anselm as archbishop of Canterbury rather than as a thinker, invoked Roger Bacon only as a witness to ‘the corruption of his time’ (supplemented by Jean Gerson to the same effect in the second edition), and seems to have regarded Albertus Magnus primarily as a scientist. And perhaps surprisingly, given his own fervent Protestantism, he included few references to the theological writers of his own day. He cited Peter Martyr Vermigli, John Bale, John Foxe, and John Jewell, but may have felt that overall the Description was an unsuitable place for religious controversy.

Harrison knew the historians of the Middle Ages at least as well as he knew those of ancient Greece and Rome, among them many that he could only have read in manuscript. These included major historians like William of Malmesbury (his account of the antiquities of Glastonbury as well as the Gesta regum and Gesta pontificum), Roger of Howden, and Ranulf Higden; several writers principally valuable for what they record of relatively restricted periods or areas, for instance Ralph Coggeshall, Nicholas Trivet, and the Peterborough chronicler Hugo Candidus; and such anonymous works as the Eulogium historiarum from Malmesbury and the chronicles named from Barnwell, Burton, and Tynemouth. Nor did he only use narrative sources. For his account of trial by ordeal he collated ‘an ancient volume’ with the text provided by Lambarde, and at other points he used a Worcester Cathedral register, ‘an ancient iarror [sic]’ of the lands of Peterborough Abbey, and ‘an old booke which I have, and sometime written as it seemeth by an undershiriffe of Nottingham’, which he cited as evidence for the number of parishes in England in the reign of Edward IV (1587: I, Desc., 193).

Among the writers of his own time and the recent past, Harrison referred to a number of humanist scholars of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, for example Platina, Poliziano, and Sabellico, and to Erasmus, Juan Luis Vives, Sir Thomas Eliot, and others among their successors. He also knew Bodin’s Methodus and (probably) Albrecht Dürer’s De symmetria, and cited Machiavelli on the number of churches in France.6 And in addition he was clearly well informed about geography and science. He knew the writings on mathematics of Georg Tanstetter and Johannes Buteo, and the cosmographies of Ortelius and Joannes Bohemus, as well as books on particular places and regions, like Jean du Choul’s description of Pilatus, and the massive Origines Antwerpianae of Goropius. He referred approvingly to the writings of William Turner, ‘the father of English physicke, and an excellent divine’ (1587: I, Desc., 216), and showed himself particularly interested in botany,7 citing a number of contemporary writers in his text—Rembert Dodoens, Matthias de L’Obel, ‘[Petrus] Pena the French herbarian’, Charles de l’Écluse (whom he greatly admired), and Pier Andrea Mattioli, whom he also quoted in a marginal aside in the Description of Scotland.

A few of the books cited by Harrison in 1587 had been published in the past decade. George Buchanan’s Rerum Scoticarum historia (1582), which provided the basis for Harrison’s account of the Scottish islands, was one such, the De gigantibus (1580) of Jean Chassanion, ‘a writer of our time’, used to amplify a chapter on giants, was another. The second edition included a whole new chapter entitled ‘Of the high court of parlement, and the authorite of the same’, which was avowedly based on ‘the third chapiter of the second booke of the common wealth of England written by sir Thomas Smith’ (1587: I, Desc., 174)—De republica Anglorum, first published in 1583. But new information may not always have reached him in printed form. In referring to voyages by Frobisher (1577) and Drake (1582) he may have been relying on common report rather than written accounts, and likewise with the healing springs whose virtues he described in 1587—some had been discovered as recently as 1579.8 Sometimes, indeed, he made it clear that he was relying on hearsay, describing a remarkable rose ‘seene in Antwarpe, 1585, as I have heard’, and reporting how ‘I heard of late of a cow in Warwikshire, belonging to Thomas Bruer of Studleie, which in six yeeres had sixteene calfes’ (1587: I, Desc., 210, 220). The engagingly personal quality of the Description of Britain owes much to its author’s evident readiness to gather information wherever and whenever he could find it.

THE CONTRIBUTION OF ABRAHAM FLEMING

Abraham Fleming, who acted as general editor for the 1587 edition of the Chronicles, is probably better described as a man of letters than as a historian. Nevertheless he made himself responsible for the revision of much of the history of England originally composed by Raphael Holinshed. At first he made few changes in content. Tensions within the authorial team may account for the excision of most of the references to William Harrison. Fleming’s personal predilections, and his views on the purpose of history, must lie behind the many moralizing passages which he inserted into Holinshed’s text, usually in the form of a sentence or two of edifying prose, rounded off with a few lines of sententious Latin (on one occasion Greek) verse. The mythical King Elidurus, hailed as an exemplar of brotherly love with the aid of a couplet from Seneca’s Thyestes, was the first to be treated thus.9 But historical alterations in the centuries before 1066 are few and insignificant, the most substantial being the addition to Holinshed’s accounts of King Alfred and his daughter Æthelflæd of two Latin epitaphs (with English translations by Fleming) taken from Henry Bradshaw’s The Holy Lyfe and History of Saynt Werburge (1521).

For over two centuries after 1066, the English history remained almost unchanged, except for the removal of some critical comments on the effects of the Norman Conquest, and the addition of numerous short passages in which Fleming continued to find a series of moral lessons in the events described. From the reign of Richard II, however, the course of revision took a radically new turn, with the beginning of a programme of substantial insertions of new material. The first source to be added in bulk was the chronicler Henry Knighton. As ‘Henricus Leicestrensis’ he was named as another of Holinshed’s principal sources, yet in the first edition he was only cited once, under 1344, and that at second hand—‘I. Stow out of Henry de Leicester’ (Knighton was a canon of Leicester Abbey) (1577: II, 923). Holinshed did in fact make use of Knighton, but without ever identifying him in his text as a source. He drew on him for some detail concerning the Peasants’ Revolt in 1381, especially the burning of John of Gaunt’s Savoy Palace, and above all for his account of political affairs in the late 1380s, for the ‘Wonderful Parliament’ of 1386, the battle of Radcot Bridge in 1387, and for subsequent events up to and including the ‘Merciless Parliament’ of the following year.10 Even so, given the quality of his information, Holinshed made less use of the Leicester chronicler than might have been expected, raising the possibility that it was around 1377 that time ran out for him, making further amplification of the Chronicles impossible thereafter.

This may explain why, although he had provided a succinct account (based upon Walsingham) of John Wyclif’s doctrines at the end of Edward III’s reign,11 Holinshed wrote little about Wyclif and his followers thereafter, although he had in Knighton the fullest contemporary account of Lollardy in its earliest stages, instead referring his readers to ‘the booke of acts and monuments set foorth by maister I. Fox’ (1577: II, 1038). Fleming, working from a manuscript of Knighton’s work, described under 1381 how he had ‘faithfullie and trulie translated out of the annales of the said canon writ in parchment in old Latine letters, as followeth’ (1587: III, 433). That and most of the other sixteen insertions Fleming made of material taken from Knighton concerned secular affairs, employed to fill gaps left by Holinshed in his narrative, for instance a Scottish invasion of northern England in 1389, and Richard II’s dealings with London in 1392. A fervent Protestant, Fleming seems indeed to have been taken aback at first by how ‘maliciouslie & viperouslie’ the chronicler dealt with the Wycliffite movement, to the extent that, like Holinshed before him, he advised his readers to consult Foxe for more information. But as he proceeded he clearly came to value the chronicler’s accuracy and range, while discounting his bias, and under 1395 made him the basis for a long excursus on Lollardy, concluding with an expression of regret that Knighton’s work extended no further—‘O spite that so abruptlie he breaketh off … ’ (1587: III, 485).

Many more such additions were made to the history of England in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. The use of initials to identify authorship in the margins of the second edition shows that all its contributors were involved in this strategy of extension, but Fleming took the lead until the later years of Elizabeth’s reign, when John Stow became responsible for the years between 1577 and 1587, and even there he continued to participate. As a rule he used printed sources to add to Holinshed’s text. In many cases these had long been available, and indeed had often been used for the 1577 edition. For additions to the reign of Henry IV he took several passages from Walsingham’s Ypodigma Neustriae, published by Matthew Parker in 1574, while as he advanced into the fifteenth century Fleming took additional material from the principal general chronicles published earlier in the sixteenth century, those of Fabian, Grafton, and particularly Hall. And he also made extensive use of a new source, John Stow’s Chronicles of England (1580).

Fleming exploited these books much as Holinshed had done. Sometimes they supplied incidental detail, or the matter for a single paragraph. Stow, for instance, was repeatedly drawn on for information about London, for the deeds of mayors, for notable benefactions and notorious crimes, and for anecdotes like the fourteen-day sleep in 1546 of William Foxleie, a worker in the royal mint, and the acrobat who performed on a cable during Edward VI’s coronation procession.12 But additions could also be substantial, covering several pages, and sometimes consisting of whole documents, as in the first edition. Under 1441, for instance, Hall was used for the lengthy complaint which Humphrey, duke of Gloucester, made to the king against Cardinal Henry Beaufort.

No doubt many insertions were made with no other purpose than to make the Chronicles fuller and more interesting. Some added significant biographical information, like the account of the death of Thomas Wolsey, and the stories of his previous greatness which followed it, all taken by Stow from George Cavendish’s as-yet-unprinted life of the cardinal. Fleming seems to have been particularly interested in the life of the court, and on the ceremonies and festivities associated with it, and he accordingly added numerous lengthy excerpts from Hall, describing, for instance, the spectacular arrangements for the Field of Cloth of Gold in 1520 and the coronation of Queen Anne Boleyn in 1533. But like Holinshed he was also concerned to place English affairs in a wider context. Between 1484 and 1534 he made considerable use of a source listed by Holinshed but seemingly unused by him, namely the Italian history of Francesco Guicciardini. Whereas Holinshed would have had to read him in a foreign language, Fleming could refer to Geoffrey Fenton’s translation, The Historie of Guicciardin, published in 1579, and the marginal page numbers he supplied show that he did so, citing Guicciardini occasionally for diplomatic affairs in which England was involved, more often for events concerning successive French kings, Emperor Charles V, and the papacy.

Like Holinshed, Fleming made considerable use of the Acts and Monuments of John Foxe, though he took material from a later edition—when describing the tribulations of Princess Elizabeth, he disclosed in a marginal note that ‘These references by the page wheresoever they fall in this discourse of Q. Elizabeth are ment of the impression published 1583’ (1587: III, 1152). There and elsewhere Fleming transposed Foxe’s text bodily into his own, and he treated other writers in similar fashion. Under 1579, for instance, he presented a detailed account of the queen’s visit to East Anglia, the work of Thomas Churchyard and Bernard Garter; in fact this had happened the previous year, but Fleming excused the misplacement by suggesting the need for ‘a rest of recreation, after so long an introduction of serious matters’ (1587: III, 1287). Such additions—signalled by the appearance of his initials in the margins—could indeed be serious ones, notably the deaths of the earl of Essex in 1576, the duc d’Anjou, lately the queen’s suitor, in 1583, and Pope Gregory XIII two years later.

Not all Fleming’s later additions to the Chronicles involved the insertion of pre-existing tracts. His lengthy account of the Babington plot of 1586, introduced as ‘The horrible conspiracie of Babington and other his fellow traitors discoursed by A.F.’, seems to have been his own composition, though it included some official papers as well as the verses composed by Chidiock Tichborne on the eve of his execution (1587: III, 1553). Elsewhere he made free use of individual texts. Thus under 1570 he printed the papal bull ‘Regnans in excelsis’ excommunicating Queen Elizabeth, together with an English translation and footnoted references to the riposte to the papal decree composed by Bishop John Jewel. For some of his insertions he made further use of manuscript sources. He obtained a copy of a message from Henry VIII to Catherine of Aragon in 1531 ‘ex lib. manuscripto’, used ‘a substantiall and large booke written in parchment (which I have seene, and whense I had this transcript)’ for his account of the foundation of Emmanuel College, Cambridge, in 1584 (1587: III, 1396), and obtained a hand-written account (‘ex chirographo’) of Sir Walter Raleigh’s voyage to Virginia in the following year. And he also drew upon his own experience and observation, as when he reported the venerable Dr Richard Caldwell’s involvement in the foundation of the Lumleian lecture in the College of Physicians in 1582, noting in the margin ‘Ab. Fl. Spectator & auditor’ (1587: III, 1349). Like Holinshed before him, Fleming was an omnivorous collector of information.

WILLIAM PATTEN

Of the other contributors to the 1587 edition of the Chronicles, William Patten was the least distinguished, and remains the least known.13 A man of wide-ranging and sometimes unfortunate experience, he served in the English expedition to Scotland in 1547, and his account of the campaign was treated as authoritative by Holinshed. In the 1570s he fell on hard times, and thereafter made his living by authorship. His contributions to the Chronicles, which are mostly signalled by his initials ‘W.P.’, though once by his full surname ‘Wil. Patten’, were essentially confined to the reigns of Henry V and Henry VI, and were apt to be coloured by their author’s personal views. These might be moral, like his story of the death of King Ladislas of Naples in 1414, poisoned by the father of his mistress, or anti-Catholic, as with his report of the near-farcical proceedings of the council of Basel; or patriotically, or all three at once, above all in his violently hostile account of the exploits and death of Joan of Arc.

Patten’s contributions to the Chronicles were not, however, informed only by his prejudices. For additions concerning Scotland he used George Buchanan’s Rerum Scoticarum historia (1582), for matters ecclesiastical cited Onofrio Panvinio and the papal history of Bartholomaeus Platina, and for events in France and Italy drew upon Le Rosyer des guerres, attributed to Louis XI, Les grandes chroniques de Bretaigne by Alain Bouchard, and one of the historical writings of Jean du Tillet. Patten also used manuscript sources, in ways that reflect personal interests as well as purely scholarly concerns. At three separate points he presented information from the archives of the Bromley family of Derbyshire, the county where his own family had originated, quoting deeds and other documents in extenso, and also supplying a careful description of the Bromley family seal. Possibly he hoped to win the patronage of Lord Chancellor Bromley, since he described how a Bromley paladin of the French wars ‘came of a yoonger brother in the linage of the right honorable the lord chancelor that now is 1585’ (1587: III, 551). Patten’s inclusion of a brief account of William Waynflete, bishop of Winchester, was even more obviously an act of piety—the bishop was the writer’s great-uncle, and had originally borne the surname Patten. Limited though they were, Patten’s additions illustrate both the range of material that went into the second edition of the Chronicles, and the freedom to deploy it which Fleming might allow the contributors.

JOHN STOW

John Stow is a pervasive but surprisingly elusive presence throughout the Chronicles. His importance was acknowledged by Holinshed in his list of principal authors, where he paid tribute both to Stow’s ‘diligent collected summarie’ (a reference to A Summarie of the Chronicles of England, whose fourth edition had appeared in 1575) and to the ‘divers rare monuments, ancient writers and necessarie register bookes of his, which he hath lent me out of his own Librarie’ (1577: I, sig. ¶6r). Stow was indisputably a learned man, with a substantial library and a wide knowledge of medieval sources, in particular. His 1575 list of ‘Authors, out of whom this Summary is collected’ overlaps at many points with Holinshed’s list of two years later, but contains more manuscript chronicles and cartularies, though fewer books on Continental history. It is seldom easy, however, to identify his contributions to the Chronicles except at second hand—his Summarie was a fundamental source for recent events in the first edition, while marginal citations of his Chronicles of England (1580) occur regularly in the later pages of the second. A little more can be said of him as a supplier of material for the use of others. As noted in the previous chapter, he provided Holinshed with texts of La Traison et Mort de Richard Deux and The Arrivall of Edward IV, and also supplied him with information about the first mayor of London, for which Holinshed’s acknowledegment—‘(as John Stow hath truly gathered out of ancient instruments and records)’—could probably be equally well applied to much that the Chronicles have to say elsewhere about medieval and Tudor London (1577: II, 566). Stow gave assistance to Harrison, and to Francis Thynne, to whom he lent the Clerkenwell Priory cartulary (now BL, MS Cotton Faustina B.ii). But although a number of other texts used by contributors to the Chronicles might have originated with Stow, it is rarely possible to be certain that they actually did so. He could have supplied the chronicle of Robert of Gloucester cited by Thynne, for instance, since he owned a copy, but it was not the only one extant.

A certain ambiguity likewise surrounds Stow’s role as a contributor to the Chronicles. The continuation of the history of England after 1576 is described in the second edition as having been ‘supplied and continued to this present yeare 1586: by Iohn Stow and others’ (1587: III, 1268). But the epistle to the reader which prefaces this section was written by Fleming, who also provided the conclusion, and clearly exercised a strong editorial control over everything in between. Several additions are identified as Fleming’s by initials in the margins, and it seems likely that he was also responsible for the interpolation of a number of other texts which are not thus sign-posted. The substantial tracts on office-holders and noble families provided by Thynne, too, could only have been added with Fleming’s consent, and the same may be true of items like the ‘note’ by one John Waller describing how in 1586 one Joan Cason was tried and condemned for witchcraft at Faversham.14 It would appear, therefore, that Stow’s role in the extension of the Chronicles was essentially that of creating a basic narrative into which others intruded additional material, a narrative, moreover, which was seldom either extended or particularly detailed.

As one might expect, Stow gave his attention mostly to London and the home counties. Occasionally he used or referred to written sources. After describing how a man and woman had been asphyxiated by smoke in their lodging over the porch of St Bride’s church, Fleet Street, he observed how ‘pamphlets were published to make the same more knowne’, while for a fire which devastated Nantwich, Cheshire, in December 1583 he cited ‘a particular booke printed of that matter’(1587: III, 1353, 1356). But more often he made use of personal contacts and observation. Thus he described a new banqueting house built at Westminster in 1581, ‘as I was crediblie informed by the worshipful maister Thomas Grave surveior unto his maiesties workes’ (1587: III, 1315), and when recording some remarkable miniature goldsmithry in 1579, he stated that ‘my selfe (amongst manie others) have seene it, and therfore must affirme it to be true’. And he reinforced his account of ‘two Dutchmen of strange statures’ who came to London in 1581, one seven foot seven inches tall, and broad in proportion, the other only three foot tall, by telling how ‘About the seaventeenth of Julie, I saw these men in the parish of saint Peter upon Cornehill’ (1587: III, 1299, 1322). Such observations, and events like the execution of a band of pirates at Wapping in August 1583, and the rebuilding of Ludgate in 1586, likewise attest Stow’s close involvement in the past and present affairs of his native city, one which enriched the Chronicles throughout their length.

JOHN HOOKER

Although named among the compilers of the second edition of the Chronicles, John Hooker came of the same generation as the men who composed the first, while in his background, and his experience in worldly affairs, he differed from all of them, in ways which largely shaped the forms his contributions took. These were primarily concerned with south-west England and Ireland. Educated abroad as well as at Oxford, Hooker became an important figure in the government of his native city of Exeter, where he was appointed chamberlain in 1555, while his services to Sir Peter Carew in Munster between 1568 and 1575 made him a significant participant in events he later recorded. He also served as MP for Athenry at Dublin and for Exeter at Westminster. An evangelical in religion, and fiercely hostile to the Church of Rome, which he consistently associated with treason and rebellion, Hooker admitted to having been unwilling at first to write the continuation of the Irish history after 1547, because ‘I found no matter of an historie woorthie to be recorded: but rather a tragedie of cruelties to be abhorred, and no historie of good things to be followed … ’, but eventually he was persuaded to undertake it by his own consideration of ‘the too great and woonderous workes of God, both of his severe iudgement against traitors, rebels, and disobedient; and of his mercie and loving kindnesse upon the obedient and dutifull’ (1587: II, Ir., 61).

Hooker’s religious and political views were supported by wide reading, ranging from Cicero and Ptolemy, through medieval chroniclers like William of Malmesbury, Henry of Huntingdon, and Roger of Howden, to Giulio Caesare Stella’s Columbeidos (1585) and L’histoire notable de la Floride by Martin Basanier (1586), and then further underpinned by considerable antiquarian learning, relating to both the geographical areas with which he became involved. Like William Patten, Hooker began his involvement with the History of England in the fifteenth century, with a brief account of Henry VI’s visit to Exeter in 1451, after which his name occurs at regular intervals as the source for events in the west country, in 1455, 1470, 1483, 1497, 1579, and above all 1549, when—following an introduction by Fleming—he provided a ‘description of the citie of Excester, and of the sundrie assaults given to the same’ which concluded with a detailed account of that year’s siege of the city, ‘whereat I Iohn Hooker the writer herof was present, and Testis oculatus of things then doone’ (1587: III, 1007, 1014). He followed this with a brief history of Exeter Cathedral, supplemented under 1579 by a much longer biographical catalogue of the bishops of Exeter, from 905 to 1578.

For these contributions Hooker sometimes drew on local tradition, as in his account of the death of Sir William Hankeford, said to have committed suicide in 1470 by contriving to be shot by his own gamekeeper. But more often he exploited the archives of the city and the cathedral. His lives of the bishops show that Hooker investigated at least some of their registers; that of Walter of Bronescombe, for instance, recording scandalous scenes at the deathbed of the previous bishop, Richard Blund, in December 1257.15 He also made use of the records of the dean and chapter, notably the so-called ‘Chronicon Exoniense’, which he cited variously as ‘Annales ecclesiae cath.’ and ‘Chronica ecclesiae cathed. Exon.’. And appropriately for a man who had brought order to Exeter’s own muniments, he used them several times in his account of the city’s fortunes, for instance when quoting under 1470 a commission to the earl of Devon ‘inrolled amongst the records of this citie’ (1587: III, 677).

Whereas Hooker’s contributions to the Chronicles concerning south-west England were scattered through successive volumes, his work on Ireland was concentrated into two substantial chapters, concerning the twelfth and sixteenth centuries. For the former he supplied an impressively sophisticated exercise in humanist historiography, a replacement of Holinshed’s revision of Campion’s account of the years 1166 to 1185 with an almost complete translation of the basic source for those years, the Expugnatio Hibernica of Giraldus Cambrensis, accompanied by learned notes. References to the ‘great varietie in such bookes and examples as I have’ show that Hooker consulted medieval sources (1587: II, Ir., 35), but—citations of Geoffrey of Monmouth and of unidentified ‘annales’ of St David’s apart—he did not identify them, though he quoted classical and contemporary writers freely. Having omitted Giraldus’s account of Thomas Becket, as concerning ‘a froward and obstinat traitor’, he directed his readers to John Foxe instead (1587: II, Ir., 16).

The fullness of Hooker’s commentary was probably intended to provoke comparisons with one provided by Richard Stanihurst, whose De rebus in Hibernia gestis (1584) had concluded with a thinly annotated text of Giraldus’s Topographia Hibernica. Hooker made no effort to replace the Chronicles’ history of Ireland between 1185 and 1546, which Holinshed began and Stanihurst completed, though the latter’s coverage of the reign of Henry VIII must have been far too favourable to the long-established Anglo-Irish nobility, led by the Fitzgeralds, for the liking of Hooker, who identified strongly with the ‘New English’ settlers planted in Ireland. But neither did he try to achieve any sort of continuity of tone between Stanihurst’s history of events before 1546 and his own of events thereafter, instead following an aggressively anglo-Protestant line in his account of Irish affairs. No doubt thanks to his position as an employee of Sir Peter Carew and as a MP at Dublin, Hooker had access to official documents. Thus he quoted the ‘booke of instructions’ which the queen’s government sent to Sir Henry Sidney when he took up office as lord deputy in 1565, and was in a position to summarize both ‘hir maiesties letters of commandement’ sent to Sidney two years later, and the letters which Sidney and his advisers dispatched to Westminster in November 1568, to ‘advertise hir majestie of the state that the said realme of Ireland then stood in’ (1587: II, Ir., 110, 117, 118).

Occasionally, too, Hooker wrote about Irish affairs as an eye-witness, as he had done about those of Exeter. His account of the unruly 1570 Dublin parliament included a report of a speech by ‘a certeine English gentleman (the writer hereof)’ rebuking the assembly (and was followed in the Chronicles by Hooker’s The Order and Usage how to Keepe a Parlement, written in the hope of preventing such disorders in future; 1587: II, Ir., 120). But often he must have depended on the testimony of others. He dedicated his Irish history to Sir Walter Raleigh and the fullness of his account of events in 1580–1, and the frequency with which Raleigh’s deeds are recorded, suggests that Hooker had obtained information either from Sir Walter himself or from one of the latter’s entourage. Such a resource would no longer have been available for the 1580s, which are relatively meagrely described, perhaps explaining Hooker’s regretful comment that:

manie more notable things have been doone, worthie to be registred in the chronicles of perpetuall fame and memorie. For the atteining to the knowledge whereof, though Iohn Hooker the writer hereof have been a diligent traveller and a searcher for the same, yet he wanteth that good successe, as both the historie it selfe requireth, and he himselfe wisheth … [1587: II. Ir., 182]

Like other contributors to the Chronicles dealing with recent events, he found that the failure of sources, and the silence of participants, could at any time make his task extremely difficult.

FRANCIS THYNNE

A poor relation of the Thynnes of Longleat, Wiltshire, Francis Thynne was brought up in Kent—he recorded seeing Cardinal Pole’s coffin lying in state in Rochester Cathedral in 1558, and Queen Elizabeth’s visit to Cobham the following year.16 A dedicated antiquarian from an early age, his surviving collections of transcripts, along with his contributions to the Chronicles, show that he acquired a wide knowledge of medieval sources of every kind. Like Hooker, but on an even larger scale, his participation took two forms: incidental additions to the History of England, and the revision and extension of a discrete section, in this case the History of Scotland. Chronologically, Thynne was the first member of the revising team to contribute new material to the History of England after Fleming himself, beginning in the reign of Richard II. There the death of the last Hastings earl of Pembroke in December 1389 was followed by a history of his family, distinguished by the marginal note ‘Francis Thin, out of diverse ancient monuments belonging to the Hastings and others’, principally derived from family papers. He referred to ‘the ancient written booke of the earls of Huntingdon’, probably identical with the ‘Registrum comitum de Huntingdon’ which is also cited, and also to ‘a notable booke and monument’ in the possession of the earl of Kent, which contained the records of the celebrated Hastings–Gray lawsuit in the court of chivalry (1587: III, 467–72).

For the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, Thynne also supplied occasional accounts of bishops, three of Ely and another three of Durham, mostly dependent on just one or two sources—his short notice of Thomas Langley of Durham, for instance, seems to have been based on the chronicle attributed to William Chambre. But these small-scale contributions are insignificant compared with the ten long and detailed accounts of office-and title-holders which he provided for insertion at appropriate points into the history of sixteenth-century England. All except one are dated 1585 or 1586, but were probably largely based on research done earlier, as was certainly the case with his treatise on the Cobham family—it cites inscriptions in Shorne church which his notebooks record were transcribed on 27 July 1582.17 The mass of detail among his surviving transcripts, when taken together with his contributions to the Chronicles, makes it clear that Thynne was indeed a remarkably learned man. It seems unlikely that he examined in person every source that he cited, indeed, at least once it can be said that he did not—a chronicle of the bishops of Bath (now BL, MS Cotton Vitellius E.v) came to him in a transcript by Laurence Nowell.18 Nonetheless, the evidence suggests that he knew the public records well. Marginal annotations of ‘Record. Turris’ or ‘Rot Turris’ in his sections of the Chronicles can be identified as referring to close, patent, and charter rolls, issue rolls, memoranda rolls, the exchequer omnium-gatherum now catalogued as ‘accounts various’, and the rolls of king’s bench. And he clearly had an equally wide knowledge of chronicles and other sorts of record texts, some of them since lost, for instance ‘a Polychronicon of Durham’.

Thynne’s treatise on the protectors of England, inserted immediately after the execution of the duke of Somerset in 1552, will serve to illustrate the range of his scholarship, and also, since it starts with two of the inventions of Geoffrey of Monmouth, at least one of its limitations. He could have consulted the chronicles of Matthew Paris, ‘Matthew of Westminster’, and Thomas Walsingham in print, and likewise writings by Matthew Parker, Jean Bodin, and John Stow. But several other chronicles must have been read in manuscript, starting with the Vita Ædwardi Regis (quoted verbatim) and also including Nicholas Trivet (from whom he may have taken Geoffrey de Vinsauf’s lament on the death of Richard I), John Bever, John Whethamstede, the Eulogium historiarum, an ‘Anonymus M.S.’ identifiable with the chronicle of the archbishops of York attributed by Bale to Thomas Stubbs, and an Evesham continuation of Higden’s Polychronicon (presumably Bodleian Library MS Laud Misc. 529). Nearer to his own time he had access to Leland’s papers, for instance for his account of Oseney Abbey, and to ‘a certeine namelesse booke (caried about in the hands of all men) treating of the nobilitie’, possibly a version of Robert Cooke’s ‘Armori of nobiliti’ (1587: III, 1072). And in addition he cited charters of Henry I and Stephen, a deed ‘belonging to my selfe’ relating to property in Kent, the inscriptions attached to fifteenth-century portraits at The Hague, and an epitaph on Geoffrey fitz Peter ‘not else before set downe in our English chronicles’ (1587: III, 1071).

Thynne appreciated the value of inscriptions. In his account of the Cobhams he cited those on the surrounds of the famous collection of brasses in Cobham collegiate church, as well as others at Shorne and Lingfield, and he also recorded ‘what I found ingraven on the walls of the doore of the chapter house of the monasterie of Bath (almost defaced with the wether) written in Greeke Saxon letters’ (1587: III, 1275), and a ‘scutchion’ read over the door of the Maison Dieu in Dover: ‘Which being almost by age consumed, much troubled me to read and find it out, in this yeare of our salvation one thousand five hundred eightie and six.’19 On at least one occasion he used a documentary source to supplement a lapidary one, identifying ‘an ancient monument of stone’ in the undercroft of Canterbury Cathedral by reference to one of the cathedral priory’s registers (the relevant document’s splendid illuminated initial letter, in BL MS Arundel 68, must have made it easy to find).20

By the time the treatises which Thynne provided for the 1587 edition were completed, he was also at work on the History of Scotland. In his conclusion to it he averred that ‘both the historie of England and Scotland were halfe printed before I set pen to paper to enter into the augmentation or continuation of anie of them’, and the record of his contributions to each would seem to bear this out (1587: II, Scot., 464). Not only did he first provide material for the History of England in the reign of Richard II, but he also began to augment the History of Scotland only when he supplied a paragraph concerning the laws of Alexander III, following that king’s death in 1286. Before then it was presumably Fleming who reorganized the paragraphing and deleted two passages on the piety of David I, while otherwise leaving Holinshed’s text alone. From the late thirteenth century onwards, however, although Fleming remained in overall control (he added a short passage on Edward VI under 1553),21 Scottish affairs were entrusted to Thynne, who made numerous additions. A number of these derived from the Historia majoris Britanniae of John Major (1521), which Holinshed had listed among his principal sources but used only sparingly. For the fourteenth century, and particularly for the Anglo-Scottish wars, Thynne also took material from the Scalacronica of Sir Thomas Gray, albeit from a summary made by John Leland, rather than from an original text.22

But Thynne made much fuller use of two recent books, John Leslie’s De origine, moribus, et rebus gestis Scotorum (Rome, 1578) and George Buchanan’s Rerum Scoticarum historia (Edinburgh, 1582). The latter was much more often cited. This was not because Thynne had an unreserved admiration for Buchanan; indeed, having described the defeat of the Scots and French at Verneuil in 1424, he turned aside to rebuke him at some length for his tendency ‘with bitter woords to tawnt Humfrie Lhoid, Grafton, Hall, & all the English histories’ (1587: II, Scot., 260). But although Leslie’s presentation—regular paragraphs, annotated margins, elegant typeface—certainly makes his work easier to use than Buchanan’s, which is divided only into reigns and has no paragraphs at all, the latter is almost always fuller and more detailed, and consequently more useful. For an event like the arrest and execution of the sixth earl of Douglas in 1440, for which both Buchanan and Leslie are named as sources, Thynne’s narrative seems in fact to be derived entirely from Buchanan.

Buchanan had the additional advantage over Leslie of continuing nearer to the time at which Thynne was writing. Whereas Leslie had little to say of events after Queen Mary’s return to Scotland in 1561, Buchanan maintained a full narrative up to the appointment of Regent Mar in 1572. Thynne made extensive use of it, but still lacked a basic source for nearly all his continuation of Holinshed, from the point at which the latter ended in 1571 to 1586. As a further difficulty, he found those whom he hoped would provide him with information reluctant to do so—‘I have beene denied of some of the Scots (whom these annales chiefelie concerne) such things as might supplie the default of sufficient matter of Scotland to furnish the same … ’ (1587: II, Scot., 414). He was still able to secure some written reports of events north of the border, notably a lengthy account of the examination and execution of the earl of Morton in 1580, ‘penned by such of the presbyterie as were present thereat’, the records of proceedings in the Parliaments of 1573, 1584 and 1585 (and of the general assembly of the kirk in that year), and ‘The proclamation published by the nobilitie of Scotland’ of 2 November 1585, intended to justify their coup d’état against the earl of Arran (1587: II, Scot., 433, 446). But he must often have also been dependent on English informants. It is likely to have been an English participant in Sir William Drury’s capture of Edinburgh Castle on behalf of Queen Mary’s enemies in 1573 who provided him with a copy of the summons to surrender which Drury sent to the castle garrison.

In order to create a full narrative, Thynne bulked out his Scottish history with information from a variety of other sources, and also with a number of additional texts similar to those he had already contributed to the History of England. He three times turned from affairs in Scotland itself to the exploits of Scots abroad, and particularly those of Colonel William Stewart as he fought for the Dutch against the Spaniards in the Netherlands, drawing on Thomas Churchyard’s A Lamentable and Pitifull Description of the Wofull Warres in Flaunders and on the 1586 edition of the Commentarius brevis rerum in orbe gestarum of Laurentius Surius. The fall of the duke of Lennox in 1582 prompted comparisons with the English duke of Somerset, which in turn led to reflections upon the name of the fifteenth-century English physician John Somerset, supported by a lengthy quotation from the Pseudo-Elmham life of Henry V. Thynne himself admitted that this last excursus was ‘utterlie impertinent to the matters of Scotland’ (1587: II, Scot., 434), whereas his biographical lists of ‘protectors, governours, or regents of Scotland’, dukes (including such Scots as enjoyed that title in foreign countries), chancellors, and archbishops of St Andrews were at least concerned with men and women who had played a central part in Scottish affairs.

CONCLUSION

Although Holinshed’s Chronicles manifestly constitute a massive achievement, insoluble problems remain concerning the exact nature of their historical scholarship. In a world in which notes and transcripts circulated freely—Holinshed translated medieval chronicles for Stow, who made manuscripts and transcripts available to Holinshed and Harrison—it is seldom possible to say for certain whether a text was read in its original form, in the house or library of the person or institution that owned it, or if it was known only through the mediation of a third party lending his own copy, or part of one. Holinshed admitted to using ‘copies and notes’ provided for him by Reyner Wolfe, and to borrowing material from Stow, but does not say what these were. An explicit statement like Fleming’s that he had read Knighton ‘in parchment in old Latine letters’ is very rare, and does not say where it was consulted. But if the materials of scholarship were sometimes obtained at second hand, they were still impressively wide-ranging, chronologically and geographically—a considerable number of the printed books quoted in the Chronicles either related to the affairs of the Continent or had originated there, often both.

Holinshed in the first edition of the Chronicles, Hooker and Thynne in the second, commented on the difficulties they faced in obtaining information about contemporary events. Scholarship provided no defence against government interference, and the extent to which Thynne’s contributions, in particular (including his continuation of the Scottish history), were censored following publication shows that political and personal sensitivities alike might be affected by what historians wrote, and no doubt helps to explain why some people were reluctant to become associated with their undertakings. Nor was it only recent events that might prove contentious. Such issues as the introduction of Christianity to Britain, the historicity of King Arthur, and the impact of the Norman Conquest could also give rise to controversy, a consideration likely to make for caution among those who engaged with them. In Holinshed’s case that caution helped to generate a historical scholarship that was presented in such a way as to draw continual attention to its own breadth and depth, by repeatedly presenting the past less as a straightforward sequence of events than as a succession of possibilities based upon conflicting evidence, and in this approach he was followed by the contributors to the second edition. An awareness of contradictions, and a willingness to accept them, led to both editions of the Chronicles being deliberately composed in such a way as to draw attention to their own scholarly foundations.


CHAPTER 6

HARRISON’S ‘CHRONOLOGY’ AND DESCRIPTIONS OF BRITAIN

GLYN PARRY

WILLIAM Harrison’s relationship with the group of scholars and printers responsible for Holinshed’s Chronicles is uniquely well documented. We naturally assume that the enormous Chronicles were embedded in a complex matrix of power relationships, patronage, and what has been called the sociology of texts.1 However, only in the case of Harrison’s Description of Britain, which prefaced both editions of the Chronicles, does manuscript evidence enable us to reconstruct part of this matrix. The fact that Harrison’s cultural vision, recovered from two manuscripts of his universal history, only reached his Description as filtered and censored by himself, Holinshed, and other editors of the Chronicles, enables such a reconstruction to draw much-needed attention to the historical process which created the Chronicles.

EARLY HISTORICAL WRITING

Harrison’s historical work had always been independent of Reyner Wolfe’s project for the ‘Universal cosmographie’ partially realized in the Chronicles. Born on Sunday, 18 April 1535, at ‘hora 11, minut 4, Secunde 56’ to Anne and John Harrison, a wealthy ship-owner, William learnt from John Colet’s curriculum at St Paul’s School to despise the pursuit of private self-interest at the expense of the common weal. His years as an ‘unprofitable grammarian’ at Westminster School under the Protestant humanist Alexander Nowell reinforced this prejudice, empirically confirmed by the political elite’s rapacious behaviour in the last years of Henry VIII and under Edward VI.2

Harrison matriculated at Christ Church, Oxford, in 1554, taking his BA in 1557. He became a probationary fellow of Merton in July 1557. Both colleges had fervently welcomed Mary’s re-establishment of the Catholic Church, and Harrison received Catholic ordination in April 1558. By then he had already begun historical study of ‘the estate of things passed in that university’, particularly its great medieval tradition of natural philosophy centred on Merton and Roger Bacon.3

However, Harrison resigned from Merton before July 1558. He later claimed to have been rescued from his popish ‘insanity’ by the secret preaching of the Oxford Martyrs Thomas Cranmer, Hugh Latimer, and Nicholas Ridley, all executed by March 1556. If this very delayed response can be traced to the Martyrs, it formed part of the gradual Protestantization of Harrison’s historical and cultural vision. He became chaplain to William Brooke, Lord Cobham, who presented him to the rectory of Radwinter, Essex, on 16 February 1559. He took his MA from Oxford in June 1560, but later incorporated at Cambridge to study for the BD, which he eventually took in 1571. Therefore he was exposed to the evangelical Protestantism that dominated Cambridge in the 1560s and formed the enduring framework for his cultural vision. This evangelical historical perspective soon overwhelmed his earlier attempt at writing humanist history, an ‘uncommon compendium’ imitating ‘Aelian, Gellius, Macrobius, Petrarch and Politian’ in using biography to inculcate desirable moral conduct. For by 1565 he had reached the ominous recognition that when a Catholic priest he had been a ‘shaven worshipper of Baal’.4 This description, significantly written in one of John Bale’s books, shows that his new Protestantism enabled him to fit his life into a prophesied historical scheme that justified his faith and would increasingly dominate his writing.

‘THE GREAT ENGLISH CHRONOLOGY’

With Bale and other Protestants Harrison now perceived that an unceasing conflict filled all of history. On one side stood the true Church, descending through the spiritual generations of the Elect since Adam. Opposing it stood the Church of Cain, descending from the first apostate and shaped by Satan into a parody of the true religion. Satan exploited the weaknesses of carnal reason and human desires, for example through the pagan worship of Baal, to build up his false church. Contemporary popery perpetuated this pagan parody through its antichristian behaviour, and Harrison found the same sinister threat to the true Church almost everywhere he looked in Tudor society, particularly amongst self-interested courtiers, Satan’s perennial tools against the Elect.5

Harrison initially expressed this cultural vision in his ‘Great English Chronology’. The title reflected the extent to which his conversion gave the study of time a new importance. By 1565 he had written ‘Chronological computations from the beginning of the world to his own times’ and ‘Reflections on the same’, partly because chronology with geography formed the ‘eyes of history’, but mainly because time gave fulfillment to divine Providence. By minutely studying chronology Protestants could arrange the past and their personal experiences according to a prophetically comprehensible pattern. In this Pauline conception of religion and history the precise chronological and historical demonstration of God’s care for his Elect aimed to reorient individual perceptions, creating ‘lively stones’ building Christ’s Church through their godly behaviour.

Therefore when Harrison expanded his earliest computations and reflections on time into the ‘Great English Chronology’ around 1570, he sought not only ‘the exact correction of the time’, but also ‘confirmation of doctrine, and disclosing of necessary antiquity’, since historical certainty ranked second only to ‘the preaching of the word which is my chief vocation’. The ‘Chronology’ that resulted, now in Trinity College Dublin, was neither a narrowly calendrical work nor a coherent historical argument. Rather it traced the conflict of the two Churches through an immense number of discrete historical events, set in a series running through 400 large folios, from the Creation in 3966 BC to Harrison’s own day. In this way Harrison depicted providential history as ominously significant for contemporary actions, because in all ages since the beginning of time, and especially in Elizabethan England, he could perceive Satan manipulating perennial human weaknesses to subvert the truth and advance error.6

Harrison did not write the Trinity ‘Chronology’ in isolation. He possessed upwards of 500 printed authors and at least 65 historical manuscripts at Radwinter.7 He also used the libraries of other scholars, St Paul’s Cathedral, several Cambridge and Oxford colleges, and the ‘storehouse of antiquities’ of his friend John Stow, where he saw an early version of Stow’s ‘Survey of London’. He also knew Wolfe for some years before his death in December 1573 (Chronicles 1577: I, Desc.Brit., 14r; 1587: I, Desc., 14). Holinshed helped Harrison with his studies of ancient weights and measures, contemporaneous with his most intensive work on the ‘Chronology’ c.1575, while Harrison had seen Holinshed’s previously unknown translation of William of Malmesbury’s Historia Novella.8

THE DESCRIPTION OF BRITAIN (1577)

Despite these collaborations, Harrison did not write his ‘Chronology’ with an eye to inclusion in Wolfe’s universal cosmography. As a universal history it did not fit into Wolfe’s scheme for national descriptions and abridged national histories. Furthermore, Harrison’s prophetic cultural vision fundamentally conflicted with Wolfe’s and Raphael Holinshed’s intention to present facts simply, without interpreting them for the reader (1577: I, Hist.Eng., 125). Wolfe did not even consider Harrison’s ‘Chronology’ as a chronological source. He relied on Functius’ computation of the age of the world (1577: I, sig. ¶5r). Harrison saw the Chronicles at a late manuscript stage, perhaps after the post-1066 history was complete and the printers had been forced to divide the text of the History of England. Even then he considered his ‘Chronology’ distinct from ‘the history of Raphaell Holinshed if it maie happen to come abrode’, a qualification deleted after the Chronicles appeared.9 Even when funding for the Chronicles seemed more assured Harrison still distinguished between the ‘Chronology’ and ‘Holynsheds historie which ere long I hope shall be brought furth to light’.10

This coheres with the evidence that Holinshed invited Harrison to write his Description of Britain only in June or July 1576.11 Harrison was then detained in London by a Chancery case arising from his work as a judge of the Archdeacon’s Court of Colchester, which would require his intermittent presence in London until February 1577. Knowing Holinshed’s connection with printers capable of producing large-scale works, he showed Holinshed his ‘Chronology’. On the strength of that work Holinshed asked Harrison to write the Description of Britain. Harrison initially refused ‘Because the dealing therin might prove an hindrance and impeachment unto mine own treatise’.12

Holinshed overcame Harrison’s reluctance with what Harrison understood as promises to publish his ‘Chronology’ as part of the Chronicles. The early chapter ‘Of the ancient names of this Islande’ in the 1577 Description (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 2r) refers to the mythical Samothean dynasty ‘as by the Historie following shall easily appear’, but in terms that cannot be found in Holinshed’s 1577 History of England. This contrast remains in the 1587 edition, with the significant alteration in the 1587 Description ‘as by the Chronologie following shall easilie appeere’ (1577: I, Desc.Brit.,1v; I. Hist.Eng., 4; 1587: I, Desc., 3; 1587: I, Hist., 3). Such promises fit Harrison’s early grandiose plans for the Description, but like expectations for the Chronicles as a whole they soon succumbed to pressure of time and shortage of money. After an early Description reference to one Galates ‘of whom in my Chronology I have spoken more at large’ (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 1v), rising costs put paid to Harrison’s hopes. His chapter ‘Of antiquities found’ (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 92) grew out of his collection of ancient coins, the intended models for imperial and royal portraits ‘if ever my Chronology shall happen to come abroad’. However, Harrison eventually realized that ‘the charges to be employed upon these brazen or copper images will hereafter put by the impression of that treatise’ (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 92r). Holinshed, having convinced Harrison to write the Description, later encouraged the notion that after all ‘the hugenes thereof and cost to be bestowed thereupon’ made publishing the ‘Chronology’ impossible (1577: I, sig. ¶5r; Hist.Eng., 33).13

Despite claims to the contrary, Harrison had not written a word of the Description before Holinshed’s commission.14 Indeed the chaotic state of the 1577 Description confirms Harrison’s excuse that ‘most of this book was no sooner penned than printed’, and that ‘such was my shortness of time allowed in the writing and so great the speed made in the printing that I could seldom with any deliberation peruse or almost with any judgement deliberate exactly upon such notes as were to be inserted’ (1577: I, sig. *2v). Believing Holinshed’s glib promises of access to materials already gathered, further help from antiquarians in the localities, the loan of John Leland’s topographical collections, and Christopher Saxton’s county maps currently being engraved, Harrison made ambitious plans for a complete physical description of Britain. However, Holinshed broke his promises and local antiquarians failed to help, so that ‘when I had most neede, and the lefe under the presse, I was left destitute and without hope of all reliefe’, or information arrived ‘even when the leafe was at the Presse’ (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 19r, 32r, 35–36r, 70r). Therefore although the three books of the Description have continuous signatures, the first book passed out of Harrison’s hands with the rivers only half described, and included many errors, which had to be rectified in the second book.15

‘THE GREAT ENGLISH CHRONOLOGY’ AND THE 1577 AND 1587 DESCRIPTIONS

We could review the evidence about the chaotic conditions under which Harrison wrote the 1577 Description almost ad nauseam, but here we need to focus on how those circumstances limited Harrison’s ability to express the cultural vision of the ‘Chronology’ in the Description. For despite his reference to the Description as merely the ‘crumbs’ that ‘fell out’ from his ‘Chronology’, circumstances dictated that he hurriedly conceived and wrote the Description without reference to the ‘Chronology’. Harrison could draw only generally on antiquarian research ‘which I had perused toward the furniture of a Chronology’ (1577: I, sig. *2v).

He referred only four times to the ‘Chronology’ in the 1577 Description and once in the chapter ‘Of our account of Time and Her Parts’, where he could hardly have avoided mentioning it (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 118v).16 Even when discussing avowedly historical topics, such as the chapter ‘Of the fower high waies sometime made in Britaine by the Princes of the lande’ (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 36v), because he had ‘spent more time in the tractation of rivers than was allotted unto me’, he could not use ‘such notes as I have already collected for that purpose’ and had to paraphrase Geoffrey of Monmouth’s account of these roads, which he did not follow in the ‘Chronology’ (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 36r–37r).17 Time pressure meant that the 1577 Description notably failed to include many of Harrison’s reflections on England’s relative position in the struggle between the two Churches, which he inserted throughout his ‘Chronology’.

To take one example from a multitude: Satan typically sought to diminish the true Church by appealing to private self-interest against the common weal. The Bible established this invincible historical pattern in I Kings 21, where ‘When I read the history of [King] Ahab and how Jezabel killed Naboth for his lande and possessions’, Harrison reflected in the ‘Chronology’, ‘me thinke that I see a godly admonition therin to all soch as practize nothing more than to joyne house to house and land to land and often times after soch a sort as Jezabell did with Naboth.’18 By countenancing worldly courtiers who seduced them into ungodly beliefs and satanically inspired actions, Ahab and Jezabel depopulated Israel, hindered the increase of the Elect, and subverted the stable godly commonwealth.

This model obviously appertained to the 1577 Description chapter ‘Of the ayre and soyle of the country’ (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 37r), itself necessarily connected to later chapters Harrison had mapped out but not yet written. Thus a final reference to common lands in this chapter is not pursued, ‘as the tractation of them belongeth rather to the second booke’ (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 89r–v). Even so, the anticipated chapter ‘Of parks and warrens’ (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 89) failed to apply the social vision of the ‘Chronology’. The 1577 version, like many chapters in that edition, omitted the classical allusions indispensable to any learned work and which the ‘Chronology’ used as historical parallels linking scriptural models to contemporary experience.

Only in 1587 could Harrison draw upon the ‘Chronology’ to turn this chapter ‘Of parks and warrens’ into a thoroughgoing ‘commonwealth’ treatise against the misery caused by enclosures. The argument was now broadened and strengthened by Livy’s lesson of similar self-seeking in classical Rome. Harrison also inserted the historical parallel of the proto-Protestant King John, who, he believed, overthrew many enclosures in AD 1209. He further cited Andrew Boorde’s criticism that ‘there are more parks in England than in all Europe’. All this material derived from the ‘Chronology’. These parallels enabled Harrison in 1587 to criticize at length the self-interest of the wealthy who ‘degenerate from true nobility and betake themselves to husbandry’ thus depopulating the country and, as Henry VIII found, weakening England against its enemies ‘by laying house to house and land to land’, a phrase taken from the ‘Chronology’ story of Jezabel and Naboth. Since Harrison believed that it was a ‘curse of the Lord to have our country converted in such sort, from the furniture of mankind unto the walks and shrouds of wild beasts’, he refused to accept objective evidence of increasing population in mid-Elizabethan England, insisting that she ‘was never less furnished with people than at this present’ (1587: I, Desc., 204–6).19

THE HISTORY OF ENGLAND (1577) AND ‘THE GREAT ENGLISH CHRONOLOGY’

Holinshed’s use of the Trinity ‘Chronology’ in the 1577 History also filtered out much of Harrison’s political, social, and historical radicalism. Holinshed saw the ‘Chronology’ after the printers decided around November 1576, when printing of the History began, to divide the manuscript of the History at 1066. For all of Holinshed’s sixty-one citations of Harrison’s ‘Chronology’ refer to English and Scottish history up to 1066. The last citation is at the beginning of the second volume, dating the accession of William the Conqueror.20 However, Holinshed wrote the earliest part of the History of England while Harrison was writing the Description of Britain. The self-contained section on Samothean kings reveals Holinshed’s uneasiness in dealing with conflicting authorities on the extremely conjectural early peopling of Britain, which afforded few of his prized historical ‘facts’. With evident relief he concluded that ‘it appertayneth rather to the description then to the Hystories of this Isle, to rippe up and lay foorth the secret mysteries of such matters’ (1577: I, Hist.Eng., 8, 6). He therefore referred his readers to the early Description chapters on the ancient names of Britain (I, 2) and giants (I, 4) (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 1v, 3r, 4v). Discussing the hot springs at Bath, he added in the margin: ‘of these bathes more shall be said in the description’ (1577: I, Hist.Eng., 19), in the chapter ‘Of Baths and Hot Wells’ (II, 14) (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 88r). However, by then most of the pre-conquest History was substantially finished in manuscript, because the ‘Chronology’ was not integrated into the text.

Lack of time therefore provides one explanation why Holinshed usually interpolated Harrison’s calculations at the beginnings of reigns, or as marginal comments. However, Holinshed more rarely quoted Harrison as a distinct interpreter of an event. Despite his avowed aim to print variant versions of history and leave final judgement to the reader, Holinshed proved extremely selective even in the British history he drew from the ‘Chronology’. We must argue from negative evidence, since Holinshed simply refused to include much of Harrison’s critical historical commentary. However, it seems sensible to conclude that Holinshed found Harrison’s godly Protestant perspective on history hard to swallow, because it conflicted with the ‘establishment’ interpretation of English historical mythology that Holinshed was keen to perpetuate.21

To take the most dramatic example, though Holinshed referred to Harrison’s treatment of the Emperor Constantine in the ‘Chronology’, he refrained from printing Harrison’s criticisms of Constantine, for many Elizabethans the ideal prince. Holinshed insisted that Coel ‘the grandfather of Constantine’ was not merely a nobleman, as Harrison claimed, but a king, although ‘of the regiment of this prince, Harrison maketh no mention in his chronologie’ (1577: I, Hist.Eng., 88–9). Holinshed insisted that Constantine was British, and ‘made his native countrey partaker of his hygh glorie and renoune which … he purchased and got through the circuit of the whole earth’. Therefore Holinshed’s factual, uninspired account soberly commended Constantine’s secular virtues, the traditional paradigm of a Christian prince (1577: I, Hist.Eng., 90, 92). He could not accept Harrison’s depiction of Constantine because of its explicit reflections on ecclesiastical politics in Elizabethan England, where John Foxe’s conflation of Constantine with Elizabeth in 1563 proved potent.22

Harrison agreed that Constantine was British, and even associated the British with his Italian triumph, but from that point their interpretations diverged widely. Harrison perceived Constantine from the perspective of the two Churches, as another example of Satan’s success in exploiting carnal human reason to couple tyranny with idolatry and subvert the true Church. He considered Constantine an archetypically cynical manipulator of religious sentiment, who corrupted the true Church from its proper nature as a mystical body of the Elect. By subordinating it to worldly ‘policy’ he transformed it into merely an expression of the imperial civil policy. Those who followed the delusions of human reason inevitably ended up in the Church of Cain. Constantine’s reign provided the most striking example of the consequences when princes felt themselves insulated from divine punishment, and the dangers which threatened when the true Church relied too heavily upon the worldly prince, who pursued his own interests according to the dictates of corrupted natural reason.23

Therefore, while Harrison admitted that Constantine proved ‘an excellent Magistrate’ in his first decade, in the next decade ‘he found the waie to filtche his subjectes like a theef, but in the last decade of all he lived like a begger by reason of his immoderate liberality’.24 Far worse, where Holinshed praised Constantine’s zeal ‘to the setting furth of God’s glorie and the advancing of the faith of Christ’ (1577: I, Hist.Eng., 92) Harrison followed critical Byzantine historians in believing that Constantine ‘was never constant or zealous unto religion but rather geven like a good husband to gather riches and provide for thinhaunsment of his children’.25 Measured by Harrison’s uncompromising standard, in which God required princes to build up the true Church and punish disobedience from God’s laws, Constantine appeared ‘enemy to no relligion’ and therefore his acceptance of Christianity was merely ‘an outward pretens’, his baptism an insincere public relations exercise since ‘he wold nedes be reputed for a religious Christian’. Moreover, because he accepted baptism only shortly before his death, ‘divers did judge of him that he smelled of the Novatien heresy’. Harrison described the excuse given by Eusebius and accepted by Foxe in Actes and Monuments, that Constantine deferred baptism until he could be baptized in the river Jordan, as ‘a pretensed purpose’.26

Constantine exemplified the disasters that overcame the true Church when princes applied their accustomed worldly reason to doctrinal decisions. In Harrison’s account Constantine recalled the Arians without reference to the Catholics, trusting ‘to his owne judgment which was not great in the knowledg of the scriptures’. For lacking ‘especial grace’ Constantine succumbed to the persuasions of self-interested courtiers, the perennial enemies of truth. ‘Hereby’, commented Harrison, ‘we may see what sute of frindes doth eftsones in matters of equity and relligion, also what it is for a civile magistrate to leane unto his own wisdome in cases of doctrine’. By subjecting the Word to that worldly ‘policy’ which ruled in the courts of princes, Constantine became personally responsible for the decline in the Church which set it on an antichristian course.

Worse still, Constantine may have deliberately dissembled his real policy, like the Old Testament King Asa allowing himself to be influenced more by atheistic courtiers than godly preachers. The godly could therefore trust neither princes nor inferior magistrates, because Constantine was led to infidelity ‘by certeine of his court that liked those errors and had corrupted certaine great Ladies and gentlewomen (whom he favoured) to keep him in that state’. Harrison thus transformed Constantine from the princely ideal to a perpetual warning about the peril the true Church faced under worldly monarchical rule. Like many other episodes from the conflict of the two Churches, this example showed:

What harme gentlemen that are flatterers, Heretikes, Atheists and worldlings do in princes cortes [for they] alwaies pleasing the prince (but for their owne turnes) and thinking a litle religion to be ynough for a gret many of ther calling are often occasion that god is gretlie dishonored, the prince abused, and the commonwelth defrauded not onely of the gospell but of her due prosperity to satisfie ther Ambition and botomlesse bagges of Avarice that never will be filled.

The contemporary applications of this historical vision must have been obvious to Holinshed, because Elizabethan courtiers frequently interfered in ecclesiastical affairs. Harrison indeed found such contemporary resonance in his model of ungodly courtly behaviour that his pen ran on to the conclusion that Constantine’s Christian zeal ‘was full of inward infirmities and soche indede as most gentlemen of our daies do usually professe as supposing a little relligion to be yeat ynoghe and ynough for a great many of ther calling’, a reflection which he later prudently crossed out.27 This was more than a religious rewriting of the humanist ‘problem of counsel’, for in dwelling upon the conflict between the Word and ‘policy’ Harrison exemplified the problem confronting the Elizabethan godly—how to deal with a State-inspired reformation which by its very nature had to be broad enough to be politically enforceable, but fell far short of that pure community of the saints gathered under the cross of affliction which constituted the eternal true Church.

Therefore Harrison’s analysis of the Church in prosperity after Constantine remarkably paralleled contemporary ‘godly’ analyses of residual Catholicism in Elizabethan England. Christianity spread unevenly over the Roman world, for some ‘renounced their Idolatry onely because they saw it fall so fast into contempt, and of this sort many became mere Atheistes in minde thoughe outwardly thei semed to give countenauns to the word’. Others pretended conversion ‘onlie upon persuasion that eche man is bounde to follow the behaviour and ordinaunces of the prince’, which Harrison considered ‘the same degre of Atheisme’. Some served both Christ and the idols, many dissembled, becoming ‘professors of the word outwardly’ while inwardly waiting for the prince to change again, ‘utterly hating our relligion as wicked and most detestable’. The rest simply followed the crowd.28

None of these criticisms appeared in the Description. Whether Holinshed refused to include such critical reflections on the Elizabethan establishment’s weakness against Satan’s attacks, or Harrison censored himself, remains unknown.29 Therefore to define the dividing line between Holinshed and Harrison’s cultural vision more precisely we must examine one of the few occasions when Holinshed printed Harrison’s more radical opinion in the History of England. This concerned the mission of Augustine to the Anglo-Saxons, where Harrison’s deeper criticisms of popery could be published. Yet even here Holinshed omits Harrison’s crucial prophetic reflection on Augustine’s actions, which fuelled his zealous commitment to the contemporary struggle.

Holinshed offered his readers several versions of the events surrounding the slaughter of 1,200 British monks at the Battle of Bangor. He followed Bede in assuming this massacre fulfilled Augustine’s prophecy at a Council of AD 603, although by the time of the battle Augustine was long dead (1577: I, Hist.Eng., 152). Yet he also quoted Henry of Huntingdon’s assertion that Augustine lived for four years after the massacre. Finally he noted that of this battle ‘William Harrison telleth another maner of tale, whose wordes (though he live in our time and his Chronologie be not yet extant)’ Holinshed then quoted verbatim. Harrison believed that two Saxon kings ‘having Augustine in their companie, in the 8 yeare after his arrivall’, warred upon the Britons who rejected Augustine’s canons from the Council of 603 ‘and kill[ed] 1200 Monkes of the Monasterie of Bangor, which laboured earnestly, and in the sweate of their browes, thereby to get theyr livings’ (1577: I, Hist.Eng., 154). Holinshed omitted Harrison’s more dramatic continuation, that Augustine not only connived at the massacre, but also at the razing of the British monastery and burning of its library, and his complaint ‘how voide of all mercy Augustine himself was’ when he refused to intercede for defeated Britons. Holinshed also omitted the ringing conclusion by which Harrison tied the Church in England to the rise of the Antichrist and underlined the prophetic significance of these events: ‘Thus we see how the pope no soner entreth then persequuteth and showeth himself a sheder of blood.’30

Holinshed’s distaste for a full-blooded Protestant reading of history seems to have alienated Harrison’s sensitive godly conscience from the whole Chronicles project by early 1577. His very awareness of the struggle between the two Churches, which had encouraged him to pursue that conflict with enormous labour in the ‘Chronology’, made him susceptible to criticism from zealous London clergy that he neglected his preaching vocation when writing history. What made such criticisms even more persuasive was that Harrison perceived Satan assaulting the true Church at that very moment, inspiring attacks against Edmund Grindal, archbishop of Canterbury, discussed below. Therefore although the History of Scotland included ten references to his ‘Chronology’ on early Scottish history, Harrison succumbed to godly pressure before he wrote the Description of Scotland. He now accepted that ‘it is muche unfitting for him that professeth Divinitie, to applie his time any other wise unto contemplation of civil histories’. He hurriedly translated John Bellenden’s Scottish rendering of Hector Boece’s description of Scotland. He concluded with a resolution to ‘give over not only to write more at this present but forever hereafter of any historical matters’ (1577: I, sig.*b2r; Desc.Scot., 21–2).

REVISING THE ‘CHRONOLOGY’ AND DESCRIPTION

Fortunately, amidst the limited diversions of Radwinter the seductive charms of history proved too strong, and Harrison had resumed work on the Trinity ‘Chronology’ by the autumn of 1578. Before then the manuscript had become impossibly chaotic as Harrison’s rigid chronological structure limited the space for inserting new material.31 By 1583 he had begun an even larger version in three volumes, organized around the Four Monarchies of the Book of Daniel. This version of the ‘Chronology’ disappeared from Derry Diocesan Library in the 1890s. The final volume, ‘Containing the period of time from the coming of the Normans unto the year of expectation which is of grace 1588 expired’, was bought by the British Library in 1992, and in fact continues until Harrison’s death in November 1593.32

This London ‘Chronology’ became part of an enormous corpus of chronological and chorographical treatises.33 They included the manuscript Description of Britain, which Harrison began rewriting as early as 1579 (1587: I, Desc., 215). That rewriting continued alongside the last work on the Trinity ‘Chronology’ c.1580, for there Harrison referred to Jean Becan’s 1580 work on giants, of which ‘I have meane sufficiently to entreate in my description of brittaine annexed to this boke’, a reference not to the 1577 chapter on giants (I, 4) which omits Becan, but the 1587 chapter (I, 5) (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 3r–4v; 1587: I, Desc., 8–12).34 The expanded Description also refers to ‘this present year of grace 1584’ (1587: I, Desc., 38). Harrison added thirteen references in the 1587 Description to the ‘Chronology following’, and changed a 1577 lament that the twenty-six city maps intended for Holinshed would not be ready ‘before this hystory be published’ to read ‘before this chronology be published’ (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 82v; 1587: I, Desc., 192).35 Harrison’s intention to republish the Description with the London ‘Chronology’ explains why the latter advises the reader to ‘see Hollinshedd’ as if that were a distinct work, which he also criticizes.36 However, like John Stow, who never managed to publish his monumental ‘Historie of this Iland’, he would discover that the Chronicles had cornered the market in prestigious histories, and therefore added a reference in 1587 to ‘the publication of my great Chronology, if (while I live) it happen to come abroad’ (1587: I, Desc., 147).37

HARRISON AND THE 1587 EDITION OF HOLINSHED

Since Harrison maintained correspondence with the London scholarly and publishing world, especially after his appointment as a Canon of St George’s Chapel Windsor in September 1586, his ambitions were known to, and perhaps resented by, the group responsible for the second edition of Holinshed.38 John Stow seems to have been particularly angered that Harrison’s extensive use of Leland’s manuscripts pre-empted his own work. He may have learned that the London ‘Chronology’ criticized his chronological errors.39 Abraham Fleming tried to smooth ruffled feathers in the 1587 Holinshed, addressing ‘the Readers studious in histories’. Apparently ‘the computations of yeares here and there … is not so absolute (in some men’s opinion) as it might have beene’. Fleming emphasized the difficulty of correcting ‘the accounts of former ages so many hundred years received’ (1587: I, sig.Y6r). Yet of the fifty-one references to Harrison in the 1577 History of England, thirty disappeared in 1587, although his dates were retained. Stow’s animus may explain this drastic editing. At the beginning of King Lud’s reign, where Holinshed had praised Harrison’s ‘exquisite Chronologie’ (1577: I, Hist.Eng., 33), the 1587 edition retained the date only ‘as some that will seeme the precisest calculators doo gather’ (1587: I, Hist., 22).40

Despite this the London ‘Chronology’ clarifies the limited extent to which Harrison’s cultural vision informed the 1587 Description of Britain. It also points to reasons, apart from chronological squabbling, why he largely disappeared from the 1587 Chronicles, because when discussing events after AD 1066 Harrison drew parallels between the gradual corruption of the true Church in the medieval period and Tudor, especially Elizabethan, England. He identified the same satanic, corrupting forces that he had identified in the Trinity ‘Chronology’—the antichristian papacy, but especially atheistic, self-interested courtiers, willing to do Satan’s work when putting their own self-interest before that of the godly commonwealth. Harrison traced these sinister forces in the events of his lifetime, so that the London ‘Chronology’ presents a highly critical and idiosyncratic depiction of the conflict between the two Churches in Elizabethan England. Fundamentally Harrison assumed that it was dangerous ‘for a comon welth to be riche’ because it became prey for its enemies, when it could not rely upon the wealthy, ‘being good for nothing els then to live to gather money and praie upon their neighbours’.41 As befitted a cleric who modelled this cultural vision on the Old Testament prophets, the ‘Chronology’ so vehemently attacked the wealthy and powerful, and particularly the earl of Leicester and his followers, that very little could be published in the Description or Chronicles.

A complete account of Harrison’s cultural vision found in the London ‘Chronology’ would extend beyond the limits of this chapter. However, the salient features included a deep conviction that ‘every true Christian’ had to be ‘continually armed and redy to wage battell against the assaulte of Sathan’.42 Satan’s success in seducing carnal reason could be seen in the power of Antichrist, the papacy, which at the conclusion of the Council of Trent in 1564 organized a gigantic international conspiracy, strengthened by marriages between Catholic princes, for ‘the overthrow of the gospell in England, Fraunce, Denmarke, Germany and elsewhere’. Even Nature marked this assault on ‘the majestie of god’ with twelve days of apocalyptic thunderstorms as the decrees of Trent were being read.43

Harrison shared this conviction with leading politicians like William Cecil, Lord Burghley, and like Burghley he interpreted all later Catholic plots as part of this larger conspiracy, which involved satanic necromancy and sorcery against Elizabeth.44 Therefore Jesuits were ‘not better then spies and the popes flies in every kingdome’, working by ‘superstition’.45 Harrison particularly associated Catholicism with the occult arts, repeating accusations that Mary, Queen of Scots, the planned beneficiary of numerous Catholic plots against Elizabeth, herself practised sorcery, and married Lord Darnley because sorcerers predicted Elizabeth’s imminent death.46 In fact, although Harrison’s dating of his birth to the second is only one of many signs that he paid due attention to astrology, his ‘Chronology’ persistently attacked ‘superstitious’ belief in astrology, alchemy, and spiritual revelations as satanic deceptions not to be tolerated in a godly commonwealth. It was no accident that many Catholics tried ‘by miraculous meanes to mainteine popery and procure rebellion in the land’.47

Satan’s assaults did not excuse the Elizabethan political elite. Far from it, because ‘in courtly scholes the devell is oft chief Scholemaster’.48 Harrison’s quite extraordinary animus against self-interested courtiers partly responded to their attacks upon the married clergy. Harrison’s defence of clerical marriage runs throughout the ‘Chronology’, and even appears in very muted terms in the 1587 Description chapter on the Church of England, which refers twice to ‘my Chronology ensuing’ (1587: I, Desc., 139–40). However, if the ‘Chronology’ had been published, one wonders what Elizabethan readers would have made of Harrison’s typically acid comment about ‘diverse godlesse courtiers’ who in ‘scoffes and Atheisticall mirth’ jest that clergy wives are fornicators ‘and think it no sin to lie with our wives as the only way to have good luck in buying horseflesh’, as if clerical wives behaved like their own mothers or wives.49

More generally he lamented courtiers’ pillaging of the early Tudor and Elizabethan Church, which advanced Satan’s policies by undermining the provision of a learned preaching ministry. For the Gospel ‘of wild men maketh tame, of enemies frendes, of Tygres meke lambes and of evell men good and vertuous’.50 Therefore those who diverted financial support from preaching subverted the very foundation of the godly commonwealth. Without learning all would become like Spain, where ‘that whole nation is now growen to be so barbarous, cruell, insolent and savage that … they fall out into utter contempt of all the world’.51 From this crucial point a number of consequences flowed for Harrison’s view of contemporary culture.

He criticized Henry VIII for being less zealous to restore the Gospel than expel the Pope, and, ‘pricked on by his covetous courtiers to make seizure of the landes and possessions of the churche’, wasting Church wealth in a ‘prodigall distribution of the goods geven and dedicated to gods service’ than a ‘generall reformation of abuses’.52 Even antichristian Catholic clergy under Henry recognized that their Church could not resist ‘the gaine that hongry courtiers do loke to purchase by them for the devell of relligion that they respect in this behalf’. Machiavelli’s ‘bloody bokes’ of tyranny were ‘volumes mete for courtiers and soche as are sharpe set upon the spoile of all men’.53 As ‘atheists’ who cared for no religion beyond their self-interest, the parliamentary elite happily restored papal supremacy under Mary, ‘now that their landes were made sure’, opening the way to persecution of the godly.54

Once Harrison’s ‘Chronology’ began to discuss Elizabethan religious politics, his historical model made him particularly sensitive to the divisions that religious differences provoked within the commonwealth. For Satan showed throughout Europe how he could ‘stirre up one gospeller to persecute another. Almost the like whereof in these daies is seene in England and would be more apparaunt if some mens powre were acording to their willes’. He despaired at the ‘hatred the lutheranes do bere unto the calvinistes and the precisians to the protestantes’, which equalled the hatred between ‘the papistes and the gospellers’, and ultimately hindered the Gospel.55 Therefore he was particularly keen to identify ‘some men’ who set Protestant against Protestant for their own ends.

With the advantage of historical hindsight he found them amongst the nobility, particularly in two generations of the Dudleys and their followers. According to Harrison, Leicester’s father John Dudley had engineered the execution of the ‘lerned and godlie’ Edward Seymour, duke of Somerset, ‘a noble favourer of the relligion’. Harrison single-handedly created the retrospective myth of Somerset as the defender of learning against barbarism in the 1587 Description, inventing an often-quoted speech in which Somerset expressed Harrison’s own outrage at attempts to seize university endowments, recently revived in the Parliament of 1576. However, the 1587 Description carefully avoided naming the Elizabethan ‘greedy gripers’ seeking university wealth (1587: I, Desc., 99). Leicester’s name is conspicuously absent from the Description apart from a list of noblemen, and Harrison’s well-known chapter ‘Of Degrees of People in the Commonwealth of England’ (1587: I, Desc., 156–65) restricts itself to a factual discussion of the degrees of nobility.56

In contrast to this self-censorship the London ‘Chronology’ gradually became less circumspect about the Dudleys while Harrison was compiling it from the early 1580s to 1593, though he did not write the text in chronological sequence. Once Leicester died in September 1588, followed by his brother Ambrose Dudley, earl of Warwick, in February 1590, Harrison’s tone became decidedly hostile. He began circumspectly enough, recording that in 1562 Cardinal Moroni had offered ‘sondry noble men of England’ large sums to reconcile Elizabeth to Rome.57 Many who recalled Robert Dudley’s manoeuvring at that time to obtain Catholic support for his marriage to Elizabeth would recognize Harrison’s villain. Harrison happily retailed the story that Leicester poisoned Walter Devereux, first Elizabethan earl of Essex, in order to marry his widow, although he later added: ‘how truely it is alledged it is nether rashely wisedome rashly to affirme, nor securitieincrease of security to report and leave in writing’.58

His criticisms included Leicester’s performance in the Netherlands campaign in 1585–6. It has been argued that the 1587 Chronicles were ‘castrated’ partly because of their similar reflections on Leicester’s generalship.59 Harrison focused particularly on Leicester’s selfishness. He recorded that ‘our soldiers, justly or unjustly I cannot tell, exclame daily against him for want of paie’, as ‘the eare of every man that passeth thorow the streates do witnesse most at large’. While ‘Thenglish boies and pages’ stoutly defended a town against great odds, ‘therle of Leicester made a sumptuous banket to all the great ladies of the country’, which some made ‘the best piece of his service’.60 After Leicester’s death Harrison compared his monopoly of patronage to that of Piers Gaveston and Robert Vere, the malevolent favourites of Edward II, which with ‘his scraping from the churche’, queen and commons ‘procured him soche inward envie and hatred that all men, so farre as they durst, rejoysed no lesse outwardlie at his death’.61

HARRISON AND THE ELIZABETHAN CHURCH

Harrison identified Leicester as merely the latest example of the self-interested carnal courtier used by Satan to subvert the true Church. This helps us to further define Harrison’s perspective on the Elizabethan Reformation. Writing well after 1588, when his views had been affected by conservative propaganda against the Presbyterians and separatists, he still identified in retrospect with the principled vestment reformers of the 1560s, ‘godly men [who] of mere consciens did refuse the cappe tippet and surplesse as somewhat savouring of Antichristian superstition, and yet for all that left them as thinges indifferent’. Yet their conscientious resistance had encouraged ‘the weaker sort of the comon people’ to first demand all former Catholic churches should be replaced, and then to denounce all former popish vestments ‘as altogether intollerable’. Then the separatists, ‘busie hedded Anabaptistes or puritanes’ denounced the entire structure of the established Church, while the Presbyterians demanded that the clergy should be disendowed and live in apostolic poverty ‘as thoughe riches and not schismes raised by heretikes or Anabaptistes, as these men are, or the decaie of maintenauns of the churche (whereupon lerning was hath bene heretofore neglected) and abuse of the kaies were not chief causes of the ruine of the churche’. Harrison’s objections to Catholic necromancy also left him susceptible to conservative accusations that charismatic preachers against the learned ministry often dealt in necromancy, exemplified by what Harrison called the ‘witcheries’ of the lunatic William Hacket, who pronounced himself Jesus Christ come again in July 1591.62

Harrison believed that lay Presbyterians aimed to seize endowments supporting the scriptural learning which preserved the godly commonwealth. Therefore his fears that a satanic historical pattern was repeating itself could sometimes make him sound like the most intransigent defender of episcopacy. However, when describing the 1583 conflict between zealous preachers and John Whitgift, archbishop of Canterbury, over Whitgift’s authoritarian articles demanding liturgical conformity, Harrison blamed both the young zealots and the uncompromising bishops for ‘no small hindrauns to the course of the gospell now preached in the land’.

In contrast, from the perspective of gospel preaching, Harrison could see one great light in the Elizabethan ecclesiastical landscape, a principled preacher of the truth against the worldly ‘policy’ of the powerful—Edmund Grindal, once his inspiration as bishop of London, ‘grave of behaviour and inflexible to be wonne unto the wounding of his consciens’, and finally his tragic hero as archbishop of Canterbury. It was no accident that Harrison abandoned the study of civil history with Holinshed in late 1576. For that was the very moment when courtly machinations against Grindal were inflicting hammer blows on the godly Protestant cause. Seeing the great preacher under attack, as well as the criticism of the London godly, may have helped recall Harrison to his true gospel vocation.63

Grindal’s elevation to Canterbury is the only contemporary episcopal appointment Harrison notices in the ‘Chronology’. Writing long after Grindal’s death in July 1583 he noted that Grindal’s constancy ‘wrought him no small trouble at the handes of some of his superiours courtiers’, but could not decide which was worse, ‘the shortnesse of his time’ or ‘his trouble susteined in this place’. Conservative and Catholic courtiers persuaded Elizabeth to command that Grindal suppress ‘the exercise called the prophesie’, a clerical seminar to train under-educated clergy for preaching. Grindal had established exercises in London diocese early in the reign, and Harrison had long moderated a local ‘exercise’ near Radwinter. Their critics played upon Elizabeth’s fears that the meetings would become cells for political subversion by the lower orders. But, as Harrison later added to this note in the ‘Chronology’, this ‘abolition of the prophesie was but a cloke to cover a reveng sought upon another grounde’.64 His suspicions about Leicester inclined him to believe the favourite’s critics. They blamed him for Grindal’s troubles because the archbishop had refused to grant a divorce to Leicester’s bigamous physician, Giulio Borgarucci.

Though Elizabeth ‘absolutely commaunded’ Grindal to suppress the exercises, he refused, setting out his reasons in a 10,000-word letter in December 1576. Harrison summarized Grindal’s arguments, that to obey ‘would greeve the hartes of the godly, breed great slaunder and offence unto her majestie and give the adversaries of the truth a great cause to rejoice and triumphe over us beside the perpetuall reproche that wold grow therby of his ministerie and the wounding of his own sorowful conscience’. Harrison recognized that the moment crystallized the opposition between Satan’s worldly ‘policy’ embraced by courtiers, and the prophetic members of the true Church throughout history. Though Harrison noted that in two appearances before the Privy Council Grindal ‘craveddemanded’ that his conscientious imitation of apostolic models should prevail over worldly ‘policy’, the subsequent suppression of the exercises was a bitter lesson for Harrison. It represented Satan’s triumph over the true Church through the ‘sinister information and secret practice of his enemies’. He meticulously counted Grindal’s house arrest for ‘one yeere two monethes 27 daies’, and noted that to his dying day he protested ‘openly and oft that he was not guiltie in conscience’ of disobeying the queen but only of obeying God.65

CONCLUSION

The ‘exercises’ were the only issue that Harrison discussed in the 1587 Description in terms of the struggle against ‘Satan, the author of all mischief’. Yet even though he described the godly exercises in detail, lamenting how Satan had ‘stirred up adversaries’ who again by ‘sinister information, or suggestions made upon surmises’ secured their suppression, he hurried on to a detailed description of clerical hierarchy without dwelling upon Leicester’s animus against Grindal, or drawing the implications for the true Church of how conservative courtiers exploited their opportunity (1587: I, Desc., 136). In the contrast between Harrison’s bitter and forceful statement of this lesson in the ‘Chronology’ and its muted, diffident echo in the Description, we can measure the difficulty he faced in expressing his cultural vision through the medium of Holinshed’s Chronicles, and also gain some appreciation of the political and cultural limitations within which the Chronicles as a whole were produced. Yet even so, as Harrison’s failure before 1587 to publish his ‘Chronology’ with a revised Description suggests, the Chronicles were the only game in town. Like the Elizabethan Church, Harrison devoted himself to revising the 1587 Description not because it perfectly reflected his wishes, but because within the ungodly structures of Elizabethan power, the godly had to take their small revenge wherever they could.


CHAPTER 7

ILLUSTRATIONS IN THE 1577 EDITION

JAMES A. KNAPP

MODERN readers of Shakespeare’s Macbeth are likely to have come across the most widely reproduced illustration from the 1577 edition of Holinshed’s Chronicles. The elegantly designed woodcut depicts Macbeth and Banquo on horseback as they first encounter the ‘weird sisters’ (Chronicles 1577: I, Hist.Scot., 242; Figure 7.1). It is tempting to read the Macbeth image as an example of the kind of documentary illustration commonly inspired by the modern historical imagination—that is, to read it as an attempt to create an accurate visual reconstruction of the historical encounter. Removed from the context of Holinshed’s historical project, the image of Macbeth and the witches appears to offer a glimpse of how Elizabethan artists and publishers envisioned the event that Shakespeare later immortalized in his play. The relationship between image and text in Holinshed’s great work is less direct, however, than such an interpretation suggests.

The story of Macbeth’s meeting with the witches is unusual even for the often-fantastical Scottish history. The momentous nature of the meeting and the detailed textual account demanded very specific illustration. Consider the accompanying text:

Shortly after happened a straunge and uncouth wonder, which afterwarde was the cause of muche trouble in the realme of Scotlande as ye shall after heare. It fortuned as Makbeth & Banquho Journeyed towarde Fores, where the king as then lay, they went sporting by the way together without other companie, save only themselves, passing through the woodes and fieldes, when sodenly in the middes of a launde, there met them .iij. women in straunge & ferly apparell, resembling creatures of an elder worlde, whom … they attentively behelde, wondering much at the sight …[1577: I, Hist.Scot., 243].

The woodcut’s designer carefully captures various significant details of the encounter, including the location (‘in woodes and fields’), the sudden nature of the encounter (indicated by the raised hand of the female figure in the foreground and the slight rearing of the horses), and the principal action: a meeting between the highly placed Macbeth and the otherworldly ‘weird sisters’. The precise visualization of these details draws further attention to the illustrator’s omission of the most descriptive element of the textual account, that the women were dressed ‘in straunge & ferly apparel’. The archaic ‘ferly’ emphasizes the strangeness of the witches’ dress as ‘unexpected’, ‘frightful’, and ‘wondrous’.1 Close attention to the image–text relationship here strongly indicates that the designer was not attempting to create an accurate visual translation of the textual account. Far from wondrous and strange, the appearance of the witches in the woodcut illustration would have been in no way unfamiliar to contemporary readers, as the ‘sisters’ appear in elaborate Elizabethan dress. While the image was clearly designed to illustrate this particular historical encounter, it does not attempt to offer the reader either a sense of what the meeting would have looked like in eleventh-century Scotland or what was particularly wondrous and strange about the appearance of the witches, as they are described in the textual account.
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FIGURE 7.1 Macbeth meeting the weird sisters. Woodcut in the 1577 edition of the Chronicles, II, 242.

A close look at the Macbeth illustration challenges our modern understanding of historical illustration, which is driven by a desire to see the past as it was. For what reason, then would an eleventh-century Scottish king be depicted in Elizabethan dress? One clue to this puzzle can be found in the list of ‘faultes escaped’ appended to the English history. Here Holinshed explains that historical accuracy was not a significant concern in the illustration of the Chronicles:

And where as in the pictures of battle, ther are in sundrie places gunnes before the invention of that kind of engine, whereby the reader may discerne some error, and desirous peradventure to know when they came first in use, he shal understand that we read not of any to bee put in practice, till the yeare 1380, in the warres betwixt the Venetians and Genoweys, at Chiozza. [1577: I, Hist.Scot., sig. 2N3v]

Rather than apologizing for an error, this note clarifies the manner in which the book’s visual and verbal material should be interpreted. The images are not intended to be historically realistic visual representations of the history they illustrate. Rather, the power of the book’s illustrations lies in their ability to enliven the historical account by visualizing the events in kind: an image of a royal wedding depicts a royal wedding, but not necessarily the wedding that is the subject of the textual account illustrated. This is not to suggest, however, that the illustrations are always, or even usually, generic; the great majority of the woodcuts used in the book were commissioned specifically for the project, and a significant number of illustrations depict specific moments, such as Macbeth’s meeting with the witches, the oration of legendary Queen Voadicia (Boudicca), and the accidental hunting accident that took the life of the father of Brute (Brutus). The relative paucity of these event-specific illustrations is necessitated by the extremely large scale of the project and the reliance on repetition of the more general woodcuts for financial reasons. The practice of repetition had been familiar in chronicle illustrations from the earliest decades of print. Repetition facilitated the realization of Hartmann Schedel’s heavily visual design for the Liber Chronicarum (1493), the book popularly known as the Nuremberg Chronicle and a likely source of inspiration for the Holinshed illustrators. Importantly, every single illustration in the Chronicles, whether unique to a specific event or generally representative of a type of event, is appropriate to the text it accompanies through specific details or general theme. Considering the unusually large volume of visual material in the book, this consistency speaks to the care taken in the design, selection, and placement of the book’s illustrations.

Reconciling the careful design and placement of the woodcut images with the seemingly imprecise repetition of general illustrations across disparate moments in the history has been the subject of the majority of commentary on the Holinshed illustrations. According to Liam Miller and Eileen Power, the illustrators ‘followed the Elizabethan principle of book illustration: to represent the general rather than the particular’.2 David Evett describes the practice further: ‘The pictures are used in the old independent, paratactic way, one image doing representational duty for a half dozen different episodes scattered over as many centuries of history.’3 Such general assessments of the illustrative method in the 1577 edition certainly have some merit. They hold true especially for some of the scenes of battle. But to characterize the overall role of the Holinshed illustrations as general rather than particular obscures the complex relationship the book’s visual material shares with its linguistic text. To appreciate that relationship, one must look to the placement, aesthetic style, level of detail, and thematic emphasis that is found in the illustrations overall.

PLACEMENT

A brief summary of the distribution and range of topics illustrated in the Chronicles offers a sense of the role that the book’s illustrations play in its depiction of the chronicle history. The concentration of the book’s visual material on certain aspects of the historical account sheds light on the material that Holinshed and his collaborators hoped to emphasize. Considering the importance of the illustrations to the book’s overall design, it is particularly curious that the first 250 pages of the 1577 edition are left without images. These opening pages are devoted to William Harrison’s ‘historical description of the island of Britayne, with a brief rehearsal of the nature and the qualities of the people of Englande, and of all such commodities as are to be found in the same’. Harrison’s ‘description’ like the descriptions that precede the Scottish and Irish histories is representative of a common early modern literary form known as ‘chorography’. According to F. J. Levy, early modern chorography was ‘a combination of geography and history’, which ‘in practice, involved. … [a]rchaeology, law, custom, observation, geography, history—anything that might serve to illuminate the description of an area’.4 Anything, apparently, but visual illustration, as the only visual material to appear in this span comes in the form of a historiated initial ‘I’ that begins the preface. The scene in the initial, depicting the creation and the fall, is appropriate for the broadly conceived project of the Chronicles: to ‘range in so large a field as I have here undertaken’ as Holinshed puts it in his ‘Preface to the Reader’ (1577: I, sig. ¶4r). It is, nevertheless, a conventional image (repeated at the beginning of the Description of Scotland) that does little to prepare readers for the mode and copiousness of illustration that define the image–text relationship in the historical portions of the Chronicles.

Unlike the chorographical ‘descriptions’ that avoid visualization in favour of detailed narratives describing the historical development of Britain’s geographical features, Holinshed’s ‘histories’ are heavily illustrated with some of the most accomplished woodcut illustrations to appear in any sixteenth-century English book. Like nearly all woodcut illustrations produced in this period, little is known about the artists who produced the designs for Holinshed. Edward Hodnett identifies the Bruges painter and etcher Marcus Gheeraerts the Elder as the designer of the majority of the woodcuts in the Chronicles, though his evidence is circumstantial rather than documentary. Hodnett argues that the illustrations are ‘marked by a Flemish realism’, and notes that Holinshed’s printer, Henry Bynneman, also printed the first English book with designs known to be by Gheeraerts, Jan van der Noot’s A Theater for Voluptuous Worldlings (1569).5 The similarity in the appearance in an illustration of a ship at sea in the Theater and a ship reused often in Holinshed supports the attribution, though Hodnett is only comfortable identifying Gheeraerts as the designer of 100 of the 138 unique cuts, and he offers no attribution for the 75 portrait busts, some of which appear in earlier books.6 Regardless of the designer, the illustrations are a remarkable accomplishment. Hodnett concludes that they ‘form one of the most impressive of interpretive woodcut series ever prepared for a book by any English author’.7

Though the book contains fewer unique illustrations than its closest sixteenth-century competitor, John Foxe’s Acts and Monuments (1563; 2nd edn 1570), its pages are illustrated at a much higher rate: nearly 1,300 illustrations adorn approximately 2,500 pages not including the unillustrated ‘descriptions’.8 Arguing that ‘[c]opious secular illustration reached its apogee’ in Holinshed’s Chronicles, Ruth Luborsky emphasizes printer Bynneman’s reliance on the repetition of ‘general’ illustrations in achieving the unusually high ratio of visual to verbal material.9 Indeed, the repetition is striking, as 212 unique woodcuts are used to produce 1,273 portrait busts and narrative illustrations.10 It is this frequent repetition that has led to the conclusion that the woodcuts speak only a general language. Accepting the importance of repetition in the book’s method of illustration, it is nevertheless worth listening to the language that these general images speak, as it is more complex than one might expect.

The general illustrations fall into categories. The most common (in terms of number of occurrences) by far depict battles.11 Victor Scholderer associates this emphasis with the taste of the age: ‘the editors had no doubts at all as to what subjects their readers preferred to see in pictures. Like true Elizabethans, they concentrated on deeds of violence … and upon the fate of kings and queens.’12 Yet, the subtle and detailed representations of different wartime activities suggest that Holinshed’s book offered more to the eye than images of violence. Other than the cuts used only once to illustrate a specific event, the edition includes woodcuts of practically every category of historically significant activity contained in the history: affairs of State including Parliaments, meetings between kings and ambassadors, crowning, and coining; State punishments, including hanging, beheading, and immolation; affairs of religion including preaching, baptism, ecclesiastical councils, and the construction of churches and abbeys; and such peacetime activities as marriages, jousts, wrestling matches, burials, and the construction of new cities. In addition to images of a conventional encounter between two opposing armies, the cuts depicting wartime cover such variations in battle as differences in location (for example land versus sea); different stages of conflict, sometimes retreating, sometimes advancing; encamped armies; the spoiling of both the goods and livestock of conquered lands; travelling to war and returning from war; and the capture and transport of prisoners.

The pattern of illustration is, then, to be found in the relationship of the images to the text on a different level than that associated with direct illustration, the practice of translating specific textual details into visual form. Rather than offer a ‘visual translation’, a parallel representation in a different medium, the woodcuts add to the experience of history by allowing the visual and verbal elements of the printed page to complement one another. When textual details are evoked, it is often by referring the reader back to the chorographical ‘descriptions’, thus simultaneously allowing the events of history to stand alongside the genealogy of place provided in the chorographical accounts. The illustrations go beyond the text to offer visual details that add depth to the narrative contained in the chronicle. In a frequently repeated illustration of royal marriage, for example, a monkey hunches in the foreground below a wall as covered plates of food are brought to the royals seated under a canopy (1577: I, Hist.Eng., 361; Figure 7.2), and in an image of a military march, a dog lunges amidst marching soldiers, accompanied by a woman with an infant strapped to her back (1577: I, Hist.Eng., 847; Figure 7.3). Such details go well beyond the textual account, but they do not violate the standard of appropriateness: though not explicitly mentioned in the text the details fill out the narrative history, bringing it to life through alignment with the contemporary experience of similar events.
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FIGURE 7.2 A royal wedding banquet. Woodcut in the 1577 edition of the Chronicles, I, 361.
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FIGURE 7.3 A forced march. Woodcut in the 1577 edition of the Chronicles, I, 847.

As the history approaches the present, the reliance on visual illustration wanes. As a point of comparison: the last ninety-two pages of the English history, making up the reign of Elizabeth I, contain only eighteen illustrations, while the first ninety-two pages, covering the mythical origins of Britain, are adorned with ninety-eight illustrations (sixty portraits and thirty-eight narrative scenes). And though no unique illustrations are introduced into the Elizabethan section, several of the cuts used in the early portion of the history were designed specifically for that part of the text, despite the impossibility of mimetic representation. Twice the Elizabethan history goes twenty pages without an illustration, while the longest unillustrated stretch in the early history is three pages (most pages containing multiple illustrations).

AESTHETIC STYLE AND THEMATIC EMPHASIS

The artistic quality of the illustrations and level of detail included in the images make it all the more striking to modern readers of the 1577 edition that the book’s visual component is not primarily intended to represent in historically accurate terms what one finds in the accompanying text. On the other hand, the appropriateness of the image–text relationship is a very different matter from the historical accuracy of the visual depiction. Holinshed’s acknowledgement of the anachronism in images of battle noted above highlights only one element in a collection of illustrations rife with anachronism. The even more obvious example lies in the ubiquity of Elizabethan dress in illustrations depicting centuries of English history, highlighting just how differently representation was conceived by the book’s producers from how it is today. But to consider this evidence of a primitive understanding of history is to misunderstand the function of the book’s visual material.

On the very first page of the History of England, we find the first portrait busts, depicting Noe and Japhet (1577: I, Hist.Eng., 1; Figure 7.4). Here we get the first glimpse of the illustrative method that the Holinshed consortium will employ throughout the book. It is immediately clear that the portrait busts are not proper portraits but placeholders indicating a change in the focus of the textual content. Why include portrait busts of rulers for whom no reliable likeness was available? Clearly these images were not intended to satisfy the historical curiosity behind the question ‘what did the ruler look like?’. Nevertheless, they are quite detailed woodcuts in which facial expression and style of dress are both carefully conveyed. The representational priority given to visual detail over historical accuracy indicates a sharp contrast between the book’s textual method and its method of illustration.

This contrast becomes even clearer when the first narrative illustration is introduced in the account of Brute, the legendary founder of Britain. The section on Brute is signalled by a heading and a portrait bust (1577: I, Hist.Eng., 9; Figure 7.5), followed by a narrative illustration on the following page depicting the incident in which Brute accidentally kills his father while hunting (1577: I, Hist.Eng., 10 [mispaginated 7]; Figure 7.6). Like the visual details included in the portrait busts, attention to dress and expression in the narrative image is given priority over any attempt to ‘illustrate’ the textual narrative in the modern sense. The ahistoricism of the dress in this case is especially striking, as the portrait of Brute, unlike the image of Brute hunting, fails to identify him with Britain or Troy, past or present. Interestingly, the portrait bust is no more obviously Roman than the figures in the narrative cut, as the battle-axe and armour are only vaguely ‘ancient’. The figures in the narrative cut are clearly Elizabethan, despite the fact that the action takes place in Brute’s own Troy, the accident initiating his eventual founding of Britain due to his banishment. The narrative image itself is elegant in its composition and in the quality of its lines, a fact that is confirmed through comparison with the illustration on the facing page. It is likely that Holinshed’s readers would have been familiar with the illustrations to two other books printed by Bynneman: George Turberville’s Book of Faulconrie or Hauking (1575) and Gascoigne’s Noble art of Venerie (1575), both of which include images of royal hunting in the style of (but not apparently by the same artists as) the Holinshed illustrations (Figure 7.7; Venerie, 84).13 This thematic and stylistic affinity between the Chronicles and these illustrated books on the arts of falconry and hunting highlights one of the important ways in which the illustrations function in the Chronicles. While the textual narrative provides the details of the momentous hunting accident, the illustration illuminates the world that resulted from such an apparently tragic event: the royal hunt as it appears in the image would never have come into being if the accidents of history had not guided Brute to the shores of Albion.
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FIGURE 7.4 Portrait busts of Noe and Japhet. Woodcuts in the 1577 edition of the Chronicles, I, 1.
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FIGURE 7.5 Portrait bust of Brute. Woodcut in the 1577 edition of the Chronicles, I, 9.
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FIGURE 7.6 Brute kills his father in a hunting accident. Woodcut in the 1577 edition of the Chronicles, I, 10 (mispaginated 7).
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FIGURE 7.7 A hunting scene. Woodcut in George Gascoigne, The Noble Art of Venerie or Hunting, 2nd edn (1611), 84.
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FIGURE 7.8 A military rout. Woodcut in the 1577 edition of the Chronicles, I, 11.

The second narrative illustration in as many pages depicts Brute’s rout of an army by driving them into the river Akalon (1577: I, Hist.Eng., 11; Figure 7.8). What the first illustration displays in terms of the draftsman’s skill in depicting the significance of the unfortunate accident through detail, the illustration on the facing page lacks in its rough visualization of a specific moment in battle. Luborsky suggests that general battle scenes such as this one were not produced expressly for the Chronicles, though none of the illustrations has been traced to other projects. Regardless of the contrast between the unique narrative illustration and the general image of battle, both illustrations offer an introduction to the visual mode deployed throughout the histories. In the case of the first image, the illustration focuses on the gravity of the situation and the event it depicts, an event that is peculiar to the story told of Brute’s journey to England. The second image highlights a particular feature of military engagement that will turn up again and again over the course of the history—thus it is not a defining moment in Brute’s story, though it is particular to a moment in Brute’s history. It should not be surprising that the first image is only repeated once (to illuminate very similar circumstances surrounding the death of King William Rufus in the twelfth century), while the second image is repeated eight times, always appropriate to scenes of river-battle routs. The image on the very next page, depicting a battle on a frozen river complete with a soldier struggling to climb out of a hole in the ice, is another example of the tendency to distinguish between specificity of event and specificity of character or narrative development in the design and deployment of the illustrations.

The last two illustrations in the section on Brute represent two often intertwined categories that obtain throughout the Chronicles: peacetime activities and affairs of State. First a small image illustrates a wrestling match between Corineus (Brute’s champion) and the giant Gogmagog. Corineus’s victory resulted in the establishment of Cornwall (a gift of gratitude from Brute) as well as the common name for a cliff at Dover: ‘Gogmagog’s leap’. It is curious that the illustration depicts a contained public wrestling match as opposed to the more dramatic and essential moment in the story—the point at which the enraged Corineus throws Gogmagog over the cliff. If the image was borrowed from another book this might be written off as a printer’s convenience, but images of wrestling are rare, and the evidence suggests that this image was produced explicitly for this episode.14 The last image in the section depicts Brute overseeing the founding of London (then New Troy) on the Thames and includes important demotic details of early modern construction while marking a key event in Brute’s reign (the establishment of the State).

Religion is the only notable category absent from the illustrations in the section on Brute, a natural decision considering the project’s Protestant collaborators. Although the topic was not relevant to the reign of the pre-Christian Brute, as the narrative progresses illustrations related to religious developments become increasingly important. The first religious image to appear in the English history illustrates the arrival of Christianity in England (1577: I, Hist.Eng., 53; Figure 7.9). Though small, the image compresses details of the development of English Christianity into an image of this important gestational moment. The illustration depicts one of a number of ‘divers and other Godly men’ that had been ‘dispersed out of Gailia’ as a tonsured monk preaching from a pulpit to a simple congregation of listeners. Those gathered are not unlike those depicted in contemporary images of sixteenth-century Protestant devotion. Like the image, the text emphasizes the importance of the moment for the subsequent history of the Church in England:

In the days of this Aviragus, about the year of Christ. 53. Joseph of Aramathia, which buried the body of our Savioure, being sente by Philippe the Apostle (as John Bale, following the authoritie of Gildas and other Britishe writers reciteth.) After that the Christians were dispersed out of Gailia, came into Britayne with divers other godly Christian men, and preaching the Gospell there amongst the Britaynes, and instructing them in the faith and laws of Christ, converted many to the true beliefe, and baptised them in the wholesome water of regeneration, and there continued all the residue of his lyfe, obteyning of the King a plotte of grounde where to inhabite, not past a foure miles from Welles, and there with his fellowes began to lay the first foundation of that true and perfect Religion, in which place (or neere thereunto) was afterward erected the Abbey of Glastenbury. [1577: I, Hist.Eng., 53]
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FIGURE 7.9 A sermon delivered. Woodcut in the 1577 edition of the Chronicles, I, 53.

Though the ‘true and perfect Religion’ would only come into full view in the sixteenth century, its foundation was begun at this early moment. On the next page we find the first use of an illustration literally depicting the laying of a church foundation. The image of church construction reinforces the gestational emphasis of the particular events contained in the chronicle while simultaneously indicating that the importation of Christianity was far from complete at this point: the building under construction on the following page is not in fact Christian, but Roman, a temple to the Emperor Claudius.

BACKGROUND

Having explored something of the method of illustration in the Chronicles, let us turn to the origins of the project for possible clues to the impetus behind the particular approach to historical representation. Decisions concerning the illustrations to the 1577 edition of the Chronicles (their design and placement, the overall programme of illustration) are often attributed to the printer Bynneman. Yet curiously, the printer’s role is seldom considered in relation to the aspect of the Chronicles that has concerned most modern scholars—the historiographic vision behind the project, especially as it was shaped by the political and religious interests of complex historical figures such as Reyner Wolfe, Matthew Parker, Holinshed, Richard Stanyhurst, and William Harrison. The attribution of the illustrative plan to the printer rests on the assumption that repetition of stock images was an innovation developed by those seeking to capitalize on the ability to reuse blocks. Though this was certainly the case for some books, the presence of repetition alone is not ample proof that the practice was employed to serve Bynneman’s financial convenience. In fact, there is considerable evidence suggesting that the conception of an illustrated chronicle predated Bynneman’s involvement. Holinshed’s comment that the original printer, Reyner Wolfe, intended to include maps, a feature of the volume eventually omitted in deference to the forthcoming publication of Christopher Saxton’s Atlas (1579), indicates the degree to which Wolfe had considered the form that the Chronicles ought to take. In his chapter to this volume Alfred Hiatt details the extent to which the form of the Chronicles, and especially Harrison’s Description of England, is indebted to the project of mapping at the same time that it reflects the influence of the medieval chronicle tradition’s emphasis on geographical description. Further, Wolfe’s vision for the Chronicles was probably influenced by his involvement with Archbishop Matthew Parker, who was in the process of publishing (with printers Wolfe, John Day, and Bynneman) other editions of historical materials in his collection, including those of Matthew Paris and Thomas Walsingham (both of which include earlier uses of portrait busts found in the 1577 edition of Holinshed). Parker’s vision of historical publication was far from economical; it was his interest in antiquities after all that led John Day to commission the first Anglo-Saxon type at Parker’s considerable expense for use in the publication of Aelfric of Eynsham’s Testimonie of Antiquitie (1566). Among the most important of the historical materials Parker commissioned for print was Matthew Paris’s Chronica Majora, based on two thirteenth-century illuminated manuscripts in his collection.

The Paris manuscripts are especially suggestive for our understanding of the development of Holinshed’s illustrative plan. Not only would Paris’s text become an important source for the early English history compiled by Holinshed, the printed edition of Paris commissioned by Parker and printed by Wolfe is one of three books to include illustrations later reused by Bynneman in the 1577 Chronicles. Most importantly, the Paris manuscripts owned by Parker contain rare early examples of original illustrations to English chronicles, constituting the earliest extant examples of medieval historical texts illustrated in England.15 The affinity between Paris’s and Holinshed’s illustrative method can be supported through comparison. Two centuries before the introduction of print, Paris employed a system of visual repetition that is very similar to that found in the Chronicles. Suzanne Lewis points out that Paris used ‘a system of visual symbols … very probably intended to be used as a pictorial index to aid the reader in finding passages dealing with a particular person or subject’.16 The system included a variety of shields, swords, croziers, and other assorted objects that were frequently repeated to mark points in the text associated with births, deaths, and other important events. Beyond the illustrations, Paris is recognized as a cartographic pioneer, on the basis of the maps included in the Cambridge manuscripts. Wolfe’s interest in maps and Parker’s interest in English antiquities apparently merged as early work on the Chronicles progressed.

Finally, while Holinshed makes no reference to Parker as the driving force behind the illustrations, some of the woodcuts eventually used to illustrate the Chronicles may have been produced in Parker’s house. In a letter to Burghley (to whom the Chronicles are dedicated), dated 9 May 1573 (the year of Wolfe’s death), Parker relates that ‘I have within my house in wages, drawers and cutters, painters, limners, writers, and bookbinders’.17 Upon Wolfe’s death, Holinshed was able to carry on the project once Wolfe’s son-in-law, John Harrison, Lucas Harrison, John Hunne, and George Bishop agreed to provide the financial backing. It is not surprising that another recipient of Parker’s good will, Bynneman would be chosen as the printer. Parker had written to Burghley on behalf of the printer, who had, incidentally, received some of Wolfe’s printing stock upon his death. With the support of Leicester and Sir Christopher Hatton, Bynneman went on to secure the patent to print ‘all Chronicles and histories whatsoever’.18 Though Parker himself died in 1575, two years before the Chronicles finally appeared, a comparison of the illustrations in the Paris manuscripts and the 1577 edition suggests that those who brought the project to fruition were guided by the vision developed by Parker and Wolfe as they contemplated the illuminated manuscripts relating English history in Parker’s collection.19

NARRATIVE DETAIL

Although the illustrations in the 1577 edition of the Chronicles emphasize the general import of historical events over specific details related to particular moments in the history, the images themselves are highly detailed and specific in their representation of the cultural, political, and religious life of the age. An examination of some representative illustrations will further reveal how text and image complement one another in the 1577 edition.

An illustration of the execution of the murderer of the Scottish King Ethodius provides an especially careful rendering of the punishment of drawing and quartering (1577: I, Hist.Scot., 70; Figure 7.10). We learn from the text that:
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FIGURE 7.10 Drawing and quartering. Woodcut in the 1577 edition of the Chronicles, II, 70.

The murtherer beeing apprehended, and examined upon what occasion hee did that heynous fact, for the which he had deserved the most extreme kinde of punishment that might be devised he answered: that in revenge of the death of suche his kinsmen and friendes as the King hadde caused to bee executed in Argyle, hee purposed long before to doe that deede, and nowe that hee had accomplished his purpose, hee was readie to receive what kinde of death they woulde adjudge him to. For sure I am of this, sayeth he, that howe terrible so ever my execution shall be, yet can it not be so painefull, but that I shall rejoice even in the verie instaunt of my death, for that I have in suche notable sorte revenged the deathes of all my kinsmen and friendes. Finally by commaundement of the Magistrates he was drawne in peeces with wilde horses in moste violent wise. [1577: I, Hist.Scot., 69–70]

The narrative here serves to explain the choice of such a violent execution, but it offers little in the way of description. From the textual account we learn that the murderer is ‘drawn in pieces’, the horses are ‘wild’, and the result is ‘most violent’. The image takes the representation further by offering specific details related to the process involved in the gruesome form of punishment. In the foreground the condemned man’s clothes lie in a pile as officials look on from horseback and a small crowd of onlookers assembles. The execution requires five active participants: four on horses pulling the ropes tied to the man’s arms and legs and a fifth responsible for manually dismembering him with a large knife. The riders are shown at the moment they spur the horses, and the animals are drawn with such care that they appear to wear appropriately solemn expressions as they attend to their work.
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FIGURE 7.11 A sick king. Woodcut in the 1577 edition of the Chronicles, II, 148.

The thick visual description in this image is typical of the Holinshed illustrations. In another example from the Scottish history, attendants surround the sick bed of King Ferquhard (1577: I, Hist.Scot., 148; Figure 7.11). The text offers the following account:

as the same Ferquhard followed in chase of a wolfe, the beaste beeing enraged by pursuite of the houndes, flewe backe uppon the king, and snatching at him, did wounde & byte him righte sore in one of his sides; immediately whereupon, whether thorough anguishe of his hurt, or by some other occasion, he fell into a most filthie disease: for a venemous humoure with a soft consuming heate, did so eate and waste his membres and limmes, that a lothesome sighte it was to beholde the same: for out of his legges, feete and privie partes, there issued filthie corruption and matter, with so vile a savour, that unneth myght any creature abide it. His belly was swollen as though hee had been infected with the dropsy, & therto was it verie hard withal. Finally lice bred so abundantly in his secrete partes that he might in no wise be rid or clensed of them. [1577: I, Hist.Scot., 148]

In this case the textual description spares little in the way of visceral detail, but the illustration nevertheless takes things one step further. To represent the king’s disgusting condition the attendants are portrayed covering their noses to withstand the stench, ‘so vile’ that no creature could abide it. Though the salient features of the king’s disease, the wasting of his limbs and the infestation of lice would have been difficult to execute in woodcut, the designer of the illustration is still able to add a layer of vividness to the representation of the episode.

Such examples point to the degree to which the illustrators attend to detail in the conception of the designs. Two other examples clarify the way narrative is captured in the visual illustrations. Early in the History of England, we learn of the rebellion led by Voadicia:

But the Brytaynes were chiefely mooved to Rebellion by the juste complaynte of Voadicia, declaryng howe unseemely shee had beene used and intreated at the handes of the Romains: and because that shee was moste earnestlye bent to seeke revenge of theyr injuries, and hated the Romaine name moste of all other, they chose her to bee Captaine … [1577: I, Hist.Eng., 61]

The scene that is the subject of the illustration (Figure 7.12) is Voadicia’s rallying speech, introduced with the following:

She therefore to encourage her people agaynst the enemies, mounted up into an high place raised up of turfe and soddes made for the nones, out of the which she made a long and verie pithie Oration.

The warrior queen is depicted as a heroic figure: ‘Hir mightie tall personage, comely shape, severe countenance, and sharpe voyce, with hir long and yealow tresses of heare reaching downe to hir thighes, hir brave and gorgeous apparell also caused the people to have hir in greate reverence.’ Her clothing is equally ornate: ‘She ware a Chaine of golde, greate, and verye massie, and was clad in a lose kyrtle of sundrie colours, and aloft thereuppon shee had a thicke Irish mantell: hereto in her hand (as her custome was) she bare a speare, to shew herselfe the more dreadfull’ (1577: I, Hist.Eng., 61).

In addition to capturing much of the textual detail in visual form—the heavy and ornate mantle, the spear, and so on—the illustration telescopes the narrative into one scene. In the tent on the left-hand side of the image a standing soldier is assaulting a seated figure, presumably Voadicia, ‘unseemly used’ at the hands of the Romans. This back-story detail is book-ended by the appearance of a hare under the queen’s mantel, a reference to the climax of her oration:
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FIGURE 7.12 Queen Voadicia. Woodcut in the 1577 edition of the Chronicles, I, 61.

With whiche wordes the Queene letteth an Hare go out of hir lappe, as it were thereby to give Prognostication of her successe, which comming well to passe, all the companie showted and cryed out upon suche as not long before had done suche violence to so noble a personage. [1577: I, Hist.Eng., 63]

Another example of this approach to narrative in visual form can be found in a representative illustration from the Scottish history. We learn of the untimely end of King Maldwin from the following textual account:

After the departure of Colman forth of Northumberland, the people of that countrey joyning with the Pictes, made sundry roades into the Scottish bordures: whiche injurie when Maldwyne revenged with more displeasure done to them of Northumberland, than the Scottishmen had received, it caused the Picts & Northumbers to prepare themselves with all speede to have made sharpe warres against the Scottes: but in the meane time Maldwyne died, strangled in his bedde one night by his owne wife, upon suspition of gelowsie, for his unlawful company keping with an other woman. The next day after she was apprehended with those that were privy to the deede, and brent openly upon an hill, according as she had most justly deserved. [1577: I, Hist.Scot., 150]
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FIGURE 7.13 Regicide. Woodcut in the 1577 edition of the Chronicles, II, 150.

In the accompanying illustration (Figure 7.13), the queen pulls the doomed king off his chair with a rope tied around his neck as two observers peer through a partially opened door. These witnesses are ostensibly the accomplices, ‘those that were privy to the deede’, who are later apprehended with the murderess. By moving the scene of the murder out of the bed and into the foreground, the image draws the viewer’s attention to the connections between the salient details in the narrative account. Further telescoping the action, the left side of the bedchamber opens onto an outdoor scene in which the now apprehended queen is burned at the stake ‘according as she had most justly deserved’. As in the illustration of Voadicia’s oration, this image layers the visual representation of narrative elements, allowing the reader to reflect on the details of the narrative both individually and in connection.

The examples discussed above make it clear that the illustrations of the 1577 Chronicles provide more than the self-contained visual depictions of static moments that we are accustomed to seeing in modern history books. These images inform the narrative not only by adding subtle and vivid details, but also by establishing the dynamic relationship between these details, thus extending the representation beyond what is available in the linguistic text. With this in mind, it is all the more striking that the illustrations were abandoned in the second edition. Various explanations for this significant change have been proposed. Considering the additional time and cost of setting up type with illustrations, it is tempting to attribute the removal of the images to practical and financial concerns. Along these lines, Annabel Patterson suggests that the reason for the omission was ‘probably practical—space saving and ease of printing’, though she goes on to add that ‘[w]ithout these visual reminders that plus ça change, plus c’est la même chose, the reader of 1587 was presumably free to create his own theory of historical change or continuity’.20 Acknowledging that the 1577 illustrations played a powerful role in the reader’s experience of the Chronicles—either by denying them the freedom to interpret their history, as Patterson suggests, or by deepening their engagement with it, as I have argued in this chapter—renders the decision to omit them in 1587 all the more significant. It is unlikely that the stationers involved in the production of the 1587 edition would have compromised such a prominent feature of the book on purely practical grounds, especially if the blocks were still in their possession. Since we know that the largest expense relating to illustration lay in commissioning the woodcut blocks, the possibility that these were no longer available to the printers in 1587 would provide a much more compelling practical reason for the omission than financial exigency. By the time the second edition was in production, Bynneman was deceased and his stock willed to the printing syndicate known as the Eliot’s Court Press, a group comprised primarily of former apprentices of Henry Denham. Although the eventual fate of the Holinshed blocks is unknown, the reuse of twenty-six of the portrait busts in The History of Cambria printed by Henry Denham and Ralph Newberry in 1584, the year of Bynneman’s death, confirms that some of the blocks were passed down. If so, they would have been available for reuse in the 1587 edition.21

Another proposition, put forth by Felicity Heal and Henry Summerson in their chapter (above), that the woodcuts would have appeared old-fashioned by 1587, may bring us closer to the probable motivation behind their omission from the second edition. The mode of visualization found in the 1577 illustrations and the method of woodcutting in particular became increasingly outmoded. By 1591, Sir John Harrington would dismiss woodcut illustration en masse in the advertisement for the copper-plate engravings adorning his Orlando Furioso in English Heroical Verse: ‘other books I have seen in this realme … with pictures, as Livy, Gesner, Alciats emblems, a booke de spectra in Latin, and (In our tong) the Chronicles, the booke of Martyrs, the book of hauking and hunting and M. Whitneys excellent Emblems, yet all their figures are cut in wood and none in metal, and in that respect inferior to these, at least (by the old proverbe) the more cost the more worship’.22 In fact, after 1580 the production of new illustrations for historical texts ceased almost entirely.23 Although it is impossible to know whether all of the original blocks used to illustrate the Chronicles were passed down with Bynneman’s estate, it is telling that only three of the original narrative illustrations were ever reused in an English book. The 1577 edition of the Chronicles is thus one of the greatest accomplishments in early modern English woodcut and also the last major historical work of the period to include original narrative illustrations.


PART II

HISTORIOGRAPHY




CHAPTER 8

HOLINSHED AND THE NATIVE CHRONICLE TRADITION

ALEXANDRA GILLESPIE AND OLIVER HARRIS

HOLINSHED’S Chronicles’ debt to an existing tradition of chronicle writing in England is evident to any careful reader of the lists of sources found in the preliminaries to the 1577 edition. Of 181 principal authors listed (and recently identified by Henry Summerson) 45 refer to chronicles or to an author whose career as a historian included chronicle writing.1 Many more of the authors named can be said to have worked within the context of a ‘native chronicle tradition’. Our use of the term chronicle here requires some definition. A true chronicle, like that assembled by Holinshed and his collaborators and successors, is a record of events—what the fifteenth-century English friar and chronicler John Capgrave called ‘the most famous thingis that have be do in the world’—ordered chronologically rather than according to selective narrative or thematic principles.2 The arrangement of information is often (but not always, as in the subcategory of ‘annals’) by year. However the word ‘chronicle’ or Latin cronicon was used in the medieval and early modern periods—not least by the compilers of Holinshed’s Chronicles—to describe kinds of history that do not always conform to such straightforward definitional schemes.3 The name ‘Ranulfus Higeden’ appears on the Holinshed list: Higden’s Polychronicon is strictly a universal history rather than a chronicle, arranged not by year but into seven books that mirror the seven days of creation; similarly, the seven-book structure of Robert Fabyan’s 1516 New Cronycles of Englande and of Fraunce, identified in Holinshed’s list as ‘Fabian’, is not that of a chronicle, but of a text arranged to honour the seven joys of the Virgin. The ‘native chronicle tradition’ described in this chapter refers to these authors, as it does other kinds of work—such as John Hardyng’s metrical history of England or Edward Hall’s Union of the Two Noble and Illustrate Famelies of Lancastre & Yorke—called ‘chronicles’ by Holinshed and his contemporaries.4 And it recognizes the influence of chronicles on many other texts of importance to the Holinshed compilers—from the Historia Brittonum of c.830 attributed to Nennius, which utilizes lost chronicle sources,5 to John Leland’s Assertio Inclytissimi Arturii (published 1544) which necessarily draws on old chronicle accounts of Britain’s most heroic king.6

The relationship between Holinshed’s Chronicles and other British and English chronicles has already been the subject of some scholarly debate. For Annabel Patterson, Holinshed and his collaborators’ work is strikingly polyvocal and often innovative.7 For Daniel Woolf, the project is the last example of a mode of historical writing that was very soon out of date.8 The argument here is closest to Woolf’s; we find the Holinshed writers working in a tradition that begins with ‘Nennius’’s lost chronicle sources and continues without any striking change of form or technique until after the 1580s. In the late twelfth century the historian Gervase of Canterbury was the first British writer to distinguish between chronicles and histories, and the first to describe chroniclers’ methods.9 To make a chronicle was to be a compiler: to gather, carefully order, and in some cases continue and augment a variety of source materials and identified authorities. The writers of Holinshed’s Chronicles were just such compilers (as is demonstrated by Henry Summerson in his chapters on sources above). They inherited their ‘poly-vocal’ style along with their materials from the work of chroniclers before them. They developed new traditions of writing in the vernacular that began in fourteenth- and fifteenth-century chronicles and benefited from the translation of other kinds of historical texts from Latin or French into English in this period.10 And their Chronicles can also be seen as a logical outcome of the late medieval growth of a commercial book trade and a widening readership for vernacular books, both of which had invigorated native chronicle traditions well before the Elizabethan period.11

Next to these arguments in support of the continuity of the Holinshed project and medieval chronicle production, however, there must also be some for change. The work of the Holinshed team took place in circumstances that would have been unfamiliar to a medieval history writer, translator, or scribe. The commercialization of England’s manuscript trade had culminated in the 1460s and 1470s in the arrival of printed books and the printing press.12 The Holinshed histories were composed more than a hundred years later, by which time the speculative character of print production had helped to establish a new culture of chronicle writing and publication. In the context of the press, competitive and fast-paced revision and rewriting of history was a way for writers, publishers, and printers to make money. By the 1570s, England had also undergone a series of dramatic reformations of religion and the establishments of the regular clergy had been dissolved. As other contributors to this volume argue, the break with Rome reoriented the nation’s idea of its history: it made the medieval past determinedly ‘other’, while at the same time locating in the Middle Ages an emergent story of the development of an independent and imperial English realm. Until the 1530s, monasteries had been England’s oldest continuous institutions; they had produced and preserved a great part of the nation’s historical literature.13 At the dissolution, monastic support for and custody of historical writing ended, a change that may be measured by the decreased importance of the clergy as writers of history and the increased importance of London as a centre for chronicle production and publication. But like the gradual shift from Latinate to vernacular traditions, the secularization of medieval history writing had begun some centuries earlier—when Roger of Howden and Ralph Diceto, bureaucrats working for Henry II, began to compile chronicles; and later as London clerks and merchants developed the Brut and ‘London’ chronicles.14 A far more important change from the perspective of the Holinshed project was the impact of the dissolution upon the availability of source materials. John Bale was among those sixteenth-century writers who celebrated the break with Rome, and yet lamented the dispersal of England’s monastic libraries. After the dissolution there was ‘no quyckar merchaundyce than lybrary bokes’, he complained. But from that merchandise, men like Archbishop Matthew Parker and John Stow could form new libraries—and from the contents of those libraries new histories, including Holinshed’s, could be written.15 This chapter will argue that Holinshed’s Chronicles were compiled as such forces for change intersected with established medieval techniques for chronicling the past.

FROM HIGDEN TO HOLINSHED

Among the texts listed by Holinshed as an authority for his chronicle in 1577 is the ‘Biblia Sacra’. The books of Chronicles in the Vulgate Bible, and following these the great universal ‘chronicles’ of the Middle Ages, which were designed to illustrate the breadth and unity of God’s purpose for mankind, provided an important model for other chronicle writers.16 Higden’s Polychronicon, for example, is a ‘native’ encyclopaedic and universal history, assembled at his Benedictine house of St Werberg in Chester from the 1320s to the 1360s. Its careful arrangement of the material into seven books ab initio mundi up to the death of Edward III suggests the enduring importance of the scriptural model.17 So do English chronicles of the sixteenth century, and so does the plan for Holinshed’s Chronicles themselves. Robert Fabyan prefaced his New Cronycles of Englande and of Fraunce (first published in 1516) with a brief history of the world from the Creation to the Incarnation, and, even once he narrowed his geographical focus, interspersed chapters on events in two realms. John Rastell’s Pastyme of People of c.1529 interwove Roman, biblical, French, imperial, and papal history with English in parallel columns, a format which suggests the influence of medieval histories such as Martinus Polonus’s Chronica Pontificum et Imperatorum, first compiled 1365–8, which treats popes on one side and emperors on the other of each manuscript opening.18 Richard Grafton’s Chronicle at Large of 1568–9 opened with thirty pages of biblical and world history, and continued to punctuate the early history of Britain with episodes of world history (including, for example, a brief account of Mohammed), before settling down, from the late Saxon period, to an exclusively English story.19 Reyner Wolfe’s plan for ‘an universall Cosmographie of the whole worlde, and therewith also certaine perticular Histories of every knowen nation’ thus had significant precedent, even if Wolfe’s grandiose vision was, in the event, found to be over-ambitious and Holinshed’s Chronicles as published took the form of archipelagic rather than universal history.20

The Polychronicon is a useful index to those sixteenth-century changes to history writing that lie behind Wolfe’s ambitions. First, the dissolution had doubtless seen many monastic copies of Higden’s work destroyed, but it had seen others made available to England’s burgeoning antiquarian community. John Stow was an especially important member of that community for Holinshed, who says Stow’s ‘diligent collected summarie’ (Summarie of English Chronycles, first printed 1565) ‘aided’ him, and who had received many other books and documents from Stow, ‘out of his own Librarie’. Stow left notes in his characteristic handwriting in a Polychronicon (a Middle English translation) now in Glasgow University Library, MS Hunterian T.3.21; he is also said to have seen a copy owned by the antiquary Lawrence Nowell.21 Even more significant, perhaps, are the copies of Higden’s text gathered by Archbishop Matthew Parker, who in 1568 drafted a letter that was printed and distributed at the command of the Privy Council and that directed ‘sundry private persons’ as had ‘auncient recordes and monumentes, written … from divers Abbeyes’ to send them to the archbishop, that he might use them in his work for queen and nation.22 Holinshed and his associates certainly made use of one of Parker’s copies of the Polychronicon, Corpus Christi College, MS 197A (or notes from it),23 and may have had recourse to the other six (whole texts or extracts) that the archbishop bequeathed to Corpus Christi College library.

Meanwhile, the popularity of the Polychronicon in manuscript—over one hundred medieval copies of Higden’s text survive—had recommended it for printed publication, though notably it was not Higden’s version but a translation that found its way to the press.24 In the late fourteenth century, John Trevisa, chaplain to Thomas Lord Berkeley, translated Higden’s history. Five other fifteenth-century translations are witnessed in manuscripts, including a complete version in British Library, Harley MS 2261. But it was Trevisa’s translation that was most often copied in this period—120 manuscripts survive including many made by London scribes who worked in commercial settings. And it was Trevisa’s version that the London mercer William Caxton adapted and printed in 1482 and that stayed in print well into the sixteenth century.25

TRANSLATIONS, CONTINUATIONS, AND BOOK PRODUCTION FROM MANUSCRIPT TO PRINT

Translation projects such as Trevisa’s were characteristic of the native chronicle tradition at the end of the Middle Ages. Martinus Polonus’s Chronicon Pontificum was Englished in the fourteenth century, and served as a source, along with the Polychronicon, for the ‘Lollard Chronicle’ (compiled c.1380) as well as for John Capgrave’s 1462–3 Abbreviacion of Cronicles.26 Some early translations were in verse, such as Robert of Gloucester’s Chronicle, composed before 1300 using the historical writings of Geoffrey of Monmouth and chronicles of Henry of Huntington and William of Malmesbury;27 John Stow made a transcription of this text that survives as Guildhall Library MS 34125 and that Holinshed and his other associates may have used; Gloucester is not named in Holinshed’s list of sources, but texts like his—unascribed in Stow’s copy—may well fall under his capacious category of ‘divers other bookes and treatises of historicall matter I have seene and perused, the names of the authors being utterlie unknowne’.28

The most important of the newly Englished chronicles was just such an anonymous text: the Brut. If surviving copies of manuscripts are to be the measure—181 in this case—the Brut was the most widely disseminated English vernacular chronicle of the Middle Ages and after the Wycliffite Bible the most widely copied of all Middle English texts. Its original Anglo-Norman compiler’s main sources were Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Historia regum Britanniae and Wace’s Roman de Brut, whose narratives the Brut extended beyond the seventh century to include the most recent histories of the English kingdom.29 The first Anglo-Norman version was translated into English in the late fourteenth century and there is evidence for especially concentrated copying of the English version by remunerated scribes in both London and the provinces during the fifteenth century.30 This pattern of dissemination is like that seen for the Polychronicon, especially in Trevisa’s translation and, like the Polychronicon, the Brut became a staple of printed as well as commercial manuscript production. Caxton printed it as the Chronicles of England in 1480 and Holinshed is thus able to list the Brut as ‘Caxtons Chronicles’.31 The work was reprinted almost at once by Caxton’s competitors in St Albans and London, and then by his Westminster and London successors well into the sixteenth century.32 Important new translations of medieval chronicles also found their way into print in this period: Lord Berners’s translation of Jean Froissart’s Chronicle (the original written in the ambit of the court of Edward III) circulated in manuscript at the Tudor court but was also printed in the 1520s and stayed in print in various forms (including a translation of a Latin epitome) until 1611.33

During the same period, especially as antiquarian interest in them grew, a great many Latin medieval chronicles of British history were printed: among them the eleventh-century Chronica of Marianus Scotus (Basel, 1559); Matthew Paris’s c.1250 Chronica Majora (London, 1571, printed for Matthew Parker, who also printed two editions of an abridgement and continuation of Paris’s chronicle, the Flores Historiarum, 1567 and 1570, incorrectly ascribed to a Matthew ‘of Westminster’, whom Holinshed cites); and Thomas Walsingham’s ‘short chronicle’ of the late fourteenth and fifteenth century (two editions printed for Parker in London, 1574).34 In 1543, Richard Grafton printed The Chronicle of Jhon Hardyng (London, 1543) from a Middle English manuscript, with his own prose continuation.35

The printing of medieval historical material was the logical extension of centuries of manuscript reproduction of the same texts. Grafton’s continuation and adaptation of an existing chronicle was also conventional. When Caxton added an eighth book to Trevisa’s Polychronicon, he simply did what others had done before him—among them the anonymous compiler who updated Polonus’s Chronicon Pontifium from 1268 to 1277, the monks who continued to add entries to the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle at Peterborough Abbey after the Norman Conquest, or those who continued Matthew Paris’s Flores Historiarum at the monastery of St Albans (1259–65) and at Westminster Abbey (up to the accession of Edward III).36 Holinshed’s list of sources includes references to a great many continuations of native chronicles that he and his associates encountered: among them the 1303–47 Continuatio chronicorum of ‘Adam Merimouth with additions’ (probably continuations to 1380, as in two surviving manuscripts Oxford, Queens College MS 304 and British Library, Cotton MS Otho C.ii); and ‘Nicholas Trevet with additions’ whose Annales Sex Regum Angliae of 1135–1307 was continued to 1377 at Bridlington Priory (the continuation survives in British Library, Harley MS 688 and Trinity College Cambridge MS O.5.37).37 If the book Huntington Library MS HM 132 is, as it appears, a holograph of Higden’s text, then the author’s own practices of continuation are apparent in leaves and gatherings added onto the original quire structure so that the writer could continue the text.38

It was likewise routine for copyists of the anonymous Brut to extend its chronicle to cover recent events. For example, while the last ‘common’ entry in the ‘Common Version’ of the text (that most often found in surviving manuscripts) is for 1333, in various witnesses this version has been extended—to 1377, 1419, 1430, 1434, 1455, and 1461. Other versions complicate this textual tradition even further and scholars have lately argued that the Brut should be treated not as a singular text but as a fluid, collaborative, and ongoing project.39 It was a project that at times emphasized the importance of correctness as well as continuation and collaboration, of the need to sift through and select from source materials. The scribe of a fifteenth-century Brut manuscript, British Library, Egerton MS 650, writes after his account of the 1419 siege of Rouen that ‘we wanted the trewe copy’ of this event and ‘who so ever owys this boke may wryte it oute in the henderend … whene he gettes the trew copy’ (fol. 111r).40

The compiler of this text was hardly the first native chronicler to share the Holinshed team’s interest in making history more accurate as well as more detailed: for example the sixteenth-century debate over the veracity of the story of King Arthur that began when Polydore Vergil denied the legend, and which included Leland’s response, the Assertio Inclytissimi Arturii, was equally of concern to the chronicler William of the Augustinian priory of Newburgh in the late twelfth century. He reasoned that if there had been such a king, he would have been mentioned in Bede’s Ecclesiastical History.41 But the Brut compilers worked in a metropolitan and commercial context for book production that more closely resembled that of the writers of Holinshed’s Chronicles than did William of Newburgh’s circumstances.

This point can be usefully developed by way of medieval civic or ‘London’ chronicles, which often served as sources for those continuing the Brut narrative and appear to have emerged within a similar milieu. The London chronicles are distinct from other medieval chronicles in their use of the mayoralty as a principle for arrangement and in their narrow interest in civic history. They date for the most part from the 1430s and later, though they draw on Latin, Anglo-Norman, and English records and lists of events and London officials dating back perhaps as far as the beginning of the mayoralty in 1189 (the year that all the London chronicles begin). They are noteworthy here for three reasons. First, the London chroniclers, like the Holinshed team, made use of an especially wide range of sources—plays and poems as well as civic records, other chronicles, pamphlets, and eye-witness reports. By the late fourteenth century London had become England’s greatest city and a wide range of texts as well as diverse sorts of people were around to make information available to local chroniclers.42 Secondly, the London chronicles exemplify the way that English historical writing was gradually moving, even before the dissolution, from monastery and noble household or court (as in the work of Higden, the Anglo-French chronicler Froissart, Trevisa, or Capgrave) to city.43 This was already evident in the metropolitan production of manuscripts of medieval chronicles like the Brut, but the Holinshed project’s genesis in a London printer’s shop has important antecedents in the copying and continuation of the London chronicle by the fifteenth-century London scrivener Robert Bale; and in the work of Robert Fabyan, draper, sheriff, and alderman, author of the printed Cronycles of Englande and of Fraunce which survives in two manuscripts copied by the same scribe who made the ‘Great Chronicle of London’ in Guildhall Library MS 3313.44 Thirdly, the London chronicles served as an especially rich source for sixteenth-century English chroniclers, because they too were usually based in London and so had many copies of civic chronicles near at hand: not just those like Fabyan’s or the abbreviated chronicle by Richard Arnold that were in print (the latter issued from an Antwerp press in 1503), but also many manuscript copies.45 In writing his own histories of England, for example, the London citizen John Stow is known to have made use of about a dozen manuscripts of London chronicles, or chronicles containing substantial material on the history of the City. Holinshed, also closely associated with London circles, never identifies a London chronicle as a source—but that is because all such texts fall into his category of works whose authors are ‘utterlie unknowne’.46

FROM TRADITION TO INNOVATION: ARCHIPELAGIC HISTORY, CHOROGRAPHY, AND AUTHORS

So the basic structure, the drawing of material out of Latin into English, the utilization of a wide range of sources, the commercial and metropolitan character of the venture and its association with commercial book producers, and the continuation and recompilation of existing chronicle history—all these were conventional aspects of the Holinshed project. Likewise (and as discussed by Philip Schwyzer in Chapter 35 below), the decision to restrict the story told by the Chronicles to archipelagic rather than universal history was not inconsistent with native tradition: this was the structure of the Brut and also the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, which begins, in the most famous of several copies that Matthew Parker collected from the remnants of the dissolution (Cambridge, Corpus Christi College MS 173), with a description of the length of the island of Britain and its five nations—English, Welsh, Scottish, Pictish, and Latin.47 Holinshed’s Chronicles similarly brought together within one set of covers the separate stories of England, Scotland, and Ireland. Where Holinshed broke with both universal and native precedent, however, was in abandoning any attempt to integrate his multiple histories into a single chronological narrative: instead, he took the more pragmatic decision to tell the stories of the three kingdoms separately.48

There was also a long tradition behind the idea of prefacing the chronicles proper with a scene-setting chorographical account, portraying the land in which the historical action would take place. A clear line of succession can be traced from Gildas in the sixth century, through Bede in the eighth, and the Historia Brittonum in the ninth, to Geoffrey of Monmouth and Henry of Huntingdon in the twelfth.49 Such descriptions, in Kathy Lavezzo’s words, ‘not only provide a sense of place, but also celebrate the place that is Britain’.50 The most notable exponent of the practice in the high Middle Ages was, again, Higden, who opened the Polychronicon with a broad-based world chorography, before shifting focus to Ireland, Scotland, Wales, and finally (but in greatest detail) England.51 A version of Trevisa’s translation of Higden’s description of Britain was published separately by Caxton in 1480 (two years before he published the Polychronicon as a whole), and was reprinted on at least seven occasions down to 1528. Polydore Vergil adhered to this tradition by opening his Anglica Historia (first edition 1534) with an account in thirteen folio pages of Britain (divided into England, Scotland, Wales, and Cornwall) and its coastal islands; and Stow appropriated much of Vergil’s text, in English translation but otherwise little altered, for the several editions of his own chronicles—initially omitting Scotland, but restoring it in 1570. When William Harrison came to write the Description of Britain for Holinshed, he seems to have drawn on Higden’s description, not merely for factual content, but also as a more fundamental quarry of ideas for the topics to be covered: of Higden’s twenty-two chapters on England, nine are precisely paralleled in the Description of Britain, twelve enjoy a degree of correspondence (either consolidated with other material or subdivided), and only one, on the manners of the natives of Britain, finds no immediate counterpart. However, whereas all the earlier descriptions of Britain had been essentially ‘top-down’ accounts, heavily dependent on literary sources, and cataloguing rather than describing geographical features, Harrison’s goal was more ambitious: although he did not set out to include original fieldwork, he sought, within the limits of his schedule and his sources, to depict the land in far greater detail from the ground up, and to explore local distinctiveness and individuality.

The innovative character of this and other aspects of Holinshed’s Chronicles may be ascribed in part to changes in the conditions for publication of written history in the sixteenth century. Consider for example the treatment of sources in the Chronicles. Neither marginal glossing of source-texts nor the prefatory list of 181 of these sources was unique; the identification of authorities was a development of medieval scholastic and humanist practice that has been well documented.52 But neither was especially characteristic of medieval English chronicles, particularly not those written in vernacular languages. Instead, Holinshed’s lists of authorities, intended to impress, pick up on more recent developments in English history writing. Bibliographical listings like that in Holinshed’s front matter appear in other English printed chronicles of the Tudor period. While some of these were shorter (thirty-six items in Edward Hall’s Union of the Two Noble and Illustre Famelies of Lancastre & Yorke (1548); thirty-five in John Stow’s Summarie of Englyshe Chronicles of 1565; seventy-four in Richard Grafton’s Chronicle at Large (1568–9)), Stow’s lists grew through subsequent editions of his work, and rapidly came to equal, and then to outstrip, Holinshed: 189 items in the Summarie of 1575; 281 in the Chronicles of England of 1580; 335 in the Annales of England of 1592; and eventually 339 in the Annales of 1600.53 The fact that these lists were neither comprehensive nor entirely accurate as reflections of the sources drawn on is beside the point: what they show is both the desire of Stow, Holinshed, and others to publicize the location of their writings within an accretive chronicle tradition, and to articulate to readers who had an increasing number of chronicles to choose from that their work gained its authority by standing on the shoulders of giants. The more giants than their competitors they could name, the better.

The well-documented debate between Stow and Grafton over the accuracy of their respective chronicles also suggests the impact of the competitive environment of print publication. Medieval scribes were usually working for patrons or in an institutional context (in a religious or secular household or office). Not so Stow and Grafton, both of whom earned money by writing chronicles; both of whose works were issued in hundreds of speculatively produced copies; and both of whom needed to persuade the reading public world of the particular value of their work. In his 1565 Manuell of the Chronicles of England, Grafton accused Stow of plagiarizing his 1563 Abridgement of the Chronicles of England—of making ‘my travaile to passe under his name’. Stow responded by describing the Manuell as a ‘hotchepotte made of truthe and lyes together’ and issuing a counter-accusation: that Grafton had copied the names of authors from the catalogue of sources in Stow’s 1565 Summarie without actually consulting any of their writings.54 The publication of Holinshed’s Chronicles may not have become so acrimonious but its compilers, Stow among them, still had to bear in mind the competition offered by printed histories from Higden’s to Hall’s. New descriptions of Britain and new claims about breadth and authenticity of sources emerged partly as a result of this competition.55

ELEANOR CROSSES, KENTISH LIBERTIES, AND THE LIFE OF ST EDMUND: NATIVE CHRONICLES AS SOURCES

We can read specific episodes from Holinshed’s Chronicles in light of this account of the native chronicle tradition and that which was emergent in that tradition in the sixteenth century. The use of medieval chronicles as sources, the importance of printed evidence, and the accretion and correction of detail, for example, are illustrated by sixteenth-century chroniclers’ treatment of the death of Eleanor of Castile, Queen of Edward I, in 1290. Fabyan in 1516 gave a brief notice of her death, dwelling on the two wax tapers that still burned at her tomb at Westminster, and on her family history.56 Stow in his Summarie of 1565 and Grafton in 1569 were more succinct, the tapers, of course, having by now fallen victim to the dissolution.57 However, by 1570 Stow had found two new sources: Henry Knighton’s chronicle and a version of Thomas Walsingham’s Chronica Majora (later entitled Historia Anglicana when edited by Henry T. Riley).58 The former contained little that was material, but from the latter he was able to add the information that Eleanor had died in Lincolnshire, and that ‘as she was brought toward Westminster, the king made at every place wher she staied a costly crosse with the Queenes Image upon it’. Walsingham’s account was published in full by Archbishop Parker in 1574.59 The following year, Stow for the first time specified Harby, near Lincoln, as Eleanor’s place of death (a detail taken from Walsingham); and named two of the memorial crosses as ‘Charing crosse & ye crosse in West Chepe of London’, details drawn from a new source, the early fourteenth-century chronicle of Walter of Guisborough.60 Holinshed in 1577 had no fresh sources, but fleshed out the story a little with elements including (from Walsingham) Edward turning back from his journey to Scotland to accompany the body to Westminster, and (from Guisborough) the regular Wednesday distributions of alms to the poor which Eleanor’s death prompted.61 The passage was illustrated by a woodcut of a cross standing on a bridge—though this was in fact a recycled image, originally used in the History of Scotland to represent the bridge and cross erected at Stirling by Osberht of Northumbria.62 Stow reverted to a short version of the story in his Chronicles of 1580, but was able to add to his sources the Dunstable Chronicle and the (now lost) chronicle of Ralph Baldock, bishop of London; to record that the queen’s intestines had been buried at Lincoln; and to expand his list of locations to include the crosses at Dunstable, St Albans, and Waltham Cross.63 The 1587 Holinshed omitted the woodcut, but otherwise left the text of 1577 unchanged.64 Stow, however, continued to unearth new sources, and in his Annales of 1590, now citing the unidentified Thomas Clifford, he named four more crosses, at Stony Stratford, Northampton, Woburn, and Grantham, bringing the list up to nine locations out of a total of twelve.65 He also correctly dated Eleanor’s death to 28 November 1290, the earlier accounts having given a variety of dates ranging from 1290 to 1293.

We see similar patterns in the chronicles’ accounts of how, in the immediate aftermath of the Battle of Hastings, the people of Kent managed to negotiate the retention of their pre-Conquest liberties. The legend emerged from St Augustine’s Abbey, Canterbury, where it was first told by the thirteenth-century chronicler Thomas Sprott, from whom it passed to the abbey’s fourteenth-century chronicler William Thorne.66 The story ran that, under the leadership of Stigand, archbishop of Canterbury, and Egelsin, abbot of St Augustine’s, the Kentish population camouflaged themselves with branches and ambushed William the Conqueror at Swanscombe, near Gravesend, as he marched from London to Dover. They offered to accept his lordship, but only on condition that they were permitted to keep their ancestral laws and customs: William, appreciating the danger he was in, and recognizing that Kent was ‘the key of England’ (a epithet coined by Matthew Paris), pragmatically granted this concession.67 In the sixteenth century the story was picked up from Thorne and offered in English translation, first by Grafton in 1569, and then by Stow in 1570.68 Their translations were, however, quite independent of one another: Stow was either ignorant of, or chose to ignore, Grafton’s earlier version. Stow also acknowledged, while Grafton seems to have been unaware, that the original source of the story was Thomas Sprott. In 1577, Holinshed incorporated Stow’s translation into the Chronicles, with minimal adaptation and including the attribution to Sprott.69 It survived into the 1587 edition with only minor stylistic changes.70 However, although the theme of the story remained constant, that the ‘ancient liberties of Englande’ remained uniquely inviolate in Kent, both Stow and Holinshed had missed the further connection drawn by Grafton between the legend and the Kentish custom of gavelkind (encompassing partible inheritance and free alienation), which did indeed reflect a higher degree of tenurial freedom in that county than was commonly found elsewhere in England. This became a significant thread of William Lambarde’s Perambulation of Kent (1576), and merited a mention in Camden’s Britannia (1586); and by the early seventeenth century the myth of Kentish liberty was firmly established, feeding in due course into political arguments for the ‘Ancient Constitution’, and, indeed, surviving as an undercurrent of local folklore to the present day.71

Our final example concerns Holinshed’s description of the life and death of the king and martyr St Edmund (d. 869). In the 1577 and 1587 editions, which are the same in all particulars, one source is named:72 William of Malmesbury’s Deeds of the Kings of England provides the latter half of the episode, including the specific facts that Edmund died in the sixteenth year of his reign, and that East Anglia was left without a king for nine years.73 Before this, the story of Edmund is compiled from a number of different sources. A medieval vernacular chronicle—the Brut—supplies Holinshed’s basic story of Edmund’s martyrdom: Holinshed’s account of the saint’s refusal to renounce Christianity, his calling Christ’s name, the tree, the arrows, his decapitation.74 Polydore Vergil’s Anglica Historia provides the variant ‘Agnerus’ for the name of Hinguar, one of Edmund’s Danish tormentors.75 Notes by the antiquary John Leland are likely the source for the old name of ‘Eglesdon’ for the place where Edmund was buried (thereafter ‘Saint Edmundsbury’).76

If the Holinshed compilers were using Leland’s notes at this point, this may once again suggest the involvement of Stow, who had temporary custody of Leland’s notes in 1576, and made transcriptions that were available to his contemporaries.77 Stow certainly left other traces of his interest in sources for the life of Edmund. In his 1565 Summarie of Englyshe Chronicles he observes that ‘John Lidgate, monk of Bury’ wrote a poem about Edmund (Lives of SS Edmund and Fremund) and annotations in Stow’s characteristic hand appear in three manuscripts of Lydgate’s text: Arundel Castle; British Library, Harley MS 372; and Oxford, Bodleian MS Ashmole 59. He made a prose paraphrase of the key events from the poem, part of which survives (on the back of an envelope, British Library, Harley MS 247).78 In the 1570s Stow was busy preparing a comprehensive chronicle history of England based on his researches; he later complained that Holinshed’s 1577 Chronicles—to which he contributed so much material—pre-empted his own and made publication impossible.79 When Stow did develop an extended account of the death of Edmund, in his 1570 Summarye for example, that account is remarkable for its proximity to Holinshed’s—for example, in its inclusion of the detail about ‘Eglesdon’ (Stow spells this ‘Egilisdun’ which is closer to Leland’s spellings), suggesting it was drawn from the same notes or at least the same group of sources.80 As in the case of the death of Eleanor, Stow made an effort to go further in later publications, searching for facts that the Holinshed team had not published. In his Annales of 1592 Stow writes, for instance, that Edmund learned his psalter in English from an old manuscript that was kept at the monastery at Bury until the dissolution.81

CONCLUSIONS

We can conclude something about the chronicle tradition from the work that lies behind each new version of these episodes. Chronicles such as Stow’s and Holinshed’s could be accretive—increasingly rich, ‘corrected’ in the spirit of competition, and not always selective in their detail—because the dissolution that had seen St Edmund’s psalter lost or destroyed, and the wax tapers taken from Eleanor’s tomb, had also made a great body of historical material available to a new community of English authors. These authors included Leland and his enemy Vergil, and Holinshed and his helper and competitor Stow. Medieval sources, including medieval chronicles, provided a template as well as facts for writers of the sixteenth century; printing made some medieval historians’ texts even more widely available and it created new opportunities but also new risks for sixteenth-century chroniclers. Chroniclers might have stripped their sources of popery or superstition and argued in this way that they were new. Just as there are no candles at Eleanor’s tomb, there is nothing ‘miraculous’ left in the story of Edmund in Holinshed’s Chronicles—he is more king than martyr.82 But the same could be said of the very first account of Edmund’s reign in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, which simply tells of his defeat by the Danish army.83 An emphasis on the secular history of the British Isles was not new to the post-Reformation chronicle tradition, which was partly why such texts were of interest to a moderate reformer such as Matthew Parker. And by tradition a chronicle was not a new argument about the past but a compilation and augmentation of existing histories; rhetorical flourish and polemic were left to narrative history and sacred biography.84 What a chronicler needed to justify print publication was precisely what medieval chroniclers had needed to justify their labours: newly assembled facts, such as those about St Edmund’s psalter, or the Eleanor crosses, or Kentish customs.

As Daniel Woolf has observed, it was precisely this cumulative quality of the chronicle tradition that other sixteenth-century writers mocked. Ben Jonson’s chronicler sits waiting for something to happen so he can write about it in the satirical Staple of News.85 Edmund Bolton described chronicles as ‘vulgar tomes’, ‘recover’d from out of innumerable ruins … in greater number then commendable order’.86 For at least some contemporaries, the problem with Holinshed’s Chronicles was that they too closely resembled the medieval chronicles from which they had been so industriously confected.




CHAPTER 9

HOLINSHED AND MYTHICAL HISTORY

LAURA ASHE

THE term ‘mythical history’ does not appear unduly troubling; in the context of Holinshed’s Chronicles it evidently implies the ancient past, the origins and prehistory of Britain. Nevertheless, this plausible transparency is belied by a paradox; if we think we know what mythical history is, we also believe that myth and history are two separable, even contrary, concepts: ‘History is what myth isn’t.’1 But while medieval chroniclers knew well enough the abstract difference between historia and fabula, the boundaries of plausibility and credulity remained porous and uncertain.2 This difficulty was at its most acute in the matter of ancient prehistory; in searching out the origins of nations and peoples chroniclers faced questions felt to be of real historical importance, but which were by their nature mired in the greatest obscurity, unavoidably entangled with fabular material. Sixteenth-century scholars felt these pressures as severely as their forebears, but might have found themselves in a slightly better position to judge their sources. Daniel Woolf has drawn attention to five ‘interconnected transitions’ in historical consciousness which took place during the early modern period, one of which is a modest development in precisely this understanding: historians discovered ‘a more confident sense of the “real” and the “probable”, together with a willingness to concede the existence of the unknowable’.3 By the end of the sixteenth century, Woolf argues, it was newly possible for chroniclers of the distant past to supply the inevitable gaps in the record not with myth, but with ignorance: ‘a kind of sceptical “plug” to restrain the anxiety of a knowledge vacuum—an open admission that “there are some things back then that we simply don’t know” ’.4 Some antiquaries and historians—most importantly Camden, Selden, and their contemporaries and followers—have to modern eyes distinguished themselves by a more reasoned and sceptical treatment of mythical history, and as a result scholars have regarded them as vital pioneers in the development of the modern discipline.5 There is inherent risk in the teleological act of identifying modernity in historical writing,6 but whilst that is widely acknowledged, there is general agreement ‘that the early modern era was characterized by a deepening and more fully articulated conception of time and history’.7

In the context of such a historiographical movement Holinshed’s Chronicles can be seen as sitting on the cusp of this phenomenon, or in the midst of its fitful progression, neither fully committed to a ‘modern’ historical method, nor entirely mired in the presumed credulousness of the past.8 In the recounting of ancient prehistory the known sources were the least tractable to any application of empirical method, and the Chronicles’ profoundly ambivalent representation of the mythical past could be plotted as a point on the continuum of gradual historiographical change. But there are some necessary qualifications to this generalizing picture, and they can be illustrated by comparisons both with much earlier, medieval chroniclers, and with Holinshed’s more sceptical contemporaries, those admired early modern pioneers. The matter under debate throughout the sixteenth century, in what has been known as a ‘Battle of the Books’, is the ancient ‘British’ past.9 Canonically—from Geoffrey of Monmouth’s 1136 Historia regum Britanniae and the ensuing Brut tradition—this began with the origin myth of Brutus, descendant of Aeneas and thus of Troy and Rome, who conquers the island from its indigenous giants and names it for himself. The subsequent line of kings reaches its apotheosis with King Arthur, conqueror of half of Europe, after whose death the island is finally overrun by the Anglo-Saxon peoples. By the late sixteenth century these two central figures Brutus and Arthur had been much disputed, but contrarily they had also been joined by other myths, in the unceasing urge to find explanations for the distant past.

SIFTING MYTH FROM HISTORY

For the purposes of comparison, it is worth remembering that in around 1125, William of Malmesbury wrote briefly about King Arthur in his Gesta regum Anglorum. Here he sought to distinguish the historical king, a figure of great bravery and prowess, from the fabled hero of Welsh legend:

This Arthur is the hero of many wild tales among the Britons even in our own day, but assuredly deserves to be the subject of reliable history rather than of false and dreaming fable [non fallaces … fabulae sed veraces … historiae]; for he was long the mainstay of his falling country, rousing to battle the broken spirit of his countrymen, and at length at the siege of Mount Badon, relying on the image of our Lord’s Mother which he had fastened upon his arms, he attacked nine hundred of the enemy single-handed, and routed them with incredible slaughter.10

William’s work pre-dates Geoffrey’s ruinously influential Historia, which was to bring the British foundation myth into the mainstream of English historical record for centuries to come; the Gesta regum Anglorum thus provided one of numerous scraps of evidence for those seeking to look behind the Galfridian myth. But if William’s exasperation illustrates that Arthur had provided chroniclers with difficulties even before Geoffrey, then it is sobering to observe that four and a half centuries later, pace Woolf, Holinshed and his contemporaries cannot readily improve upon William’s stance of partial scepticism.11 All readers of Holinshed’s Chronicles’ own account of early history will recognize the pattern visible here, the critical dismissal of fabulae immediately followed by a patently implausible tall story. Indeed, this passage is directly cited and accurately if floridly translated in full, its uneven tone echoed throughout the chapter’s account of Arthur.12

Nevertheless, if this reliance on a twelfth-century historian suggests a lack of historiographical progress in Holinshed’s work, then his difficulties are clarified by a comparison with one of his more admired contemporaries. William Camden’s Britannia affords an interesting case of early modern ambivalence in the treatment of myth, despite the claims of modern historians eager to identify him as a properly sceptical compatriot.13 Over the Britannia’s several editions from 1586 to 1607, Camden markedly expands his discussion of Brutus’s foundation of Britain, paradoxically adding both to the source evidence against it, and to his seemingly disingenuous willingness to allow for belief.14 In 1586 he names Vives, Polydore Vergil, and Jean Bodin as critics of the mythical history of Brutus, and quotes in this vein only the fifteenth-century scholar and abbot John Whethamstede,15 before moving on to a consideration of Old Testament history as the origin of all peoples. But as the years progressed, the myth of Brutus apparently continued to trouble him. Already by the 1587 edition the list of witnesses for the prosecution has lengthened, including Hadrianus Junius (Adriaen de Jonghe) and George Buchanan. And in the expanded edition of 1607, which was the source of Philemon Holland’s English translation of 1610, the whole section is both significantly longer and yet more equivocal. Now the list of detractors is greater still: ‘very many out of the grave Senate of great Clerks, by name, Boccace, Vives, Hadr. Junius, Polydore, Buchanan, Vignier, Genebrard, Molinæus, Bodine, and other men of deepe judgement, agree jointly in one verdict, and denie, that ever there was any such in the world as this Brutus’.16 Camden adds lengthy quotations from the authoritative twelfth-century historian William of Newburgh, one of Geoffrey of Monmouth’s earliest and certainly most vituperative detractors;17 he then notes the British myth’s dismissal by the Church, and offers further dissection of its inherent implausibility.18 But then there is an astonishing conclusion to this mounting evidence:

I beseech you, let no man commense actions against me, a plaine meaning man, and an ingenuous student of the truth, as though I impeached that narration of Brutus; forasmuch as it hath been alwaies (I hope) lawfull for every man in such like matters, both to thinke what he will, and also to relate what others have thought. For mine owne part, let Brutus be taken for the father, and founder of the British nation; I will not be of a contrarie minde. Let the Britains revolve still of their originall, to have proceeded from the Trojans (into which stocke, as I will heereafter proove, they may truly ingraffe themselves) I will not gain-stand it. I wot full well, that Nations [gentes]19 in old time for their originall, had recourse unto Hercules, and in later ages, to the Trojans. Let Antiquitie heerein be pardoned, if by entermingling falsities and truthes, humane matters and divine together, it make the first beginnings of nations and cities more noble, sacred, and of greater majestie: seeing that, as Plinie writeth, Even falsely to claime and challenge descents from famous personages, implieth in some sort a love of virtue. [Britain, 1610, 8–9]

Here, finally, we are offered a key to the problem, and it lies in the origins and identities of gentes, peoples, and nations. The myth cannot be discarded until it has been superseded, until it has ceased to be of value in building the idea of a nation. But if to supply a prehistory is in essence to provide an ideological value for that nation, fashioning it ‘more noble, sacred, and of greater majesty’, then the myth simultaneously betrays itself as having no purchase in evidentiary history. The writing of history and the writing of identity are therefore inextricably combined and yet (to modern eyes) positioned antagonistically, because the writing of identity is perceived to be aspirational and morally improving: and thus not bound to the truth, indeed bound to evade much of the truth.20

Nevertheless, these British origins were astonishingly long-lived; only in around 1675 was ‘King Brutus’ removed from the Oxford University Almanac;21 in his History of Britain of 1670, John Milton dismissed several other origin myths as ridiculous, but averred that ‘of Brutus and his Line, with the whole Progeny of Kings, to the entrance of Julius Caesar, we cannot so easily be discharg’d’.22 The defence of Brutus and Arthur is an ideological matter, an issue of patriotism, faith, and good will; in Holinshed’s Chronicles, quoting and citing contemporaries fully engaged in the battle over British prehistory, the question of veracity is continually displaced onto the persons of these various authorities. Their moral value, and thus truthfulness, is in turn posited (by circular argument) as a property of their willingness to accept the value of the myth:

Now bicause of contrarietie in writers touching the great acts atchived by this Arthur, and also for that some difference there is amongst them, about the time in which he should reigne, manie have doubted of the whole historie which of him is written (as before ye have heard.) But others there be of a constant beleefe, who hold it for a grounded truth, that such a prince there was; and among all other a late writer, who falling into necessarie mention of prince Arthur, frameth a speech apologeticall in his and their behalfe that were princes of the British bloud, discharging a short but yet a sharpe invective against William Parvus, Polydor Virgil, and their complices, whom he accuseth of lieng toongs, envious detraction, malicious slander, reprochfull and venemous language, wilfull ignorance, dogged envie, and cankerd minds; for that they speake unreverentlie and contrarie to the knowne truth concerning those thrisenoble princes.23

It is apparent that the debate over the mythical prehistory of Britain, which culminates in the exploits of Arthur, is only partly a matter of historiographical scepticism or empirical method. Sixteenth-century historians capable of critical clear-sightedness in the assessment of other peoples’ origin myths can appear to have lost all powers of analysis when it came to their own.24 But as we will see, the question was more complex than a mere alignment of national antipathies or, within the British Isles, competing political entities. In the context of post-Reformation England, the British myth was appropriated, fought over, and derided in the cause of both Catholic and Protestant ideologies. The fervent Protestant John Bale accused the sceptical Polydore Vergil of ‘polutynge oure Englyshe chronycles most shamefullye with his Romishe lyes and other Italyshe beggerye’;25 the Galfridian history’s account of triumphant British resistance to Roman rule was an obvious rallying point for historians keen to assert England’s rightful independence from Rome, and the ancient Christianity of the native people.26 Correspondingly, several Catholic writers mocked the Protestant reliance upon the Galfridian myth in asserting the antiquity of their Church; meanwhile, one or two others contrarily sought to appropriate it for their own use.27

Thus, if this was a period which saw the sifting of myth from history, the process is nevertheless halting and uncertain. Perhaps most surprising, in the context of the early modern period’s greater historiographical awareness, is the fact that the British origin myth actually grew in the sixteenth century, acquiring an entirely new, historically fanciful explanation for Brutus’ predecessors on the island. And in this ill-timed expansion of the myth, Holinshed’s Chronicles emerge as a full participant.

BEFORE BRUTUS: THE MYTH OF ALBION

When chroniclers accepted the British origin myth of the Trojan Brutus, they nevertheless inherited a further, prior problem. The nub of the difficulty lay in the fact that from Geoffrey of Monmouth’s first treatment of the matter, Brutus was said to have conquered the land from giants; before he renamed it after himself, it had been called Albion.28 This necessarily implied an earlier period of invasion and conquest, the peopling of the land, and the production of historical record, but no sources prior to the thirteenth century attempted to suggest what might have occurred. Actually derived from Ptolemy and Pliny, Albion had long existed as an alternative name for Britain,29 and indeed the term had some active legal importance in pre-Conquest England.30 After the Conquest it appears to have lost this ideological purchase, although the chronicler Orderic Vitalis found it a helpfully neutral term by which to refer to the Anglo-Norman kingdom,31 in a manner not dissimilar to its usefulness for poets and panegyrists under James VI and I in the seventeenth century.32 But its importance was assured when Geoffrey of Monmouth deployed it in the twelfth century as the name of the island before the arrival of Brutus, and during the thirteenth century a new, prior foundation myth emerged to explain its etymology.

This story first appears in a short Anglo-Norman poem known as Des Grantz Geanz;33 it was rapidly translated into Latin, English, and Welsh, and incorporated into the Anglo-Norman and Middle English Brut traditions as a preface to the Brutus myth.34 It exists in variant forms, but the consistent core is that ‘Albion’ is derived from the uninhabited island’s foundation and naming by the noble woman ‘Albina’ (from either Greece or Syria), who lands there with her thirty sisters, having been put to sea as punishment for the attempted (or sometimes successful) simultaneous murder of their husbands. They later copulate with demons and produce the race of giants which Brutus then conquers in his own (now re-)foundation of the island. As an origin myth for the land of Albion this had advantages: it shared the popular practice of providing a personal name as the etymological root; it began with an uninhabited, presumably postdiluvian, land; giants are testified to in the Old Testament; and the tale of the murderous sisters evidently resonates with the classical myth of Danaus.35 Over the preceding three centuries it had taken firm popular hold as the prehistory of the British myth, and as such Holinshed is incapable of ignoring it. But while the Chronicles pour scorn on the tale, it is nevertheless striking that ambivalence and uncertainty mark the discussion throughout. The name ‘Albion’ had to have an identified origin, and modern scholars’ best guess—that the word is simply derived from the Latin albus, ‘white’,36 referring originally to the spectacle of the south-east coast’s chalk cliffs—is known to Holinshed and to many of his sources; but as Harrison explains in the 1587 Description, it will not suffice:

Goropius our neighbor being verie nice in the denomination of our Iland … is brought into great doubt, whether Britaine was called Albion of the word Alb, white; or Alp an hill; as Bodinus is no lesse troubled with fetching the same ab Olbijs, or as he wresteth it, ab Albijs gallis.37 … But as such as walke in darkenesse doo often straie, bicause they wot not whither they go … but most of all they erre that endevour to fetch it from Albine the imagined daughter of a forged Dioclesian, wherewith our ignorant writers have of late not a little stained our historie, and brought the sound part thereof into some discredit and mistrust: but more of this hereafter.38

The simple etymology lacks wider symbolic significance; no noble foundation, then, but a meaningless appellation, and Harrison will not have it. But if that is the objection, then the troubling tale of the murderous sisters and their unnatural offspring is little better, and here the Chronicles are both certain in their dismissal and yet incapable of ignoring that which is dismissed. In one of Holinshed’s characteristically fitful acts of historical analysis in the History of England, sources are adduced to show that the British tale of Albina, daughter of Dioclesian, is a corruption of the classical myth of Danaus’ fifty daughters; but even then, the story of the women’s arrival is not to be dismissed:

And because we would not any man to thinke, that the historie of these daughters of Danaus is onelie of purpose devised, and brought in place of Dioclesianus, to excuse the imperfection of our writers, whereas there as either no such historie (or at the least no such women that arrived in this Ile) the authoritie of Nennius a Briton writer may be avouched who wrote above 900. yeares past, and maketh mention of the arrivall of such ladies. [Chronicles 1587: I, Hist., 5]39

And so he proceeds to tell the myth of Danaus, including a list of all fifty of his daughters’ names, as part of a critical denial of the myth of Albina: ‘though we shall admit that to be true which is rehearsed (in maner as before ye have heard) of the arrivall here of those ladies; yet certeine it is that none of them bare the name of Albina, from whome this land might be called Albion’.40 This is one illustration of the Chronicles’ consistent combination, in the treatment of mythical history, of sceptical analysis with astonishing credulity, the relative evaluation of sources alongside the failure to recognize or acknowledge that little if any of the material is historically reliable.

In the Description of Britain Harrison chose a different and supposedly more plausible derivation for Albion, in accepting the history of ‘Berosus’ produced by Annius of Viterbo in 1498.41 In so doing he fell victim, albeit quite possibly witting victim, to one of the most notorious forgeries of the Renaissance. This text purported to explain the repopulation of the world after the Flood, and also provided a justification for the presence of giants in the postdiluvian world, by making Noah and his offspring themselves giants.42 Just as the pagan gods were transformed by euhemerism into deified historical men and so rendered compatible with biblical history, so the popular legends of giants, which had always played a significant part in mythology and long been an element of British prehistory, were relocated in historical plausibility.43 This aspect of Annius’s forgery was useful enough to retain its influence long after the rest had been discarded; as James Carley and Julia Crick have observed, ‘giants, in fact, outlived eponymous heroes like Brutus as favoured explanations for the mysteries of prehistory, and speculations concerning their origins carried on into the eighteenth century and beyond’.44 As Henry Summerson notes in the present volume, Harrison can hardly have been unaware that ‘Berosus’ had been utterly refuted; but as adopted by John Bale,45 the history was irresistibly appealing as a solution to the contradictions in the British myth, and Holinshed followed Harrison (thus preserving the coherence of the first two parts of the Chronicles) by adopting it in the first book of the History. It began with a golden age of justice, faith, and learning, under a grandson of Noah, ‘Samothes the first begotten sonne of Japhet’:

Of this king and his learning arose a sect of philosophers (saith Annius) first in Britaine, and after in Gallia, the which of his name were called Samothei. They (as Aristotle and Secion write) were passing skilfull both in the law of God and man: and for that cause exceedinglie given to religion, especiallie the inhabitants of this Ile of Britaine, insomuch that the whole nation did not onelie take the name of them, but the Iland it selfe (as Bale and doctor Caius agree) came to be called Samothea, which was the first peculiar name that ever it had, and by the which it was especiallie knowne before the arrivall of Albion. [1587: I, Hist., 2]46

This Albion was also a giant, and a cruel tyrant, descendant of Noah’s son Ham, grandson Osiris, and great-grandson Neptune:

Neptunus called by Moses (as some take it) Nepthuim, the sixt sonne of Osiris … and the brother of Hercules, had appointed him of his father (as Diodorus writeth) the governement of the ocean sea … In the Ile of Britaine he landed his fourth son called Albion the giant … This Albion being put by his father in possession of this Ile of Britaine, within short time subdued the Samotheans, the first inhabitantes thereof, without finding any great resistance … Moreover, from henceforth was this Ile of Britaine called Albion (as before we have said) after the name of the said Albion: because he was established chiefe ruler and king thereof both by his grandfather Osiris, and his father Neptune that cunning sailour reigning therein (as Bale saith) by the space of 44. yeares, till finally he was slaine in maner afore remembred by his uncle Hercules Libicus. [1587: I, Hist., 4–5]

Notable in this account is the enmeshing of euhemerized classical myth with unimpeachable scriptural history, a tactic which provided a doubly respectable periodization for the ancient British past. It established the rule of Albion the giant as a dark age of ‘heavie thraldome’ (3) which inaugurated a period of chaos (during which time Danaus’ daughters arrive); eventually order is partially restored by Brutus’s arrival and conquest over the race of giants.

But in the 1587 edition, in the sole substantive addition to the first book of Holinshed’s History, the episode is suddenly concluded with a retraction of impressive simplicity:

Neverthelesse, I thinke good to advertise the reader that these stories of Samothes, Magus, Sarron, Druis, and Bardus, doo relie onelie upon the authoritie of Berosus, whom most diligent antiquaries doo reject as a fabulous and counterfet author. [1587: I, Hist., 6]

The effect is jarring. Abraham Fleming, editing the second edition, evidently felt the need to add this final concise refutation of the entire myth; nevertheless, it was unthinkable for him to excise the whole section. Not only did he have nothing with which to replace it, but the cost would have been a dramatic break with Harrison’s lovingly expanded Description, which was so entwined with and constructed around the mythical history of Samothes and Albion, the giants of the past.47 Harrison’s fervent commitment to this fiction requires some explanation: in sum, it was rooted in his zealous Protestant vision of British and world history.48 As Glyn Parry has argued, the structure of the Samothean myth had made it irresistibly appealing to early reformers:

Berosus confirmed that essentially Augustinian historical interpretation through which Reformers of Bale’s generation read their own experiences. Where Noah’s descendants taught true worship as well as godly politics and economics, the accursed Ham subverted both true religion and complementary true knowledge; his descendant, the tyrant Albion, conquered the Samothean dynasty in Britain seventeen hundred years before Christ. For Bale, British history epitomized the universal pattern of satanic corruption gradually triumphing over pristine revelation, leaving, as in the sixteenth century, a few isolated individuals constituting the ‘True Church’.49

Harrison enthusiastically absorbed these implications, and his chapter on the ancient religions of Britain is marked by a narrative of thoroughgoing decline and corruption, which is not even arrested by Brutus’s arrival and defeat of the giants: ‘After Brute, idolatrie and superstition still increased more and more among us’ (1587: I, Desc., 22). But beside the Protestant vision implicit in this history, it offered the scholarly chorographer powerful connections with the physical landscape in the recuperation of giants and their physical traces. Even in Holinshed’s brief, measured discussion in the History, he acknowledges that in the remains of giants and their ancient works, the mythical past is supported by material, as well as textual, evidence: ‘that there have beene men of far greater stature than are now to be found, is sufficientlie prooved by the huge bones of those that have beene found in our time, or lately before: whereof here to make further relation it shall not need, sith in the description of Britaine ye shall find it sufficientlie declared’.50 This section of the History of England repeatedly, even gratefully, refers the reader back to Harrison’s Description in the first volume:

But for so much as it apperteineth rather to the description than to the historie of this Ile, to rip up and lay foorth the secret mysteries of such matters: and because I thinke that this opinion which is here avouched, how [England] tooke that name of the forsaid Albion, sonne to Neptune, may be confirmed with as good authoritie as some of the other, I here passe over the rest, & proceed with the historie.51

This is an important critical separation on Holinshed’s part, removing such doubtful questions from the essential material of the ‘historie’. As such, it emphasizes the significant degree to which the country’s mythical prehistory is not primarily a matter of historical chronology, for all the chroniclers’ efforts to supply dates and durations, and the Chronicles’ continued reliance on Harrison in order to do so for the earliest times.52 Holinshed’s History contained these myths because Harrison’s Description demanded them. And the heart of Harrison’s commitment to mythical history lies in its intimate association not only with Protestant historiography, but also with antiquarian chorography; the Description and the early mythical history blend into one another, functioning together to provide Britain with a speaking landscape, a physical memory tied to its providential destiny and identity. Thus it was not only in its potential for Protestant polemic that ancient myth could be useful in the present. More widely, and perhaps paradoxically, mythical history is made the more necessary by the rise in antiquarianism, chorography, and the beginnings of archaeology.53 Historical discoveries and curiosities in the land insist upon the relevance of the distant past to the writers’ own times, while at the same time they demand some explanation rooted in ancient obscurity. Sixteenth-century chroniclers at the beginning of this new movement were not readily in a position to give such explanations without recourse to myth.

‘INDUPERATORI TER MAGNO ASSURGITE VESTRO’:54 IN PRAISE OF KING ARTHUR

These characteristics come to the fore in the Chronicles’ treatment of King Arthur, who is both historical figure and contemporary ideal and justification, equally present in the chronicled past and in the present landscape. Arthur appears alongside Roman conquerors and medieval kings throughout the Description as the founder, constructor, and governor of historical sites lost and extant, and as a marker of eras in history: he ‘held a noble parlement’ at Chester (1587: I, Desc., 73); fought a ‘notable battell’ at a ruined Roman town near Sandwich (1587: I, Desc., 30); built or at least reinforced Windsor Castle (1587: I, Desc., 196); and founded a university at ‘Carlheon upon Uske’ (1587: I, Desc., 148), at which time the third archbishopric was also there (1587: I, Desc., 131–2). However, in other places Harrison is more wary of his source, loyal Arthurian defender John Leland:

Leland supposeth this river to be the same Camblan, where Arthur fought his last and fatall conflict: for to this daie men that doo eare the ground there, doo oft plow up bones of a large size, and great store of armour, or else it may be (as I rather conjecture) that the Romans had some field (or Castra) thereabout, for not long since (and in the remembrance of man) a brasse pot full of Romane coine was found there, as I have often heard. [1587: I, Desc., 64–5])

And when it comes to the romantic possibilities of King Arthur and the knights of the Round Table, which had provided such a fruitful literary and cultural heritage of chivalrous and courtly ideals, Harrison simply refuses to indulge:

I might at this present make a long tractation of the round table and estate of the knights thereof, erected sometimes by Arthur the great monarch, of this Iland; and thereunto intreat of the number of his knights, and ceremonies belonging to the order, but I thinke in so dooing that I should rather set downe the latter inventions of other men, than a true description of such ancient actions as were performed in deed. [1587: I, Desc., 159]

This is noteworthy because it involves the rejection of a rich seam of cultural capital, the chivalric and courtly reputation of which Tudor spectacle made such extravagant use.55 Despite its evident contemporary resonance, Harrison clearly regards such material as literary rather than historical. At the high end point of the medieval Arthurian romance tradition, printing the Morte Darthur in 1485, Caxton had provided a preface to Malory’s work assuring the reader that although ‘for to gyve fayth and byleve that al is trewe that is conteyned herin, ye be at your lyberté’, the book promised to offer ethical and chivalric edification: ‘But al is wryton for our doctryne’.56 In contrast, here and in the History, the Chronicles exclude the cultural aspect of the Arthurian ideal almost entirely. What remains is political: Arthur is invoked in the History of Ireland as part of the English kings’ claim to sovereignty over the island (1587: II, Ir., 36), and while the History of Scotland has greater difficulty making the Scottish chroniclers concur with the Galfridian myth, Harrison asserts Arthur’s overlordship of Scotland in the Description in terms which permit no disagreement.57

Arthur is thus used chiefly as a sign of the king of England’s claim to imperial dominion over Great Britain.58 Apparently the Chronicles have no interest in him as an idealized figure of courtly chivalry, and he does not appear as such. More importantly, the unavoidably problematic claim that he conquered most of Western Europe is ultimately not required, and the History’s presentation of his life and exploits is correspondingly variable in tone, in a further contrast with Harrison’s Description. The key sticking point for critical European historians had been Arthur’s supposed victories across France, Denmark, and even so far as Rome itself, which were recorded only by British chronicles. As such, while Holinshed’s History offers a detailed Galfridian account of the young Arthur’s struggles with and victories over the Saxons and Picts in Britain, his European conquests are abbreviated to the point of embarrassment:

It is further remembred in those British histories, that he subdued Gothland and Ileland, with all the Iles in and about those seas. Also that he overcame the Romans in the countrie about Paris, with their capteine Lucius, and wasted the most part of all France, and slue in singular combats certeine giants that were of passing force and hugenesse of stature. And if he had not beene revoked and called home to resist his coosen Mordred … he had passed to Rome, intending to make himselfe emperor, and afterward to vanquish the other emperor, who then ruled the empire. But for so much as there is not anie approoved author who dooth speake of anie such dooings, the Britains are thought to have registred meere fables in sted of true matters, upon a vaine desire to advance more than reason would, this Arthur their noble champion. [1587: I, Hist., 91]

This air of distance is compounded by the History’s apparently disinterested account of Arthur’s failing ‘Britains’ and ‘his enimies the Saxons’ (1587: I, Hist., 91), the ‘loftie barbarous people’ (1587: I, Hist., 92) who overrun the land. Arthur’s value to the Middle Ages and beyond lay in his appropriation as an English hero, a precedent for all later kings of England with pretensions to imperial rule over Britain.59 Here in this ambiguous account of Arthur’s identity it is not clear who the ‘Britains’ who ‘have registred meere fables’ are; for William of Malmesbury in 1125, they were the Welsh.60 For Holinshed, they may include the writers of his own time and his own ‘nation’. The identity of that nation, as the design of the Chronicles themselves and several chapters in this volume illustrate, is at least in part a profound, intractable question.61

CONCLUSION: MYTHICAL HISTORY AND THE ENGLISH

After Brutus’s conquest of the island and defeat of the race of giants which had inhabited Albion, giants make only two further appearances in the Chronicles’ early history of England. One is in the exploits of Arthur, rapidly enumerated above. The other is in a historical record fascinating for its brevity; it is a stub, where one might have expected more:

In the daies of this Adelstane reigned that right worthie Guy earle of Warwike, who (as some writers have recorded) fought with a mightie giant of the Danes in a singular combat, and vanquished him. [1587: I, Hist., 156]

This is the sole reference in the Chronicles to one of the most important figures of legendary English history, a hero whose story was elaborated and retold throughout the Middle Ages and beyond.62 He had an important presence in early modern literature outside the chronicle tradition, appearing in early romance prints, plays, poems, ballads, and chapbooks.63 Here, if he retains his association with the powerful trope of combat with giants, he has lost almost all of the rest of his legend. However, one might observe that Guy of Warwick has also gained, in his brief inclusion in the Chronicles, a veneer of historical veracity. Stripped of all detail and romantic exaggeration, this well-known hero becomes simply a figure in history, an earl in the time of King Athelstan.

‘Eventually the Saxons were to replace the Britons as the noblest ancestors of the population of England, just as King Alfred replaced King Arthur as a model king.’64 This stuttering and protracted process is clear only in retrospect; it could not have been apparent to contemporaries. Nevertheless, as Holinshed’s Chronicles were being written, it had already begun. Archbishop Matthew Parker had published his edition of Ælfric’s Easter sermon in 1566, and John Foxe had followed with a version of his Gospels, seeking to make use of the origins of the English Church;65 in 1574, Parker’s edition of Asser’s Alfredi regis res gestae appeared.66 When Holinshed’s Chronicles record the history of King Alfred, they show some signs of the changes to come, by which the spurious British origin myth was first joined, and then ultimately displaced, by the excavation and celebration of the Anglo-Saxon past.67 King Arthur had not been exploited as a figure of personal brilliance, other than as a warrior; in contrast, Alfred emerges as warrior, king, law-giver, saviour, literary scholar, pious ruler, and generous benefactor, founder of the University of Oxford, and of numerous monasteries.68 The tone is just as measured as before, but now the air of critical historical assessment is tuned not to the difficulties of describing a man who may never have existed at all, but of one whose great accomplishments were achieved in the context of worldly limitations:

To speake sufficientlie of the woorthie praise due to so noble a prince as Alfred was, might require eloquence, learning, and a large volume … And although he was (as before is touched) greatly disquieted with the invasion of forren enimies, yet did he both manfullie from time to time indevour himselfe to repell them, and also attempted to see his subjects governed in good and upright iustice. And albeit that good lawes amongst the clinking noise of armor are oftentimes put to silence, yet … he brought his countrie into good tranquillitie, so that he caused bracelets of gold to be hanged up aloft on hils where anie common waies lay, to see if anie durst be so hardie to take them away by stealth. [1587: I, Hist., 148]

Finally, Alfred’s praise poem epitaph is printed with a translation by Abraham Fleming, and the contrast with Leland’s triumphant declaration of Arthur’s fictional victories could not be clearer:

Non fuit immensi quisquam per climata mundi,

There hath not beene in anie part of all the world so wide,

Cui tot in aduet sis vel respirare liceret,

One that was able breath to take, and troubles such abide,

Nec tamen aut ferro contritus ponere ferrum,

And yet with weapons wearie would not weapons lay aside,

Aut gladio potuit vitae finisse labores:

Or with the sword the toilesomnesse of life by death divide.

I am post transactos regni vitaeque labores,

Now after labours past of realme and life (which he did spend)

Christus ei fit vera quies sceptrumque perenne.

Christ is to him true quietnesse and scepter void of end.

[1587: I, Hist., 149]

This is a new kind of powerful myth of the individual and of the king, pious and righteous, beset on all sides, rewarded in Heaven. As such, it chimes with the needs and ideals of post-Reformation England; and as history, it has the further advantage of being based in truth.

Reviewing the Chronicles’ treatment of mythical history, it is apparent that late sixteenth-century historians, chorographers, and antiquarians were still a long way from discarding the origin myths of Britain’s ancient past. Nevertheless, the materials, techniques, and attitudes which would make it possible to do so were already in place:

But omitting this point as needles to be controverssed, & letting all dissonant opinions of writers passe, as a matter of no such moment that we should need to sticke therein as in a glewpot; we will proceed in the residue of such collections as we find necessarilie pertinent to the continuation of this historie. [1587: I, Hist., 93]




CHAPTER 10

HOLINSHED AND THE MIDDLE AGES*

HARRIET ARCHER

FOR Holinshed, there was no such thing as the Middle Ages. In the Chronicles, we witness the years between 500 to 1500, from the classical past to the early modern present, by turns flattened by anachronism and divvied up by dynasty. Nowhere, though, are they made to form a single and distinct historical period. There are, however, periodizing forces at work in the Chronicles, and despite the absence of a defined medieval era as we know it, not to mention the sheer temporal proximity of these putative Middle Ages to their sixteenth-century observers, the Chronicles’ treatment of this period illuminates the emergence of the medieval as a cultural construct.

Sometimes, it is envisaged along temporal lines, reinforcing sixteenth-century teleologies. Parallel narrative arcs describing dynastic, religious, or linguistic change track synchronic strands of development through early, intermediary, and late phases, resulting in a range of simultaneous Middle Ages which echo, but do not exactly correspond to, each other as well as to modern definitions of the period. In the context of the limited attention given to the Chronicles as a whole, the period 1377–1485 has received a disproportionate amount of scrutiny. Although it is a commonplace that interest in Shakespeare’s tetralogies provoked this imbalance, recent work has highlighted the especial historical weight of this period for sixteenth-century readers;1 either as the crucible out of which their present was created, or a chaotic contrast to a new age of comparative peace and prosperity. This phase, however, is just one of those around which the Chronicles’ periodization is organized.

But the medieval’s significance extends beyond its temporality. The emergence of medievalism as a focus for study has highlighted the potency of the Middle Ages in modern as well as early modern imagination and scholarship. Medievalism here refers to ‘a conscious awareness of the Middle Ages as something that was “other” and … could be (a) part of a continuous unconscious development, or (b) a conscious adaptation for contemporary purposes’.2 Medievalism therefore provides a third alternative in the traditional dialectic of change and continuity. Multiple versions of the medieval surface throughout the Chronicles—lawless brutality, chivalric romance, merry England festivity—as a function of coexisting contemporary and inherited accounts, while the extensive use of the period in sixteenth-century exempla and imaginative literature fed by and echoed in the Chronicles further abstracts the narrative from linear history. These versions of the Middle Ages challenge attempts at classification, and complicate efforts to identify any single picture of what the period meant for the Chronicles’ authors and readers. By considering the Chronicles’ versions of the medieval as a mode, as well as their narratological Middle Ages defined by conquest and cultural change, we may begin to piece together fragmentary evidence of nascent periodization—how it arose out of, and informed, contemporary understanding of the early modern world.

CONQUEST

Though contested, the parameters of the Middle Ages are frequently delimited by catastrophe: imperial Rome’s western defeat; the Norman Conquest; the fall of Constantinople; the English Reformation. As Cummings and Simpson argue, ‘revolutionary moments … claim to restart the very measures of time and sequence’.3 In his Description of England, William Harrison notes just such an urge to ‘restart’ the narrative at moments of conquest and revolution even in pre-history: ‘new lords use commonlie to give new lawes, and conquerors abolish such as were in use before’ (Chronicles 1587: I, Desc., 176). As John L. Watts observes in this volume, the Description divides the nation’s history into phases based on the transformative influence of invasion and conquest,4 and the strength of this division is heightened by repetition in Harrison’s prose and its visually striking presentation in his catalogue of rulers.5 Harrison’s insistence on the residual Englishness of his countrymen is striking, but even where this continuity exists, the Middle Ages according to the Description can be said to be split into three distinct phases: Saxon, Danish, and Norman and Anglo-Norman rule.

The History of England corroborates this division. The dynastic units around which Harrison’s Description is organized are reinforced in the History by the division of the Chronicles’ contents into books, and the changing nature of their chapter titles between periods—the lengthy, descriptive titles preceding the Norman Conquest set against the chapters headed only with monarchs’ names after William I, for example, as the unity of England under one ruler makes history ostensibly less complicated.6 Decisions to end books of Volume II are tied in the History to the beginnings or ends of the phases of conquest which the Description sets up, so that the cross-over from Saxon to Danish power at the end of Book 6 looks forwards to judge the subsequent era ‘the most miserable state of England’ (1587: I, Hist., 163). Such generalizations demonstrate the Chronicles’ willingness to flatten or elide historical variation across whole ages—a willingness of which it is easy to lose sight given the texts’ overwhelming local detail. Invariably, a period of ambiguous overlap belies the History’s structural organization, while in fact Book 8 describes the years between Danish and Norman rule, tracking negotiations between Edward, Harold, and William of Normandy before 1066, and therefore does not fit with Harrison’s conquest schema in the Description at all. The portion of the History which treats the Middle Ages reveals a conflicted historiography, at once trying to impose the period boundaries established by dynastic breaks, and codified in the Description, while admitting that the contingency of history and the exploration of counterfactual alternatives makes this impossible. Broadly speaking, though, even in the History’s account the conquests are characterized separately. It is possible to identify the deployment of themes which pervade the successive periods in question and distinguish them from one another. The Chronicles’ impressions of the Middle Ages may therefore be inferred from these three different shades of the medieval.

The Saxons are initially well-received, both by the British and the Chronicles’ authors. In contrast to the British king Vortigerne’s negligent leadership, the Saxon Hengist possesses ‘great wit, rare policie, and high wisedome’ (1587: I, Hist., 78). But in a harsh departure from their first appearance, he and the Saxons lay waste to the country, burning churches and murdering priests at the altars (1587: I, Hist., 80).

The British are frequently more savage than their invaders, and, worse, entangled in the murky Galfridian narrative (elements of which are judged unworthy ‘to be registred in anie sound historie’, and are ‘with silence passed … over’ (1587: I, Hist., 84)).7 As their dynastic line ends, with Ceadwalla in the late seventh century, it is revealed that the British are ‘now called Welshmen’ (1587: I, Hist., 126), and they become a byword for barbarity, whereas Wichtred, the Saxon king of Kent, ‘governed … with great commendation’, and his heirs Edbert, Ethelbert, and Alrike followed him ‘in the observance of politike orders & commendable lawes’ (1587: I, Hist., 130).8 In 732, Egbert, the bishop of York, promotes learning through investment in a library for the city, while the arrangement and purpose of eighth-century abbeys and monasteries are likened to those of early modern schools and colleges (1587: I, Hist., 130). The period of Saxon rule does, however, conclude with the portents which haunt almost every dynasty in the Chronicles; ‘there were seene in the aire firie dragons flieng, which betokened (as was thought) two grievous plagues’ (1587: I, Hist., 135). The customary caveat against superstition, ‘as was thought’, does not lessen the chilling impact of the omen.

Danish rule is altogether leaner and meaner than the oscillations between British and Saxon, savagery and erudition, paganism and Christianity seen in the previous book. The tyranny of ‘Danegilt’, Danegeld, dominates Book 7,9 and leadership is presented as paltry and chaotic. The Chronicles make much of the commons’ contempt for their oppressors: we are told, erroneously, that the appellation ‘Lord Dane’, originating in fear and subservience, is mischievously reappropriated to become ‘a name of reproch’, and even in the sixteenth century, ‘anie great idle lubber’ is called ‘Lordane’ (1587: I, Hist., 168).10 That this false etymology originated in the sixteenth century and is perpetuated by the Chronicles demonstrates either the credulousness of the contributors, or their enthusiasm for, and desire to propagate, this embellished narrative of English defiance.

Peace is finally achieved through a truce between Egelred’s son, Edmund Ironside and the Danish Cnut, healing the nation’s ‘aged bodie … sore decaied’. Cnut proves an enlightened ruler, repairing abbeys and reforming ‘all such things as he and his ancestors had doone amisse’ (1587: I, Hist., 181). While restoring religious houses, he exercises a proto-Henrician control over the Church, bringing spiritual matters under ‘the lawfull authoritie of the temporall prince’—the prescience of which is highlighted by demoting the pope to ‘bishop of Rome’ (1587: I, Hist., 182).

The invasion of William the Conqueror is again anticipated by a celestial portent, this time the very real appearance of Halley’s Comet in 1066. To be certain of its implication, readers are encouraged to ‘peruse a treatise … set foorth in English by Abraham Fleming upon the apparition of a blasing starre … on the 10 of November 1577’ (1587: I, Hist., 197). The choice of this particular comet as a vehicle for Fleming’s self-advertisement reinforces the impression of William’s conquest as the most heavily felt in the nation’s collective memory, and therefore the most likely to sell an interpretation of a sixteenth-century omen in the politically uneasy 1580s, a period itself fraught with anxieties about invasion. The Norman Conquest is also the most conspicuous indication of the structural division of the narrative into eras; 1066 is employed as a break point between volumes. The fact that this feature was maintained across the two editions suggests that it was determined by more than physical practicality. The ‘conclusion introductorie’ which ends Volume I hints at the separate yet interlinked nature of these portions of the story. To read on, we must overlook the Descriptions and Histories of Scotland and Ireland and turn from Volume I to ‘the sequel’, Volume III. There, we encounter a third, strikingly different face of the English Middle Ages, characterized not by barbarism versus civilization, nor the ransom of freedom for an ever greater price, but by a new combination of ignominious bondage and increasingly intrusive government.

The ‘oppression’ suffered under the Danes was, we are told, nothing to ‘the intollerable bondage of the Normans’ (1587: III, 1). This extends to every aspect of daily life, from diet to facial hair, breaking with ‘ancient customes and old usages’. The disruption of long-held traditions is foregrounded through repeated references to ancientness with respect to both personal habits and institutional practices, as in the removal from temporal and spiritual lands of ‘their ancient privileges and freedoms’ (1587: III, 8). In 1069, the cities of York and Durham are sacked, and a nostalgic passage laments the destruction of ‘their towers and steeples … reaching as it were into the aire: the beautifull fields and pastures, watered with the course of sweet and pleasant rivers … [I]f any old inhabitant had beene long absent, & newly returned thither … he would not have knowne it’ (1587: III, 7). Here again the contributors evoke a haunting collective memory which could not have existed; as Laura Ashe notes, such towers and steeples would have been built, not demolished, by the Normans.11 Thus continuity with the present is actually heightened through a fabricated account of discontinuity, and the contemporary reader’s patriotism piqued by an anachronistic appeal to Englishness.12

The only alternative to such oppressions is to become an outlaw, and take to the woodland. While this evokes the forests of Arden or Sherwood and the merry exile of their inhabitants, the text points out that in reality their lawlessness led to great danger. William institutes a curfew to control the outlaws (1587: III, 6),13 and the narrative stresses his efforts throughout the reign to maintain civil obedience; in the space of four pages he ‘had set all things in order’ (1587: III, 5).

Such order, however, degenerates under the avaricious William Rufus, while the reigns of Henry I and King Stephen are presented as periods of transition, in which charters, reproduced in the Chronicles in full, detail new regulations, legislating aspects of behaviour from celibacy of priests to hunting rights (see, for example, 1587: III, 30, 41). Stephen’s policy of granting licences to build private castles ends disastrously for his control over the nobility, but also heralds a new phase, where conflict comes to be based around the jostling of earls for status. Rather than a climate of impending civil violence, though, the Chronicles provide evocations of barbarous behaviour pushed back to the island’s periphery. Earl Baldwin’s exhortatory speech on Candlemas day of 1141, for example, interpolated in 1587, characterizes the earl of Chester’s Welsh army as ‘brute beasts upon the hunters javeline’ (1587: III, 53). This description demonstrates the way in which, as a clearer sense of English nationhood is defined, traits such as brutality and wildness are increasingly associated with a (frequently racial) ‘other’. The moments at which barbarity is transposed from the authors’ ancestors to a geographically or ethnically—but perhaps not chronologically—distinct people provide strong markers of the construction of period.

It is more difficult to establish a clear end point for the post-Norman phase of the Middle Ages. In Harrison’s Description monarchs from what we would recognize as the medieval period, such as Edward III and Henry IV, are cited alongside Tudors Henry VII and Mary I in a list of attempted ‘conquests’ since 1066. While it is possible that for Harrison these figures belong to a distinct post-Conquest phase, he is not clear about whether this era is now over. His analysis of the motives of these ‘conquerors’ locates a periodizing agency in legal discontinuity: their conquests were ‘pretended … that all pristinate lawes and tenures of possession might cease, and they make a new disposition of all things’ (1587: I, Desc., 8). The division of history into eras becomes less distinct here. Yet Harrison’s series of ‘conquerors’ demonstrates the periodizing influence of conquest on how we think of the Middle Ages now—in particular the late medieval narrative arc which takes shape between the reigns of two kings who fell victim, for better or worse, to usurpation: Richard II and Richard III.

MULTIPLE MIDDLE AGES

So, the Chronicles’ idea of the medieval varies across time: it is different under Saxon, Danish, and Norman rule. Walker points to the recognition of diversity implicit in ‘that consoling plural, “Ages” ’.14 But while he focuses on successive linear variations, the Chronicles also raise questions about synchronic differences in significance. From the categories into which Harrison’s Description is divided—inhabitants, landscape, language, religion—emerge new ways in which a series of synchronic Middle Ages may be defined. These range from the momentous to the seemingly trivial; it is the smaller, local details which provide insight into how eras may be separated by features of day-to-day life. For example, Harrison’s description ‘Of the coines of England’ alludes to a period of stability in currency value between Saxon rule and Henry VIII’s reign. This is implausible as an independent criterion for defining the period, but Harrison constructs a convincing impression of continuity which smooths over historical upheavals. Harrison asserts that Elizabethan gold is ‘either old or new’: the old dating from Edward III’s reign, while the new is ‘such as began to be coined in the latter daies of king Henrie the eight’ (1587: I, Desc., 218). Both examples take Henry VIII’s reign as a break between periods as a result of Henry’s policy of coin debasement; Harrison is probably alluding to ‘the great debasement of 1544 to 1551’ which, here as in modern historiography, ‘steals the limelight’ despite its being only one example of a fiscal policy that recurred throughout Henry’s reign.15 This roughly matches the date of, but is in fact inversely correlated to, the Reformation which put money from dissolved religious houses into Henry’s treasury. Harrison’s narrative presents shifts in currency value as free-standing events, and delimits what modern readers would recognize as the Middle Ages on numismatic grounds. Similarly, the Norman Conquest acts as a practical as well as political period boundary, since the Chronicles note that ‘[t]he use of the long bowe … came first into England with this king William’ (1587: III, 15).16 The long bow’s emergence as an emblem of English history suggests that the heritage of the invading force was culturally subsumed and internalized, giving way to a shoring up of national identity, and continuity between the eleventh and sixteenth centuries. Indeed, by the 1540s, the iconic Englishness of the long bow was such that Roger Ascham declared in his dedication of Toxophilus to Henry VIII, ‘althoughe to have written this boke either in latin or Greke … had bene more easier & fit for mi trade in study … [I] have written this Englishe matter in the Englishe tongue, for Englishe men’.17 Thus, the landscape and legacy of the Middle Ages are seen to be shaped by local contingencies, which while playing into residual cultural constructs are also reformulated by the Chronicles’ account of period.

Religion is a common means of delimiting the end of the Middle Ages. The OED’s first recorded reference to a ‘middle age’ is John Foxe’s.18 In the second edition of Actes & Monumentes (1570), Foxe separates ‘the primitive days of the church’, ‘the middle age’, ‘and these our latter days of the church’ (1.III.204). While Continental usages of medium aevum and its variants carry aesthetic judgements, Foxe’s reference has a much more local sense; Herbert Weisinger claims that Foxe appropriated ‘terminology used to describe the Renaissance … to characterize the Reformation; the two movements were fused into one’.19 Cathy Shrank explores John Bale’s similarly Protestant perspective on the Middle Ages, arguing that Bale ‘consistently [set] out to distinguish what he portrayed as his enlightened era from the preceding aeons of “horrible darknesse” ’.20 Again, this must be distinguished from an aesthetic judgement, as its function is confessional, and from the present attempt to identify an idea of the medieval offered by the Chronicles. Both entail the sixteenth-century construction of a Middle Ages, but for very different purposes.21

The religious otherness of medieval England is rarely discussed in the Chronicles, and is sometimes actually denied or misrepresented.22 However, lingering elements of Catholic life, such as familiarity with the Church calendar of saints’ days, are quietly pervasive.23 The reader’s understanding of these details may be assumed, but the illicit cultural memory to which they allude is not foregrounded. While the purity of, for example, Druiyus’s ancient foundation of Druidic religion and theology is highly praised (1587: I, Desc., 19), depictions of religious corruption in the text begin well before the Roman conquest. A lexicon redolent of Catholicism is used to describe the ‘heathen religion’ of the ancient Scottish Druids, which ties the degeneration of Druiyus’s idealized form of faith to Catholicism as a perversion of a true, ancient Christianity: ‘such as refused to obeie [the Druids’] decrees and ordinances, were by them excommunicated … till they were reconciled againe, and cleerlie by the same Druides absolved’ (1587: II, Scot., 40, my italics). In this way, though, anti-Catholic thought is displaced in the text of the Histories, which, arguably as a result of their sources’ frequently medieval origins, predominantly avoid anachronistic condemnation of pre-Reformation religious practices. Catholic profanity is barely touched on aside from particular examples of corruption, as when an eighth-century synod specifies ‘that images ought to be worshipped’, and we are reminded that this is a practice ‘which the church of God utterlie abhorreth’ (1587: I, Hist., 135).

Harrison, however, identified alongside Fleming as the most ardently Protestant of the Chronicles’ contributors,24 may be relied upon for a more direct approach. For him, ‘poperie’ was brought to the archipelago by Augustine, who ‘made an exchange from … open to secret idolatrie, & from the name of pagans, to the bare title of christians’ (1587: I, Desc., 27). This lasted, according to Harrison, until the fourteenth-century propagation of Wycliffe’s views (1587: I, Desc., 29). Using this account of national religion to delimit period, the ‘single date on which it might be said that the Middle Ages were brought to an end’ would, rather than Walker’s 1547,25 be Harrison’s 1361.26 That said, the History includes far more diversity than Harrison’s summary allows. The Saxons, for example, are by turns pagan, agents of God’s anger against the conquered British kings (1587: I, Hist., 96), Christian, and duped into heresy through Pelagianism.

Language change in England provides another important marker of period and historical difference, but also highlights the contradictions in the Chronicles’ depiction of the Middle Ages. Chaucer is idealized, yet his language is seen as imperfect. Richard Stanihurst recounts in the Description of Ireland that while the Irish do speak English, ‘to this daie, the dregs of the old ancient Chaucer English are kept’ (1587: II, Ir., 11): here Chaucer reinforces the understanding of the medieval as barbarous, through the savagery conventionally associated with Ireland and its people in sixteenth-century discourse,27 rather than representing progress as he does in the Description and History of England. As a figure central to later constructions of the Middle Ages, Chaucer therefore points its character in two different directions. Harrison’s Description uses Chaucer to mark out a ‘middle age’ of linguistic development, approximately spanning the years 1377 to 1558, since he and Gower brought the language ‘to an excellent passe, notwithstanding that it never came unto the type of perfection, untill the time of Queene Elizabeth’ (1587: I, Desc., 14). While the English language follows a teleological narrative of progress towards perfection, Harrison perceives other British languages, such as that of Cornwall and Devon, as ‘a corrupted kind of British … degenerating in these daies from the old’ (1587: I, Desc., 14). The Chronicles’ conception of history as a process of improvement runs parallel to its image as a process of deterioration or erosion; in terms of physical landscape, culture, and text.

SIXTEENTH-CENTURY MEDIEVALISM

The Chronicles’ diachronic and synchronic delimitation of multiple Middle Ages, using the diverse criteria explored above, allows them to be distinguished and set apart, both by the Chronicles and, more readily, their readers, and thus to become imbued with independent cultural significance. This is particularly true of the long fifteenth century; the idea of the years 1377–1485 as a self-contained narrative is a familiar one. But to extract these years and treat them as a separate unit raises problems for periodization; rather than a phase within national history, the segment becomes almost extra-historical. It had, for example, been read as a series of de casibus tragedies (as in the earlier editions of the Mirror for Magistrates, which impose the cyclical de casibus structure onto a succession of late medieval accounts), even though ultimately the period ends in Tudor triumph, as in Hall’s Chronicle and Shakespeare’s Richard III. Cooper notes the common structure of Shakespeare’s tetralogies and medieval play cycles: both ‘echo the model of the felix culpa, the pattern of Fall and Redemption’.28 Shakespeare’s late medieval histories work through the prophecies of the nation’s destruction and repair, finding in medieval cultural practice a means of reconciling successive stories of degeneration within an upwards narrative trajectory. While the History of England seems to be structured around the cycle of conquest and dynastic decline, this is a cycle which plays out multiple times during the long fifteenth century, accelerating the narrative’s pace and drawing attention to the series of crises out of which the Chronicles’ own era emerges.

Medievalism, too, abstracts historical narrative to create a fictionalized cultural impression. A sense of the Middle Ages as a category or mode, rather than a defined chronological period, is revealed in the use of certain discourses and tropes. We must be careful to distinguish between modern and early modern stereotypes of what we now call medieval, precisely because many modern stereotypes receive such reinforcement in sixteenth-century texts. Rabelais’s pejorative comparison of the ‘Cimmerian Darkness of the Gothic times’ with ‘the bright Light of the Sun’ came to be accepted as representative of early modern ideas of medieval culture.29 Although critical opinion has advanced beyond the belief that this stereotype was universal in the sixteenth century, Daniel Woolf notes that it is ‘largely true’ that ‘early modern conceptions of the Middle Ages were often negative’.30 Although continuity with the Middle Ages was not just prevalent in the sixteenth century but exploited or celebrated, the Rabelaisian view is promulgated at times within the Chronicles, alongside opposing ones. More unexpected is the deployment of such stereotypes outside of the period’s temporal limits.

Practices associated with medieval courtesy are evinced in ancient Scotland. As a foil to sophisticated Roman strategy, described in terms redolent of early modern realpolitik, the Picts, Scots, and Britons are characterized by ‘furious rage’ and ‘disordered violence’, rather than ‘polityke discretion or constancie’ (1577: I, Hist.Scot., 40). However, the Scottish rulers also enjoy courtly pursuits with a medieval flavour. Ederus hunts with greyhounds (1587: II, Scot., 43), while Mogall has ‘a mind no lesse given to deeds of chivalrie, than to the studie of civill government’ (1587: II, Scot., 61). The prevalence of etymologically French language, such as ‘puissance’, ‘seigniorie’, and ‘vanquish’, draws on a courtly discourse, via the medieval romances from which such stories were derived, to embellish the depiction of a non-classical yet ‘ancient’ culture.

Meanwhile, ambiguity in the account of Henry VIII’s reign carries aspects of medieval culture forwards into the sixteenth century. An episode involving a man ‘which called himself Robin Hood’ (1587: III, 836) not found in the 1577 edition is added in 1587. Laura Ashe notes in the present volume that in the Chronicles’ account, Guy of Warwick is ‘[s]tripped of all detail and romantic exaggeration’, so that ‘this well-known hero becomes simply a figure in history’, but the 1587 depiction of Robin Hood is infused with courtly glamour.31 It describes a meeting between the soi-disant Robin Hood and Henry VIII which is in fact a court disguising, likely that of May Day 1515. The authorial decision not to acknowledge that the event is in fact an entertainment devised as part of the May games blurs the boundaries between early sixteenth-century history and the idea of a Middle Age. At the same time, this ‘highly artificial courtly patronage of Robin Hood’ is a vivid example of medievalism at work in Henrician England,32 as well as in the Chronicles themselves, strengthening the argument that the book has a clear sense of what is culturally medieval from a sixteenth-century perspective. Dennis O’Brien suggests that ‘the values expressed in the subject matter and the styles developed during the Middle Ages survive into the Tudor era’ through romance and medieval chronicle formats;33 the episode described above, though, seems to show that rather than depicting continuity, the Chronicles in 1587 are alive to the potential appropriation by subsequent ages of a medieval figure. The narrator’s wide-eyed credulousness regarding Robin’s true identity sidesteps the more serious political agency with which medievalism could be invested in early Tudor England.

Why should this form of medievalism be used to embellish the depiction of a Tudor reign, particularly when it occurs far less often during accounts of the historical Middle Ages themselves? Cooper observes that ‘[t]he sense that a “merry England” had existed not long in the past seems to have been almost universal in the late sixteenth century’; Shakespeare demonstrates in As You Like It (first performed in 1599–1600, first printed in 1623) his awareness of the contemporary ‘longing for the “golden world”, a world where Robin Hood could still be celebrated’.34 This is exactly the world portrayed by the 1587 passage. Edward Wilson-Lee posits that mid-Tudor medievalism witnessed by the ‘culture of romance … could be a self-conscious and pro-active statement of defiance to innovations in church and state’.35 As part of the early sixteenth-century ‘radical appropriation of the outlaw to conservatism’,36 however, the orchestration of the Robin Hood disguising by the court anticipates and negates this defiance. By appropriating the figure of Robin Hood for court entertainment, Henry VIII capitalizes on the festive attraction of the medieval, while defusing the character and the mode’s potential embodiment of misrule, festive or otherwise.37

The deployment of formulaic historical exempla for moral teaching also abstracts stories and characters from linear narrative, exploiting and reinforcing distance from the past. The Chronicles provide sources for this practice but also participate in it: Djordjevic suggests that ‘[t]he historical exempla in both editions of the Chronicles align the work with the tradition of the Mirror for Princes’ especially in the 1587 text which casts ‘the events in the mould of de casibus tragedies’.38 In doing so, the Chronicles respond to a tradition that originated in, and made moralistic use of, the Middle Ages. The personal acquaintance of Holinshed with John Higgins, the compiler of the expanded 1587 edition of the Mirror for Magistrates, and Holinshed’s influence on the content of that volume,39 strengthens the connection between these works. By recognizing their affinity, we are in a better position to clarify perplexing developments in their evolution. Higgins extended the historical period covered by the Mirror’s complaints. To the late medieval figures, whose complaints were written under the editorship of William Baldwin and first printed between 1559 and 1578, he added poems which narrated, through de casibus vignettes, the period from Brutus’s foundation of Britain to Roman imperial rule. Higgins’s focus on narrative through positive as well as negative exempla, and his retelling British history from its beginnings, pushed the Mirror’s emphasis away from the topical, political admonishment of Baldwin’s editions towards a compendious, more broadly exemplary historical text, while Fleming’s revision of the Chronicles, printed the same year as Higgins’s expanded Mirror, heightened its morally educative overtones. The Chronicles draw explicitly on the mirror tradition and trope when the narrators step outside of their linear accounts to pass judgement, on Sigebert, for example (1587: I, Hist., 131), or Cadwallader, ‘a mirror or livelie view of a tyrant’ (1587: I, Hist., 97)—both figures treated as de casibus examples in the Mirror corpus.40

The abstraction of historical narratives for moral teaching also foregrounds continuity with the present, even as it highlights the past’s distance: an exemplum reflected in history’s mirror, Cadwallader can be both an impossibly distanced abstraction, and a pointedly relevant ‘livelie view’. The significance of the following case study lies in this balance of otherness and proximity, mediated by medievalism which acts as shorthand for the ideas on which such a balance hinges.

HENRY IV

The accession of Henry IV represents a turning point in medieval history. Henry may be presented as a late- or even post-medieval king, or he may replace Richard II as the first in the final self-contained sequence of pre-Tudor rulers. The Chronicles, characteristically, do not ascribe unusual historical significance to Henry’s reign through structural or stylistic differentiation within the History, although we know that the period from 1399 did stand out as a separate narrative unit for contemporaries, not least following its codification as such in Edward Hall’s Union of the Two Noble and Illustre Famelies of Lancastre and Yorke (1548). Watts points to ‘[t]he idea of a political re-foundation in 1485’ and its corollary in ‘the sense of 1399–1485 as a distinct and ghastly backdrop’ to ‘the glories of the Tudor age’.41 The Chronicles support the conception of Henry’s reign as a moment of political and social change foreshadowing a distinct period of unrest, while discourses of progress and otherness are used to renegotiate the ways in which the Chronicles’ readers relate to the medieval past.

The connection between Henry IV’s unquiet reign and the usurpation of the crown is explicitly outlined. Despite the chapter’s mistrust of prophecy, the text alludes to the shape of the historical narrative to come and blames Henry’s usurpation for the imminent turmoil (1587: III, 511):

it was evident inough to the world, that [Henry] had with wrong usurped the crowne … for the which undoubtedlie, both he and his posteritie tasted such troubles. [1587: III, 522]

The text does not specify whether this constitutes divine or earthly retribution, and as such hovers between providentialism and vindictiveness. Either way, these references push our attention forwards; Henry’s reign is a beginning.

This may rationalize the summary of Chaucer and Gower’s achievements at the end of Henry’s reign—they too represent the start of a new era. Although more often thought of as Ricardian poets, and indeed classified as such in Harrison’s Description (1587: I, Desc., 14), these writers appear in the Chronicles’ list of the learned at the end of Henry IV’s reign because their deaths fell between 1399 and 1413. Unlike Harrison’s Description, the History emphazises not just the new-found ‘perfect conformitie’ of language, but also its ‘apt elegancie’ for official use: ‘the learned used to write onelie in Latine or French’ (1587: III, 541–2). English had already been the language of communication in royal and seigniorial courts since 1362, although Latin and French had not yet been effectively superseded.42 The fact that the Chronicles register the language in which, for example, Sir John Bagot ‘disclosed manie secrets’, reading a bill ‘in English … conteining certeine evill practises of king Richard’ (1587: III, 511), suggests that this was still unusual and therefore noteworthy. John H. Fisher argues that ‘[t]he only conceivable reason’ for tracts regarding Richard’s deposition ‘to be recorded in English at the time when the official entries in the Rolls were still uniformly in Latin or French was to appeal to the commons’,43 and the Chronicles do record the request for vernacular dialogue between the commons and court to explain ‘the cause of [Richard’s] deposing’ (1587: III, 512). But contrary to Fisher’s contention that vernacular discourse ‘was encouraged by Henry IV … as a deliberate policy intended to engage the support of Parliament and the English citizenry for a questionable usurpation of the throne’,44 the Chronicles do not include Henry in this dialogue. Similarly, the Chronicles offer no support for the claim that ‘[t]he publication of Chaucer’s poems and his enshrinement as the perfector of rhetoric in English were central to this effort’;45 either the authors of the Chronicles fell for Henry’s propaganda, or it had become irrelevant. Despite their funding by and literary engagement with the ruling class, Chaucer and Gower are recorded as writers, with no reference made to their connections to the political sphere, while praise for the new linguistic age which they help to usher in focuses predominantly on aesthetics, not policy.

Much of the progress outlined within Henry IV’s reign which links then to now takes the form of the construction and expansion of public buildings. Richard Whittington, three times mayor of London, is highly praised for his building work. As well as Whittington College, a library, and St Bartholomew’s Hospital this included the overhaul of Newgate in 1422, ‘which before was a most ouglie and lothsome prison’ (1587: III, 540). Improvement, particularly of civic architecture, is offset by references to the erosion of buildings, encapsulating tensions between betterment and deterioration. Many of the buildings mentioned have religious, and often specifically Catholic, functions—the chantry, added to Durham cathedral by Thomas Langley in 1407, for example—such that further unspoken tension exists between the threat of deterioration over time and the despoliation of religious infrastructure during the Reformation. The Chronicles do not comment on the fate of these buildings here; indeed, Langley’s chantry is said to have ‘beautified the church of Durham for ever’ (1587: III, 532), side-stepping its contemporary obsolescence.

While the overriding confessional stance of the chapter’s narrative rejects anachronism, the anti-Catholic sentiments of John Montacute, the third earl of Salisbury, are exploited as a vehicle for an atypical expression of proto-Protestantism. Salisbury was ‘a despiser of images, a contemner of canons, and a scorner of the sacraments’ (1587: III, 516). The alliterative appeal of these phrases presents the earl as something of a hero, and in a rare moment of overt anti-Catholicism he is described as ‘estranged from the corruption of the religion then received’ (1587: III, 516). The opportunity for a similar aperçu is bypassed, however, when the narrative tackles the economics of Henry IV’s relationship with his clergy. Although the constant battle between temporal and spiritual authorities for money might have found sympathy with a post-Reformation readership, instead the ‘altercation betwixt the clergie and the laitie’ (1587: III, 526) is expressed in petty, disrespectful, almost comic terms, and no preemptive comment is offered.46

The balance between change and continuity, or difference and similarity, turns around the chapter’s depiction of chivalric honour. This originates in the Middle Ages, while propagating a form of medievalism, from Edward III’s institution of the Order of the Garter, itself an appropriation of previous values, down to Elizabethan court culture. As Henry Summerson notes in this volume, ‘the Chronicles of Jean Froissart attained the status of a principal source’ for Holinshed,47 which provides medieval English history filtered through a chivalric, European lens.48 While contributing to the familiarity of Henry’s court through continuity with the early modern present, chivalric medievalism also reduces the medieval to a stereotype, isolating it from present experience.

The chapter features medieval rejections of chivalry, which destabilize the reader’s understanding of present customs by aligning early modern practice more closely with an idealized Middle Ages than with actual events. First, John Holland, earl of Huntington, and the abbot of Westminster plan a rigged joust so that Henry IV ‘suddenlie should be slaine and destroied’ (1587: III, 514). By subverting the chivalric honour of the pastime through their conspiracy which flouts the principle of public combat, they render themselves both more and less ‘medieval’: more uncivilized, and less chivalric, such that the inherent contradiction in received ideas of medieval culture is laid bare. By contrast, the chapter also exposes chivalry as a vain, indulgent pastime, when the duke of Orleans challenges Henry IV ‘for the love he bare to the noble feats of chivalrie … to meet in the field each part with an hundred knights’ (1587: III, 524). His challenge is met with arch incredulity: Henry ‘marvelled why the duke under colour of dooing deeds of armes for a vaine-glorie, would now seeke to breake the peace betwixt the realmes of England and France’ (1587: III, 525). Here, proponents of chivalric virtue are put on the back foot as a medieval king places national security before one of the mode’s fundamental tenets.

Henry is, nevertheless, at war with France for much of the chapter. But its real bête noire is Owain Glendower. In contrast to the plots and challenges of Henry’s courtiers and the duke of Orleans which draw deceptively on chivalric traditions, Glendower is a figure of wildness and brutality, set against quintessentially medieval codes of behaviour. His rampages frequently involve the clichéd pairing of ‘fire and sword’, seen repeatedly in the account of the Saxon conquest, but the Chronicles also complicate his portrayal by including a bawdy anecdote about an attempt by his henchmen on Henry’s life (1587: III, 519). Leaving the reader in no doubt of Welsh barbarity, the contributors to the 1587 edition expand on 1577’s squeamish description of battlefield atrocities (1577: II, 1134). A series of classical anecdotes about posthumous mutilation—brutality far surpassed by the Welsh women’s behaviour—culminates in the treatment of Cicero’s corpse by Marcus Antonius’s wife Fulvia, who cut his tongue out and pierced it with pins. This example causes particular outrage as it directly subverts Cicero’s role as ‘the father of eloquence’ (1587: III, 528), such that the act becomes antithetical to humanist values. This locates Owain’s countrymen, too, as enemies of education and civil culture. Rather than being specifically medieval, then, the barbarity of the Welsh is specifically not early modern. While for sixteenth-century writers the Middle Ages may be a convenient location for the other in religious or aesthetic terms, Anke Bernau notes that ‘[t]he ongoing tensions and fluctuations between what was perceived as barbarism and what was idealised as civilization characterised English historiography … throughout the medieval as well as the early modern period’.49 As seen above under the Saxons and King Stephen, the British/Welsh already function as a locus for contrasting ‘medieval’ behaviour from very early in the Middle Ages, resolving the tension between barbarism and civilization along ethnic lines.50

To say that the Chronicles have no conception of the medieval period would be misleading. Rather, they have many, which contradict, modify and overlap with one another. The impracticality and interpretative bias of overarching modern schemes of periodization are exposed across the two editions of Holinshed by these multiple Middle Ages. They extend beyond quibbles over date-range, to reveal the complexity of early modern ideas about the past and how it might, or whether it should, be categorized.


CHAPTER 11

HARRISON AND LELAND*

JAMES P. CARLEY

IN the dedicatory epistle to Lord Cobham prefacing The Description of Britain William Harrison claimed that ‘One helpe, and none of the smallest that I obtayned herein was by such commentaries as Leland had collected sometime of the state of Britaine’ (Chronicles 1577: I, sig. *iir). Even when he disagreed about specific points, Harrison still maintained that it was Leland ‘whose helpe I use altogither in these collections’ (1577: I, Desc.Brit., viv).1 But what ‘commentaries’ did he actually see and how did he use them? How reliable a witness was he to Leland’s writing? Are there missing materials, seemingly hinted at by Leland himself, to which he had access? These and related questions will be explored in the following chapter.

According to his epistle to Cobham, Harrison did not turn to the Holinshed project until midsummer term of 1576 when he had come up to London from his parish at Radwinter in Essex. Not surprisingly, he complained about the difficulties of being cut off from his own library. In these circumstances John Stow was of great assistance: ‘by whose diligent collected summarie, I have ben not only ayded, but also by divers rare monuments, ancient wryters, and necessarie register Bookes of his, which he hath lente me out of his owne Librarie’ (1577: I, sig. ¶viv). Chief among his borrowings were Leland’s notebooks: this was later confirmed by Stow himself when he contemptuously alluded to ‘the description of Britaine, for the most part drawne out of John Leyland his Comentaries, (borrowed of myselfe) and placed before Reyn Wolfes Chronicle, as the labours of another (who was forced to confesse he never travelled further, then from London to the University of Oxford)’.2 By his own account Harrison did not actually transcribe the autographs, but he must have read each volume through carefully, taking extensive notes, paraphrasing passages, and copying out long quotations. On occasion, he later lamented the fact that he no longer had access to Leland’s original text, as in the chapter on the making of salt where he observed that because the book had been returned to the owner he was forced to cut short his narration, his memory not sufficing to reconstruct the account fully (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 116r).

In part Harrison relied heavily on Leland because of the tight production schedule imposed upon him; he simply did not have time to track down other potential sources in any sort of methodical manner. In a number of instances, moreover, he would later return to geographic regions already covered, making further use of Leland’s, admittedly scattered, notes:

I followed Leland in maner worde for worde, what he hath sayd therefore of them, that have I examplyfied & published herein. Such was his dealing also in hys bookes, that he sought not to be curious and precise in those descriptions that hee made, but thought it sufficient to say somewhat, and more of thinges then any man had done before hym. In the next booke therfore, I will in three chapiters run over these matters agayne, and as I have already borowed somewhat of the same … for what this wanteth, that other shall supply. [1577: I, Desc.Brit., 35v–36r]

In Book 2, chapter 2, for example, he observed that ‘Leland writing of these [the River Wear and others], repeateth the names of sundry riverets whereof in the former Treatise [Book 1, chapter 10] I have made no mencion at all’ (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 68v). His new citations come from two of Leland’s notebooks—that is, Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS Top. gen. e. 8 (Leland, Itinerary, I, 77) and Top. gen. e. 12 (Leland, Itinerary, IV, 30).3 Book 1, chapter 10 also contains a description of the River Dee with particular reference to the River Alun ending with the statement: ‘What other ryvers do fal into this streame it shal be shewed in the second booke’ (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 28v). As promised, chapter 2 of Book 2 takes up the story of the Dee and its tributaries in greater detail: ‘I have found more sithens that time in Leland which I will not here omitte, to set downe worde for word as I reade it in his Commentaries’ (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 64v). Harrison begins with a description of the Alun deriving from Top. gen. e. 12, fol. 36r (Leland, Itinerary, III, 71). This is followed by a brief account of the River Abon (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 35r; Leland, Itinerary, III, 70). Harrison falsely attributes to Leland the phrase ‘I had almost forgotten (saith the sayde Authour)’ before adding Leland’s account of the River Terrig and other materials (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 37v; Leland, Itinerary, III, 73). He then moves forward seventeen folios in Leland’s notebook for his account of the Wirral (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 54r; Leland, Itinerary, III, 91), and concludes with the reflection: ‘Hitherto Lelande, whose sayings herein shal not perish, because they may be profitably used in the next publication of this booke, yf it ever happen to be liked and come thereto’ (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 64v).

This passage is also typical of Harrison’s technique throughout the Description. In spite of his claims to the contrary he does not follow Leland word for word. Rather he gathers into one place information distributed over a wide area in his source, most paraphrased rather than directly quoted.4 The narrative is, moreover, knit together and unified by means of a ventriloquized voice that has no precedent in Leland. We thus need to read Harrison on Leland dramatically rather than literally: his version represents a rewriting of the original notes, disparate jottings in themselves, as a coherent narrative of the sort that Leland himself had intended for these aides memoires but had not lived to achieve.

AN ACKNOWLEDGED BORROWING

The chapter ‘Of common or artificiall Salt made in England’ (Book 3, chapter 17) derives, as Harrison stated, almost entirely from Leland’s ‘abundant’ account of the topic made in an itinerary of 1543 through the West Midlands.5 According to Harrison his only contribution to Leland’s text was to gloss in cases where Leland’s meaning might not be entirely clear. Apart from modernizing spelling, he did indeed substitute the more normal [river] ‘bank’ for the Latinate ‘ripe’ which, as he pointed out, Leland had employed throughout his writings. He also used synonyms, especially when Leland’s word was, by his reading, an obscure one: ‘maine’ for Leland’s ‘chefe’, ‘indifferent round’ for ‘metely celebrate’, ‘gutters’ for ‘canales’, or ‘easily turned’ for ‘facily derivid’. Sometimes he eliminated short phrases and he usually skipped longer descriptions, primarily of local landowners, not directly relevant to the discussion of salt-making. A committed Protestant, he could not resist glossing Leland’s ‘Some say’ in reference to a miracle attributed to Richard Wyche, bishop of Chichester, with the phrase ‘(or rather fable)’. Finally, he added connectives such as ‘(as I found)’ for dramatic immediacy, or for linkage, as in ‘But to proceed’ (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 115r–116v).

The first destination was Droitwich and Harrison quotes Leland almost verbatim—it is unusually close—for the section beginning ‘From Worcester I rode’ up to ‘the making of salte’ (Tanner 464 v. fols. 90v–91v; Leland, Itinerary, II, 92–4). In order to cover the topic fully and construct a coherent narrative, however, Harrison has included itineraries from other regions, and he next turns to Top. gen. e. 12, fol. 82r, which describes salt-making at Nantwich (Leland, Itinerary, IV, 4).6 His transition is not entirely coherent in this instance and it appears that the short description of the channels leading to houses pertains to Droitwich rather than Nantwich as Leland had affirmed.7 Leland’s notes on Nantwich having been incorporated, Harrison’s account returns to Droitwich, where Leland is once again quoted, although with some alterations. The narrative concludes with the statement that ‘And thus much hath Leland left in memorie of our white salt’ (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 115v–116r). Harrison then points out that Leland had also written on the making of ‘bay salt’ (i.e. salt produced from sea water through a process of evaporation), but that he is no longer able to remember precisely what Leland wrote. He does recollect, however, that the process occurred between the Wyre and the Cocker rivers and this indicates that he must have been thinking of the passage in Top. gen. e. 12 to the effect that soon after he crossed a bridge over the Wyre Leland came to the Cocker river in Lancashire where: ‘At the ende of the sandes [by Cockerham] I saw divers salt cootes, wher were divers hepes of sandis taken of salt strondys, owt of the wich by often weting with water they picke owt the saltnes, and so the water is derivid into a pit, and after sodde’ (Top. gen. e. 12, fol. 84v; Leland, Itinerary, IV, 10).

What this short chapter represents, then, is an attempt to recreate Leland’s narrative in his own voice: there is relatively little intervention, apart from drawing together materials from different itineraries, and we are meant to see salt-making through Leland’s eyes rather than through those of a fictitious narrator.

THE ISLANDS SURROUNDING BRITAIN: A LOST TEXT?

In his ‘New Year’s Gift’ to Henry VIII, which Harrison knew in printed form through John Bale’s The Laboryouse Journey and Serche of Johan Leylande, for Englandes Antiquitees (London, 1549; STC 15445), Leland stated that ‘I entende to distribute ynto vi bokes such matier as I have already collectid concerninge the isles adjacent to your noble reaulme, and under your subjection. Wherof thre shaul be of these isles, Vecta, Mona, and Menauia, somtyme kyngedoms.’8 Although in his commentary Bale claimed that this work had moved well beyond the planning stage, nowhere among Leland’s surviving notes is there corroborating evidence. Nevertheless, in ‘Of the number and names of such salt Islands, as lye dispersed rounde about uppon the coast of Brytaine’ (1577: Book 1, chapter 8) Harrison alleges Leland as his one of his principal sources (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 12r). There has been a general assumption, therefore, that Harrison must have been drawing on lost materials.9 If this were so, then Harrison’s chapter could in theory be used to establish the general shape of Leland’s lost original. Does, however, this chapter contain anything attributed to Leland that cannot be found in the surviving notebooks? We have already seen that in his account of salt-making Harrison took information recorded in different itineraries and brought it together to form a coherent narrative. As will be shown below, there is every indication that this is what he did in his chapter on the surrounding islands as well. When he complains ‘How many they [the islands] are in number I cannot as yet determine, bycause myne informations are not so fully set down, as the promises of some on the [one] side, & myne expectation on the other did extend unto’ (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 11v–12r), it is no doubt the incomplete and confused nature of Leland’s notes which he is implicitly criticizing. The disparity between Leland’s scattered references and the very specific promises made in the ‘New Year’s Gift’ (and elsewhere too) is a great, at times almost insurmountable, one and this explains Harrison’s frustration with what he found.

Written as a first-person narrative, Harrison’s fictional journey begins in Kent. For this section Leland’s writings are a key component, but Harrison does consult other authors writing over a long chronological span, including individuals whose writings were also well known to Leland: Lucan, Bede, Polydore Vergil, and in particular William Lambard’s Perambulation of Kent.10 The resulting description is thus more of an amalgam than what we saw in the chapter on salt-making where Leland was practically the only source.

As he proceeded around the south coast Harrison’s imaginary journey led him to Portsea Island and Portsmouth. This section derives exclusively from Leland, as Harrison himself acknowledges, although there is some inevitable reorganization based on the reversed direction of the journeys of the two men.11 Wight or Vecta, which Leland had maintained would be one of the four principal components of his study, comes next. Surprisingly, Leland gave only a brief account in the Itinerary and Harrison has had to turn to other sources, including the entry on Wight in the commentary to Leland’s Cygnea cantio (printed in 1545).12

Next comes Poole Harbour, ‘wherein is an Ilse, called Brunt Keysi [modern Brownsea Island], in which was sometime a Parishe church, and yet a chappell at this present as I here. There are also two other Isles, but I know not their names’ (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 13r). The equivalent passage in Leland, who is not cited, comes before the brief comments on Wight, and reads ‘There ly 3. isles withyn this haven, wherof the most famose is Brunkesey. Sum say that ther hath bene a paroch in it. There is yet a chapelle for an hermite, it longid to Cerne Abbay’ (Top. gen. e. 10, fol. 53r; Leland, Itinerary, I, 255). Harrison’s ‘as I here’ is thus an unspecified allusion to Leland, Leland’s ‘Brunkesey’ slightly garbled and the reference to Cerne Abbey, not to mention the hermit, suppressed as no longer relevant.

Following Poole Harbour comes the description of Portland, near Weymouth, taken in all its details, albeit slightly reorganized, from Leland (Leland, Itinerary, I, 251–2),13 the single addition (and this in the 1587 edition only) being the citation from Florus’s Epitome of Roman History (1587: I, Desc., 32). Leland himself made use of these same notes when he composed his entry on Portmouth in the commentary to the Cygnea cantio, the entry concluding with the promise: ‘Plura de Portunia dicemus in libro de insulis Britanniae adjacentibus.’14

Right at the beginning of his account of the Channel Islands Harrison observes that the ‘Isles with their appurtenaunces appertayned in tymes past to the Dukes of Normandye, but now they remayne to our Queene, as percell of Hamshyre and belonging to hir Crowne, by meanes of a composition made, betweene king John of England, & the king of Fraunce, when the Dominions of the said Prince began so fast to decrease, as Thomas Sulmo sayth’ (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 13r).15 His source for this claim, updated to Elizabeth’s reign, is one of the folio volumes in Latin rather than the quarto, Top. gen. e. 10, which was used for the preceding material: ‘Thomas Sulmo. Quo tempore imperium Ioannis regis Angl. et lata ditio decreuerunt curauit inter caetera, accepto Galli. syngrapho, ut insulas sibi solide retineret’ (Top. gen. c. 3, 116; Leland, Itinerary, IV, 187). Harrison continues with a more or less direct translation of Leland’s statement that: ‘Jersey ex coniectura habet 30 millia passuum in circuitu. xii parishes’ (ibid., 187), Harrison giving ‘an Island having 30 miles in compas, as most men doe conjecture. There are likewise in the same twelve Parish Churches’ (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 13r).16 Harrison paraphrases Leland closely on St Helier and other islands as well, including details of the religious houses on Herm. Only once does he cite Leland directly, however, and that is in the context of the giant found on Alderney.17 In the 1587 edition, after he had had the time to read more widely, he made use of John Foxe’s Acts and Monuments for the exemplary tale of the burning of Perotine Massey during the reign of Queen Mary (Chronicles 1587: I, Desc., 32).

Once he had dealt with the Channel Islands, Harrison returned to the Dorset coast with another reference to Brownsea (the name slightly changed), stating that:

Beyonde thys and neere unto the coast of Englande (for these doe lye about the verye middest of the Brittish sea) we have one Islande called the Bruch or the Bruchsey, lying about two myles from Poole, whether men sayle from the Fromouth, & wherin is nought else, but an olde Chappell, without other housing. [1577: I, Desc.Brit., 13v]

This information is not found in any of the quartos, but in his account of the library at Cerne preserved in one of the folios Leland included excerpts from a life of St Eadwold that stated: ‘Canutus, spoliato monasterio Cerneliensi, contulit se ad portum, Frommutham nomine, occidentalis Angliae. Inde nauigantes ad Brunkeseiam, hoc est, ad Brunci insulam.’ Leland then himself added under his own name: ‘Brunci insula ad duo milliaria distat a Pola, & oceano circumdatur. Nulla aedificia habet praeter sacellum.’18 In the second description of Brownsea Harrison has borrowed, translated, and adapted material from an entirely unrelated notebook, one bearing no relationship to the itineraries as such, and this stands as a strong reminder of how closely he had scoured Leland’s writings, however disjointed they seemed to him, for the information he required.

Acknowledging Leland, Harrison next mentions three rocks off Hope’s Nose: the information (and the form of names) comes from Top. gen. e. 10, fol. 31r (Leland, Itinerary, I, 224).19 Harrison’s source for his description of Mount Island is not Leland, but his statements concerning St Nicholas Island and Gref Isle (i.e. Gull Rock) come from two different notebooks, namely a quarto (Top. gen. e. 10, fol. 13v; Leland, Itinerary, I, 200–1) and a folio (Top. gen. c. 3, 122; Leland, Itinerary, I, 323–4).20 He quotes Top. gen. c. 3, 120 more or less directly on Inis Prynin (Leland, Itinerary, I, 320).21 As Harrison himself confirms, the information on St Michael’s Mount derives from Leland. Much is quoted from Top. gen. c. 3, 119–20 (Leland, Itinerary, I, 320), although, as is normal, there is a slight reordering. For the reference to St Clement’s Isle and the description of Mousehole, he consults Top. gen. e. 10, fol. 5r (Leland, Itinerary, I, 189).

Having completed his tour of the south coast and now planning to turn north Harrison’s narrator is, as he tells us, overtaken by a sudden storm and blown over to the Isles of Scilly. Here Harrison alleges Leland, supplemented by a map that came from Reginald Wolfe, as his only sources (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 14r).22 Unlike most, the account of the Scillys departs from Leland significantly and a great many of the details must have derived from Wolfe. On the other hand, the anecdotal material, such as the account of the desolation of St Agnes and the horse-eating vermin on Rat Island, is Leland’s.

After the Scillys the first point of call is Pendeen (‘Pendinas’), the information taken from Top. gen. e. 10, fols. 7v–8r (Leland, Itinerary, I, 192–3).23 For the most part Harrison quotes and paraphrases. Nor does he always remember that Leland was writing approximately thirty-five years earlier and that some of the material was thus out of date. For Leland’s ‘The late Lord Brooke was lord of S. Iës, now Blunt Lord Monjoy and young Poulet’ Harrison has ‘It belonged of late to the Lord Brooke, but nowe as I gesse the Lorde Mountjoy enjoyeth it’. Elsewhere, however, he compensates for the passage of time and where Leland wrote ‘This calamite [the sanding up of the houses in the peninsula] hath continued ther litle above 20 yeres’, Harrison gives ‘this calamitie hath indured little above fiftie yeares’ (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 14v).24

The brief allusion to ‘two Rockes neere unto Tredwy’ probably derives from Top. gen. e. 10, fol. 95r, which reads ‘Tredewi and a broke and 2 rokkes as islettes’ (Leland, Itinerary, I, 302), but Harrison finds information contained in the next phrase, ‘and another not farre from Tintagell’, in Top. gen. e. 9, fol. 74r (Leland, Itinerary, I, 177). Steep Holm and Flat Holm are not mentioned in any of Leland’s itineraries but they do occur in his chapter on Gildas in De uiris illustribus and Harrison could also have come across them in other contexts too.

After the Holms, the narrator’s journey takes him to South Wales, where he begins with a description of Barry Island. Although he makes use of Giraldus Cambrensis’s Itinerarium Kambriae (which he cites) on St Baroc,25 after whom Barry was supposedly named, Harrison’s chief source, unacknowledged, for the topography of this island was Top. gen. e. 11, fols. 62r–63r (Leland, Itinerary, III, 24). For the brief account of Dunwen (i.e. Llanddwyn) Harrison turns to Leland’s further record of his Welsh travels found in Top. gen e. 12, fol. 13v:

Ther is in Mone as right againe Neven tounne in Lline, that is a kenning [a marine measure of about 20 or 21 miles] of, a little isle caullid Sainct Dunwen, a woman, and in this isle is the chirch of S. Dunwen. This isle is veri fertile of cunnies, and hath ii. faire welles. There is now a litle balk of sand cast up, the wich at low waters prohibitith the se to cum about. This isle is a ii. mile from Henerosser [Newborough]. [Leland, Itinerary, III, 53]

Harrison renders this, without reference to Leland, as:

Dunwen, is so called of a Churche dedicated to a Welch woman saint, called Dunwen, that standeth there. It lyeth more then two miles from Henrosser, ryght against Neven, and hath within it two fayre mylles, and great store of conies, and if the sande increase so fast hereafter as it hath done of late about it, it will be unyted to the mayne, within a short season. [1577: I, Desc.Brit., 15r]

Harrison has rephrased his source and has, to some degree, rendered the information current.26

Part, but not all, of the information on Caldey Isle, or Inys Pyr, comes from Leland, to whom Harrison gives credit,27 whereas he appears to have a different source for Lundy Island, for the account of which he does not cite Leland. He mentions Sheep Island and Rat Island in the 1587 edition (I, Desc., 35), but they do not appear in the 1577 text (nor in Leland), where the next reference is to ‘Scalmey [Skomer] the greater and the lesse’, followed by ‘Schoncold Isle’ [Schoukhold in Leland, i.e. Skokholm], on which—as Harrison himself observes—Leland is his authority (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 15r, referring to Top. gen. e. 12, fol. 26v; Leland, Itinerary, III, 62).28 Although several other islands were added to the account in 1587, Harrison gives next in the 1577 edition a brief notice of Grassholm Island followed by a fuller account of Ramsey Island, based on Leland whose testimony that this was Ptolomy’s Limen was confirmed by ‘a late Mappe’ (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 15r).29 Moving forward he quotes Leland (unacknowledged) on the ‘islet’ at the mouth of the Maw (Leland, Itinerary, III, 76), adding, however, the detail that it was a good place for herring fishing.

For the two islands at the mouth of the Soch, Harrison does not give a source, but in Book 1, chapter 10 (‘Of the Saverne streame and such falles of ryvers as go into the sea betweene it and the Humber’) he credits Leland (Leland, Itinerary II, 88): ‘Then casting about toward the south (as the coast lyeth) we sawe the Abersoch or mouth of the Soch ryver uppon our right handes, in the mouthe whereof lye two Islandes, of which the more Northerly is called Tudfall and the other Penrijn as Leland did observe’ (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 28r). The details about Bardsey are not found in Leland: Harrison, in any case, alleges the vague ‘as the report goeth’ (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 15v). Likewise Leland is not his source for ‘Caer Ierienrhod’ at the mouth of the Llyvni (Leuenni).30

Harrison provides a longish description of Mona, i.e. Anglesey, which was named by Leland as one of the component parts of his projected volume.31 Leland’s information on this island is found primarily in Top. gen. c. 3, 96–8, of which Harrison makes some use, specifically acknowledging Leland in two places, i.e. the names of the hundreds and the fact, told to Leland by Rowland Griffith of Plasnewydd (d. 1553), that it contained thirty-one parish churches and sixty-nine chapels (Leland, Itinerary, III, 134). Harrison’s final observation that ‘sundry earthen pottes are often founde there of dead mens bones converted into ashes, set with the mouthes downeward contrarie to the use of other nations’ (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 16r), comes from Leland, who learned this from Griffith (Top. gen e. 12, fol. 50v; Leland, Itinerary, III, 90).

Leaving Anglesey and its surrounding islets Harrison’s narrator describes Creuthyn based on Leland’s authority before moving along to Hilbre Point and the Wirral (Leland, Itinerary, III, 89).32 The description of Hilbre Point is a close paraphrase of Leland with one modification (Leland, Itinerary, III, 91–2). Whereas Leland has a neutral ‘There was a celle of monkes of Chestre, and a pilgrimage of our Lady of Hilbyri’, Harrison cannot resist commenting that ‘thither also went a sort of supersticious fooles in tymes past, in pylgrimage, to our Ladye of Hilbery by whose offrings a Cell of Monkes there, which belonged to Chester, were cherished and maintayned’ (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 16r).33

Leland promised an account of the Isle of Man but never got to Scotland to compile any notes for this venture. In his fictional journey, therefore, Harrison turned to different sources. Without Leland as his primary guide, moreover, his narrator shows himself pleased when the Scottish tour has been completed (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 18v). Back in England, the first island to which he makes reference is Lindisfarne, ‘a place much honoured among our Monasticall writers’ (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 18v), followed by a fuller account of Farne and its birds taken principally from Top. gen. e. 13, 68–9, supplemented by details from one of the lost volumes transcribed by Stow (Leland, Itinerary, IV, 123; V, 201). The information on Coquet Island derives from Top. gen. e. 13, 68; (Leland, Itinerary, IV, 123) where it appears just before the description of Farne.

After Harrison’s narrator moves south to Norfolk but as he continues down the coast, none of his descriptions come from Leland. Is this because Leland had not travelled through East Anglia as far as the coast, or are there allusions elsewhere in the Description to this region that might suggest that the existence of an itinerary that has subsequently disappeared from view?

The chief piece of evidence on this topic comes from Harrison’s Book 1, chapter 11, ‘Of such Rivers as fall into the Sea, betweene Humber to the Thames’, where he describes the River Welland:

Leland writing of this Wyland, addeth these words which I will not omitte, sith in mine opinion they are worthy to be noted, for better consideration to be had in the sayd water and his course. The Wyland sayth he, goyng by Crowlande, at Newdrene divideth it selfe into two branches, of which one goeth up to Spalding called Newdrene, and so into the sea at Fossedike Stowe: the other named the South into Wisbeche. Thys latter also parteth it selfe to two myles from Crowlande, and sendeth a ryll called Writhlake by Thorney, where it meeteth wyth an arme of the Nene, that commeth from Peterborow, and holdeth course with the brode streame, till it be come to Murho, sixe myles from Wysbech, where it falleth into the south. Out of the south in lyke sort falleth another arme called Sheepes eye, and at Hopelode (which is fourteene myles, from Linne) did fal into the sea. But now the course of that streame is ceased, wherupon the inhabitants sustaine many grievous floudes, bycause the mouth is staunched, by which it had accesse before into the sea: hetherto Leland. [1577: I, Desc.Brit., 32v]

Since nothing resembling this can be found among the quarto notebooks scholars have argued that Harrison had before him a lost itinerary. There is, however, a source. In 1534, when he was making his library tours, Leland travelled through East Anglia.34 From the Benedictine abbey at Crowland in Lincolnshire he recorded the titles of six books and he also made the following note:

Welanda flumen … Croylandiam petens apud pontem ipsum … induo brachia se diuidit, quorum alterum Spaldingum petit, et uocatur Newdrene \Nouodrena/, tandemque apud Fosdike Stow oppidum:. in mare deuoluitur. Alterum uero Visibecam \Wysbeche/ petit, et a multis uocatur Sowthe. Ex Sowtha rursus duobus supra Croylandiam miliaribus procurrit brachiam, et Thorneiam aluit, uocaturque Wrythelake, ubi in se recipit brachium Neenae fluminis, quo prope Petroburgum excurrit ad Thorneiam recta defluens, ubi una cum Vagolacu cursum continuat, donec uterque apud Murrho oppidum 6° a Visibeca miliario in Sowtha flumen se abscondat. Olim etiam e Sowtha et aliud euagabatur brachium, uocatum Shepeshey … et apud Hoplode oppidum 14° a Lino miliario in mare se exonerabat. Sed huius brachii cursus solitus iam cessauit, et hinc fiunt multae inundationes non sine graui Fennicolarum damno, quia os obstructum est per quod solebat in mare defluere.35

What Harrison has done, then, is to provide a relatively close translation (with minor deletions) of information contained in Top gen. c. 3. Whether or not there was a later journey along the coast to which Harrison’s unattributed notes bear witness is impossible to ascertain, but in the one case where Harrison quotes extensively from Leland we can see where he obtains the information.

In summary: Harrison derived his description of Britain’s surrounding islands for the most part from Leland’s scattered references throughout his notebooks. When Ralph Brooke accused Harrison in A Second Discoverie of Errours Published in the Much-commended Britannia, 1594 of having ‘robbed Leyland of the Islands adjacent to this Realme of England’, therefore, the claim is correct to the degree that Harrison did not always acknowledge Leland, sometimes on occasions when his debt was the greatest.36 On the other hand, Leland had not managed to gather information on a number of islands crucial to his endeavour and Harrison was forced to turn elsewhere or drastically to abbreviate his descriptions. More to the point Leland never succeeded in bringing his information together into one coherent whole and it was only through extraordinary editing and reorganizing that Harrison could create a single coherent narrative. F. J. Levy’s statement that Camden’s ‘Britannia is the book that Leland might have written’ applies perhaps even more appropriately to Harrison’s account of Britain’s offshore islands.37

OTHER LOST BOOKS

Harrison attributed some of the new material added in the 1587 edition of the Description to Leland. Generally speaking this came as the result of further consultation of the notes he made in 1576, but there are examples for which there is no obvious fit. One is particularly tantalizing. Harrison was distressed by the manner in which enclosures had led to unemployment and thus produced unwilling beggars and when he revised his text he expanded on this topic, roundly condemning those who sacrificed humanity for supposed economic gain.38 Amongst other things he quoted Leland:

There are some (saith Leland) which are not so favourable when they have gotten such lands, as to let the houses remaine upon them to the use of the poore; but they will compound with the lord of the soile to pull them downe for altogither, saieng that if they did let them stand, they should but toll [attract] beggers to the towne, therby to surcharge the rest of the parish, & laie more burden upon them. But alas these pitifull men see not that they themselves hereby doo laie the greatest log upon their neighbors necks. For sith the prince dooth commonlie loose nothing of his duties accustomable to be paid, the rest of the parishioners that remaine must answer and beare them out: for they plead more charge other waies, saieng; I am charged alreadie with a light horsse, I am to answer in this sort and after that maner. And it is not yet altogither out of knowledge, that where the king had seven pounds thirteene shillings at a taske gathered of fiftie wealthie householders of a parish in England: now a gentleman having three parts of the towne in his owne hands, foure households doo beare all the aforesaid paiment, or else Leland is deceived in his Commentaries lib. 13. latelie come to my hands, which thing he especiallie noted in his travell over this Ile. [1587: I, Desc.,193]

This is not an easy passage to trace since no specific location is mentioned, but there appears to be no precise source in any of Leland’s surviving itineraries. In their present state, moreover, there are only eight autograph quartos (one a fragment) supplemented by Stow’s copies of two lost notebooks. Why, then, does Harrison refer to ‘lib. 13’? By the reckoning of Georges Edelen—and he is not alone in this—we have here proof ‘that other volumes, probably dealing with the eastern counties [i.e. East Anglia], were extant but had already been separated from the body of Leland’s work’, even though ‘No one besides Harrison is known to have seen the missing Bk. XIII.’39 As we have seen, however, Harrison made use of the folios as well as the quartos and he could therefore have seen as many as fourteen books of ‘commentaries’ and perhaps even more.40 The crux, therefore, hangs on the interpretation of ‘Commentaries lib. 13 latelie come into my hands’. If ‘latelie’ means after 1576 then it suggests that he was shown—perhaps in response to the first edition of his text—a notebook that may not have been part of the group lent to Stow, one that must have formed part of a different transmission history.41 If, on the other hand, ‘latelie come to my hands’ describes the folios as well as quartos borrowed from Stow in 1576, then we can posit that Harrison was introducing new material after having reread his earlier notes. In this case Harrison may not be quoting from a specific passage but instead considering a phenomenon observed by Leland in various locations throughout the thirteen books or more of ‘travell over this Ile’.

Even if the reference to ‘lib. 13’ can be explained in the context of surviving volumes, Harrison did himself assert that material was missing by the time he saw Leland’s papers and his claim cannot be altogether dismissed as posturing. The strongest argument for this comes not from Harrison but from Leland himself, who stated in his West Country tour of 1542 that: ‘I have the description of Wareham in an other itinerarie of myne.’42 Nowhere in Leland’s papers is there another discussion of Wareham, although he was certainly in Dorset on several occasions. If this is not a lapsus memoriae, then materials must have gone astray soon after Leland’s death.43

CONCLUSION

Almost from the moment Leland’s papers left his custody there were complaints about their damaged condition, Bale maintaining in the epitome he made of De uiris illustribus shortly after his return to England in 1548 that Leland’s autograph was ‘mutilum, uagum, ac undique indigestum opus’.44 Like the other folios in contrast to the quartos, however, Top. gen. c. 4 remains in a good state of repair: ‘mutilum’ and ‘uagum’ must thus refer to the confused state of the text itself, materials crossed out, other sections added in the margin, between lines and anywhere else that space could be found. Bale’s explanation was that this notebook represented a preliminary draft (‘nam primum eius collectaneum erat’) and he believed that if Leland had had more time he would have brought order to the relative chaos of his notes.

In his epitome Bale did much more than excerpt and paraphrase: he included additions under his own name, usually set off by red ink. Like Harrison, moreover, he criticized his ‘auctor’ and pointed out what he believed to be inconsistencies as well as examples of misguided religious sympathies.45 More radically, he attributed information to Leland himself that was not in the manuscript before him. He also wrote a draft conclusion—it occurs in two forms—under Leland’s own name and this fictional document has Leland profusely thanking his dear friend John Bale for all his assistance and improvements to the text.46 Here then we have a precedent for how Harrison used material that was far less coherently organized than the De uiris illustribus, far more in need of comprehensive revision. As with Bale we must read dramatically and must realize that Harrison’s Leland is to some degree a literary construct, not always to be taken at face value, the voice ventriloquized. Bale would have approved and would have given his blessing to the chronicles as a whole: ‘I would to our lord that we had within this lande a nombre of learned men of the same honest zele to letters [as the Continental scholars]. So shulde our noble Antiquitees and monumentes of learninge be knowne to our posteryte, and our people be replenished with all kyndes of good knowledge.’47




CHAPTER 12

HOLINSHED AND HALL

SCOTT LUCAS

EDWARD Hall’s celebrated chronicle The Union of the Two Noble and Illustre Famelies of Lancastre & Yorke (1548) was a major source for the account of English affairs c. 1399–1509 and the major source for the narrative of Henry VIII’s reign (1509–47) in Holinshed’s Chronicles.1 In addition, Hall’s groundbreaking approach to vernacular English history writing furnished an influential generic model for Holinshed and his continuers as they constructed their own account of British history. Hall’s text offered an advance on the traditional English chronicle form, guiding English historiography away from the baggy and disordered recitation of names, dates, and notable political and natural events typical of early English annals to a relatively sophisticated, tightly controlled linear narrative. Rather than simply record events that occurred in England between 1399 and 1547, Hall sought to discern the distant causes of historical developments, to explore the personalities of the chief political actors he presented, and to provide an elevated, ornate style for his work. Both the 1577 and 1587 editions of Holinshed’s Chronicles are the direct descendents of Hall’s historical project and thus the inheritors of his distinctive approach to late Plantagenet and early Tudor affairs.

The chronicler Edward Hall (or Halle) (1497–1547) was born the son of a prominent London grocer and educated at Cambridge University and Gray’s Inn. While his lifelong occupation was as a lawyer, Hall also pursued a lengthy public career, serving in at least four of Henry VIII’s parliaments and in a number of posts in London, including undersheriff for the City (1535–47). Hall’s fervent devotion to Henry VIII won him several expressions of the king’s favour: it was Henry himself who helped Hall to his chief London offices and who publicly commended Hall as ‘our well-beloved subject’.2

It is not certainly known when Hall decided to create his English history, though he seems to have begun taking detailed private notes on the unfolding events of Henry’s reign as early as 1528.3 Writing in 1570, the historian John Stow suggested that Hall began his chronicle at about the time he was made undersheriff (1535) and that he was ‘stired up by men of Authoritie’ to compose it.4 If Stow is correct, it was likely the Henry VIII section of his published chronicle that Hall was commissioned to write. In the early 1530s, the king’s popularity was at a nadir among his subjects, after his long search for an annulment, his controversial marriage to Anne Boleyn, and his bold assumption of control over the English Church. Hall’s highly celebratory account of Henry’s rule, combined with his lengthy defence of the king in his decisions to separate from Queen Katherine and to abolish papal authority in England, seem specifically designed to lead English readers to renew their devotion to their widely denigrated prince.

Hall gathered much matter concerning Henry’s rule and shaped it into a single narrative that brought readers up to the king’s twenty-fourth year in power (April 1532–April 1533). After reaching this point, however, Hall put aside his account of Henry’s reign, and the text remained unfinished at the time of his death. While the printer Richard Grafton would later blame indolence on Hall’s part for the incomplete nature of this section, it may well be that the increasingly erratic actions of Hall’s prince, including his execution of Hall’s friend and benefactor Thomas Cromwell in 1540, made carrying a careful study of Henry’s actions into the 1530s and 1540s either too unpleasant or too potentially dangerous.5 After suspending work on Henry VIII, Hall embarked upon a new project, one tracing the troubled history of English political affairs from the deposition of Richard II in 1399 to the death of Henry VII in 1509. It is likely that Hall devoted himself to this pursuit until shortly before his death: evidence suggests that he was still composing his Henry V section in late 1544 and that he only just completed his account of the years 1399–1509 before contracting the illness that debilitated him in the last months of his life.6

Hall’s Henry VIII section was an original piece of English historiography, a richly detailed narrative that wove together printed pamphlets, official government records, personal reminiscences by Henrician diplomats and soldiers, and material gleaned from foreign chronicles. In its intense focus upon Henry, his court, and his wars, Hall appears to have been influenced chiefly by the courtly and chivalric chroniclers of the European Continent, who similarly made their monarchs, their nobles, courtly ceremonies, and striking feats in arms their chief subjects of concern. In later sections of his work, Hall began adding descriptions of Londoners’ reactions to Henrician policies, inspired to do so, perhaps, by the long tradition of personal manuscript chronicles compiled by previous London citizens.7

For his account of events c.1399–1509, Hall selected a single text as his chief source and guide, namely Polydore Vergil’s Latin Anglica Historia (1534). The Italian humanist Vergil had published his study of England in Basle, intending it not for English readers but for Europeans who needed an introduction to the relatively little-known island kingdom in which Vergil had spent much of his life. Hall followed Vergil closely: indeed, much of Hall’s account of fifteenth- and early sixteenth-century affairs is simply an aureate translation of Vergil’s Latin text.8 Only in handling Edward V’s and the first part of Richard III’s reigns does Hall depart at length from Vergil, choosing to insert Sir Thomas More’s manuscript history of this period nearly verbatim into his chronicle. While employing Anglica Historia as his primary source and model, Hall nevertheless augmented Vergil’s narrative with much material of his own gathering, information he acquired from medieval and early Tudor English chronicles, primary political and legal documents, French and Burgundian histories, and, it seems likely, private family traditions and manuscript memoirs.9

Hall died in the spring of 1547, after bequeathing to the printer Grafton his complete account of late Plantagenet and early Tudor affairs and his incomplete narrative of Henry VIII’s rule. Grafton took it upon himself to finish Hall’s chronicle, combining notes and drafts Hall had compiled with new matter of his own devising in order to bring the Henry VIII narrative up to the time of the king’s death. Grafton released Hall’s chronicle in 1548 and again in 1550. In 1555, Mary I’s government called in all copies of Hall’s text, not only because it sharply attacked the Roman Catholic clergy but also because of its sympathetic presentation of Henry VIII’s annulment of his marriage to Mary’s mother, Katherine of Aragon. Hall’s Union appeared under its own name only once more, in 1560; nevertheless, its contents continued widely to circulate long thereafter, due to the numerous Elizabethan chroniclers who borrowed extensively from Hall’s text in order to augment their own histories. Among these later writers, it was Raphael Holinshed and his continuers who made the greatest use of Hall’s chronicle in crafting their own historical works.

HOLINSHED’S CHRONICLES AND HALL’S HENRY VIII

Hall’s most extensive influence upon the Holinshed authors comes in their treatment of Henry VIII’s reign. Indeed, it is difficult to speak of the Henry VIII account in Holinshed’s Chronicles as distinct from Hall’s, since the bulk of the Henry VIII narrative in both the 1577 and 1587 editions of Holinshed is simply Hall’s text reproduced verbatim. Even when he does depart from Hall’s exact language in his 1577 chronicle, Raphael Holinshed usually does so only when he wishes to reduce the length of some of Hall’s highly descriptive passages, to rearrange material from Hall to provide a more linear or chronological narrative, or to expatiate upon themes already found in Hall’s narrative. The 1587 authors follow Hall even more closely than did Holinshed himself, often replacing the sections of Hall’s text removed or condensed by Holinshed in 1577 with Hall’s original material. This is not to say that the Holinshed authors completely subsume their own views of Henrician events to Hall’s; there are several moments when their texts depart from claims made in Hall’s text or when they reshape Hall’s portraits of important Henrician characters or events. In most places, however, Holinshed and his successors simply follow Hall, and it is in this way that Hall’s deep devotion to the values of late medieval chivalry and his view of the young King Henry as the epitome of the ‘magnificent’ Renaissance prince dominate a text that otherwise might have offered a less flamboyant portrait of Queen Elizabeth’s father and the chivalric culture of his court.10

In its account of the first two decades of Henry VIII’s rule, Holinshed’s 1577 chronicle follows Hall’s text closely in its keen focus on King Henry the man and his personal pursuits. In these sections, Hall’s, and thus Holinshed’s, emphasis is almost solely on the splendour of England’s charismatic monarch and on the awe-inspiring spectacles and martial adventures in which he and his nobles took part. For Hall, the young King Henry was the very epitome of chivalric courtliness and honour. Henry’s chief role as prince, in Hall’s view, was simply to be magnificent: to bring renown to himself and to his subjects by striving to outdo all the crowned heads of Europe in martial ferocity, athletic prowess, courtly grace, and magnificent self-presentation.11 For this reason, Hall dwells at length upon the events that presented Henry the man in his most glorious guise—his wars, his tourneys, his recreations, and his lavish entertainments—often to the exclusion of important matter concerning the day-to-day rule of the realm, an activity in which the young king took little part.

Much of Hall’s celebration of Henry’s princely magnificence finds its way into Holinshed’s account. Nevertheless, 1577 was not 1535, and Holinshed was not an awe-struck contemporary of Henry VIII as was Hall. In the wake of decades of humanist critiques of late medieval courtly values, the Henrician knightly ethos at the courts of Henry’s children had waned. That, coupled with Holinshed’s strong personal interest in practical matters of governance ensured that he approached his source’s celebration of Henry’s lust for glory and dazzling display not only with much less enthusiasm than Hall but also with a touch of criticism.

Such criticism arises soon after Holinshed’s account of Henry’s rule begins. At the opening of his Henry VIII section, Hall casts the king as a breath of fresh air for Tudor England, an exciting and glamorous prince who happily sought to replace his father’s emphasis on gathering wealth with an emphasis on spending it in brilliant display. Hall records in meticulous detail nearly every court festival, royal ceremony, noble pastime, and thrilling joust of Henry’s early years, often carefully describing all the furniture of such occasions, the dress of their participants, and the awe-inspiring impression they made upon those fortunate enough to witness them. Following Hall, Holinshed dutifully notes such events, but he does so usually only in shortened form and with a hint of distaste for what Holinshed apparently viewed as the uncomfortably frivolous pursuits of this young prince. Thus, in handling Hall’s minutely detailed inventory of the costumes, ceremonies, banquets, and jousts of Henry VIII’s coronation, a task to which Hall devotes nearly all of his account of the first year of Henry’s rule, Holinshed greatly condenses Hall’s descriptions, blandly remarking that ‘to speake of al ye solemne shew set forth that daye … it would aske a long time’ (Chronicles 1577: II, 1465). Countering Hall’s characterization of Henry’s early rule as a nearly uninterrupted period of pleasure and play, Holinshed adds to Hall’s narrative a passage revealing the anxious provisions made by Henry’s ‘grave and wise counsailors’ for their notoriously impetuous teenaged prince, whose new-found control of his father’s riches, they feared, might well ‘move his yong yeres unto riottous forgetting of himselfe’ (1577: II, 1464; 1587: III, 799). Drawing on the third edition of Polydore Vergil’s Anglica Historia (1555), which included a section on Henry VIII’s reign not present in the 1534 version employed by Hall, Holinshed describes how the king’s councillors sought to train their monarch in the art of ‘politike govrenment of the Realme’, even though it was clear that the young king ‘could not indure to be much troubled’ with the rule of his own nation, ‘being rather inclined to followe suche pleasaunt pastimes as his youthfull yong yeares did more delight in’ (1577: II, 1464; 1587: III, 799). In Holinshed’s narrative, unlike Hall’s, Henry’s single-minded pursuit of personal glory and pleasant diversions appears not as a laudable end in itself but as a potentially dangerous distraction from the political duties of the English prince.

Holinshed similarly reduces Hall’s lengthy rehearsals of Henry’s private recreations in order to include consequential political events simply passed over by Hall. For instance, in opening his account of Henry’s second regnal year Hall offers a typically enthusiastic record of his monarch’s courtly pastimes: his May Day celebrations, his challenge of all comers to trials of martial prowess during Pentecost, and his general ‘exercisyng hym selfe daily in shotyng, singing, dauncyng, wrastelyng, casting of the barre, plaiying at the recorders … makyng of ballettes’, hunting, hawking, and musical composition. After this survey of Henry’s leisure-time activities, Hall devotes only a single sentence to what others might see as the most important political occurrence of the king’s second year, the execution of Henry VII’s hated councillors Sir Richard Empson and Edmund Dudley (Hall, ‘Henry VIII’, fols. 7v–8r).

In appropriating this material, Holinshed turns Hall’s approach on its head, mentioning only briefly the May Day and Pentecost celebrations and dropping Hall’s list of Henry’s courtly recreations altogether. Instead, he expands upon the fate of Empson and Dudley, presenting readers not only with their execution but also with a full account of their trial and defence taken from the 1555 edition of Anglica Historia. Later, Holinshed adds a similarly lengthy account of Henry’s establishment of laws against enclosures from the same source, an act which Hall completely ignores (1577: II, 1466–8, 1499–1501; 1587: III, 804, 830). Thus, while ever following Hall’s organization of material, Holinshed makes his text much more a record of affairs of state than Hall’s, emphasizing important political and legal developments in between his often redacted versions of Hall’s celebrations of the private actions of his prince.

As he does in treating of Henry’s spectacles, Holinshed follows Hall in recording the numerous martial conflicts of Henry’s reign. For Hall, the preservation of the ‘conquests and notable actes’ of English heroes in the face of ‘that dedly beast Oblivio[n]’ is the most important task of any chronicler (Hall, ‘Dedication’, sig. A2r). To Hall, no deeds are more ‘notable’ than feats of military glory, and he is thus careful to record even the seemingly minor skirmishes and conflicts involving English warriors in an attempt to preserve forever the accomplishments of those who took part in them.

Holinshed is, of course, interested in recording English military affairs, and he thus emulates Hall in relating the campaigns of King Henry’s time. Nevertheless, here too he often reduces Hall’s detailed accounts to brief summaries, and he tends to focus on the larger sweep of Henry’s military encounters rather than on Hall’s beloved acts of chivalric bravery achieved by individual men. Finally, Holinshed often diminishes the tone of patriotic fervour with which Hall presents England’s martial adventures in favour of more dispassionate analyses that stress completeness of information over the celebration of English glory.

Holinshed’s editorial approach to Hall’s martial episodes is perhaps most notable in his handling of England’s famous defeat of the Scots at the battle of Flodden Field (1513). Hall presents Flodden chiefly as a stirring chivalric encounter between three men, Henry VIII, King James IV of Scotland, and Henry’s champion Thomas Howard, earl of Surrey. In Hall, it is King James IV’s insulting letter to Henry VIII, which Hall indignantly prints in full, rather than concerns for the safety of the realm, that leads Henry to send an army under the command of the earl of Surrey to the Scottish border. In describing the days leading up to the battle, Hall records Surrey’s bold promise ‘in my awne person [to] fighte with the kynge of Scottes’ and his pledge ‘rather to dye honourablye by his crueltye, then to lyve in shame, or that any reproche shoulde be layed to me hereafter’. Upon relating Surrey’s victory, Hall celebrates the knightly daring of this noble hero and the glory it won him, proudly noting that ‘the erle of Surrey accomplyshed the promyse at hys daye prefyxed wyth the kinge of Scottes to hys great fame and honour’ (Hall, ‘Henry VIII’, fols. 41r, 43r).

Holinshed, in contrast, aims for completeness and objectivity over chivalric celebration in treating of Flodden Field. Holinshed drops Hall’s reported speeches, redacts the contents of James IV’s letter, and balances Hall’s chauvinistic focus on English behaviour at Flodden with new material recounting Scottish bravery gleaned from the observations of the Italian historian Paolo Giovio (Paulus Jovius) (1577: II, 1481–3, 1487–94; 1587: III, 821, 828–9). Similarly, though it draws heavily upon Hall’s Union for its account of Henry’s invasion of France in 1513, Holinshed’s description of this campaign is much shorter and less detailed than Hall’s, and Holinshed replaces many of Hall’s expressions of enthusiasm for the accomplishments of his own prince with more dispassionate observations found in Vergil and Giovio.12

Holinshed seeks a similar balance in reproducing the religious material in Hall’s text. Edward Hall was a fiercely anticlerical Erastian who used his chronicle to castigate the Catholic clergy and to champion vigorously his monarch’s assumption of control over the English Church. The continuer of Hall’s Henry VIII narrative, Richard Grafton, shared Hall’s distaste for papal authority, but he also added to Hall’s volume passages highly sympathetic to evangelical opponents of Henry’s traditionalist Church, an institution Hall himself supported. Holinshed follows Hall and Grafton by reproducing many of their charges against the pre-Reformation clergy, their celebrations of governmental restrictions on clerical power, and Grafton’s sympathetic record of the persecution of evangelicals. Nevertheless, Holinshed does not burn with the same reformist zeal as the two earlier writers; he thus reduces the numerous and often meticulously detailed charges of Catholic malfeasance in Hall’s text, and he excises many of Hall’s and Grafton’s exultations over the defeat of English Catholics. He even adds, drawing on the work of the Elizabethan chronicler John Stow, relatively sympathetic accounts of the persecution of English monks and nuns during Thomas Cromwell’s campaign against the monastic orders.13

In one place only does Holinshed increase rather than downplay the vehemence of Edward Hall’s attack on a Catholic leader. This is in his handling of Thomas, Cardinal Wolsey, Henry VIII’s powerful Lord Chancellor. Here, Holinshed intensifies Hall’s already condemnatory portrait of the cardinal, moulding Hall’s somewhat bumbling figure of pride and incontinence into a cold-blooded and dangerously subtle conspirator.

Hall generally presents Thomas Wolsey as a victim of his own worst instincts, an impetuous man driven to frequent acts of corruption and even cruelty by an irresistible hunger for power, wealth, and honour, however ill-deserved. In meticulous detail, Hall records Wolsey’s never-ending pursuit of self-aggrandizement, condemning the cardinal as a presumptuous climber who often sought to place his own desires above those of his monarch and the realm. Nevertheless, in condemning Wolsey Hall simultaneously stresses the surprisingly ham-fisted manner in which Henry’s chancellor conducted many of his schemes. Hall’s Wolsey often produces derisive laughter in response to his obvious machinations and poorly concealed lies, and few English subjects, Hall insists, were ever fooled by the clumsy and ineffectual attempts he made to mask his supposedly clever bids for self-promotion.14

Holinshed replaces Hall’s creature of appetites with a portrait of Wolsey much more sinister in its implications. The Wolsey of the 1577 Chronicles is a patient and calculating plotter, a Machiavellian figure possessed with the cunning to keep his most pernicious designs hidden until their malign ends are accomplished. It is this Wolsey, for instance, whom Holinshed, departing from Hall, makes the central figure in the destruction of the duke of Buckingham (d. 1521). According to Holinshed, the loyal Buckingham had openly repined at being ordered to attend, at his own cost, the festivities at the Field of Cloth of Gold (1520), a meeting Holinshed characterizes (in opposition to Hall’s celebration of this event) as a suspect creation of the Lord Cardinal. When he heard that Buckingham had spoken against both the meeting and its creator, Wolsey quietly ‘caste afore hande all wayes possible to have [Buckingham] in a trippe, that he might cause him to leape headlesse’ (1577: II, 1508; 1587: III, 855). Supplanting Hall’s narrative with one derived from the 1555 edition of Anglica Historia, Holinshed describes how Wolsey unfolded a carefully laid scheme that first removed Buckingham’s chief allies at court before subtly attacking Buckingham himself. By means of a host of ‘forged tales, and contrived surmises [that Wolsey] dayly put into the kings head’, Wolsey prepared King Henry to believe the entirely false charge that Buckingham sought Henry’s death. Wolsey’s plan, in Holinshed’s telling, proved to be a complete success, as the innocent Buckingham, stripped of allies, falsely accused, and alienated from the King’s affection, suffered swift condemnation and execution (1577: II, 1507–8, 1513–16; 1587: III, 855–6, 863–5).15

Wolsey’s destruction of Buckingham is accompanied in Holinshed’s Chronicles by charges of an even more extensive and longer-lasting conspiracy, namely Wolsey’s alleged secret service to the King of France, Francis I. Hall, who had little love for the French, certainly excoriates Wolsey for advocating at times alliances with England’s traditional enemies; nevertheless, Hall never suggests that Wolsey had any single guiding motive for his Francophile leanings. Holinshed, by contrast, contends that through flattery and ‘high gifts’ Francis I brought Wolsey under his influence as early as 1519 (1577: II, 1505; 1587: III, 848). In order to sustain this line of argument, Holinshed excises, rearranges, or rewrites much material in Hall to downplay or even to suppress Hall’s many inconvenient accounts of Wolsey’s work against the French during times of English alliance with the Empire.

According to Holinshed, Wolsey’s most important act on behalf of the French was his work to destroy Henry’s marriage to Katherine of Aragon, the aunt of Francis I’s bitter enemy, Emperor Charles V. In his own text, Hall declares that Henry began his search for an annulment after numerous men of the cloth expressed their fear that Henry’s marriage was illegitimate in the eyes of God. Holinshed, for his part, blames Wolsey for Henry’s bid for an annulment, noting that at the time ‘the Cardinall veryly was put moste in blame for this scruple now cast into ye kings conscience for the hate he bare to the Emperor, bycause he would not grant to him the Archbyshoprike of Toledo, for the whiche hee was a suiter’ (1577: II, 1551; 1587: III, 906). Far from harbouring legitimate fears about the sanctity of Henry’s marriage, Wolsey sought to separate his monarch from his queen in order to guide Henry to a new marriage with the French king’s sister. This act would accomplish, Holinshed implies, two of Wolsey’s chief secret goals: harm to the emperor and benefit to King Francis (1577: IV, 1551–2; 1587: III, 906–7). Only after Katherine exposed Wolsey’s machinations during her annulment hearing did Henry VIII discover the extent of the cardinal’s plots, and it was only his death, Holinshed concludes, that finally brought an end to Wolsey’s malicious plotting.

In the 1587 edition of the Chronicles, Holinshed’s continuers preserve much of the 1577 version’s material on Henry VIII’s spectacles, wars, and religious innovations, and they recount Holinshed’s numerous charges against Wolsey. Nevertheless, they often go against Holinshed’s own editorial preferences by inserting much of the material from Hall’s Union that Holinshed excluded from his own version of the text. In their zeal for completeness, Abraham Fleming and his fellow editors introduce numerous of Hall’s minutely detailed passages concerning King Henry and his recreations into Holinshed’s work, and at times they supplement the added material from Hall with even more information gleaned from subsequent historians or from antiquarian collections. The chief exception to the 1587 authors’ faithfulness to Hall’s interests comes in their account of Wolsey’s end. While they add to Holinshed’s narrative much of Hall’s material excised from the 1577 Chronicles, they also include material from George Cavendish’s manuscript life of Wolsey, which paints a far more sympathetic portrait of the cardinal than does either Hall or Holinshed. The effect is to destabilize the narrative coherence of both men’s work, as the 1587 text mixes Cavendish’s sympathetic assertions of Wolsey’s charitable actions and unjust suffering in his last days with Hall’s and Holinshed’s wholesale condemnation of the fallen chancellor. Abraham Fleming and his fellow editors seek a comprehensiveness of sources that exceeds even Holinshed’s. While this leads them to present hitherto unpublished material on the subject of Henry VIII’s famous cardinal, the unhappy effect is to offer their readers no clear portrait of Wolsey at all.

HALL, HOLINSHED, AND ENGLISH HISTORY, 1399–1509

As they do in their Henry VIII narratives, both Holinshed and his continuers employ Hall as the major source for their accounts of English affairs from the end of Richard II’s reign to the close of Henry VII’s. While it provides the authors with their chief source for historical material and serves as the underlying narrative frame for the corresponding sections of their texts, Hall’s work does not dominate this section of the Chronicles quite so overwhelmingly as it does the Holinshed contributors’ accounts of Henry VIII’s reign. This is because the authors had access to a wide range of texts handling fifteenth- and early sixteenth-century events that could claim historical precedence over Hall’s.16 As we have seen, much of Hall’s account of fifteenth- and early sixteenth-century affairs is a translation of the first edition of Polydore Vergil’s Anglica Historia, supplemented with matter chiefly from French and Burgundian sources and official and unofficial primary documents. While he also gleaned much material from previous English histories, the zealous reformer Hall held a deep hostility toward one important source, monastic authors. He suspected them of doctoring the historical record in order to celebrate falsely those rulers who gave undue privilege and wealth to the Church and to condemn those who sought to keep clerical riches and authority in just bounds (Hall, ‘Henry IV’, fol. 11v). Holinshed shared none of Hall’s qualms about monkish writers, and he thus frequently supplants Hall’s text with material from important monastic sources, most notably the works of Thomas Walsingham and John Whethamstede. With contemporary sources such as these at hand, Holinshed cannot help but call attention to questions surrounding Hall’s generally undocumented assertions about this period. Thus, in reporting the duke of Exeter’s conspiracy (late 1399–early 1400), Holinshed initially follows Hall in declaring that the conspirators planned to assassinate Henry IV at a joust in Oxford. Yet, after concluding Hall’s version of the plot, Holinshed then comments ‘thus wryteth Hal of this conspiracie, in following what authour I know not: But Thomas Walsingham and diverse other seeme somwhat to dissent from him in relation of this matter’. Holinshed then offers a lengthy rehearsal of Walsingham’s very different version of events, in which Henry was to be murdered ‘under colour of a Maske or Mummerie’ at Windsor (1577: II, 1128; 1587: III, 515). While he will not openly endorse one account over the other, Holinshed’s inclusion of a nearly contemporary narrative and his implied criticism of Hall’s lack of named sources tacitly leads readers to embrace Walsingham’s version and to question the accuracy of Hall’s report.17

Although he dismisses Hall’s suspicion of monastic writers, Holinshed nevertheless allows the pervasive anticlerical stance of Hall’s Union to colour his own text, even if in so doing he mutes some of Hall’s most vicious outbursts against the medieval clergy. Holinshed thus follows Hall in naming the abbot of Westminster as the prime mover behind the aforementioned duke of Exeter’s conspiracy (despite the Abbot’s absence from other of Holinshed’s sources), but he omits Hall’s declaration that the devil himself spurred on the abbot in his treasonous designs (Hall, ‘Henry IV’, fol. 11r; 1577: II, 1125). Holinshed similarly draws on Hall for the claim that Archbishop Scrope was a leader of the Percies’ revolt against Henry IV in 1405. Yet in reporting this accusation, he replaces Hall’s insistence on Scrope’s base motives in joining the rebellion (a thirst for personal vengeance against the king) with Thomas Walsingham’s high praise for the prelate and the admirably altruistic ends of his rising (Hall, ‘Henry IV’, fol. 25r–v; 1577: II, 1147–48; 1587: III, 529–30). Elsewhere, Holinshed closely follows Hall’s account of Henry V’s decision to declare war on France, retaining Hall’s claim that it was the archbishop of Canterbury who deviously convinced Henry to mount a French invasion as a means to distract him from fulfilling Parliament’s desire to reduce the wealth of the religious orders. Here too, however, Holinshed tempers Hall’s Erastian excesses, omitting altogether Hall’s invective against the ‘fat Abbotes’, ‘proude Priors’, and ‘sely Nonnes’ who, Hall claims, ever placed allegiance to their own riches above the proper concern for the well being of their prince and realm (Hall, ‘Henry V’, fol. 3v; 1577: II, 1168; 1587: III, 545).

In handling Hall’s chief theme in the early sections of his chronicle—the growth and development of the contention between the houses of Lancaster and York—Holinshed generally remains faithful to Hall’s account, although he reduces Hall’s often lengthy flights of rhetorical fancy in order to create a more direct and less ‘aureate’ presentation of Hall’s material. Holinshed necessarily incorporates many of Hall’s own opinions of the notable men and women of this period, including Hall’s fervent admiration for Henry V; his sympathetic presentation of Humphrey, duke of Gloucester; his condemnatory portrait of Margaret of Anjou; and his assertions of the ‘mo[n]strous’ behavior of Joan of Arc (1577: II, 1241),18 the innocent piety of Henry VI, and the devilish nature of Richard III. Holinshed also follows Hall by including a number of the verbose, fictitious speeches that the latter inserts into the mouths of his historical actors, a humanist-inspired practice based on classical models that Hall likely adopted from Thomas More’s own use of the strategy in his account of Richard of Gloucester’s rise to power.19 Thus, Holinshed presents to readers a condensed version of the address Hall claims the duke of York delivered to Parliament in 1460 in support of his right to the crown, a rhetorical tour de force Hall likely constructed out of written works of Yorkist propaganda (1577: II, 1300–2; 1587: III, 655–6).20 Likewise, Holinshed reproduces verbatim the lengthy speeches Hall grants to Richard III and Henry of Richmond before the battle of Bosworth (1577: II, 1417–20; 1587: III, 755–8). Yet, with a number of rival sources before him to compare with Hall’s text, Holinshed cannot help but question some of Hall’s more suspect interpolations into his chronicle. In the case of York’s speech in Parliament, for instance, Holinshed indeed reproduces a version of Hall’s account, but he prefaces Hall’s words by observing that John Whethamstede, who was in all likelihood actually present at this Parliament, mentions none of the eloquent words that Hall grants to York (1577: II, 1300; 1587: III, 655).

While still relying on Hall as his key source, therefore, Holinshed challenges or departs from Hall’s version of fifteenth- and early sixteenth-century events much more than he does in composing his narrative of Henry VIII’s rule. With a wider range of sources before him, Holinshed is able to supplement and even replace a number of Hall’s assertions with more nearly contemporary accounts of this period. The result is a richer and less biased view than Hall himself provides.

HALL, THE 1587 CHRONICLES, AND ENGLISH HISTORY 1399–1509

In crafting their additions to Holinshed’s fifteenth- and early sixteenth-century material, the 1587 authors at times follow their familiar editorial practice of simply adding the passages from Hall’s Union left out of the 1577 Chronicles. More often than not, however, Holinshed’s continuers eschew Hall’s specific language in favour of inserting material from new sources that tend to support Hall’s own perspectives. As an example, both Hall and Holinshed treat Joan of Arc in their chronicles as a ‘mo[n]strous’ woman who practiced ‘great wickednesse’, though the more temperate Holinshed excludes Hall’s most furious attacks against her (1577: II, 1241, 1246; cf. Hall, ‘Henry VI’, fols. 25r, 31v–33v). In the 1587 edition, William Patten chooses not to reinsert Hall’s omitted invective; instead, he mounts his own attack on Joan’s reputation, gathering from a host of Continental texts as many calumnies against this French heroine as he can find, in a manner that would have earned Hall’s strong approbation (1587: III, 603–5).

As with their additions to Holinshed’s Henry VIII narrative, the 1587 contributors’ bids to include a rich variety of new sources unfortunately often undermine the narrative coherence of their two chief models, Holinshed and Hall. In his treating Richard II’s fall from power, for instance, Hall emphasizes Richard’s harmful behaviour and the virtuous outrage that motivated those who overthrew him (Hall, ‘Introduction’, fols. 2r–9r). Holinshed, in contrast, presents Richard as generally a good, if flawed, ruler, and he further contends that those who drove England’s legitimate monarch from power were led chiefly by personal ambition rather than by any true concern for the commonwealth (1577: II, 1117). In handling these two different approaches to Richard and his forced resignation, the 1587 continuers simply include both Hall’s and Holinshed’s perspectives, to uncomfortable effect. First, the 1587 authors offer a lengthy description of Richard’s immoral behaviour and its degradation of the court, the people, and even the clergy. They insist, furthermore, that Richard’s fall from power was nothing less than providential punishment for the harms his sinful actions caused. Yet immediately after this charge the continuers reproduce without comment Raphael Holinshed’s sympathetic portrait of the ‘bountifull & loving’ King Richard, including his declaration of Richard’s ‘guiltlesse life’. Continuing in Holinshed’s indulgent vein, they end with a fierce attack on Henry Bolingbroke’s ‘ambitious crueltie’, a characterization of Bolingbroke’s motives that, at the very least, complicates their previously offered description of him as the Lord’s instrument of earthly justice (1587: III, 1508). Similarly, they repeat Hall’s and Holinshed’s claim that, despite promising to preserve the life of Henry VI’s son Edward after the Lancastrians’ defeat at Tewkesbury, Edward IV allowed the young prince to be cruelly murdered, an act that earned providential retribution in later days (Hall, ‘Edward IV’, fol. 32r–v; 1577: II, 1339–40). After this passage, they then surprisingly present a selection from a new, unnamed source highly favourable to King Edward, one that praises the ‘patience and clemencie of this good king’ in handling his enemies after Tewkesbury, in a manner that totally opposes the previous paragraph’s account of his perfidious cruelty (1587: III, 688). The Holinshed continuers’ zeal to include multiple sources for historical events certainly allows their readers access to a variety of new material, but too often it does so at the cost of the basic textual coherence Hall and Holinshed so strenuously laboured to provide.21

In its compendious detail, its elevated language, and its advance in narratorial control over previous English histories, Hall’s chronicle exerted an extensive influence on the form and content of the Holinshed authors’ accounts of English historical affairs from 1399 to 1547. At several places, Holinshed and his continuers do offer resistance to Hall’s text, challenging its choice of sources and its fascination with courtly display, and revising or even suppressing many of its lengthy descriptive passages, its passionate flights of rhetoric, and its opinions about certain historical actors and the role of heavenly forces in worldly affairs. It is a testament to the respect with which the authors held Hall’s work, however, that none of these points of contention prevented them from employing Hall’s Union both as their primary historical source for the period it covered and as the narrative frame upon which they constructed their own versions of late Plantagenet and early Tudor events. More work remains to be done on the impact of Hall’s groundbreaking historiographical method upon the Chronicles as a whole and, indeed, upon the Holinshed authors’ very conception of the art of history writing. Nevertheless, for many of the best-known sections of the Chronicles (best known not the least because of Shakespeare’s use of them in constructing his two tetralogies and, later, Henry VIII), the Holinshed authors relied heavily for material, perspectives, and narrative structure on the minutely detailed, highly opinionated, and often passionately eloquent work of their predecessor Edward Hall. Both Holinshed’s Chronicles and the Shakespearean dramas they inspired owe a great debt to ‘Master Hall’ and his remarkable history.22




CHAPTER 13

HOLINSHED AND FOXE

THOMAS S. FREEMAN AND SUSANNAH BRIETZ MONTA

THE relationship between John Foxe’s Actes and Monuments and Holinshed’s Chronicles is complex, not least due to the textual difficulties, size, and technical challenges each work presents.1 As recent scholarship demonstrates, the four editions of the ‘Book of Martyrs’ published in Foxe’s lifetime were revised significantly; scholars must account for these revisions in any study of Foxe’s work. Holinshed’s Chronicles contain contributions from at least eight authors across two editions, the second of which was heavily revised and expanded. As Peter Marshall notes in this volume, those authors’ religious attitudes varied widely, from the forward Protestantism of William Harrison or Abraham Fleming to the religious conservatism of John Stow. The contributors’ differing religious views produce disparate treatments of Foxe’s martyrology. For reasons of space and practicality, this chapter will not attempt an exhaustive account of the Chronicles’ uses of and responses to Foxe’s Actes and Monuments. Instead, we focus on several case studies to illustrate the ways the Chronicles follow, adapt, or reject Foxe’s work, ranging from relatively straightforward adoption to careful subversion.

We first focus on Mary Tudor’s reign (1553–8). Here the 1587 revisions matter significantly: while the 1577 Chronicles’ account of Mary’s reign makes some use of Foxe, the 1587 edition, through Abraham Fleming’s expansions, draws much more heavily on Foxe’s work. Fleming’s Foxean additions are not simple repetitions but suggest patterns of Foxean reception, albeit highly sympathetic ones. We next examine the Chronicles’ departures from Foxe in its account of Sir John Oldcastle, a Lollard knight executed in 1417 for leading an aborted rebellion. In his 1563 edition of the Actes and Monuments, Foxe argued that Oldcastle was persecuted for his religious beliefs and was not a traitor. For this, he was fiercely attacked by the Catholic controversialist Nicholas Harpsfield. Foxe’s riposte in the second, 1570 edition of the Actes and Monuments comprised extensive, impassioned revisions and additions. Someone with Abraham Fleming’s religious orientation would have struggled to see Oldcastle—who lived a century before the Reformation but who denounced papal supremacy and transubstantiation—as anything but an elect member of the true Church, the view Foxe held. Yet the Chronicles’ account differs from that in the Actes and Monuments on almost every point on which the latter was most adamant, suggesting an author whose outlook was distinct from Foxe’s or Fleming’s, one who responds to Foxe with subtle refutation. Other uses of Foxe in the Chronicles produce complex mixtures of perspectives. In the case of King John, a figure on whom Protestant polemicists and historians expended considerable energy, the Chronicles occasionally follow the Actes and Monuments but more often go their own way.

These case studies show that the Chronicles are key indicators both of the ways Foxe could be received and also of particularly controversial aspects of Foxe’s interpretation of history. Read together, Fleming’s admiring use of Foxe in the Marian section, the Oldcastle account’s Foxean subversions, and the King John account’s blend of Foxean dependence and independence reveal how widely the Chronicles’ reactions to the Actes and Monuments varied, reactions that point to the Chronicles’ often conflicted treatment of religious history overall. Importantly, the Chronicles’ responses to Foxe’s Actes and Monuments show that the Chronicles are less a site of tolerant multivocality, as Annabel Patterson has eloquently argued, than one of polemical visions and revisions of history, in which the Actes and Monuments is often in the centre of the struggle.2

FOXEAN REORIENTATIONS

In any assessment of the Chronicles’ relationship to the Actes and Monuments, the revisions between the 1577 and 1587 editions matter considerably. The majority of Fleming’s numerous additions to the 1587 Chronicles’ account of Mary Tudor’s reign come from Foxe (others include anecdotes taken from John Stow and excerpts of Latin poetry). Much of the Chronicles’ material on the early English Reformation, especially those sections written by Stow, distances itself from Foxe’s history.3 But as is predictable from Fleming’s religious sympathies, his use of Foxean material concerning the Marian reign casts the 1587 edition’s treatment of that period in a more clearly Protestant light.4 For instance, Fleming extends the godly characterization of Lady Jane Grey with a Foxean anecdote concerning her incredulity at Lady Wharton’s curtsy to the sacrament (Chronicles 1587: III, 1100; cf. Actes and Monuments (1583), 2128).5 Fleming’s Foxean interpolations amplify anti-Catholic and anti-Spanish emphases amid rising tensions between England and Spain during the 1580s. Thus Fleming imports Foxe’s characterizations of ‘papist’ celebrations at Philip and Mary’s marriage, including Foxe’s denunciation of the ‘gaudes and pageantes’ (such as the anointing of a rood) marking the couple’s entry into Westminster and the implication that after the marriage Spaniards took over the court (1587: III, 1121; Actes and Monuments (1583), 1472).

Fleming did not simply repeat Foxean material; he also expanded it with text he found elsewhere or wrote himself. To his account of Reginald Pole’s vices, taken from Foxe, Fleming adds material from a sermon by Cuthbert Tunstall condemning Pole for disobedience to Henry VIII, thereby bolstering Foxe’s narrative (1587: III, 1164). Fleming included large passages from Foxe on Mary Tudor’s death, interpolations which yield a much harsher verdict on her than that offered in 1577. Here as elsewhere (for example, in the expanded 1587 account of Cranmer’s death), Fleming inserts passages of Latin poetry; integrating Foxe with sententiae renders him both more authoritative and more historical, more distanced—perhaps analogous to emphases some have seen in Foxe’s 1583 edition.6 In Fleming’s use of a Foxean expansion to reorient the 1577 edition’s account of Stephen Gardiner’s death, a similar awareness of historiographical trajectory might be observed. Speculating that Gardiner may have died badly, Foxe sought out information on his death in the Actes and Monuments’ 1570 and 1576 editions. By the 1583 edition, Foxe had the information he sought; Fleming incorporates it into the 1587 Chronicles, albeit rearranged. The 1587 Chronicles record that Gardiner died with an inflamed body, appropriate payback for his burning of martyrs; his special hatred for Queen Elizabeth and her fortunate preservation are then mentioned. In Foxe, this order is reversed, so that Gardiner’s death seems a consequence as much of his hatred for Elizabeth as of his persecutory zeal. Fleming ends affirmatively, with a Foxean sentence emphasizing Elizabeth’s providential preservation; his reordering may again imply consolatory historical distancing, a sense that the struggle against the likes of Gardiner is in the past thanks to Elizabeth’s preservation (1587: III, 1130; Actes and Monuments (1583), 1787–8).

Fleming’s most famous Foxean additions concern the providential preservations of Catherine Brandon (duchess of Suffolk), Edwin Sandys (from 1577 the archbishop of York), and Elizabeth I. Foxe famously included low-born and/or uneducated martyrs in his ecclesiastical history, glorying in the resistance of ‘silly sheep’ to Catholic tyranny. The 1577 Chronicles eschew this Foxean social range, preferring to record the fates of ‘learned’ or high-born Protestants and Catholics. The 1587 Chronicles maintain a lengthy paragraph listing these fates and add three extensive narratives of providential preservation, thereby tilting the Chronicles’ tales of Protestant sufferings in a more Foxean direction though without Foxe’s social range. While the Actes and Monuments gives the duchess’s story extended attention, it is part of a larger section chronicling the providential preservations of many godly folk. In the 1587 Chronicles, Fleming frames the duchess’s story as an illustration of the troubles some high-born godly people encountered during Mary’s reign, promising ‘a memorable discourse touching the ladie Katharine late dutchesse of Suffolke, a personage of honor, and worthie of commemoration in chronicles for hir godlinesse to hir high praise’ (1587: III, 1142). While for Foxe her status heightens her story’s pathos, in which she disguises herself as a commoner, for Fleming her status is a reason to include the story in the first place. The narrative’s slight reframing to highlight the duchess’s status may have influenced a popular, long-lived retelling. Thomas Deloney’s 1602 ballad on the duchess’s wandering exile, reprinted throughout the seventeenth and as late as the mid-eighteenth century, emphasizes her social dislocation but largely avoids specific religious content.7 In the Chronicles, Fleming follows her story with Sandys’s, continuing ‘a discourse of troubles happening to personages of good account and name’ during Mary’s reign (1587: III, 1145). Sandys’s inclusion as a person ‘of good account and name’ is ideologically loaded. His story was added to the 1583 Actes and Monuments to reinforce his reputation for godliness as from 1581 he was embroiled in a blackmail scandal.8 Fleming too may have wished to support Sandys amid the ongoing scandal. Fleming’s uses of the duchess’s and Sandys’s stories thus participate in the ongoing reception and impact of these Foxean providential narratives.

The 1587 Chronicles, like the 1577, certainly evince greater interest in Marian military and diplomatic affairs than does Foxe, who follows instead Eusebian emphases on ecclesiastical history. The Chronicles’ social conservatism is also, as the selective importation of providential preservations intimates, more pronounced than Foxe’s (though we speak of shadings of difference, not stark oppositions). Still, Fleming’s use of Foxe gives the 1587 Marian account a greater emphasis on religion, providentialism, and religious politics. His additions, extensions, and corroborations elevate further the authority of Foxe’s history and also exploit that authority to consolidate a godly perspective on the present.

REBUTTING FOXE

The Chronicles’ treatment of Sir John Oldcastle exemplifies a very different response to Foxe. The Oldcastle narrative is almost completely independent of Foxe, with the exception of an allusion noted below. Yet the episode may still be read as an instance of Foxean reception, by way of subversion or subtle refutation. Oldcastle was represented in sixteenth-century print in two traditions, with only a few texts equivocating between them.9 These traditions contest several questions: (1) whether Oldcastle was implicated in a 1414 gathering at St Giles’ Field, (2) whether that gathering was with treasonous intent, (3) whether those captured were condemned as traitors or as heretics, and (4) whether Oldcastle was a traitor. From 1485 to 1533, early sixteenth-century printings of chronicles including Fabian’s Chronicle specify that Oldcastle was both a traitor and heretic. This chronicle tradition persists throughout the sixteenth century due in no small measure to John Stow’s published chronicles and, we suggest, Holinshed’s Chronicles.10 The counter-tradition begins in 1530 with the Examinations of William Thorpe and Sir John Oldcastle (attributed to Tyndale) and is developed considerably in John Bale’s Brefe Chronycle, much of which Foxe incorporates into the Actes and Monuments. In this view, Oldcastle was not a traitor but was persecuted for his religious beliefs, many features of which made him sympathetic to early Protestants.

The controversy is embedded within the Actes and Monuments itself. Following Bale closely, Foxe’s 1563 edition argues that Oldcastle was a proto-Protestant hero and that no rebellion occurred. Foxe based his account on Bale’s Brefe Chronycle, adding a short narrative of archbishop Arundel’s death from Bale’s encyclopedia of British writers.11 Foxe then printed the ecclesiastical process against Oldcastle, drawn from the Fasciculi Zizaniorum, and took material selectively from Fabian’s Chronicle.12 In the 1563 edition, drawing again on Bale, Foxe asserted that Henry V decreed that Oldcastle’s followers be condemned as traitors and heretics. While Foxe believed that the treason charges were baseless, he embraced the heresy accusations against Oldcastle and his followers. This was done in a Parliament held in 1413 in Leicester rather than London (Foxe concedes this) because of fear of Oldcastle’s supporters. Subsequently, many Lollards were executed as traitors.13 Foxe admits that the humanist Catholic historian Polydore Vergil reported that Oldcastle and his followers gathered an army and rebelled against the king. Foxe took advantage of a simple chronological error (Vergil put Oldcastle’s rebellion after, not before, Jan Hus’s 1415 execution) to reject Vergil’s account (Actes and Monuments (1563), 174–5).

Foxe’s argument was unpersuasive to Nicholas Harpsfield. In his 1566 Dialogi sex, Harpsfield lambasted Foxe’s work, including the Oldcastle account. Accusing Foxe of dishonesty, Harpsfield pointed out that Oldcastle and his followers were condemned as both traitors and heretics, maintained that Oldcastle had committed further crimes by escaping from the Tower and resisting arrest, and cited chronicle histories—those of John Harding, Robert Fabian, Edward Hall, Richard Grafton, and Thomas Cooper—to establish that Oldcastle’s followers had rebelled against the crown.14 Harpsfield noted that the statute Foxe cited identified Oldcastle’s followers as traitors, and shrewdly observed that the Parliament was, by Foxe’s admission, held in Leicester from fear of Oldcastle’s followers—a sure indication they were rebelling.15

Harpsfield demonstrated that the chronicles almost completely agreed about Oldcastle’s treason and underscored the official acts condemning Oldcastle as a traitor. While the chroniclers’ charges could be explained by their dependence on Walsingham’s chronicle, bitterly hostile to Oldcastle, the Acts of Parliament and the governmental decrees were harder to dismiss. The seventeenth-century historian Thomas Fuller, an admirer of Foxe and committed Protestant, wrestled with these problems. While Fuller observed that religious hostility biased contemporary chroniclers against Oldcastle, he also uncomfortably noted that:

I am much startled with the evidence that appeareth aganst him. Indeed I am little moved with what T. Walsingham writes, (whom all later authors follow as a flock the belwether), knowing him a Benedictine monk of St Albans, bownd by interest to partiality; but the records of the Tower and acts of parliament therein, wherein he was solemnly condemned for a traitor as well as a heretic, challenge belief. For with what confidence can any private person promise credit from posterity to his own writings, if such public monuments be not by him entertained for authentic. Let Mr. Fox therefore be this Lord Cobham’s compurgator, I dare not; and if my hand were put on the Bible, I should take it back again.16

Neither trivial nor easy, Foxe’s defence of Oldcastle demanded the analysis and discrediting of both chronicle and archival sources.

Harpsfield’s criticisms stung Foxe into significant revisions; their extensiveness and impassioned nature reveal the Oldcastle narrative’s importance for the martyrologist. In the 1570 edition, Foxe replaced the beginning of Bale’s Brefe Chronycle with a description of the 1413 convocation drawn from Thomas Walsingham’s Historia Anglicana (Actes and Monuments (1570), 664).17 Foxe next reprinted the Brefe Chronycle up to and including Oldcastle’s abjuration (Actes and Monuments (1570), 664–73).18 Calling Harpsfield a ‘wrangling caviller’, Foxe reprinted the material from the Fasciculi Zizaniorum, following it with a terse account of Oldcastle’s escape from the Tower and flight into Wales (Actes and Monuments (1570), 873, 673–6, 676).19 He also inserted ‘A defence of the Lord Cobham agaynst Alanus Copus’, a lengthy rebuttal of Harpsfield’s case (Foxe wrongly assumed that Alan Cope, the editor of the Dialogi sex, was also its author). The rebuttal’s key points form the basis for any comparison of Foxe’s account with Holinshed’s.

After a bitter diatribe against ‘Cope’ for slandering the martyrs, Foxe rebuffed claims that Oldcastle was a traitor (Actes and Monuments (1570), 676–7). In doing so, he attacked the credibility of Harpsfield’s sources. Harpsfield stressed that the chronicle sources (on which he relied exclusively) were in nearly unanimous agreement that Oldcastle had led a rebellion. More methodologically imaginative (largely because he had to be), Foxe consulted a range of sources, but his arguments were often hair-splitting, if not downright tendentious. Throughout, Foxe attacked chronicle sources and historians (such as Polydore Vergil and ‘Cope’) who rely upon them. For example, Foxe observes that Harpsfield follows chroniclers in repeating the preamble’s hyperbole as if it were factual (Actes and Monuments (1570), 681–2). Turning to the body of the statute, Foxe suggests that its language indicates Oldcastle would have been condemned of heresy (Actes and Monuments (1570), 682–3). After chiding ‘Cope’ for claiming that public records testified that Oldcastle was a traitor but omitting them, Foxe printed the commission against Oldcastle from the Patent Rolls and the indictment against Oldcastle. Foxe argues that the indictment is a forgery and criticizes chronicles for focusing on ‘vulgare and populare affaires’ (Actes and Monuments (1570), 683–5, 686–7).

Foxe also worked to discredit particular chroniclers. After charging Vergil and Fabian with chronological and factual errors, Foxe examined another major source, the chronicle written by Edward Hall and continued by Richard Grafton. Foxe observes that a historian cannot simply repeat what chronicles say; he must also examine written and archival sources (Actes and Monuments (1570), 688). While this seems a statement of historiographical methodology, it actually reprimands Harpsfield, whose claims that Oldcastle was a rebel are based almost entirely on various chronicles. Foxe claimed that engravers who worked for Grafton (who was also the printer of Hall’s chronicle) stated that after Hall had written his account of Oldcastle, he obtained and read Bale’s Brefe Chronycle; Hall then purportedly crossed out three pages of his manuscript and replaced his account, based on Vergil and Fabian, with Bale’s version of events. Foxe notes that Hall disagrees with Vergil on whether Oldcastle was present when the rebels were arrested and that Hall misdates the rebellion, placing it in December rather than January and in 1415 rather than 1414. Foxe emphasizes that, unlike Fabian or Vergil, Hall did not definitely state that there was an uprising by Oldcastle’s followers; instead, Hall speculated that it might have been a rebellion, or a rally in support of Oldcastle, or an entirely innocent gathering (Holinshed’s Chronicles will incorporate this speculation) (Actes and Monuments (1570), 688–9). By highlighting differences between Hall, Fabian, and Vergil, Foxe intended to discredit not only Hall but also all the historical accounts against which he and Bale had argued. For Foxe it was paramount that Oldcastle was no traitor, and that Lollards were no traitors, either; listing discrepancies in and between the accounts of Fabian, Vergil, and Hall allows him to undermine their contrary conclusions.

Later in the 1570 edition, Foxe described Oldcastle’s arrest in Wales and his execution. His 1570 version of these events, based on parliamentary records, differed significantly from that of 1563. Foxe admitted that these records indicated Oldcastle’s conviction of treason but insisted this was a falsehood, the work of bishops who unjustly accused Oldcastle and the Lollards of rebellion (Actes and Monuments (1570), 761–2). The 1570 Oldcastle material was reprinted without change in the third (1576) and fourth (1583) editions of the Actes and Monuments. Harpsfield made another, detailed attack on Oldcastle in his Historia Wicliffiana, not printed until the seventeenth century, and Robert Persons challenged Foxe’s version of Oldcastle in his Three Conversions of 1604.20

In his heated response to Harpsfield, Foxe targeted chronicles for their unmistakable and, Foxe argues, untruthful condemnation of Oldcastle for treason. The Chronicles’ two major sources were Walsingham and Hall, the former foundational for the chronicle tradition on Oldcastle and the latter heavily reliant upon that tradition.21 Holinshed largely ignores Foxe as a source. The omission is significant: Bale’s Brefe Chronycle, on which Foxe relied, was the most extensive post-Reformation depiction of Oldcastle and was based on original documents, while Foxe’s account was well-known, extensive, and written by an admired figure. Holinshed’s reliance on Hall, a source Foxe criticized, may itself be seen as a subversion of Foxe. One silent allusion to a crucial point Foxe makes suggests that he could have been used as a source but was not. In its general reversion to the chronicle tradition on Oldcastle, indeed through its role in perpetuating that tradition in sixteenth-century print, Holinshed’s account implicitly rebuts Foxe’s argument. Patterson has stated that the Holinshed account ‘set[s] affections aside’, and places it in an evolutionary line of Protestant historiography working supposedly towards indifferency, culminating in the Chronicles themselves.22 But in its sixteenth-century context, the Chronicles’ treatment of Oldcastle looks controversial precisely because of its apparent avoidance of controversy, and bears witness to contestatory historiography within the Chronicles’ pages.

Patterson claims that the Chronicles’ account of Oldcastle is characterized by impartiality.23 An impartial account might present Bale’s and Foxe’s views as well as those of Walsingham and Hall; ‘Holinshed’ (we bracket authorship of the Oldcastle account for the moment, but see below) conspicuously fails to do this. While largely based on Walsingham, ‘Holinshed’s’ Oldcastle narrative does significantly qualify and mute Walsingham’s vituperation. For example, although ‘Holinshed’ essentially reprinted Walsingham’s account of Oldcastle’s capture, he omitted Walsingham’s description of Oldcastle: ‘ille vainglorius inveterus dierum malorum primicerius Lolardum dux et princeps perfidorum [that boaster, elder of evil days, the chief of the Lollards, the leader and prince of the perfidious]’.24 Nor did ‘Holinshed’ repeat Walsingham’s claims that Oldcastle conspired with the Scots or boasted that he would rise from the dead three days after his execution.25 Walsingham insisted that Oldcastle was a Lollard leader and that Lollards were behind both the rising at St Giles’ Field and Oldcastle’s later abortive rising in the Welsh marches. ‘Holinshed’ avoided associating Oldcastle and the uprisings with Lollardy. Instead, ‘Holinshed’ states the Welsh Rising consisted of ‘the lord Cobham with his freends’, saying nothing about co-religionists’ involvement (1587: III, 544, 549).26 ‘Holinshed’ makes other, more subtle efforts to dissociate Oldcastle from Lollardy. ‘Holinshed’ follows Walsingham in recounting that, despite a huge reward for Oldcastle’s capture, no one betrayed him. Walsingham insisted that Lollard loyalty protected Oldcastle and that ‘pene totam patriam eius dementiam amplexata fuisse [almost the entire country had been gripped by his madness]’.27 ‘Holinshed’, by contrast, attributes the loyalty of Oldcastle’s followers not to ideology or religious belief but his personal popularity: ‘By this it maie appeare, how greatlie he was beloved’ (1587: III, 544). Further, Holinshed did not print Walsingham’s description of Oldcastle’s examination, in which Oldcastle asserted that the pope was Antichrist, and denied both transubstantiation and that auricular confession was a sacrament.28 In one sense, the effort to dissociate Oldcastle and the 1414 rebellion from Lollardy served Protestant interests: it neutralized the charge that Protestantism was inherently seditious. But this dissociation made Oldcastle a rebel without a cause, at least a religious one, and an isolated troublemaker, thereby falling afoul of the Chronicles’ dim view of those who would upset socio-political order.

Despite Holinshed’s differences from Walsingham, Patterson’s arguments can be taken too far. Patterson observes that a marginal note criticizes Walsingham for claiming that 50,000 men assembled at St Giles’ Field.29 But this, the only direct criticism of Walsingham, concerns a secondary matter. Patterson notes that ‘Holinshed’ qualified a potentially incendiary passage in Walsingham by stating that it was ‘thought’ that a large number of Londoners would have joined Acton’s group had Henry not barred the city gates (1587: III, 544).30 The phrase ‘(as it was thought)’ is, however, an addition made to the 1587 edition. While there are few changes in the Oldcastle material between 1577 and 1587, those changes are significant: they soften the 1577 account’s harsher stance on Oldcastle, thereby throwing that stance into relief; for example, Patterson writes that ‘Holinshed’ changed Hall’s statement that Oldcastle escaped from the Tower ‘either by helpe of freends, or corruption of keepers’ to ‘helpe of freends, or favour of keepers’. But that change was only made in 1587; the 1577 Chronicles borrowed Hall’s more condemnatory statement wholesale (Chronicles 1577: II, 1166; 1587: III, 543).

More importantly, Patterson argues that ‘Holinshed’ does not explicitly state that a rebellion took place at St Giles’ Field, merely that Henry was advised that one was happening. This conclusion is less tenable, however, for the 1577 text. While the 1587 Chronicles say that the king understood ‘that they were in a place called Ficket field’, the 1577 text implies intentionality: ‘that they ment to assemble togyther in a place called Ficket field’ (1577: II, 1166; 1587: III, 544).31 While in both editions the Chronicles say that the king was ‘advertised’ about the gathering, they also state, drawing on Hall, that Henry was advised that the gathering was ‘assembled in armour against the king, his brethren, the clergy and the realm’. ‘Holinshed’ characterizes those gathered at St Giles’ Field as rebels, reports that those arrested said that they gathered to ‘meet with their capteine the lord Cobham’, and repeats Walsingham’s account of William Murley, a brewer, who joined the gathering on Oldcastle’s supposed promise that he would be made a knight (1577: II, 1167;1587: III, 544).32 For Elizabethan readers, this anecdote would be prejudicial, discrediting Oldcastle by associating him with seditious threats to the established social order; it also undermines Womersley’s claim that the account portrays Oldcastle and his radicalism sympathetically.33 While the account slightly mutes Hall’s praise for Henry V, as Womersley notes, it also insists on the king’s generosity toward Oldcastle (‘having compassion of the noble man’), a marked difference from Foxe’s account, in which the king too-readily endorses Arundel’s agenda. Finally, the Chronicles repeat—without qualification—Walsingham’s statement that Oldcastle plotted an uprising in the Welsh marches the following year (1577: II, 1174; 1587: III, 549).34 ‘Holinshed’ never criticized Walsingham for castigating Oldcastle and the Lollards as traitors and rebels.

‘Holinshed’ also dealt with two key points that exercised Foxe in his exchanges with Harpsfield; in both instances the Chronicles are closer to Walsingham than to Foxe. The first concerns whether Oldcastle participated in the events at St Giles’ Field. Foxe insisted that Oldcastle had not been present. Walsingham stated that no one could find Oldcastle at St Giles, but assumed and implied that Oldcastle was there. The 1577 Chronicles state: ‘whether he [Oldcastle] came thither at all, or made shifte for hymselfe to get away, it doth not certainely appeare, but he could not be heard of at the time (as Thomas Walsingham counfesseth)’ (1577: II, 1167). In the 1587 Chronicles, ‘certainely’ is deleted (1587: III, 544). This deletion suggests an aspect of the 1577 text that a later editor found troublesome: while the earlier account indicates that Oldcastle’s whereabouts cannot definitively be known, the 1587 Chronicles remove the qualification, implying more uncertainty.

On the second point, concerning whether those at St Giles’ Field were traitors, the Chronicles directly contradict Foxe. Foxe insisted that Acton and the others were not condemned as traitors and were executed as heretics, not traitors. Both editions of the Chronicles include a marginal note that reads ‘Sir Roger Acton and his complices condemned of treason and heresie.’ In the 1577 account, the charges brought against them are elaborated forcefully: they are ‘condemned by the Clergie of heresie, and atteinted of high treason, as movers of warre agaynst theyr Kyng, by the temporall lawe’. While the 1587 edition softens the end of this passage to simply ‘atteinted of high treason’, it retains the crucial point that they were condemned as traitors (1577: II, 1167; 1587: III, 544). Both editions invoke the controversy over this episode. The language is taken, however, from Hall, with an expansion that alludes clearly to Foxe. Echoing Hall, both the 1577 and 1587 texts record that ‘Some saie’ they died for ‘conveieng … the lord Cobham out of prison,’ while ‘Others write, that it was both for treason and heresie, and so it appeareth by the record. Certeine affirme, that it was for feined causes surmized by the spiritualtie, more upon displeasure than truth … ’ (1577: II, 1167; 1587: III, 544).35 Both editions then gesture to Foxe, who had suggested that those gathered may have simply wished to hear Beverly preach:

and that they were assembled to heare their preacher (the foresaid Beverlie) in that place there, out of the waie from resort of people, sith they might not come togither openlie about any such matter, without danger to be apprehended; as the manner is, and hath beene ever of the persecuted flocke, when they are prohibited publikelie the exercise of their religion … [1577: II, 1167; 1587: III, 544]

The allusion reveals that this section’s author knew—but otherwise chose not to use—the details of Foxe’s account.

Further, this Foxean allusion does not stand unqualified. The 1577 text continues:

But howsoever the matter went with these men, apprehended they were, & divers of them executed (as before ye have heard whether for rebellion or heresie, or for both, as the forme of the Inditement importeth, I nede not to spend many words, sith other have so largely treated thereof, & therfore I refer those that wish to be more fully satisfied herein unto their discourses, having for mine owne parte rather chosen to shewe what I finde recorded by Writers, than to use any censure, to the prejudice of other mens judgements, and therefore to leave this matter, and also the Lord Cobham, eyther in Wales, or else where, closely hid for the time, from king Henries reach, I will passe from him to speake of other things … [1577: II, 1167–8]

Patterson argues that ‘Holinshed’ realizes Bale’s ideal of ‘indifferent’ history, to a greater degree than did Bale himself. But no one better than Bale illustrates that ‘indifferency’ in historical matters was itself a controversial stance. Here indifferency rebuts, subtly, the Foxean line on Oldcastle. Summarizing the controversy, ‘Holinshed’ reiterates that Oldcastle was condemned for treason and heresy as ‘the forme of the indictment importeth’. He also writes that he simply relates what ‘Writers’ have neutrally ‘recorded’. But the ‘Writers’ upon whom he relies—Walsingham and Hall—were precisely those Foxe accused respectively of hostile partiality and uncritical following of earlier sources. What the passage reveals is not so much indifferency as the politics of indifferency in early modern chronicle writing. Further, the passage’s revision in the 1587 Chronicles—the material after ‘discourses’ is cut (the word ‘reports’ replaced ‘discourses’)—reveals rewriting of this controversial moment within the Holinshed camp itself. The passage and its revision imply not so much balanced indifferency or protoliberal multivocality as highly contested historiographical politics.

Might the Oldcastle account reveal religious disagreements among the Chronicles’ authors? While the 1577 Oldcastle account appears in a section usually attributed to Raphael Holinshed, some factors allow for reasonable speculations about its authorship. Scholars have increasingly emphasized John Stow’s religiously conservative and even Catholic sympathies as well as his apparent Protestant conformity and discretion on religious topics; these qualities fit the carefully worded Oldcastle account. Collinson observes that Stow’s work is often a riposte to Foxe, as is the Oldcastle account.36 Stow’s own works concur with ‘Holinshed’s’ view. As early as his 1566 Summarie of English Chronicles Stow stated that those gathered at St Giles were ‘attaynted of high treason, as movers of war against theyr king, by the temporall law in the Guild hall, and adiudged for treason, to be drawen and hanged, and for heresye to be consumed with fyre’, a phrase identical to that used in the 1577 Chronicles and not found in either Hall or Walsingham; the Chronicles thus silently quote Stow on a crucial point.37 Furthermore, in his Annals Stow prints an account of the 1414 rising very similar to those in the 1577 and 1587 Chronicles.38 The fact that Stow reprinted much of the Oldcastle account does not mean he wrote it, but does indicate his approval. ‘Holinshed’ also consulted Tito Livio’s life of Henry V; Stow owned a manuscript translation of Livio from at least 1570.39 In his Historia Anglicana ecclesiastica, written before 1575, Harpsfield wrote that Livio’s life had been translated into English, and that ‘Translator commendatus de suo quaedam adiicit, sed sumpta ut dicit Comte ermonio [The translator added certain things of his own, but which he said were taken from the earl of Ormond]’; in his Annals, Stow relates that the earl of Ormond was a source for the translator of Livio.40 Clearly Stow shared information with Harpsfield, the great critic of Foxe’s account. He may, of course, have done the same with Holinshed, loaning his manuscript to a colleague. The Oldcastle account does, however, quote Stow silently, conform to Stow’s religious attitudes, and win his approval.

Still, the Oldcastle account’s exact authorship is of secondary importance. More significant for our purposes is that the Chronicles’ Oldcastle narrative provides an alternative to that of Foxe and Bale on a highly contested episode of political and religious history. In this instance, the Chronicles quietly but effectively subvert a key section of Foxe’s ‘Book of Martyrs’. As the Oldcastle account demonstrates, the Chronicles’ use or non-use of Foxe reveals that their purported ‘indifferency’ may be read in a controversial light, and that comparative work with the Actes and Monuments may uncover not so much the Chronicles’ pluralism as ongoing historiographical contestation over Foxe’s legacy.

FOXEAN AND ANTI-FOXEAN

The Chronicles also use material from the Actes and Monuments selectively, interweaving Foxean and counter-Foxean views. Our example here is King John. The Actes and Monuments account of King John was, Freeman has maintained, authored by John Bale.41 In ‘Foxe’s’ (Bale’s) view, King John valiantly fought a papacy that tried to usurp his rightful authority; submitting to Innocent III because he was betrayed by his barons and undermined by his traitorous clergy, he was eventually poisoned by a monk (about which more later). The Chronicles’ much longer account varies considerably from ‘Foxe’s’ in coverage and orientation. ‘Holinshed’ is interested in John’s succession to the throne, his French campaigns, his relationships with Scotland and Wales, Magna Carta, and his war with his barons; his struggle with the papacy forms only one aspect of the narrative. The Chronicles’ account shares few attitudes with ‘Foxe’, but nor does it conform to Catholic interpretations of the reign. Its perspective is that of a cautious traditionalist who uses Foxe occasionally but is quite willing to drop his views at other points.

Although ‘Foxe’ criticizes John’s licentiousness and other faults, he provides a reasonably approving portrait of the monarch, thus diverging from virtually every pre-Reformation historical account. ‘Holinshed’ had enough sympathy for John to question the accuracy of hostile medieval chroniclers:

such was the malice of writers in times past, which they bare towards king John, that whatsoever was doone in prejudice of him or his subjectes … was still interpreted … so as the blame … was imputed to him … to thinke that he deserved the tenth part of the blame wherewith writers charge him: it might seem a greate lacke of advised consideration in them that so should take it … [1577: II, 548; 1587: III, 161]

Occasionally, ‘Foxe’s’ influence is discernible behind one of ‘Holinshed’s’ favourable assessments, as in the case of the fate of Arthur, John’s nephew and a rival claimant to the throne. Contemporaries almost universally believed that after his capture in battle Arthur was murdered at John’s orders or even by the king’s own hand. According to ‘Foxe’, however, when the captured Arthur was brought before John, the king exhorted his nephew ‘with many gentle words’ to abandon his defiance; Arthur ‘stoutly and with great indignation’ demanded that John acknowledge him as rightful king. An exasperated John then ordered his incarceration (Actes and Monuments (1570), 327). The Chronicles follow ‘Foxe’s’ cue, emphasizing Arthur’s intransigence (1577: II, 554–5; 1587, III, 165). ‘Foxe’ tries to weaken the widespread perception that John murdered Arthur by listing different versions of the prince’s fate, noting that he is uncertain whether Arthur died trying to escape ‘or whether by some other privy hand, or by what chance els … By occasion wherof, the foresaid kyng Jhon was had after in great suspition: whether justly or unjustly, the Lord knoweth’ (Actes and Monuments (1570), 327). Similarly, ‘Holinshed’ echoes ‘Foxe’ (silently) in listing variant opinions that Arthur died trying to escape, or of natural causes, or was secretly murdered; thus ‘King John was had in great suspition, whether worthilie or not, the lord knoweth’ (1577: II, 555; 1587: III, 165).

‘Foxe’ lists variant opinions to appear impartial while guiding readers towards a particular conclusion; Balean indifferency is again polemically loaded. While ‘Holinshed’ here follows ‘Foxe’, more usually ‘Holinshed’ portrays the king as a tyrant, thereby differing from the conclusion towards which ‘Foxe’s’ impartiality points. John’s financial oppression of his subjects is graphically and frequently described, and the Chronicles do not hesitate to report other instances of John’s cruelty. For example, ‘Holinshed’ describes John’s having the wife and son of a baron who had fallen out of royal favour starved to death, a story taken from Matthew Paris (1577: II, 570; 1587: III, 174). While ‘Foxe’ drew heavily on Paris, he did not reprint Paris’s tales of John’s tyrannical cruelty. That ‘Holinshed’ retold virtually all of these tales underscores a major difference between ‘Foxe’s’ depiction of John and that of ‘Holinshed’.

Another significant difference lies in ‘Holinshed’s’ treatment of the papacy. In the Actes and Monuments, Pope Innocent III seizes upon a disputed election to the see of Canterbury to assert sweeping, unjustified claims to jurisdiction over the English Church. When John refuses to accept Stephen Langton, Innocent’s nominee, as archbishop of Canterbury, he is excommunicated and England placed under an interdict. The treachery of John’s nobles and, especially, his clergy, and the threat of foreign invasion forced John’s submission to Innocent. The 1570 papal bull excommunicating Elizabeth made this an especially incendiary episode in English history. Yet the Chronicles’ treatment is relatively low-key. The pope is depicted as reluctant to excommunicate John: ‘though there was no speedier way to redresse the same, but by excommunication, yet he would not use it at the first towards so mightie a prince, but gave him libertie and time to consider his offense and trespasse’ (1577: II, 565; 1587: III, 171). ‘Foxe’ claimed that Innocent III promised Philip Augustus, the French king, remission of his sins and title to the English throne if he would invade England and kill or topple John; a strident marginal note reads: ‘The pope found a murtherer’ (Actes and Monuments (1570), 330). By contrast, ‘Holinshed’ writes that ‘nothing could be more joifull unto his holinesse than to have king John to repent his trespasses committed, and to aske forgiveness for the same’. According to ‘Holinshed’, Innocent sent a legate, Pandulph, to urge the French king to invade England, but instructed Pandulph to ‘seeke by all means possible to draw [John] from his naughtie opinion’ (1577: II, 573; 1587: III, 175). ‘Holinshed’s’ papalism must not be exaggerated: while Innocent III is, strikingly, termed ‘his holinesse’, ‘Holinshed’ never maintains that the pope had jurisdiction over the English Church or acted correctly in excommunicating John. Indeed, ‘Holinshed’ denounced the ‘pride and pretended authoritie of the cleargie’ who sought to seize from John ‘the prerogative of his princelie rule’, as well as the ‘censures of the churche so cruellie pronounced against him [John]’ (1577: II, 606–7; 1587: III, 196; 1577: II, 573; 1587: III, 176). Still, ‘Holinshed’ portrays Innocent III as slow to take drastic measures and blames John for provoking his own excommunication.

The most important difference between ‘Foxe’s’ and the Chronicles’ accounts concerns John’s death. While ‘Foxe’ lists chroniclers’ divergent verdicts, he concludes that John was poisoned by a monk, reinforcing that conclusion with a dramatic woodcut (Actes and Monuments (1570), 335).42 Contemporary Catholic writers attacked the story of John’s poisoning. In 1565, Thomas Harding listed chronicles and histories relating that John died of natural causes.43 In 1567, Thomas Stapleton issued a sharper, more detailed critique. Like Harding he compiled a list of historical works supporting a natural death; he then criticized the accuracy of ‘Foxe’s’ sources.44 In his 1570 edition, Foxe responded, adding a story of John’s poisoning taken from Walter of Guisborough’s chronicle and listing thirteen chronicles that described John’s poisoning, chronicles likely gathered for Foxe at Archbishop Matthew Parker’s behest.45 That Foxe and Parker laboured to discover these sources indicates the importance Protestant writers placed on the story of John’s murder, later a staple of anti-Catholic propaganda. Like ‘Foxe’, the Chronicles present the different views of almost every relevant source. Although ‘Holinshed’ scrupulously refrains from advancing a conclusion on how John died and repeats the stories of John’s poisoning from the Actes and Monuments’s two major sources (Caxton’s and Walter of Guisborough’s chronicles), ‘Holinshed’ undermines the poisoning story simply by showing that so many contemporary authors concluded that John died of natural causes. ‘Holinshed’ thus casts doubt on the most important part of ‘Foxe’s’ narrative.

The 1587 edition modified some passages towards prevailing Protestant orthodoxy. An unnamed individual (who was Abraham Fleming) added material, much of which was sententious, including classical tags from authors such as Vergil, Ovid, Horace, and Propertius. Some additions reflect on human character or political maxims. But a few altered or qualified ‘Holinshed’ on religious matters. For example, during John’s reign one Peter of Wakefield, popularly venerated as a prophet, foretold that John would no longer possess his kingdom by Ascension Day 1213. When Ascension Day passed without incident, John ordered Peter and his son hanged. ‘Foxe’ found Peter a traitorous charlatan who deserved his fate (Actes and Monuments (1570), 330–1). Although ‘Holinshed’ cited Foxe as his source for this incident—the only time Foxe is cited for John’s reign—his version differs significantly. In 1577, ‘Holinshed’ observed that Peter earned his reputation as a prophet through accurate predictions and that Peter’s execution was unpopular as he was regarded as a virtuous man. This was apparently too much for Fleming, who added passages calling Peter a ‘pseudoprophet or false prophet’, ‘a deluder of the people and an instrument of satan’ (cf. 1577: II, 580 with 1587: III, 180). Fleming’s hostility might represent confessional bias or simply animus towards self-proclaimed prophets. But other additions are clearly ‘Protestant’ corrections. ‘Holinshed’ printed a speech by Pandulph threatening John with rebellion and invasion unless he submitted to Innocent III. In the 1587 Chronicles, the oration is described as the ‘sawcie speech of proud Pandulph, the popes lewd legate, to king Iohn, in the presumptuous popes behalfe’ (1587: III, 177; cf. 1577: II, 575). Other new material denounced the papacy as ‘that beast whose hornes were pricking at everie christian prince’ and criticized the papal legate’s greedy, ‘falkonish or woolvish appetite’ (1587: III, 174 (cf. 1577: II, 569); 1587: III, 192 (cf. 1577: II, 602)).

Although the account uses ‘Foxe’, silently and otherwise, it does not follow his views straightforwardly, and departs from them on a number of significant points; ‘Foxe’ becomes but one source among many as the narrative makes its own way, one not wholly satisfactory to the likes of Fleming. While the account is, overall, un-Foxean, it does not seem designed to rebut or subvert Foxe. Even on John’s poisoning, a controversial episode slanted differently in ‘Foxe’ and in ‘Holinshed’, ‘Holinshed’ does not seem to intend direct contradiction. Instead, the account of John exemplifies a highly selective, profoundly mixed response to Foxe, in which portions of ‘Foxe’s’ account are echoed closely and others, often the most controversial ones, simply set aside.

Both idiosyncratic and internally consistent, the political and religious viewpoints of the 1577 Chronicles’ account of John’s reign suggest a single author. Again, Stow’s involvement in the account’s research and his basic approval of it are attested; again, as in the case of the Marian reign, a later editor’s revisions suggest its deficiencies in forward Protestant eyes. Stow owned copies of two key sources, the Barnwell chronicle and Ralph of Coggeshall’s chronicle.46 Neither was printed during the sixteenth century; each survives in very limited numbers. While ‘Foxe’ used the first, neither ‘Foxe’ nor Foxe uses the second. ‘Holinshed’ demonstrates familiarity with the Barnwell chronicle, at one point correctly citing a passage ‘Foxe’ misattributed to another chronicle (1577: II, 606; 1587: III, 196). The high likelihood that ‘Holinshed’ used Stow’s manuscripts does not identify Stow as ‘Holinshed’; it does, however, link the account to Stow’s researches. Stow’s views are consonant with much of the account. ‘Holinshed’s’ emphasis on Innocent III’s patience agrees with Stow’s 1565 description of Innocent remonstrating with John ‘frendly and gentilly’;47 in his 1593 Annales, Stow printed an account of John’s reign that, while shorter and terser than ‘Holinshed’s’, followed its general organization and substance. Finally, the remarkable conclusion to ‘Holinshed’s’ account lists the churches and abbeys built by John as proof of his piety; while there is no parallel in any pre- or post-Reformation history of John’s reign, these passages resemble Stow’s detailed accounts of churches in his Survey of London (1577: II, 606; 1587: III, 196).

Still, regardless of questions of authorship, it is clear that the Chronicles manifest at least four broad responses to the Acts and Monuments. The first sort of response, straight-forward incorporation of Foxean material into the Chronicles, often reorients the latter in a more clearly Protestant direction. Occasional modification of Foxe, either through the addition of descriptions and characterizations or selective omissions (discussed by Peter Marshall and alluded to above), is a second response. The rebuttal of Foxe’s work, as in the Oldcastle account, constitutes a third. The Chronicles’ account of John exemplifies a fourth type of response, in which the Chronicles differ frequently from Foxe but do not primarily rebut or contradict him.

From a detailed comparison of Foxe’s Actes and Monuments with the Chronicles, scholars might draw several conclusions. Given the work’s official backing as well as the effects of the censorship it endured, scholars have tended to view the Chronicles as propaganda for the Elizabethan Church and State. Our research suggests that the Chronicles present a varied, multivalent view of British religious history, indebted to the diverse yet strongly held religious convictions of its contributors. Scholars have often underestimated ‘Holinshed’s’ work, partly because it is a chronicle, a form of historical writing usually regarded (wrongly) as unsophisticated and ‘medieval’. In contrast to Foxe, the Chronicles do not contain much material that cannot be found elsewhere and have little value as a source in their own right. Yet the sections we have examined are carefully worded and sophisticated in their aims.48 A close study of the Chronicles’ uses and non-uses of Foxe would illuminate Foxean reception in the later sixteenth century and serve as an index to the Chronicles’ often-conflicted poly-vocality on religious history. In addressing England’s religious past, the Chronicles’ editors had to deal with the Actes and Monuments. But they did so in different ways, ranging from outright assimilation to clever subversion, in order to present their particular, varied interpretations of English history.




CHAPTER 14

LATER HISTORIANS AND HOLINSHED

WYMAN H. HERENDEEN

HOLINSHED’S CHRONICLES: A GENRE IN TRANSITION

With its iconic place among histories of Britain, one would think that Holinshed’s Chronicles had a comparably stable role in early modern intellectual history. The work’s familiarity to modern scholars in historical, literary, and cultural studies has a trans-historical element to it: its monumental scale and its direct (and accessible) impact on closely read writers such as William Shakespeare and Edmund Spenser have made aspects of it familiar to later readers, but mainly ‘in a service capacity’: in the way it was appropriated by some of his contemporaries, if not for its own sake. As Henry Summerson shows, in its exceptional erudition and encyclopedic use of sources, the Chronicles were themselves a virtual research library for their readers.1 The chorographic features of Harrison’s Description of … Britain that Spenser acknowledges using (although misidentifying Holinshed as the author) and the deep mining of its historical and legendary material by Shakespeare, as well as its extraordinarily encyclopedic nature, which made ‘Holinshed’s Chronicles’ a byword for unruly and undiscriminating historical writing, have helped give the work its iconic status without necessarily making it the object of careful study. Left unexplored in this critical reception is the impact of the Chronicles in their own time and among the next generation of historians and chroniclers. In their representation of the British past, use of documentary sources, and treatment of the chronicle form, did they provide an example for later writers, and if so, in what ways? Were the qualities modern scholars recognize as part of the Chronicles’ achievement valued, or even acknowledged in the following generations?

The groundwork for answering some of these questions has been laid in the scholarship of the past decade or two, work that has begun to transform our approaches to early modern historiography and more specifically, our appreciation of the intellectual richness of the work known as ‘Holinshed’s Chronicles’. The Chronicles have had an unusually important place in much of the recent revisionist study of early modern historiography, partly because of the changing status of the chronicle form itself. Recent scholarship characterizes the ‘historical revolution’ of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries as a gradual change in sensibility and even political ideology rather than as a change in methodology. The chronicle form and the Chronicles are both a symptom and a player in these large cultural changes.2 In the changing status of the chronicle, scholars note the proliferation of new and mixed-genre historical writing, and the growing interest in the material and institutional cultural history. For Annabel Patterson, for example, Holinshed’s Chronicles, with their detailed observation of social manners, customs, and the minutiae of human experience, provide their readers with what she, following Geertz, describes as an anthropological approach to life that presents the particulars of experience ‘by their saving relation to the small things of the world’.3 Similarly, John Stow, himself a prolific author of chronicles and a member of Holinshed’s ‘syndicate’, is also associated through the genre with the major transformations in historical thought and writing; his career ‘maps the transition from long-standing annalistic traditions to new antiquarian and chorographical works’;4 his voluminous contributions to forms of chronicle writing have been described as central to the way that history was conceived in the mid-sixteenth century.

Thus, the chronicle has become a major focal point in our reconsideration of the sixteenth- and seventeenth-century historical imagination, and Holinshed’s project, from 1577 to 1587, itself has assumed a signal place in the assessment of the genre. There is, of course, a useful irony in this since what we now see as the social dynamic and vitality inherent in the Chronicles coincides with the period associated with the waning of the genre and the flourishing of mixed-genre writing. Paradoxically, the distinctive qualities of the Chronicles seem to delineate the end of the golden age of a form that distinguished medieval and early Renaissance historical writing. As we will see, the Chronicles themselves acted as a catalyst for the emergence of a variety of new and mixed forms of historical writing which Woolf sees as part of the demise of the chronicle: ‘If chronicles fell out of fashion in the seventeenth century it was perhaps less because of a loss of interest … than because they dissolved into a variety of other genres: political history, news-books … broadsheet ballads, almanacs, and history plays … ’.5 Whether we are looking at the Chronicles of 1577 or of 1587, neither seems to partake of the moribund medieval tradition or the new, sophisticated humanist narrative. They do not fit comfortably in any of the generic modes, old or new; rather, they occupy a liminal space between specialized new forms such as antiquarianism and the gasping vestige from the medieval ecclesiastical writers and the paid Tudor ‘historians’.

We can see, then, that understanding Holinshed in his and succeeding generations has much to do with understanding genres and their place in the shifting historical imagination. It is this liminality that will both define and limit his and his collaborators’ influence on the next generations. Looking at the characteristics of the chronicle, we can see that the collaborative effort that went into the Chronicles produced a hybrid that helped influence or foster new forms of historical writing without being part of them.

Chronicles, or annals, as a genre, seem to offer a fairly straightforward sense of form: The Chronicles of England, from Brute unto this Present Yeare of Christ, 1580, by John Stow; The True History or Annals of England during the Whole Life and Reign of … Elizabeth, Late Queen of England, by William Camden, for example. It presents a linear representation of the past.6 Depending on the scope and the material available, it might be organized by year, by monarch, or by era. Of course there are variants; the sequential view of the past might be prefaced or interrupted by chorographical material or other ‘digressions’ such as lists or extended citations of source materials. Its scope may be vast, from the Creation onwards, or it may be more focused, on a segment of history or on a single monarch, but its defining and dominant trait is its linearity; history is in lock-step march through time with no more need to account for causality than the author feels the occasion calls for. The form might be as bare as a list of dates and events or as copious and inventive as we see in the chronicles of Hall and Grafton. Typically, the chronicle is short on narrative, its rhetorical ambitions modest.

It is this rather primitive form, in its decline when Holinshed and Fleming completed their project, that provides us with a useful entry into the changing landscape of historical writing. While this general description of the form applies to the The Firste Volume of the Chronicles of England, Scotlande, and Irelande (1577) and to its revised and expanded edition (1587), it simply does not encompass the range of materials, variety of forms, or the complexity of their narratives found in their work. The Chronicles simply cannot be contained within the confines of the chronicle form. That said, Holinshed and Fleming were very conscious of their place within the chronicle tradition. One of the striking features of the 1577 and 1587 Chronicles is the directness with which they explore issues of the genre and methodology, and much of this interrogation of form persists in later chronicles. Mindful of the excesses of the work, Holinshed, Fleming, and others preparing the Chronicles transformed the work into something sui generis and difficult to emulate; and their methods would challenge the work of their successors. The encyclopedic and ‘engrosing’ nature of the Chronicles (to adapt Gabriel Harvey’s term) will also be the quality that helps fragment the historical imagination of succeeding decades.7

The generic self-questioning of the authors calls attention to the problems of how the work will attempt to represent history. Matthew Woodcock’s useful essay points to the many ways in which this generic self-consciousness operates as a compositional principle underlying the narrative of the Chronicles.8 In 1577, dedicating the Chronicles to Sir William Cecil, Holinshed acknowledged that they would defy generic expectations; embracing the diversity of material, they would lack the coherent organization to be expected, and would be excessively long and digressive:

I was lothe to omit anything that might increase the Readers knowledge, which causeth the booke to grow so great. But receiving them by partes, and at several times … it may be, that having had more regard to the matter than to the apt penning, I have not so orderly disposed them, as otherwise I ought, choosing rather to want order than to defraude the Reader of that which for his further understanding might serve to satisfie his expectation. (Chronicles 1577: sigs. ¶2v–¶3r)

Both the dedication and the Preface to the Reader resonate with Holinshed’s awareness that the work is anything but your typical chronicle; at each turn he points to its anomalies, and he does so without taking on the apologetic tones of the conventional humility tropes typical of prefatory material. With ‘more regard to the matter’ than to style and organization, Holinshed betrays his weakness for the anecdotal and the minutiae of ‘history’. Of course, it is largely this idiosyncratic and rich detail of England’s material and cultural history that has made Holinshed’s Chronicles, along with the several Descriptions, such engaging and useful sources for his readers over the centuries. It is this same quality of inclusiveness that leads to narrative digressions and interrupts the linearity of the annalistic and chorographic forms.

As Susan Doran demonstrates in her contribution to this volume, diversity was an important methodological and aesthetic issue for Holinshed: diversity of material and diversity of opinion in matters of historical accuracy.9 The former throws into question what might be appropriate for inclusion in a chronicle, and as we have heard, he and his collaborators were largely indifferent to that scruple. The latter, the diversity of opinion and the related questions about historical accuracy of sources, and the veracity of their narratives, is something that Holinshed confronts head on and also embraces. He has knowingly composed his history: ‘out of many and sundry Authours, in whome what contrarietie, negligence, and rashness, sometime is founde in their reports, I leave to the discretion of those that have perused theyr works’ (1577: sig. ¶4r). This, of course, becomes the source for the poly-vocality that is so central to Annabel Patterson’s influential study. It is also a deliberate deviation from the norms of the genre: ‘for my parte, I have in things doubtfull rather chosen to shewe the diversitie of their writings, than by over-ruling them, and using a peremptory censure, to frame them to agree to my liking: leaving it neverthelesse to eche mans judgment, to controlle them as he seeth cause’ (1577: sig. ¶4r). Holinshed’s insistence on his methodology is a direct challenge to the truth claims that are made by most chroniclers and that we see in the rivalry between Grafton and Stow, for example. In the process Holinshed destabilizes the very premise of the chronicle form and implicitly withdraws his work from the ranks of canonical chronicle writing.

To ‘diversity’ we might add ‘uncertainty’ and ‘doubt’ with regard to the epistemological conditions under which Holinshed works, and that are characteristic of what Daniel Woolf describes as the changes in ‘mental apprehension [and] cognition’ emerging in the historical imagination of the period. In accepting his own uncertainty about the past and his sources, Holinshed withdraws from any position of authority, either scholarly or moral, and, as recent critics have noted, leaves the reader to create his or her own version of the past: ‘and no marvel … if I can not sufficiently content myself (as in deede I cannot) I knowe not how I should satisfie others’ (1577: sig. ¶4v). Here and elsewhere in different contexts and different ways, Holinshed and, to a lesser degree, Fleming, reiterate the unwillingness to judge the materials of their history and to impose their interpretation on the reader, what Holinshed describes as an act of ‘peremptory Censure’. As Woodcock makes clear, this is part of the overall editorial strategy for both the 1577 and 1587 editions. And here again, they preclude the Chronicles’ attractiveness, perhaps their utility, for those historians in the Ciceronian mould who invoke ‘truth’ (and their ability to recognize it when they see it) as their goal.

The generic self-consciousness continues to the end of the work in its 1587 version, when faced with the task of providing closure for the chronicle of Elizabeth’s reign up to 1586: ‘some will looke for a rehearsal omni gatherum of such as have written in the reigne of our blessed sovereign: but herein as it passeth our possibilitie … their number being infinit’ (Chronicles 1587: III, 1592). Although, as Doran has shown, Fleming has attempted to impose a more coherent overall framework to the narrative, it fails beneath the copiousness of material. His admission, invoking the impossibility trope, points to the limits of the form and of the author. But the work concludes with an echo of the opening of the 1577 edition that significantly expands and redefines the nature of the chronicle genre and suggests why its legacy is as truncated as it is. Reflecting back on the origins of the project, Fleming reiterates the original goal of inclusiveness: those ‘who were ever desirous and diverslie made assaies to have it so absolute, as nothing might want of due perfection … the Chronicles of England, both for matter and maner, had been comparable to anie historie or annals in Christendome’ (1587: III, 1592). The perfection of the work, interestingly, is partly its inclusiveness of matter (‘so absolute’), not usually a criterion for the chronologically minded annalist. Fleming goes on with a flourish that moves further from what one might expect of a chronicle writer: as a result of their labours, the Chronicles yield ‘matter no lesse manifold then the spring doth floures, and the same marvelous frutefull, if they have their right use and due application: which is indeed the verie end of histories and chronicles’ (1587: III, 1592). Using a floral and seasonal image better suited to a collection of poems than a chronicle, Fleming suggests the infinite fertility of the form and of the authors’ own protean, creative process. The copiousness of the work and its goal of inclusiveness bring the Chronicles closer in spirit to an anatomy or encyclopedic form more Rabelaisian than Tacitean.

What makes the Chronicles the great and fresh work that they continue to be is that they are a seemingly infinite repository of and source for historical information (albeit, often fallible). Equally, though, they are also looked to for their accounts of English social customs, cultural habits, institutions, and material culture; it is the representation of these aspects of English life and manners that also generates the anecdotal digressions that give the work its unique amplitude and texture, and that make it overflow the chronicle form. The authors were intensely aware of this. They left the genre radically different from what it had been and, as we will see, in the process they were catalysts to the fragmentation of historical forms, including the chronicle. In this respect, then, I want to suggest that the Chronicles are an important example of what Rosalie Colie described as Renaissance ‘inclusionism’—an encyclopedic, protean form that in historical writing, such as Ralegh’s History of the World, ‘emerged from the muddle’ of ‘competing ideas of what “history” was’, resulting in ‘meaningful experiments in establishing ways of recording and commenting on societies changing over time’. The Chronicles are one of those anatomies which use and defy traditional historical forms, and ‘which break patterns and even, if they do not finally establish new ones, strive toward that end’.10

Thus, Holinshed’s Chronicles, because they are both iconic and sui generis, can be said to have had a liberating effect on the form and methodology of the chronicle: they provide a hybridization, if not an actual break, from the convention. Linear chronology is present if in very impure form; it offers a radically poly-vocal historical register; it engages in mixed-genre writing, most prominently a blend of chorography and chronology, but also a developed, if often digressive, narrative; it sets a goal of encyclopedic inclusiveness; and it also provides for a non-polemical rhetoric that allows authors a political anonymity and invites the reader’s critical independence of thought. These are all part of the generic challenge embedded in the form, methodology, and ‘matter’ of the Chronicles for successors to emulate or ignore.

THE CHRONICLES AND THE LATER HISTORIANS

That the Chronicles were widely read is well known and documented; they were a massive commercial and publishing undertaking, and Gabriel Harvey, literary gossip of the generation, frequently mentions them as though they were common knowledge among the literate classes. Since the Chronicles themselves appeared at the very time when the tide of learned opinion generally dismissed the form, their survival into subsequent decades and generations is a vexed question.11 They were much read, often cited, and sometimes merely used as a source of historical information, but did their influence extend beyond this, and was it commensurate with their cultural presence in their generation? They seem to have shared the opprobrium meted out against the form generally, but they also seem to have exerted a powerful influence on the ways in which the past was represented. The debate surrounding their survival reinforces the argument that the appearance and the very uniqueness of the work contributed to what Woolf calls the ‘obsolescence’ of the chronicle, but also, it appears, to the transformation and even energizing of new historical forms.

Thus, while the Chronicles were sometimes scorned and sometimes admired, their influence was often indirect and even, it seems, suppressed. There are instances of authors noting their use of the work, and also of others neglecting to mention it. And, interestingly, there are few examples of writers actually emulating the form of the Chronicles. Any attempt to assess the work’s ‘influence’, then, must come to terms with the often oblique ways in which it is sometimes felt.

One conspicuous example of the difficulty of tracing the impact of the Chronicles can be seen in William Camden’s Annals of Elizabeth (1615). We know Camden to have been very familiar with the Chronicles; his Britannia (1586) is, as we will see, a work that defies generic labels, and so one cannot help but wonder why, in 1615, he would choose to write in a form that scholars describe as ‘hopelessly archaic’, and what he might have learned from Holinshed.12 On the one hand, Camden provides an example of the survival and refinement of the chronicle form. His Annals of Elizabeth, in its sharp and disciplined focus on the monarch, might seem to be a reaction against the digressive looseness of Holinshed’s work. But in ‘The Author to the Reader’ Camden demonstrates the self-consciousness about the chronicle genre and his methodology that is evident in many writers who work in the form. He is careful to use Tacitus to legitimize his choice of genre and attic style: ‘My work I have intitled by the Name of ANNALS, in regard I have disposed every thing in its proper Year: for I have learn’d of Tacitus, that Weighty and remarkable Occurrences are to be digested by way of Annals.’ But in his address to the reader, and throughout the Annals, in his treatment of sources and the range of material, there are strong suggestions that Camden’s methodology drew heavily on the example of the Chronicles. In particular, the variety of subject matter that Camden brings to bear on the study of Elizabeth’s reign, including economics, religion, social history, and international and national political affairs, is not confined to an annalistic record of events, but has the kind of comprehensiveness and inclusiveness that we see in the Chronicles: ‘Circumstances I have in no wise omitted, that not onely the Events of Affairs, but also the Reasons and Causes.’13 In terms redolent of Holinshed’s, he too strives for a poly-vocality that scholars have found so important in Holinshed:

For I lighted upon great Piles and Heapes of Papers and Writings of all sorts, reasonably well digested in deed in respect of the Times, but in regard of the Variety of the Arguments very much confused … I procured all the Helps I possibly could…. Charters and Grants … Letters, Consultations in the Council Chamber, Embassadors Instructions and Epistles, I carefully turned over and over; the Parliamentary Diaries, Acts and Statutes, and read over every Edict of Proclamation…. Mine own Cabinets and Writings I also searched into: … a studious … Admirer of Antiquity … I have not been altogether careless of later and more modern Occurrences; but have myself seen and observed many things, and received others from credible Persons … men who have been present at the transacting of Matters, and such as have been addicted to the Parties on both Sides in this contrarity of Religion.

And while Camden was much more concerned to quote his sources verbatim than were the authors of the Chronicles, his treatment of them is very similar to what we have seen in Holinshed; he carries to the next stage the determination to let the records speak for themselves. In terms that echo Holinshed, Camden, in ‘The Author to the Reader’, describes how he avoids imposing his opinion on the reader:

Mine own Judgment I have not delivered according to Prejudice or Affection, whiles writing with an undistempered and even Mind, I have rather sifted out the sense and Opinion of others; and scarcely have I any-where interposed mine own, no not by the Bye, since it is a Question whether an Historian may lawfully doe it. Let every man, for me, have his free liberty to judge according to his Fancy.

In The Annals of Elizabeth we see a sophistication of method that resembles what is at work in Holinshed and that is not to be found in earlier examples of the form. That said, it also achieves a narrative coherence and unity that exceed those of Holinshed’s and Fleming’s work and that reflect Camden’s own disciplined methods and aesthetic.

Camden’s masterpiece, the Britannia, offers yet another instance of the ways the Chronicles made themselves felt and, if we accept their presence, we can see how they in fact helped foster experimental, mixed-genre historical writing. While we know that Camden drew on the Chronicles when working on the Britannia, he never makes a full-blown acknowledgement of their influence on the form of the work. But between 1577 and 1587, the two editions of the Chronicles, Camden completed and published the first edition of the Britannia (1586), which, of course, is an effort at the historical recovery of the British past, a survey of the people who settled Britain, a chorographical description, and much more. But ‘chronicle’ it is not. The Britannia and the Chronicles, then, are exact contemporaries and in many respects very similar in form, although they identify themselves as totally different genres.14

It is safe to say that Camden worked closely with the Chronicles and their authors and that he learned much from their example. In 1577, Holinshed provides a list of authors consulted for the work, and it includes various medieval writers as well as Bale, Leland, Stow, and others, but not Camden, whose career was just beginning and who had barely appeared in print. In 1587, however, in addition to the original list of sources, we find a poem by Camden’s friend, Thomas Newton, ‘Carmen Chronologicon’, which praises the historians whose work has contributed to the Chronicles and Camden is among those eulogized. Exactly how he contributed is not known, but clearly he and his Britannia had a presence in the revisions for the 1587 Chronicles, appearing the year after its cousin-germane. Significantly, in this revised edition of the Chronicles, Harrison’s chorographic Description of England is amplified and relocated to set off the historical material; the chorography and the ‘chronicle’ material are much more coherently linked. The combination of history and chorography in the two works is very similar, although the overall structure and design differ. Whether these changes in the Chronicles bear Camden’s influence, and what Camden learned from his older contemporaries and their example, we cannot tell, but the two works took shape while their authors worked together. In addition, the younger work bears the indelible imprint of the Chronicles’ preoccupation with material, social, and cultural history. As the Britannia was enlarged over the years, Camden added maps, discussions and illustrations of coins and monuments and of other artefacts that reflect the interests that we see in Harrison’s Description of Britain and generally in the Chronicles. Different as the works are, their resemblances are no less striking; and it is clear that whatever generic label we use for the works, their authors had very similar appreciation of the freedom of form and the potential of mixed-genre writing. The Britannia was an enormous success, assumed an ongoing literary visibility that the Chronicles did not acquire, and earned Camden high esteem in Britain and internationally; the work, in its fusion of many different established genres, is strikingly original, and if these qualities are the result of the gestation between 1577 and 1586, then we can begin to appreciate some of the silent influence exerted by the work of Holinshed and the syndicate.

There are signs that in the seventeenth century as well, writers reflected with some care on the example of the Chronicles, reacting against some of their features, but also learning from them. In particular, it seems that Holinshed’s treatment of his sources in ways that deliberately left ‘the reader … to be his own historian’, was a strategy recognized and adopted by some of his successors.15 A writer such as Samuel Daniel, perhaps the most sophisticated political historian of the period, drew on the Chronicles in his 1618 Collection of the Historie of England. Very aware of both their form and content, he viewed the Chronicles more as an antiquarian document than as a ‘modern’ history like his own. Daniel turned to Holinshed, as well as to Grafton, Hall, and Stow, as one of his primary sources, to lend his own work ‘the Stampe of Antiquitie, the approbation of Testimony, and the allowance of Authority’. For him, they were ‘diligent and famous Travailors in the search of our History’ (‘To the Reader’). But, as Gillian Wright makes clear in her essay, it was to Holinshed that he turned most often, particularly for medieval material; Daniel himself acknowledges his use of Holinshed for his treatment of the Edwardian monarchs.16 Interestingly, while Daniel does not describe his work as a chronicle, he does revert to an annalistic form and begin to organize the collection by regnal years. In the process, however, he struggles to balance the inclusiveness of the chronicle with the sharp focus of a political history. He clearly reacts against Holinshed’s example of amplitude and indiscriminate inclusion: ‘I had rather be master of a small peece handsomely contrived, than of vaste rooms ill proportioned, and unfurnished.’17 He submits his linear narrative to a disciplined process of selection: ‘I have made choice to deliver onely those affaires of action, that most concerne the Government’ (sig. A2v). At the same time, Daniel shares some of the ideology that can be seen in the Chronicles, believing strongly that writing a ‘true History’ is a ‘liberty proper onely to Common-wealths, and never permitted to Kingdomes’ (sig. A4r). Thus, with language and methodology close to Holinshed’s, he too embraces the poly-vocality that leaves history’s lessons open to the reader’s ‘censure’: ‘Desirous to deliver things done, in as even and quiet an Order, as such an heape will permit, without quarrelling with the Beliefe of Antiquity … holding it fittest to leave things to their owne Fame, and the Censure thereof to the Reader, as being his part rather then mine, who am onely to recite things done, not to rule them’ (‘To the Reader’). Well versed in the Chronicles, Daniel adapts the chronicle form to write a very different kind of history, but in his effort at impartiality it appears that he heard and heeded Holinshed’s lesson.

Similarly, John Milton, who immersed himself in Holinshed’s Chronicles, clearly absorbed their holistic approach to cultural history and their treatment of contradictory and conflicting materials. Like Daniel, Milton is working in a humanist narrative tradition very different from that of the sixteenth-century chroniclers. Furthermore, his History of Britain comes in the aftermath of the ‘new historiography’ that distinguishes the work of Camden, Bacon, and Selden—writing, Milton recognized, that relies heavily on authentic primary sources to establish historical authority and to make clear distinctions between fact and fiction: ‘this we find, that of British Affairs, from the first peopling of the Iland to the coming of Julius Caesar, nothing certain … hath been left us. That which we have of oldest seeming, hath by the greater part of judicious Antiquaries, bin long rejected for a Modern Fable.’18 So, when Milton decides to include in his history the fabulous and legendary along with established historical record without attempting to distinguish among their ‘historical’ status, he is deliberately doing something anachronistic—closer in methodology to Holinshed than to Camden:

Nevertheless there being others besides … who admit for approved Story, which the former [antiquaries] explode for Fiction, and feeling that oft-times Relations heretofore accounted Fabulous, have bin after found to contain in them many footsteps, and reliques of something true … I have therefore determin’d to bestow the telling over ev’n of these reputed Tales; be it for nothing else but in favour of our English Poets, and Rhetoricians, who by their Art will know, how to use them judiciously.19

As a result, the History of Britain, rather like the Chronicles, blends in its narrative the elements of fact and fiction. But Milton goes a step further, again in the vein of Holinshed, to reject the role of arbiter and censor:

But, I intend not with Controversies and Quotations to delay or interrupt the smooth course of History; much less to argue and debate long who were the first Inhabitants … [and] what Authorities each Opinion hath bin upheld, but shall endeavor that which hitherto hath been needed most, with plain, and lightsome brevity, to relate well and orderly things worth the Noting, so as may best instruct and benefit them that read.

Like Holinshed’s, Milton’s reader is his own historian.

Whether or not they were a significant influence on writers’ historical methods and representations of the past, as it appeared to be for Milton, Camden, and Daniel, the Chronicles continued to be read closely and were usually listed among important historical works by most historians through the mid-seventeenth century. But not always. John Speed, for example, whose History of Great Britain (1611), with its rhapsodic description of the island, its ‘situation’, and climate; of the ancient manner and customs of its people; and of the coins and dress of its inhabitants, would seem to be heavily indebted to the Chronicles but remains largely silent about them, while noting Bale’s and Camden’s work. Significantly, however, Speed’s History also has a remarkable copiousness to it, and is also rich in the material and social culture of England, but those are deployed in ways radically different from Holinshed’s; as Bart van Es observes, Speed is able to give greater narrative coherence and organization to his historical material in order to shape his readers’ opinions.20 With its zealous patriotism, its rhetoric is unmitigatedly encomiastic; lacking the encyclopedic poly-vocality of the Chronicles, Speed’s History is designed to influence the reader’s opinion, not to liberate it.

The reasons for Speed’s omitting reference to the Chronicles have to do perhaps less with their standing among historical writers than with the kinds of changes in historical imagination that we have discussed. As many scholars have noted, the seventeenth century saw a remarkable proliferation of mixed and cross-genre writing, the emergence of more coherent and focused narrative historical writing, and more polemical history. As Woolf has said, the chronicle saw its ‘superannuation by a number of historical forms. These included … the history play … historical poetry, the humanist “politic” history, and somewhat more remotely, the news book. These genres individually assumed a number of the chronicle’s multiple functions.’21 Concomitantly, historical writing and the chronicle form became more specialized, more rhetorically nuanced, as well as more varied. That said, the later chronicle writers were no less generically self-conscious than were their predecessors and, as a result, we see a very different way in which succeeding decades responded to Holinshed. While Camden, Daniel, and Milton seemed to appropriate some of Holinshed’s methods, others seem to have deliberately rejected his techniques and to have appropriated the form to polemical ends radically different from what Holinshed proposes.

Take for example Richard Baker’s A Chronicle of the Kings of England (1643), dedicated to Prince Charles and written in the thick of political unrest. Baker is cunning in his use of the chronicle form, but instead of leaving the reader, Prince Charles, to be his own historian, Baker explicitly selects his material to provide character sketches and profiles of his progenitors as examples of leadership and governance. Obviously polemical in design, Baker’s work cleverly adopts the chronicle form, not for its linear tracking of history, but because, as it is used by Holinshed, it provides opportunity to include digressive anecdotal material and character profiles: ‘For whilst they [historians] insist wholly upon matters of State, they wholly omit meaner Accidents, which yet are Materials as proper for a Chronicle, as the other.’22 In this instance, then, Baker selectively adapts the qualities of the chronicle as Holinshed uses it, not for its historical line, but for its generic freedom and its human dimension. For Baker, the difference between history and chronicle is the history’s restrictiveness and the chronicle’s comparative freedom to digress from matters of State into the human element; this allows him to humanize British leaders as he describes them physically and moralizes on their leadership and acts of piety for Prince Charles’s benefit.

The chronicle form of the mid to later seventeenth century, then, reflects the increased specialization and fragmentation that scholars have noted in the historical writing of the period. While we can see this as part of the gradual revolution in the historical culture, we can also see it as a conscious reaction against the chronicle as exemplified by Holinshed and some of his colleagues. James Heath’s A Chronicle of the Late Intestine War in the Three Kingdoms of England, Scotland, and Ireland, while it pretends to be the kind of ‘Journal, or Day-book of Time’ in its ‘chronicle’ of the Civil War, and invokes a stand of impartiality that is redolent of Holinshed’s Chronicles (by professedly ‘not favouring or partiality or affection’), it is a barely disguised polemic and celebration of the Restoration.23 The guise of the chronicle form is a deliberate effort to legitimize its political end, which is to provide a year-by-year account of events leading ‘to the happy Restitution of our Sacred Soveraign K. Charles II’. Heath’s partisan chronicle of royalist victory is light years away from Holinshed’s work in tone and deployment of material; while he recognizes and even invokes the traits that distinguish its generic forebear, it bears no resemblance to it. Ironically, Holinshed’s Chronicle provides a ‘cover’ for Heath’s polemical history.

As manifestations of new kinds of historical writing proliferate, we continue to see the generic self-consciousness evident in Holinshed, Fleming, and other chronicle writers. One area of study and writing that was part of the changing historical landscape is antiquarianism, with Camden and Robert Cotton spearheading its development through the Society of Antiquaries. The work of antiquarians was, of course, part of the late sixteenth century’s preoccupation with exploring aspects of the British past and uncovering the material (including documentary) culture illustrating Britain’s national identity. Antiquarianism and the work of the Society has been much studied recently; it flourished during the period of the printing and revision of Camden’s Britannia, essentially went underground under James I, only to be revived in earnest in the later seventeenth century. It clearly provides one significant thread through the permutations of historical representation during the period. The writings of self-described antiquarians between about 1586 and 1604 stand out as an emerging essayistic form that reflects the kind of scholarly respect for primary documents and original sources to be seen in the work of Camden and Selden; their specialized focus is part of the increasing professionalism of the new historical scholarship. Over time, it would merge with the narrative histories that we see in the seventeenth century, in the work of Thomas Browne and William Dugdale. J. G. A. Pocock points to the antiquarians’ important place in this evolution:

It is one of the great facts about the history of historiography that the critical techniques evolved during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries were only very slowly and late combined with the writing of history as a form of literary narrative; that there was a great divorce between scholars and antiquarians on the one hand, and the literary historians on the other; that history as a literary form went serenely on its way, neither taking account of the critical techniques evolved by the scholars, nor evolving similar techniques of its own.24

THE CHRONICLES AND THE ANTIQUARIANS

Pocock’s words point to one last but very important way in which the representation of history and the treatment of the chronicle form in the Chronicles exerted a direct influence on the course of historical writing. In form, content, and methodology, the work of the antiquarians demonstrates their familiarity with and direct reaction to the Chronicles and, more particularly, to Harrison’s Description of Britain. Van Es suggests that the Chronicles ultimately fall short as a work of antiquarian research, and indeed, we can see how this is the case. The writings of the Society of Antiquaries are striking for their focus on the material and cultural details of national history, on such topics as the division of the antiquity of towns, cities, and castles; on religion in Britain; on the names of the island; on the antiquity of laws and of Parliament in Britain. Written for presentation to the Society, these ‘dissertations’ were generally not published, although variants on some of them appeared within larger texts, such as Camden’s Britannia. The extant essays were, however, published in the second edition of Thomas Hearne’s A Collection of Curious Discourses (1775). Typically, there were several essays by different authors on the same topic, and while they will each reflect a different approach to or interpretation of the subject matter, they adhere generally to the methodological formula reflected, for example, in Robert Cotton’s essay ‘Of the Antiquity, Etymology, and Privileges of Towns’. In this, they are truly antiquarian ‘essays’ on aspects of British institutions and society; sharply focused, they attempt to identify historical origins of their subject in documentary evidence.

While in their tone and disciplined form they seem far removed from the inclusiveness of the Chronicles, many of the essays are, in fact, in dialogue with portions of the Chronicles and particularly with Harrison’s Description of Britain. In them, we see that the antiquarians not only share Harrison’s interest in the material and institutional history of the country, they draw many of their dissertation topics from him. Several of the essays presented to the Society of Antiquaries, then, revisit specific topics in Harrison’s work using different methodologies and scholarly criteria. Thus, in each of the three books of The Description of Britain there is a list of the chapters contained in the book, and each chapter is a mini-essay of the same genre later used by the members of the Society of Antiquaries: in Harrison, for example, the contents of the Second Booke (1587) of the Description lists chapters with such titles as: ‘Of the Partition of England into shires and counties’ (‘Chap. 4’); ‘Of the lawes of England since hir first inhabitation’ (‘Chap. 9’); ‘Of the High Court of Parliament’ (‘Chap. 8’); ‘Of cities and townes in England’ (‘Chap. 13’); ‘Of woods and marshes’ (‘Chap. 22’); and ‘Of the coines of England’ (‘Chap. 25’). Each of these has its counterpart in essays authored by members of the Society of Antiquaries. The antiquarians’ essays submit Harrison’s chapters to a more rigorous focus; where Harrison’s ‘Of Cities and Townes’ begins with the mythic Samothes and then digresses on the lost splendour of St Albans, Cotton’s essay works closely from the etymology and ‘Latin, British, Saxon, and English names for Town’. Writing of the names used for the island, Michael Oldsworth begins by dismantling Harrison’s emphasis on the mythic figure of Dis, or Samothes: ‘Holingshed [sic] beginneth thus with Samothes. Namely, that this Iland was part of the Celtic kingdom, whereof Dis otherwise Samothess … was the original beginner.’25

Consistently, the papers for the Society of Antiquaries respond, either explicitly or implicitly, to their counterparts in Harrison, submitting them to the greater rigour of documentary or etymological evidence, to a more disciplined historiography, and a more focused narrative, effectively bringing together ‘scholars and antiquarians … and the literary historians’. Harrison’s short studies on diverse topics, then, in their own way constitute an extended, if episodic, narrative cultural history of the sort Pocock notes only really becomes established in the next century, and they provide a catalyst to a refined, scholarly narrative historiography for the antiquarians. The antiquarians’ reworking of Harrison’s essays was most likely an extension of Camden’s involvement with Harrison and Holinshed; he no doubt provided the link and inspiration, and also the prototype for their ‘dissertations’. Ultimately, the fragmentary and topical focus of Harrison’s and the antiquarians’ efforts converge in the narrative and generic agglomeration of the Britannia. Camden, as a ‘smatterer in Antiquities’, was:

free to introduce his reader to subject matter and forms not usually figuring in conventional histories…. The Britannia’s chorographic and geographic focus on objects rather than events creates a value system that narrative histories do not normally have and that presumes a more diversified audience than a traditional history would.26

THE CHRONICLES AS CATALYST

What we see of the Chronicles’ quiet influence on the future of antiquarian writing is typical of the ways in which their ghostly presence was to manifest itself through the next generations: often it is indirect and often it goes unremarked, but frequently it also acts as a catalyst to new forms. Significantly, their presence comes from a generic hybridity that removes them from strict classification as a chronicle; their influence helped to break generic boundaries and foster new forms of historical thinking and writing. But their place as a work sui generis also made them invisible, vulnerable to forms of erasure. As historical writing becomes more specialized, their visible presence diminishes. In Edmund Bohun’s translation and edition of Degory Wheare’s The Method and Order of Reading both Civil and Ecclesiastical Histories (1685), he provides classifications of historical genres, including a conventional definition of the chronicle: ‘There is another division of History … which is taken from the Circumstances and Modes of Relating or Explaining Things: as of Histories some are call’d Chronicles, which are those that chiefly take notice of the times in which Actions are done’; he goes on to distinguish the ways in which time may be organized—diaries, annals, centuries, for example.27 Wheare’s and Bohun’s guide to reading history includes a telling bibliography, as it were, of major and exemplary historical works:

If now our Reader desires a short course of English History, he may begin with Milton first, then take Daniel and Trussel, and then Sir Francis Bacon’s Henry the 7th, and Bishop Godwin’s Annals, which will bring him down to the Reign of Elizabeth, where Camden’s Annals … fall in, and for the rest he may take his Choice according to his fancy.28

The list of ‘recommended reading’ of major historical works includes some of the most sophisticated political historians writing within the new historical methodology and narrative traditions. Holinshed’s Chronicles are conspicuously absent from the list; if their influence continued to be felt, it was largely anonymously—as an example of those ‘various histories which break patterns and, even if they do not finally establish new ones, strive toward that end’.29


CHAPTER 15

THE WIDER WORLD OF CHRONICLING*

DANIEL WOOLF

THIS chapter is not about Holinshed’s Chronicles per se, on which many people more expert than I have contributed to the present volume, nor even about English chronicle writing generally. Rather, it will sketch, across a broad Eurasian canvas, what was happening, historiographically, elsewhere in the world at roughly the same time (here taken as half a century or so on either side of Holinshed). It is selectively global in scope, focusing in particular on East Asia and the Islamic world (including Mughal India). The Americas would form an additional, and fascinating context (one in which even more exotic forms of historical activity, such as Inca quipus and Aztec pictographic histories both preceded and survived for a time the arrival of Spanish missionaries and conquistadors), but for reasons of space will be omitted here.

Why is a wider context important? I certainly do not mean to suggest that Holinshed or his collaborators were themselves directly influenced by much of this international historiographical activity. References by Holinshed’s team to other parts of the world (beyond the obvious cross-channel conflicts with France, and interactions with foreign rulers, especially the papacy and Holy Roman Empire) are relatively rare. Harrison’s opening Description begins, in the convention of classical and humanist geography, with the division of the world. And occasionally one finds the chroniclers record an event of global significance, though one is struck by the tendency to understatement, for instance in the commentary on the ‘manie inconveniences’ of the Black Death:

In this 22 yeare, from Midsummer to Christmasse for the more part it continuallie rained, so that there was not one day and night drie togither, by reason whereof great flouds insued, and the ground therewith was sore corrupted, and manie inconveniences insued, as great sickenes, and other, in somuch that in the yeare following in France the people died woonderfullie in diverse places. [Chronicles 1587: III, 378]

References to India, Persia, and even the Turks are incidental; the fall of Constantinople passes unnoticed amid the narrative of early conflicts in the wars of Lancaster and York. Despite this Britannocentrism, Elizabethans were well aware that they lived as one among many realms, that those other realms had pasts, and that the trajectory of those pasts had often crossed their own. European (and especially French, Italian, Spanish, and German) historical texts had crept into England with sufficient frequency during and after the Reformation to have an effect on Elizabethan historical writing, even the pre-humanist kind on which we are focusing.1 One only has to look at printed translations of European historians, and examine the one work of historiography of greater influence than Holinshed’s, Foxe’s Acts and Monuments, to see that the native species chronicon anglicus had been pollinated with some European strains. That Holinshed, Stow, Fleming, Hooker, and Harrison were acquainted with the names of leading Ottoman historians of the day seems improbable but not impossible; that they knew the work of the Ming court chroniclers or of the shogunal histories of Japan, rather less likely (see Henry Summerson’s account elsewhere in this volume of Holinshed’s sources). Modern travel, and especially email, has encouraged us to think globally, and it is possible for anyone to be almost instantly connected with historians and scholars half a world away. But we know from the correspondence of William Camden and others, and the reports of travellers, that late sixteenth-century English men and women were increasingly conscious of the size of their world and of the exotic nature of some its peoples, flora, fauna, and cultural practices such as the study of the past. The essential point is this: we should neither overestimate the ease of contact, nor make the opposite mistake of assuming it never occurred. A significant amount of ‘historiographical transference’ undoubtedly took place in the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries. Whether or not any of this directly affected Holinshed and his teams remains a matter for detailed editorial research. I hope, first, to provide a brief landscape of the Eurasian historiographic world c.1580 and, secondly, to offer some comparisons between English, Western European, and Asian forms of history writing and the political and social contexts within which they arose.

HISTORY, AUTHORITY AND LIBERTY: THE CONTEMPORARY MING EXPERIENCE

Holinshed scholarship has not been silent in recent years, and Annabel Patterson’s 1994 book has certainly had a salutary effect on how we see the shift from chronicle to humanist history; one need not embrace some of Professor Patterson’s bolder political readings.2 But the kind of ebulliently curious, open-ended, and socially inclusive character that both she and the late Richard Helgerson identified in Holinshed’s Chronicles was emphatically not characteristic of global trends at the end of the sixteenth century, which largely emphasized control, discipline, selection, strict rules of composition, and adherence to carefully chosen ancient models.3 There are, however, exceptions: even in China, the country with the strongest tradition of linkage between history writing and State sponsorship (and an adherence to classicism that would make the most pedantic neo-Latinist seem sloppy), China, was itself experiencing in the late Ming period a surprising growth in so-called ‘private’ historical writing at the very same time that direct imperial interference in the previously arms-length writing of official history began an increase that their Qing successors would maintain. The tendency throughout the world as a whole was to a closer linkage between history and either religious or secular authority, and that relationship, though an old one, was now increasingly formalized and institutionalized.4

In a later age, J. G. von Herder would opine that ‘History and eloquence enjoy only times of freedom, that is of public activity in politics and war: they perish with these; and, as the state grows indolent, their thoughts and expressions are benumbed.’5 It has often been suggested that Renaissance historiography lost some of its civic energy in the era of despots and increasingly absolutist monarchs, despite their financial patronage.6 Certainly historians all across late Renaissance Europe were sensitive to lines they could or should not cross. In the mid-fifteenth century, Leonardo Bruni prudently eliminated from parts of his History of Florence some incidents potentially embarrassing to the Medici. Tacitus’ tale of Cremutius Cordus, put to death under Emperor Tiberius for praising Julius Caesar’s assassins, undoubtedly made many a quill quiver in its holder’s hand, and Jean Racine, the great French poet of the mid-seventeenth century who was appointed historiographer royal in 1677 would gloss his notes on the Cremutian episode with the comment ‘Fear and hatred are the plagues of history.’7 Emulating Philippe de Commynes by writing memoirs or commentaries was especially risky, and writers of contemporary or recent history had to tread carefully unless, like the Czech historian William Count Slavata (1572–1652) or England’s William Camden, they enjoyed privileged royal sponsorship. Even then, the mild-mannered Camden, hired by King James I’s government to write a semi-official Latin life of Queen Elizabeth, had to dance delicately around certain issues such as the execution of the king’s mother, Mary, Queen of Scots.8 Camden’s French counterpart, the politician Jacques-Auguste de Thou (1553–1617), had to withstand not only recriminations from the crown but from the living survivors of persons named in his text. Their ill-starred contemporary, Sir Walter Ralegh, quipped that those who engaged in writing about the recent past were following truth too near the heels, at risk of having their teeth struck out. But like the degree of liberty experienced earlier in republican regimes (whose great families could just as easily take offence), the effectiveness of censorship and the omnipresence of fear should not be overstated, especially by the standards of modern totalitarian states. For one thing, there are counter-examples of historians, freed from monarchical oversight, speaking their minds and even going to the opposite extreme in order to vilify a ruler. The exiled former friend and advisor of Ivan the Terrible, Prince Andreii Mikhailovich Kurbskii (1528–83), who exchanged a poisonous series of letters with his former master once he was safely over the Lithuanian border, also wrote a historical tell-all vilification of the tsar worthy of Procopius.9

The tension between official sponsorship and individual authorial freedom, so much a part of the modern liberal tradition, has not been the exclusive concern of the West. Ming Chinese critics attacked the long-standing enterprise of State-sponsored, collaborative history, dating back nearly a millennium to the Tang dynasty, in works like Wang Shizhen’s (1526–90) Shisheng kaowu (‘A Critical Treatise on the Errors in Historical Works’). The period also witnessed, in tandem with the spread of historical readership and increase in the availability of texts, a proliferation of historical debate that resembles the pattern in sixteenth-century France and seventeenth-century England, to say nothing of the interconfessional conflicts within European ecclesiastical historiography.

The similarities between Renaissance European historiographical tendencies and those in China do not stop here, though France offers a better set of analogues than England. Something like French historical scepticism and relativism also emerged in China at this time, the pyrrhonism of late sixteenth-century European sceptics being mirrored in the Montaignesque, plaintive cry of a Ming author, Zheng Xuan (fl. 1582), that ‘Writing a truthful history is difficult!’10 The great Renaissance French commentators on historical method and of the meaning of history, La Popelinière and Bodin, each have counterparts of sorts during the late Ming era, though it is equally unlikely that the Chinese authors, despite Western Jesuit contacts, knew much of their French opposite numbers. La Popelinière’s L’Histoire des histoires has a counterpart in his older contemporary Bu Dayou’s (1512–c.1602) Shixue yaoyi (‘Essential Meanings of Historical Learning’), which described the institutions for official history writing and its rules, and then proffered critiques of the great historians from Sima Qian through Sima Guang. If Bu was China’s La Popelinière, then Qu Jingchun (1507–69) was its Bodin, offering in his On the Merits and Deficiencies of Historical Learning from Past to Present a systematic and at times harsh criticism of both the Standard Histories and exegetical works such as the twelfth-century neo-Confucian scholar Zhu Xi. Qu outlined ‘four responsibilities’ of a historian that read like the mantra of the modern professional association: focusing on the task at hand against other distractions; being patient and deliberate rather than hasty; having a sense of professional devotion to his craft; and collecting sources assiduously such that all published (that is, publicly available) ones are consulted. European humanist doubters of historical articles of faith involving Trojan refugees and dubious ancient texts find their match in two Ming authors of the day. Zhu Yunming’s (1461–1527) Records of Wrongful Knowledge, completed in 1522, is a bold attack on historiographic orthodoxy and deflater of great names, for instance showing the founders of the Shang and Zhou dynasties to have been less the traditional selfless destroyers of tyranny and agents of the Mandate of Heaven (the authority whence derived successive dynasties’ claims to obedience) and more like brutal opportunists. One of Zhu’s successors, Li Zhi (1527–1602) went even further down this critical road, so much so that he was thrown into prison, where he committed suicide, for ‘daring to propagate a disorderly way, deceiving the world and defrauding the masses’ in a number of works such as the openly provocative (and therefore unintentionally ironically named) Cangshu, which title translates as ‘A Book to be Concealed’. Organized according to the centuries-old model of a Chinese zhengshi or ‘Standard History’ of a dynasty, this non-canonical work was, from a Western (though not their own) point of view, generically hybrid, including both annals—that is, a chronicle of events—and 800 biographical sketches. Apart from Li’s judgements on individuals and their motives, which often run diametrically against received opinion, he promoted something like the ‘relativism’ that has been noted in Renaissance France, an impatience with universals and with what we would now call ‘essentialism’. He noted that what is meritorious to one age may not be to the next, and repudiated the attribution of merit to past figures on the basis of timeless values. His ability to think beyond the individual indeed puts him in the ranks of those, like Bodin, who have thought more widely and systematically about the past and how we in subsequent ages see it. There is something, too, of the more subversive elements that occasionally appear in the columns of Holinshed.

THE ISLAMIC EXPERIENCE: PERSIA, INDIA, AND THE OTTOMANS

The official support of history, and its tensions with individual perspectives on the past, were thus by no means European inventions; as the Chinese example illustrates, the English were both amateurs and stragglers in this activity. Slightly less alien comparisons can be adduced if we switch from a Confucian to an Islamic context. Although Persia’s Safavid rulers are not remembered as great supporters of literature more generally, historical writing prospered under that dynasty.11 Shah Isma[image: Images]il (r. 1501–24), a rough contemporary of Henry VIII of England, personally commissioned separate histories from two ‘men of the pen’, Sadr al-Din Sultan Ibrahim Amini Haravi and Ghiyas al-Din Khvāndamīr. The commissioning of histories continued under Isma[image: Images]il’s successor Tahmāhsb, peaking under the reign of Shah [image: Images]Abbās I (1588–1629). Long dismissed by orientalists because of their prolix style and obsession with military matters, the Safavid historians have been rehabilitated in recent scholarship.12 The best-known example, Tā’rīkh-I ‘Ālam-ārā-yi [image: Images]Abbāsī (‘The World-adorning History of [image: Images]Abbās’), was the work of a ‘Munshī’ or chancery scribe called Iskandar Beg (c.1560–1632). Like Florence’s Bruni and so many other Renaissance Italian officials-turned-historians, Iskandar Beg—who began his career as an accountant before joining the secretariat—made good use of his public experience and his privileged access to official records. Divided into three books, the last of which was completed in 1629, his Tā’rīkh is perhaps the most important source for Safavid history, its introduction reaching back beyond the reign of [image: Images]Abbās, the fifth Safavid shah, to the dynasty’s origin. Most of the work focuses on the shah himself, its subjects ranging from battles, rebellions, and court politics to the inclusion of short biographies. Iskandar Beg’s work is regarded as one of the finest works of Persian historiography, notable for both its literary quality and its author’s Thucydidean claim to rely only on his own knowledge or that of direct participants in events.13

The majority of histories written prior to the reign of Shah [image: Images]Abbas were general works with an ambitious scope equivalent to the Western ‘universal history’—an especially prominent genre in early modern Persia. There was considerable overlap between Christians and Muslims in the writing of universal or world history, marked by the sharing of certain chivalric heroes, especially Alexander the Great (in Arabic, Iskander). The long familiarity of Islam, an Abrahamic faith, with Judeo-Christian culture ensured that the Muslim vision of history prior to Muhammad (which features the Fall, Noah and the Flood, and other Old Testament episodes) and that of European chroniclers were not remarkably divergent.

Early modern Muslim authors paid close attention to genre. Although there is nothing quite comparable in contemporary Islam to the Renaissance ars historica, historians routinely used their prefaces to explain their intent in writing their work.14 At roughly the same period that the Neapolitan Giovanni Pontano was penning his Actius (among the earliest of European humanist reflections on the writing of history), the historian Fazl Allah ibn Ruzbihan Khunji (1456–1521) outlined no less than eight types of historian: general historians covering time from Adam, writers of lives of the prophets, collectors of reports on the prophet, authors of lives of the prophet’s followers, annalists recounting events year by year from the Hijra to their own day, compilers of alphabetic dictionaries, historians of classes of doctors of law, and authors of dynastic histories.15 With [image: Images]Abbas, a new vogue for dynastic history set in,16 and only one of the seven major narratives written during the reign was a general or universal history. The parallel with the fin-de-siècle displacement of Tudor chronicles by humanist politic history in England is obvious, but there are other, equally remarkable, correspondences. For instance, there also continued, from its thirteenth-century origins, a Persian counterpart to English chorography, devoted to towns or provinces, and on the customs of particular ethnic groups such as the Kurds. The local studies so common in late sixteenth and early seventeenth century England have rough counterparts in earlier books such as Ja[image: Images]far b. Mu[image: Images]ammad b. [image: Images]san Ja[image: Images]farī’s History of Yazd (early fifteenth century) and the Compendium of Mufīd by Mu[image: Images]ammad Mufīd Mustaufī Bāfqī Yazdī, a history of the same city from Alexander the Great to Shah Suleyman I (r. 1666–94), complete with topographical notes and biographical remarks.17

It is no accident that several of the conventions of Safavid writing, including formulaic prefaces and declarations by the historian of the ‘inspiration’ that led him to write, are repeated by their fellow Muslims, the Mughal historians of India, for whom Persian was also the favoured literary tongue. Both Safavid and Mughal historians tended to turn with regularity to the same models, most notably an early fifteenth-century history by Sharaf al-Din [image: Images]Ali Yazdi, the Zafarnamah. At virtually the same time that their Christian counterparts elsewhere in India were wrestling with indigenous South Asian sources and finding them wanting, so too were Muslims like the Persian Ferishta (born Muhammad Qasim Hindu Shah c.1579–after 1623). Ferishta, encouraged and assisted by the history-loving Muslim ruler of Bijapur in his collection of materials, used Hindu sources such as the Mahābhārata to write accounts of India before and since the advent of Islam, but expressed irritation at that ancient epic’s thirteen different accounts of the creation of the world, ‘not one of which is sufficiently satisfactory to induce us to adopt it in preference to another’.18 Historians such as Ferishta were for the most part unable to escape seeing Hindu texts through traditional Islamic historiographical genres, specifically the history of holy war against an idolatrous and simple Hindu population. As Joan-Pau Rubiés has observed, if we are looking for the early modern version of Orientalism—the discursive creation, differentiation, and diminution of a foreign ‘other’ in India—Europeans had met their match in the Muslim historians of India.19

At precisely the same period that court-sponsored histories were in vogue in Renaissance Europe, the same feature can be observed in Mughal India. With the appointment of Abu[image: Images]l Fazl by the third Mughal ruler, Akbar, there was inaugurated the Persian-influenced policy of having an official historiographer write the history of the empire; the practice would be maintained until the last great Mughal emperor, Aurangzeb. Safavid genealogical interests were also emulated by the Mughals. At the very same time that such genealogical fancies were reaching an absurdist level in India’s future colonial master, England, Abu[image: Images]l Fazl was busy tracing Akbar’s pedigree back via Babur and Timur the Great (the early fifteenth-century Mongol warlord who fascinated Elizabethans, and who featured in Marlowe’s Tamburlaine contemporary with the second edition of Holinshed) all the way to Adam: Chapters 14, 15, and 16 of the Akbarnama consist of an elaborate series of fifty-two biographies beginning with the first man and ending with the forty-sixth year of Akbar’s own reign, for Abu[image: Images]l Fazl the apogee of civilization. The mild note of scepticism toward the full story of Adam as ‘hero’ signals the growing conflict between history, even divine history, and observed nature:

It is well known that [Adam] came into existence about 7,000 years ago through the perfect power of God, without the intervention of a father’s loins or a mother’s womb and that he was equably compounded of the four elements … Adam was of lofty stature, of a wheaten colour, had curling hair and a handsome countenance. There are different accounts of the stature of this patriarch, but most agree that he was sixty cubits high … Historians have told many strange and wondrous things about this hero and though there be no difficulty about the extent of God’s power, yet experienced and practical men of the world, on looking to the course of nature, rather hesitate about accepting them.20

By the time of the Mughal entry into India, Islam already had a new standard bearer in Central Europe and the Near East in the Ottoman Turks. Like the Mughals, the Ottomans had sprung from Mongol roots, and despite frequent periods of weakness they filled the same threatening role for Western Europe from the fifteenth to the the late seventeenth century that the Mongols had played for Central Eurasia in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. Consequently virtually no other oriental power received as much attention from European writers, and reports or ‘histories of the Turks’ beginning in the fifteenth century, and continuing with Paolo Giovio’s widely translated Commentaries on Turkish Matters, spread through the filter of Italian writers to the rest of Europe,21 to be picked up by in the late sixteenth and seventeenth centuries by northerners like the Jacobean Englishman Richard Knolles.

The efforts of the early fifteenth-century sultans retroactively to justify their elimination of rivals, exemplified by [image: Images] Abdu’l-vasi Çelebi’s (fl. 1414) account of the accession of Mehmed I, bear comparison with the slightly later histories written in Sforza Milan and Yorkist and early Tudor England. This chronicle tradition continued with works by Âşikpaşazade or Aşiki (1400–after 1484) and the obscure Mevlana Neşri (d. c.1520), who synthesized many of the sources up to his own time.22 These ‘chronicles of the house of Osman’, the authors of many of which remain unknown, were mainly the work of men who had lived through the events they described and who recorded them as annals. The chronicles (tarih; plural tevarih) were supplemented and in some cases overlaid by other sources. These include royal calendars (starting in the 1440s) containing historical lists, and poems and oral traditional accounts reaching back to an earlier heroic age of Islamic warriors, which provide a backdrop of legend, folklore, and pseudo-history.23 Few of these at this point exhibit a narrowly ‘court’ perspective; even Âşikpaşazade, who was encouraged by Bayezid II’s wish to have his ancestors’ achievements recounted, had no official position. The tensions between the Ottoman house and the Turkish warrior class can be read out of divergent accounts in the chronicles.

Sixteenth-century Turkish literati, not unlike their late Elizabethan humanist counterparts in England, objected to both the language and the content of the chronicles, and their ‘frontier-campfire’ style, suffused with nostalgia for an earlier era of free-ranging warfare, was incompatible with a centralized bureaucratic regime. Sultan Bayezid II (r. 1481–1512), a contemporary of England’s Henry VII, initiated a change in historical styles when he commissioned the first two histories devoted specifically to the Ottomans. Idrîs-I Bidlîsî (d. 1520), a chancery official who had fled Safavid Persia, wrote the first of these, Hasht Bihisht (‘Eight Paradises’) in literary Persian; this led to the sultan’s commissioning of a second history by the scholar Kamalpaşazade (d. 1534), in Turkish prose.24 After a dry spell for several decades, further commissions followed with Suleyman the Magnificent’s (r. 1520–66) creation in the 1550s of the position of şehnāmeci or court writer—the name derives from the great Persian epic of an earlier age, Firdawsi’s Shahnama—to write a new dynastic history in Persian. This early venture into official history was not terribly successful: the fifteen works produced were mainly poorly written propaganda pieces in verse, though presented in beautifully illustrated manuscripts. Five men held the post of şehnāmeci in succession, the first two being poets who aspired to Firdawsi’s epic style; the language of composition had changed to Turkish by the end of the sixteenth century, and later şehnāmeci were drawn from other professions, especially the kātibs or bureaucrats. The şehnāmecilik (the office itself) ceased to function early in the reign of Sultan Ahmed I (r. 1603–17), though a few subsequent works in the genre were produced through the first half of the century.25

Unofficial histories in verse and prose appeared throughout the period, with the reigns of Selim II (r. 1566–74) and Murad III (r. 1574–95) being especially fertile. These works included Turkish-language continuations of the old ‘Chronicles of Osman’ (such as that by Grand Vizier LutfiPaşa) and accounts of individual events or sultan’s reigns. Increasingly self-aware of their great power status, which they likened to both Rome and China, the Turks also climbed, somewhat late, into the rather crowded boat of ‘universal history’, borrowing the model from late medieval Mongol-sponsored historians such as Ibn al-Athīr, Juvaini and Rashīd al-dīn. A near contemporary of Raphael Holinshed, one Mustafa Âli (1541–1600), wrote one entitled the Essence of History.26 This was intended as a contribution to the older, distinguished tradition of Islamic world history that included Rashīd al-dīn, to which the Ottomans were relative newcomers.27 Âli had a rather tempestuous career marked by recurrent losses of office which inevitably remind us of some of his European counterparts of this period, disgraced or fallen ministers who turned to history in their enforced leisure, such as England’s Bacon and Clarendon, or Florence’s Machiavelli. Âli wrote his general history, without official sponsorship, in the 1590s, motivated by a combination of career disappointment and dissatisfaction with the state of the empire under Suleyman’s successors. He organized his book unusually, with a mixture of chronological and topical sections, and it included biographies within the overall structure, as well as events which were numbered rather than arranged annalistically. Âli conceived of the Essence as a building resting on four ‘pillars’, or volumes, dealing successively with cosmography and the creation of man, Islamic history from before the Prophet to the Mongol invasions, the Mongol and Turkic dynasties, and, finally, the Ottoman dynasty. His lengthy but separate introduction to the work, explaining his purpose in writing it, also listed his sources and his ideas on history. On the whole generous to immediate predecessors, he was contemptuous of earlier chroniclers and especially the contemporary şehnāmecis whom he dismissed as mere scribes, stylistically clumsy and really writers of heroic fiction. This will all sound familiar to readers acquainted with the generic and rhetorical arguments about how to write history at the end of the Elizabethan age, and the wider European context for this recently discussed by Anthony Grafton.28

LEGENDS AND MYTHS: THE JAPANESE PARALLEL

Among the problems sixteenth-century English historians and antiquaries wrestled with (and which Holinshed’s crew largely elected to avoid) was what to do about lines of ancient Galfridian monarchs, Brutus and their ilk. The problem of sorting myth from fiction, especially where foundational monarchs were concerned, was a sensitive issue elsewhere in the world, and perhaps nowhere more clearly than in Japan, the Asian power that has most often been compared with early modern England. The parallels are obvious, though they should not be overstated: both England and Japan were archipelagic monarchies, and both were emerging from a protracted period of conflict between divinely sanctioned rulers, supported by a court-centred nobility, and their long-standing nemesis, the military elite on whom they depended to rule the countryside in their name. In the Japanese case, that elite took the form of the samurai warrior class, and there, unlike in Tudor England, it was the warriors who came out on top and stayed there till the 1860s. Seen through a very wide-angle lens, Richard Duke of York and Warwick the Kingmaker, and even the northern earls of a century later, look a bit like Tokugawa shoguns. In the Tokugawa bakufu, as such regimes were called, an appointed shogun ruled the country on behalf of a figurehead emperor through regional daimyo or warlords, a system sometimes considered as ‘feudal’ using the Western medieval term. Since the shogunate acknowledged that authority ultimately derived from the emperor, and was nominally appointed by him, it was possible both to support the bakufu and cling to imperial loyalism: a relative of the shogun named Tokugawa Mitsukuni (1628–1700), the daimyo or warlord of Mito, one of the domains, even oversaw a pro-imperial history, the Dai Nihon Shi which had nearly 130 scholars working on it by the time Mitsukuni died.29

Hayashi Razan (1583–1657), a former Buddhist monk, was a leading figure in scholarship who established the bakufu’s official academy and had the ear of the shogun himself. Though Razan’s interests were not historical in the first instance, history was a core element of neo-Confucianism, and the shogunate saw the value of both. Razan (he is generally referred to by this name rather than his patronymic) has sometimes been credited as the initiator of ‘modern’ historical writing in Japan,30 though modern is of course a relative term. In 1644 he began at the request of the shogun to write a new history of Japan, in classical Chinese, the East Asian counterpart of humanist Latin. He died without finishing the work, initially called Honchō Hennen Roku (‘Annalistic Record of Japan’), but it was continued by his son Hayashi Gahō (1618–80), assisted by Gahō’s own sons, students, and a number of clerks, under the title Honchō Tsugan (‘General Mirror of Japan’).

Hayashi Razan’s high opinion of Japan’s original medieval Six National Histories and their Chinese models carried over into his own work, which repeats the old accounts, rendering Japanese texts into Chinese. But he also took the trouble to compare the Six National Histories with some of their Chinese sources and endeavoured to reconcile anachronisms or errors he found in both. And he demonstrated a scepticism toward the ancient myths of the gods and Emperor Jinmu comparable to mounting Elizabethan doubts about Galfridian monarchs and Trojan refugees, though in this case it is the device of the foreign invader, rejected by the English, that is useful in displacing a supernatural or divine origin: in Razan’s view, the imperial line had been founded by humans and not by the gods—possibly, he suggests in an essay on Jinmu, by Wu Taibo, an immigrant from China first mentioned in the ancient Chinese historian Sima Qian, and the contemporary Japanese equivalent to Brutus the Trojan. As John S. Brownlee points out,31 Razan was among those historians who were quite capable of holding sceptical views privately while censoring themselves into an orthodox line in their public writings—not for the last time in Japanese historiography. One recalls the similar restraint of England’s William Camden a few decades earlier, in refusing to come right out and reject the story of Brutus the Trojan—a British Wu Taibo—that he so clearly doubted. Some hills are not worth dying on.

CONCLUSION

Why does any of this matter to our understanding of a particular English chronicle? Not, to be sure, because Holinshed’s chroniclers were aware of and reacting to the trends in historiography around the world. While we cannot rule out the possibility that one or two of the teams that wrote the first and second editions of the Chronicles might have been so aware, most of them were probably not even conscious of the rapidly diminishing viability of the chronicle at home. What we can gain by having some knowledge of historiographic trends throughout the world (only a small subset of which has been included here) is twofold. First, individuals doing careful analysis of Holinshed may see the text of the chronicles in a slightly different light, just as new world discoveries in the sixteenth century forced a rethinking and adjustment of the Judeo-Christian master narrative. Secondly, we can glean a broader understanding of many of the issues confronting late sixteenth-century historians and their readers in England by the commonality of questions of style and form, of the conditions of writing, of the relation between orality and text, of the development of scepticism, and of the tension between the individual author, collaborative writing teams, and court or State influence over the representation of the past. All of these were being considered right across the Eurasian land mass. Such a perspective will surely help us see Holinshed not only as more than a series of footnotes to Shakespeare, but as an interesting specimen of a broader English historiographical practice which itself occurred within a global context—a context much more diverse in its historiographical forms than we who study this little island or its European neighbours have hitherto admitted, but often quite similar in its concerns.




PART III

FORM, STYLE, AND RECEPTION




CHAPTER 16

GENRES

TRICIA A. MCELROY

IN his preface to the 1577 edition of the Chronicles, Holinshed describes the challenges of producing an accurate account of the past: sorting through older sources, locating eyewitnesses, and, of course, putting the results into prose. He assures the reader that he has faithfully ‘imperted what [he] could learn’ in unadorned language: ‘My speech is playne, without any Rethoricall shewe of Eloquence, having rather a regarde to simple truth, than to decking wordes’ (Chronicles 1577: I, sig. ¶4v).1 In the 1587 edition, Francis Thynne also asserts his commitment to ‘simple truth’, though he regards the problem of historical narration as one of authorial integrity and neutrality. Charged with revising the Scottish History and bringing it up to date, Thynne begins his preface by meditating on the connections among public affairs, chronicle history, and speaking truthfully. He first recalls Socrates’ maxim that to speak best is to speak what we perfectly know. Observing that public affairs constitute that which we know most well, Thynne deduces that we speak best in chronicles because there ‘we report things done in the eies of all men’. Yet he concedes that some writers—for reasons of malice or flattery—present past events dishonestly and irresponsibly, ‘so glos[ing] things publiklie done, as with a certeine witcherie of words, they like Circes transforme the things done in publike shew to be of other shapes than they were indeed’. Thynne claims to avoid such ‘witcherie’ because he is impartial, ‘not sworne to anie faction … but onelie left at libertie to make truth the daughter of time to be the common end, knowledge, and report of publike things’ (Chronicles 1587: II. Scot., 405).

Thynne’s Homeric allusion suggests that he believes in an objective historical truth beyond the words used to describe it. Unlike partisan writers who transform that truth into ‘other shapes’, he will deliver an account that corresponds unambiguously to observable and verifiable events. In making this appeal to his credibility, Thynne puts himself in an interesting position of authority, as the writer who uses words not to deceive but to impart truth: the ‘shapes’ of his history are, presumably, rational and fitting. Yet the derogatory reference to Circean writers implies Thynne’s affinity with the resourceful Odysseus—who survives with both reason and cunning, overcomes a sorceress with magical moly, and reaches civilization in part because of his rhetorical skill. A paradox of the Odyssean triumph is kinship with the adversary. And just as Odysseus’s words have a ‘witcherie’ of their own, so does Thynne’s history have its persuasive rhetorical and literary shapes, whether he uses them unwittingly or purposively.

This chapter takes Thynne’s ‘shapes’ as a prompt to consider the uses and meanings of literary genre in the Chronicles. Holinshed, Thynne, and their fellow collaborators rely on a variety of genres—epitaphs, letters, ballads, proverbs, and speeches, to name only a few—to provide evidence for past events, to boost their credibility, and to augment the narrative. A generic decision may be clearly deliberate (‘I thought it good here to insert’), or more spontaneous (‘as the olde proverbe saith’). Either way, generic forms often function predictably. The vast numbers of embedded documents not only verify historical events but also make the Chronicles ‘as much a part of the national archive as the enrolled statutes stored in the Tower of London’.2 Thynne’s lengthy catalogues of office-holders invite respect for his painstaking antiquarian work. Entertaining anecdotes add local detail to an expansive history of three countries and many centuries. Such forms suit history well. They seem unlikely to distort reality, as Thynne worries, while organizing and conveying a great deal of information. As framing devices, genres also manage our expectations: our recognition of a shared convention helps us to grasp the content we encounter. In fact, the operation by which forms and formulae aid our understanding occurs so naturally, according to Rosalie Colie, ‘that we often entirely fail to recognize [those forms] for what they are’.3 And far from being divorced from life, literary forms correspond with ‘kinds of knowledge and experience’; we deploy genre in an effort ‘to match an imaginative structure to reality’ and depend on genre, in life as in literature, to apprehend and make sense of our experience.4 Historical writing is no exception to these principles: it is filled with generic forms—some obvious, others more inconspicuous—that arrange historical facts into shapes and patterns that help us to perceive and comprehend the past.

The modern reader, however, may not always find the genres of the Chronicles to be helpful guides. The interruption of the narrative with a diplomatic document or the sudden shift into oratorical discourse can produce disorienting interpretative experiences. To read with a literary and historical awareness means remembering that any given genre has its own genealogy, that its uses and meanings are not static. Genre operates both synchronically and diachronically, as ‘a system of codifiable conventions’ at any given moment, and as ‘a continually changing cultural artifact’ that accrues meaning through use and adaptation.5 Take the decline of the chronicle form itself. Once the most important form of historical writing, this compendious genre had all but disappeared by the seventeenth century, dissolving gradually into ‘a variety of genres’—almanacs, newsbooks, antiquarian treatises, diaries, biographies, and so on.6 Our conceptual and temporal distance from this extinct form can make Holinshed’s Chronicles a bewildering text. Yet even the more compact genres of Renaissance literate culture, having lost their culturally specific valences, might not strike us in the same way they would have sixteenth-century readers. The proverb, for example, may still be recognizable as an oral form of popular wisdom but be entirely alien as one of the fundamental exercises of a rhetorical education. The de casibus as a kind of history writing that demonstrates again and again the fall of great persons does not resonate with modern readers in the way it would have for those steeped in the exemplary mode of a work like The Mirror for Magistrates.7 The world still has its fallen politicians but rarely do their ghosts return to prophesy and moralize in verse.

Still, familiar genres could operate complexly and independently for Renaissance readers too. Thynne may insist on his own impartiality and imply that, in contrast to Circean writers, he accurately represents the past. But even if one claims impartiality in the writing of a political history, the genres that contribute to the composition of that history carry associations of their own. No writer can avoid or completely control the meanings latent in those genres and the effects created by the relationship between form and content. Genres order and transmit history, but they can also alter the perception of real events or produce dissonance, especially when they disrupt expectations or compete with adjacent forms for interpretative authority. What happens, for instance, when the ‘facts’ of an embedded document contradict the surrounding narrative? Or the idealistic attributes of a literary tradition clash with the realities of political life? A genre is not simply a stylistic device or neutral agent for historical data. On the contrary, with a weight and ‘social force’ of its own, genre arguably makes meaning at a level ‘deeper and more forceful than that of the explicit “content” of a text’.8 Because genre can so forcefully create ‘effects of reality and truth, authority and plausibility’, managing the results can be difficult or simply beyond the writer’s control.9 Writers often make generic decisions; less frequently do they control the consequences.

In her important study of the Chronicles, Annabel Patterson argues that Holinshed and his collaborators were committed to presenting a diversity of opinion by compiling an impartial and multivocal history. Toward this end, they practised a ‘hands-off historiography designed to encourage independent judgment in the reader’.10 Many of their generic decisions, therefore, were intended to educate and to empower readers to debate the past. Patterson’s is a compelling argument, especially in a period when debates about the sources of political authority grew increasingly vociferous and theorists began to appeal more concertedly to the judgement of the people. Yet generic decisions that appear to empower the reader can never be fully impartial, and we should be on our guard to the suggestion that presenting different viewpoints necessarily leads to an even-handed or more ‘democratic’ interpretation. As this chapter will show, impartiality itself can be a strategic manoeuvre. The following discussion aims to demonstrate how genres can guide or coerce a specific reading—masking political content, encouraging our sympathies, inviting us to deliberate, and performing any number of other operations. It begins with romance and idealizing literary traditions, moves to examine a variety of embedded genres, before arriving at popular forms. This path is intentional, moving from examples of genre’s power to fulfil our expectations or disrupt our assumptions, toward genres that appeal overtly to popular wisdom and make common interpretation a political argument of its own.

ROMANCE AND HISTORY

The Chronicles’ grand story of England, Scotland, and Ireland, individually and collectively, can be difficult to take in—much less to pin down ideologically11—but the volumes teem with smaller, easily digestible stories. These stories are memorable in part because literary genres sculpt historical facts into recognizable and appealing narratives. These are likely the shaping influences that concern Thynne.12 As an antiquarian, he wants to report only what is known and what can be seen, not what is imaginable or imagined,13 but some modern historiographers would question the viability of his convictions. Challenging disciplinary boundaries, Hayden White claims that historical narratives can be characterized as ‘verbal fictions, the contents of which are as much invented as found and the forms of which have more in common with their counterparts in literature than they have with those in the sciences’.14 The narrativizing process by which a historian collects, assembles, and then writes facts into a culturally shared storyline makes long-forgotten or incomprehensible events suddenly familiar. In this view, literary forms may not necessarily obscure historical truth but may help us to make sense of the past. To call the writing of history a ‘fiction-making operation’, in other words, need not detract ‘from the status of historical narratives as providing a kind of knowledge’.15 I would argue that literary forms as modes of expression help us understand how a culture tells its own stories, which in turn illuminates the values and ideals, anxieties, and conflicts of that culture.

Take the story of the marriages of James V of Scotland, for example, in which literary genres and motifs not only reveal the tension between a king’s desire and duty but also help to resolve that conflict, at least temporarily. In 1536, James sails secretly around the Western Isles, returns inexplicably to the mainland, consults suddenly with his nobility, and sets sail once again for France. James’s behaviour in France is similarly secretive but more explicable. Disguising himself and one servant, he furtively observes his intended fiancée. Finding her not to his liking, he rides off to meet King Francis I at Paris, where James distinguishes himself in tournaments, jousts, and ‘other princelie pastimes’ (1587: II, Scot., 319). Smitten with the French princess Madeleine, James asks for her hand; fearing for her health, Francis offers another daughter instead, but finally acquiesces to James’s and Madeleine’s desire to marry. The marriage solidifies the Auld Alliance, occasions great pomp, and ends tragically when the frail Madeleine dies within weeks of arriving in Scotland.

Though not especially detailed in the text, the story of James and Madeleine nonetheless comes to life through its evocation of familiar literary motifs. James’s enigmatic behaviour and his willingness to travel to France, to masquerade as someone else, and to ride off valiantly to get his princess: all these elements smack of romance and of the motif of the disguised king.16 The story of wooing Madeleine allows for a glimpse into the pageantry of Renaissance tournaments and marriage festivities, even though the romantic comedy (hidden identities, the reluctant father, the insistence on one daughter over another) ends tragically with the death of the princess. This story has the contours of literary fiction, which renders its storyline and its characters both intelligible and absorbing. Its literariness does not make it untrue—indeed, it is broadly factual—though James can seem silly or inspired, depending on one’s perspective: it is entirely possible that he imagined himself performing the generic actions scripted by such a romantic role.17 The story foregrounds the complex relationship between art and life—between generically driven desires for an idealized chivalric romance and a king’s practical obligation to negotiate a politically advantageous marriage. In the case of James, ‘history’ arguably prevails: he did not return to France to woo his second French bride, Marie de Guise. One nuptial quest, with its adventure and romance and tragic ending, was enough for the Scottish king, and Marie was married to a proxy and sailed off to Scotland on her own. The text’s explicit shift from a romantic narrative to a ‘necessarie’ and perfunctory marriage contract jolts us into the serious world of political obligations (1587: II, Scot., 320), and potentially triggers our longing for the forms of art over the business of history.

Although the consequences of embellishing history in this example are fairly benign, we should not underestimate the implicit ideologies of the romantic genres that underlie James’s story. The motif of the disguised king—derived from folk ballads and more fully exploited in Elizabethan comical history—is a nostalgic fantasy that allows the king to move easily and sociably among commoners. For a chimerical moment, it erases social difference. And the narrative disappointment that follows James’s second marriage derives in part from notions of gender and of the ideal wife: the young, delicate princess dies leaving a mature widow to take her place. (This foreshadows ironically the fact that Marie de Guise turned out to be a formidable force in sixteenth-century politics, outliving her husband, and eventually running the country.) The narrative gesture toward romance can suppress the political truth that women are pawns in tough marriage negotiations meant to make or break international alliances. We must ask not simply how genres guide our reading but more importantly what those readings imply or elide.

LAST DYING SPEECHES

The political implications become more obvious in the ‘last dying speech’. Spoken from the scaffold by a prominent person condemned for treason, this genre attempts to diminish the subversive effects of political opposition and to moralize disobedience to God and monarch. Interestingly, it also appears to be a Tudor innovation,18 raising the possibility that the State had a hand in shaping this genre. Frequently in the Chronicles, convicted traitors, regardless of their guilt, deliver a formulaic and confessional farewell, typified by the last dying speech of Henry Grey, the duke of Suffolk:

I have offended the queene and hir lawes, and thereby am justlie condemned to die, and am willing to die, desiring all men to be obedient; and I praie God that this my death maie be an example to all men: … And I doo repent, desiring you all to pray to God for me, that when ye see my breath depart from me, you will praie to God that he maie receive my soule. [1587: III, 1100–1]

In addition to these conventional expressions of repentance, acceptance, and warning, the condemned often convey loyalty and hope for the sovereign’s long and prosperous reign. Thomas Wyatt beseeches the audience ‘to be means for me to hir highnesse for mercie, which is my last and onelie refuge’, for example, and the duke of Buckingham dies ‘the kings true man’ (1587: III, 1105, 865). Historians have noted with some perplexity the rarity with which these men and women express either innocence or defiance, apparently acquiescing to the ‘inscrutable will of the crown’. Lacey Baldwin Smith speculates that victims may have been enacting, in a final rhetorical gesture, their steadfast belief in absolute obedience to ‘a power greater than themselves’.19 J. A. Sharpe sees more State involvement in scripting and distributing these confessions, positing that last dying speeches may represent ‘attempts by the authorities to exert ideological control, to reassert certain values of obedience and conformity’.20

Both views ring true, but they overlook another possibility: the compulsions of genre itself. Smith, Sharpe, and other historians recognize the ‘prescribed formula for scaffold addresses’, the ‘suspiciously stereotyped’ accounts of executions, and, importantly, the spectators’ desire for a satisfying speech.21 Arguably, behind these scripted confessions lie the mechanisms by which the genre develops, stirred by political ideology perhaps, but also perpetuated by a communal attachment to forms of expression that purport to explain and comfort. Add to this heady mix the spectacle of performance and the tacit agreement between condemned and audience: spectators expect a confessional farewell and the criminal plays his prescribed role—again and again. Out of this transaction emerge the stereotyped elements of the last dying speech. To acknowledge that genre itself may induce the criminal to deliver an expected speech does not invalidate the possibility that the State may have helped to script that speech: either way this particular genre represents an attempt to smooth over conflict and to reassert order. Whether the attempt succeeds is another matter. The theatre of punishment could be an unpredictable arena, where the ‘spiritual power and personal charisma that attended the last dying speech’ also had the potential to undermine the crown’s authority.22

Allowing the criminal to speak involves some risk, as does the historian’s assumption that genres within a history will function as needed. These risks meet in the confession and execution of James Douglas, earl of Morton, an episode which offers up several genres meant to moralize, admonish, and put to rest a political scandal.23 The entire event was recorded by Edinburgh ministers and inserted into the Chronicles by Thynne. Condemned for his involvement in the murder of Lord Darnley, second husband of Mary, Queen of Scots, Morton utters a series of predictable statements: he confesses sexual indiscretion, prophesies about Scotland’s misery, and assures his audience of the mercy of God. He dines with the ministers in what could be characterized as a ‘last supper’, as they all toast to the assurance that they ‘shall drinke together in the kingdome of heaven, of that immortall drinke which shall never suffer us to thirst againe’ (1587: II, Scot., 437). Finally, Morton ascends the scaffold to deliver his last dying speech, confirming his loyalty to the king and exhorting the people to profess the gospel, or risk the vengeance of God; his head is struck off with the words ‘Lord Jesus receive my spirit’ on his lips (1587: II, Scot., 433).24 The explicit and implicit genres (de casibus, confession, last dying speech, religious meditation) aim to produce a range of effects (didactic, admonitory, redemptive) and to contain the inexplicable threat of Fortune.25 These forms meet our expectations about what happens next, create our sense of the plausibility of such an event, and govern our reaction to Morton’s condemnation and execution. It is also possible, as I suggested earlier, that these forms are so culturally pervasive that Morton simply played his expected role, performing the generic traditions that would write him into history like a figure from the Mirror from Magistrates, a great man fallen from the heights of power.

The catch is that Thynne later confesses to omitting some material from Morton’s account ‘because it conteined the affaires of state, and the accusation of diverse persons now living; both which are neither needfull to be knowne to the common people, nor meete to be opened to others’ (1587: II, Scot., 433). In other words, he deliberately leaves out key information to protect other guilty parties and to avoid dealing in the politically sensitive murder of Darnley. Suddenly the episode feels unfinished, the consolatory boundaries of familiar genres violated. Finding it impossible (and probably unwise) to provide a transparent explanation of political controversy, Thynne relies on generic forms to perform their expected functions and to supply redemptive, moralistic readings. His admission, however, should provoke us to recognize how genre can be used to convey a sense of harmony and closure that may be, in the end, only superficial, not real.

EXEMPLARY AND CELEBRATORY FORMS

Even without an admission like Thynne’s, genres embedded in narrative history can produce resistance, enabling the reader to identify the exaggerations of idealizing forms and to mistrust their application to real life. Whether triumphant, advisory, or congratulatory, literary forms intended to present the past as something worth celebrating potentially reveal the conflict between a culture’s ideals and its realization of those values. On the death of Walter Devereux, first earl of Essex, the 1587 edition suspends the history for a lengthy treatment of his character and legacy. Abraham Fleming, the editor and compiler at this moment, offers his own effusive praise for the earl, which he follows with a long extract from the funeral sermon preached by Richard Davies, a genealogical epitaph of heroic verse, and an epistle by Sir Edward Waterhouse to the young second earl of Essex. Aside from the obvious genres inserted in this passage—sermon, eulogy, verse, epitaph, letter—a number of literary traditions less familiar to modern audiences elevate the earl’s life and death into acts worthy of emulation. In the extract of the sermon, the reader encounters an encomiastic oration, organized around a conventional political metaphor:

nobilitie may be compared unto a river or a floud, which in the originall issueth out of foure principall wels, and all the foure rise out from the compasse of one hill. The welles of nobilitie are prudence, fortitude, justice, and temperance: the hill whence they spring is the feare of God, or true religion. [1587: III, 1263]

Character description shows how Devereux embodied these four cardinal virtues and how he strove to earn his title of nobility, not simply to rely on ‘bloud and inheritance’ (1587: III, 1263). The passage owes a debt to the long medieval tradition of the speculum principis, or mirror for princes, presenting the earl as a political and religious model to be imitated. The sermon then turns to his final days, describing his composure as he meditated on the ‘joie of the world to come’. The archbishop attending on him ‘could moove him in no question or article perteining to salvation, that he was not readie in’, such was his preparation for death, and, even in his last hours, he ‘ministred unto such as visited him’ with his ‘heavenlie lessons & exhortations’ (1587: III, 1265). This sketch of Devereux’s deathbed behaviour, where he exemplifies for others the art of dying, draws on the popular ars moriendi tradition, which instructed the reader on how to avoid the temptations of doubt and find assurance in one’s salvation.26 Finally, Waterhouse’s advisory letter summarizes the wisdom of the sermon, directs the young earl’s attention to the genealogical content of the epitaphic verse, and emphasizes the obligation to honour his own ‘birth and blood’. The items gathered by Fleming—sermon, epitaph, letter27—are thus infused with the literary character of the speculum, courtesy book, and ars moriendi, packaged together as advice to a son to remember his hereditary and political responsibilities.

Expanded significantly from the 1577 edition’s eleventh-hour notice of the earl’s death, this passage thus brings together a number of idealizing literary traditions, always in potential conflict with the realities of history and of political life: Devereux’s ‘noble courage’ and ‘tender zeale’ on behalf of the commonwealth rest rather unpeacefully next to the utter failure of his Irish campaign (1587: III, 1263).28 And this is to say nothing of the ironies produced by history itself, which Fleming could not anticipate in 1587. The passage concludes on a note full of hope for the earl’s dashing son, Robert Devereux, second earl of Essex: ‘the sonne surviving, of whose proceeding in the steps of his father, there is no doubt but within few yeares the world shall have just cause (as there is present hope) to beare witnesse: whome in all his attempts we will leave to such fortunat successe, as God the giver thereof shall vouchsafe to provide and affoord’ (1587: III, 1267). Cause and hope expired with the younger Essex’s execution after his failed coup d’état against Elizabeth in 1601. For any reader thereafter, his disgrace reverberates back into the Chronicles and exposes the distorted view of nobility expressed in the genres that commemorate his father’s death. But a sharp reader unaware of future events might still register the inherent anxieties of funereal genres—which often venerate the deceased as a matter of course—or doubt that the ideals of political philosophy and religious meditation are so easily attainable. That reader might also detect in the sermon a more politically charged sign of social change, when the message is that men can earn their privilege, rather than relying on blood to ensure their place at the top of the Elizabethan hierarchy. The genres and traditions meant to celebrate Essex may work against that purpose by pointing toward the impending obsolescence of conventional ideas about nobility.

DOCUMENTING THE FALL OF MARY, QUEEN OF SCOTS

Traditional notions about monarchy arguably met their greatest challenge in sixteenth-century Scotland, when Mary, Queen of Scots was ousted by her nobility, imprisoned, and replaced by her infant son, James VI. Her overthrow was characterized as the removal of a tyrant by humanist George Buchanan, whose writings advocating popular sovereignty contributed more widely to the contemporary debate about the sources of political authority.29 The official line of Mary’s opponents—crafted by Buchanan, submitted to the English government, and circulated throughout Europe—portrayed the queen as an inept ruler who had committed adultery and consented to the murder of her husband. Her supporters argued that the Scottish lords responsible for her overthrow were political opportunists who seized control of the realm by framing Mary. Given Patterson’s argument that the Chronicles constitute a proto-liberal document where readers can debate the past, the treatment of this controversial moment makes for an interesting case study: here is a high-stakes opportunity for the ordinary reader to make political judgements about a monarch. Unsurprisingly for the writers of the Chronicles, Mary’s downfall required them to tread an interpretative tightrope: in 1577 this anointed monarch, under house arrest in England, was the persistent figurehead for Catholic conspiracies against Elizabeth, and in February 1587 she was executed for her part in the Babington plot. The immense difficulty of writing impartial history emerges in the tension between Holinshed’s warily compressed narrative of Mary’s downfall and the documents presented to verify its circumstances. As the following examples show, these embedded genres accentuate the tensions between ‘documentary and narrative veracity’30—between a ‘factual’ source and the story being told in the encompassing genre of chronicle history—as well as the tensions within and between the source documents themselves.

When Mary resigns her crown in favour of her son, Holinshed inserts three letters of commission signed by the queen (1577: I. Hist.Scot., 505–8). His decision seems straightforward enough, pointing outside of the text toward evidence that confirms the authenticity of her decision. These official letters suggest that she willingly demitted her authority, subscribing them ‘with our hand, and given under our privie seill’ in a flourish of royal convention. Yet Holinshed’s highly condensed version of Mary’s downfall that surrounds these documents highlights the dubious circumstances of her demission—the fact that Mary’s decision was likely coerced while she was imprisoned by her own nobles. Immediately after the reproduction of the letters, Holinshed describes James VI’s coronation as ‘doone in the Scots English toonge, the queene mother to the king remaining at that time prisoner in Lochlevin’, reminding us that she has not exactly acted as a free agent in these momentous events (1577: I, Hist.Scot., 508). The contradictions between the official story and its controversial circumstances become even more noticeable in the 1587 edition, when, under Thynne’s editorial direction, the letters are preceded by commendatory verses on Mary (‘for the honor she once had’) and followed by a catalogue of Stewart kings who came to the throne in their minority. The dangers of minority rule were a political commonplace and persistent concern of medieval and Renaissance monarchies; in the power vacuum created by an infant king, civil strife often ensued—as it did, of course, in Scotland after Mary’s deposition. The catalogue may seem like a functional and neutral repository for information, but in fact the genre itself can be polemical, building its argument with the accumulation of examples.31 In this instance, Thynne muses about the number of Scottish monarchs crowned before the age of twenty-one, recording the minorities of James II, James III, James IV, James V, and Mary, Queen of Scots, concluding with Darnley (who, incidentally, never received the crown matrimonial) and the infant King James VI, recently crowned at Stirling. The disturbing regularity with which youthful Stewarts attain the crown strikes one forcefully. Regarding the litany of Stewart minors, Thynne says that we cannot know what ‘secret judgements of God’ might precipitate this dangerous political pattern (1587: II, Scot., 390). Perhaps not, but the human causes inevitably surface with the concluding trio, Mary, Darnley, and James VI: one monarch deposed, one would-be king killed, and one infant enlisted for the rebellion against his mother. Surrounded by versified praise for the Queen, references to her imprisonment, and a methodical reminder of the political disorder that can accompany minority rule, Mary’s willing demission of her crown seems an incongruous historical fact.

This tumultuous moment in Scottish history also demonstrates how embedded documentary evidence can introduce competing voices and alternative stories that complicate the reader’s interpretation.32 As I suggested above, Holinshed’s 1577 version of Mary’s downfall is compressed: he rushes from Darnley’s murder to Mary’s confrontation with her nobles in June 1567. At that very moment in the 1587 edition, leaving the reader suspended with the Scottish nobles in arms against their queen, Thynne breaks in to present Mary’s diplomatic instructions to William Chisolm, bishop of Dunblane (1587: II, Scot., 384–7).33 The bishop was sent to France in May 1567 to account for the queen’s sudden and scandalous marriage to the earl of Bothwell, the man accused of murdering Darnley and with whom she allegedly had an adulterous relationship. Her explanation to France is a fascinating perambulation of Bothwell’s political career and of Mary’s mind toward him. The queen emphasizes Bothwell’s loyalty to her over the years and his willingness to risk his own safety to secure hers. She then turns to a strained validation of her decision to marry Bothwell: how he set about getting the nobility’s approval, abducting her, assuring her of his continued loyalty, and expressing ‘the delights of such speeches as that matter required’—presumably a discreet reference to Bothwell’s own performance of the generic requirements of seduction. She deliberates with herself, considers the state of her realm, and finally submits to Bothwell who wrings from her ‘partlie by force, and partlie by intreatie, a promise to him of mariage’ (1587: II, Scot., 386). She concludes the instructions grimly resigned to a marriage she had not sought. Whereas Thynne’s source—Buchanan’s Rerum Scoticarum Historia (1582)—frames this document as yet another ruse by which the tyrannical Mary tries to pacify her Continental allies and rule harshly in Scotland, its effect in the Chronicles is to suspend Mary’s downfall, during which pause the ousted and disgraced queen is allowed to speak compellingly on her own behalf. This embedded set of instructions, with its persuasive explanation of how she was manipulated into a scandalous marriage, presents an alternative story to the one circulated by Mary’s enemies. It confirms the weakness of Mary’s personal and political judgement but dilutes the strength of the most serious accusations against her and potentially modifies the reader’s judgement of her actions.

Whether Holinshed and Thynne set out to empower the reader by inserting these documents is difficult to know, though they have certainly complicated the task of deciding about Mary by asking the reader to navigate different viewpoints presented through different genres. Arguably, the Chronicles create the possibility of reading against the standard version of Mary’s culpability: with historians reluctant to ‘deale in this matter’ and embedded genres that chafe against one another and against the official story, the reader may judge the queen less harshly and begin to perceive the complexities of her situation. Yet this episode should remind us that the notion of a ‘hands-off historiography’ is unrealistic, that no presentation of ‘facts’ is ever impartial. The embedded documents that substantiate events—selectively chosen by the historian—are not neutral exhibits of factual evidence but rather shaped by generic conventions and rhetorical situations that influence our judgement and invite us to respond in specific ways. In the account delivered to France, for example, Mary seems to speak in her own voice, giving a descriptive and explanatory narrative of her entire personal history with Bothwell. In the letter of commission, the syntax and phrases of official discourse control her expressions: she opens conventionally and formally, ‘Marie be the grace of God quene of Scotis, to all and sindrie our judgeis and ministeris of law, liegis and subject is, quhome it effeiris to quhais knalege thir our letteris sall come, greting’ (1587: II, Scot., 388). Each genre has its own kind of persuasive authority—emotional in the first case, legal in the second.

Holinshed and his collaborators avoid the extremities of Mary’s opponents, but, whether or not they aim at a specific interpretation of the past, their presentation of history also shapes the reader’s judgement. And we should not dismiss the persuasive powers of claiming impartiality. Buchanan and the other polemicists who sought to justify Mary’s deposition invoked the judgement of the people as a political strategy, making calculated generic decisions to create the semblance of a popular movement against the queen.34 An appeal to popular interpretation can be a rhetorical strategy with little investment in empowering the people. The most radical and empowering conclusion the reader can reach is that the qualities of specific genres—especially those that make strategic and sometimes illusory appeals to our individual discernment—can control our sympathies and our ability to decide.

THE FORMS OF POPULAR WISDOM

Genres with predominantly popular associations—the proverb or the ballad, for instance—are sometimes considered inconsequentially ephemeral or merely entertaining. Especially in the period after the Reformation, however, when religious thought and political theory expressed an inchoate if cautious commitment to individual judgement, such genres could be used strategically to invoke the authority of the people: popular forms can be persuasive because they seemingly express a common truth, which, depending on one’s needs, could be embraced as self-evident or denigrated as suspect. Take the pithy and deceptively simple proverb, which simultaneously credits and interrogates the ordinary experience from which it allegedly derives. Proverbs in the Chronicles—as elsewhere—bring a situation into focus with an unexpected metaphor or witty insight. Painful experience, for example, poignantly animates the description of what the poor may be forced to eat: ‘horsecorne … beanes, peason, otes, tares, and lintelles: and therefore it is a true proverbe … that hunger setteth his first foote into the horse manger’ (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 105). Yet when used to avoid or gloss over conflict or to reduce the gravity of, or to remark cynically on, a situation, the proverb may cast doubt on its reliability or constancy as a guide to human behaviour. After Somerset’s forces slaughter the Scots at the Battle of Pinkie, the English gather the spoils of war: ‘It was a woonder to see … how soone the dead bodies were stripped out of their garments starke naked’, observes the writer, ‘but (as they saie) manie hands make light woorke’ (1587: III, 988). The clearing of the battlefield gruesomely confirms the truth of the proverb, just as the proverb exposes the efficiency and callousness of the business of war. Its ordinary truth is made extraordinarily grim.

In the Renaissance, however, the proverb is not just a spontaneous appeal to universal common sense and experience. It is also a genre methodically learned and strategically applied by an educated minority. From the wisdom of Solomon to the sententiae of classical authors to the adage collections of humanist writers like Erasmus and Polydore Vergil, the proverb is part of a long, written literary tradition, and its importance in education demonstrates how it transcends its popular associations. Young boys learned morals and good habits from the proverbs they encountered in elementary Latin texts, exercise books, and grammars, and, as their studies progressed, they were expected to master the proverb as a rhetorical figure of speech—paroemia.35 This pedagogical method explains the abundance of Latin adages in the Chronicles, which often illustrate some circumstance, as they would have done in schoolroom orations. Proverb exercises helped prepare men for their deliberative work in Church and State—as well as their task of compiling a chronicle history—and as testament to the genre’s power and usefulness, those men also filled their commonplace-books with snippets of advice to be remembered, shared, and retrieved to strengthen an argument. The educated of Renaissance society were thus fully in command of the proverb as a learned and a popular form, able to apply it in precise and calculated ways.

The Chronicles suggest that, as a popular genre, the ballad served more explicitly political purposes for the educated and powerful. With its demotic associations and methods of distribution, the ballad became a tool of political propaganda: it tapped into familiar narrative patterns and moral attitudes to shape public perception of real events. In the summer of 1460, when supporters of Richard, duke of York, landed in Kent and mounted a challenge to the government of Henry VI, the Chronicles report that they posted a ‘long ballet’ on the gates of Canterbury in favour of the duke (1587: III, 653). Even before print in England, a ballad tacked up on the city gates could exploit the ‘willing harts’ of the people, whipping up additional support for and justifying a political confrontation. In another instance, the language of a ballad blends into the historical narrative, making it less detectable, at least for modern readers. In the Scottish History, Thynne remarks on the reaction to Darnley’s murder: ‘Some give report of his death, but touch not the maner thereof, onelie saieng that he was shamefullie murthered in a morning (a heavie breakefast) by his owne (but unnaturall and rebellious) people, whose innocent blood crieth out for vengeance at the hands of God’ (1587: II, Scot., 384). The cry of Darnley’s innocent blood is not simply a colourful addition to the Chronicles, but rather a very specific echo of ballads and rumours associated with his murder in 1567.36 Reporting to London on the civil unrest in Scotland, Sir William Drury, deputy governor at Berwick, cited those ballads as proof that popular opinion was turning again Mary. He mentions the posting of a ballad entitled ‘Farewell gentle Henry, but a vengeance of Mary’ and includes other examples of such literature in his letters.37 These ballads—posted anonymously on the market cross—seemed to testify to a disgruntled and engaged populace, when, in fact, bibliographical evidence reveals that the Scottish lords sponsored a series of broadsides to create the illusion of a populist uprising. The very possibility of such a movement not only gave them immunity but also justified their revolt against Mary.38 Their strategically crafted poems were instrumental in shaping the perception of public perception.

The writers of the Chronicles thus record polemical applications of genre, but they themselves deploy popular forms to create specific and strategic effects. The false pregnancies of Mary Tudor, for example, generate murmuring and story-telling among the people, whose reactions Fleming juxtaposes deftly with royal delusion, political deception, and ironic comment, translating the entire episode into a celebration of England’s delivery from the Spanish and Catholic threat. In November 1554, the council wrote excitedly to Edmund Bonner, bishop of London, requesting that ‘Te Deum’ be sung in all churches to celebrate the quickening of Mary’s child, at which point ‘great talke began … to rise in everie mans mouth, with busie preparation and much adoo, especiallie among such as seemed in England to carrie Spanish hearts in English bodies’ (1587: III, 1124). At Whitsuntide, with domestic preparations under way—‘midwives, rockers, nurses, with the cradle and all … in a readinesse’—rumours fly that the ‘yoonge maister’ has already arrived: bells ring, bonfires blaze, and one foolish parson precipitately describes the beauty of the new prince (1587: III, 1131). Yet a ‘simple man’ from Berwick, who has never even been to London, wisely (and mockingly) foretells the outcome: ‘Here is a joifull triumph, but at length all will not prove woorth a messe of pottage.’ The narrative turns on his accurate prediction, intensifying the ironic turn of events and rendering Marian excitement foolish. The public speculates, with some saying that ‘this rumour of the queenes conception was spread for a policie’ (1587: III, 1131). To confirm that possibility—or at least of desperate deception by Mary’s government—Fleming then supplies an anecdote received first-hand from the woman involved: one Isabell Malt declares that she delivered a male child in June 1555, and was immediately approached by Lord North, who asked her to give up the child, promising that if she kept quiet, both she and the child would be provided for. Leaving the reader to decipher the meaning of this suspicious incident, Fleming abruptly returns to the sumptuous preparations for the non-existent prince, reproducing the verses that adorn the cradle:

Quam Maria sobolem Deus optime summe dedisti,

Anglis incolumem redde, tuere, rege.

The child which thou to Marie,

O Lord of might hast send,

To Englands joie in health

preserve, keepe and defend.

Everything falls intentionally flat on those celebratory verses: the return to the empty cradle reinflates the false pride and optimism of the Catholics, which Fleming punctures with Protestant relief and sardonic humour.

This passage captures the complexities of genre. Fleming narrates the episode with great skill, crediting the reader’s sense of irony and ability to recognize how certain genres can be used to shape public reaction—in this case, hymns and sermons leading to widespread and pointless celebrations. At the same time, Fleming himself shapes our attitude toward the queen and her people with generic moves that use innuendo, juxtaposition, and humour: moving deftly between anticipation and outcome, reproducing celebratory verses on an empty cradle, recounting the anecdote about the canny Isabell Malt. Even more complexly, the passage reveals how specific genres are useful because they appeal to popular wisdom, while they simultaneously throw that authority into question. Citing the Berwick man’s prediction, for example, apparently commends ordinary understanding, yet his insight has its own notable history. The proverbial phrase ‘a mess of pottage’ refers to Esau’s exchange of his birthright for lentil stew. Although not strictly biblical, the expression was current in sixteenth-century religious and exemplary texts: it appears in two works by Erasmus, in contemporary sermons, and in English translations of the Bible.39 The Berwick man may not be all that ‘simple’. Perhaps reflecting the political contradictions of his time, Fleming has a mixed attitude toward the judgement of the people: he cites popular understanding, relies on it to support his argument, yet implicitly disparages it when the people are duped into celebrating an heir who never arrives. Interpretation can empower the reader and the people, but only if they can read with an acute sensitivity to the consequences of genre.




CHAPTER 17

RHETORIC

JENNIFER RICHARDS

THERE has been little study of the rhetoric of Holinshed’s Chronicles. One reason may be that this unwieldy, multi-authored book seems unlikely to succeed in persuading a reader towards any consistent point of view. F. J. Levy complained in 1967 that the Chronicles represent history writing ‘by agglomeration’ whereby the ability of a historian was judged in terms of ‘the quantity of information he managed to cram between the covers of his book’.1 Holinshed’s 1577 Chronicles certainly achieve this aim, but the work expanded even further after his death in 1580 under the subsequent editorial direction of Abraham Fleming and, to a lesser extent, John Hooker alias Vowell. Levy describes the 1587 edition as ‘a badly articulated potpourri of diverse historical materials’.2 The Chronicles could not be judged as a rhetorical achievement even if Levy had wanted to do so because their editors have no skill in dispositio, in the arrangement of material.

Even Annabel Patterson’s detailed study of the Chronicles has little to say about their rhetoric. Levy found the work short on ‘analytical and structural skills’ because of its ‘overzealous’ inclusion of so many primary documents, but Patterson identifies this as good historical practice.3 The chroniclers were unwilling to impose an interpretation on the reader and in that sense the work’s discordance is reclaimed as a virtue. Holinshed emphasizes this quality of the text in ‘The Preface to the Reader’ where he describes how he has ‘collected’ his history ‘out of manie and sundrie authors’, noting that ‘contrarietie, negligence, and rashnesse, sometime is found in their reports’, and explaining that he has ‘in things doubtfull rather chosen to shew the diversitie of their writings, than by over-ruling them … to frame them to agree to my liking: leaving it neverthelesse to each mans judgement, to controll them as he seeth cause’ (Chronicles 1587: III, sig. A3r–v). The diverse materials to which Holinshed alludes include conflicting eyewitness testimonies which make ‘visible’ ‘the facts of multivocality and diversity of opinion’ (38). This ‘hands-off historiography’, as Patterson calls it, is ‘designed to encourage independent judgement in the reader’ (15), to develop their ‘civic prudence’ (19).

Patterson does not choose to explain this experience either of reading the Chronicles or their mode of writing by drawing on rhetoric. On the contrary, the model of speech action which informs her argument is Jürgen Habermas’s theory of communicative reason. No doubt this must have seemed preferable given that late sixteenth-century rhetoric had long been explained as narrowing the classical art to elocutio or style. Holinshed argues explicitly that his work is not rhetorical in this sense: ‘My speech is plaine, without any rhetoricall shew of eloquence, having rather a regard to simple truth, than to decking words’ (1587 III, sig. A3r). Habermas, in contrast, allows Patterson to redescribe Holinshed’s ‘interpretive indecision’ (5) as ‘indifference’, meaning impartiality or fairness (ix). The historian thus becomes the ‘transmitter rather than “controller” of the past’ (19). Holinshed and his collaborators recover a diversity of documents giving readers the resources they need to debate their past. ‘Indifference’, as practised by the Chronicles, allows the reader to judge events independently. Arguably, this style both expresses and begins to realize the ‘left of center’ democratic ideals that Patterson believes Holinshed’s Chronicles defend (109). The English histories, in her view, tell the history of Parliament as an emerging power, a political institution that set limits on the will of monarchs; and this history is also represented by or embodied in their writing and their reading.

The question this chapter addresses, unsurprisingly, is how an awareness of the rhetorical composition of the Chronicles, and the English histories in particular, affects their political reading. To explore this I will focus mainly on one episode that Patterson describes as the ‘climactic’ moment in this work’s history of the English Parliament, the deposition of Richard II in 1399.4 I will begin, though, by considering in more detail the basis for her persuasive account of its importance. One reason, of course, is that it provides a definitive example of indifference: the Holinshed authors, on Patterson’s reading, portray the highly charged deposition in an impartial manner. The text makes extensive use of official documents: the thirty-three articles drawn up by Parliament to indict the king which charge Richard with unconstitutional behaviour, the king’s speech, the duke of Lancaster’s claim to the throne, and the archbishop of Canterbury’s oration in support of this. The prominent place the thirty-three articles are given in Holinshed’s account, Patterson argues, highlights the role of Parliament in the king’s deposition. Moreover, as she also notes, Holinshed ‘offers the full text … of the “instrument” drawn up by the parliamentary commissioners’, which encourages Richard II to volunteer to resign his crown (1587: III, 502–3).5

There is one passage, however, that would seem to undermine this emphasis on Holinshed’s indifference: the ‘uncharacteristic demurral’, as Patterson calls it, at the end of this episode in which the text explicitly sides with Richard:6

But if I may boldlie saie what I thinke: he was a prince the most unthankefullie used of his subjects, of any one of whom ye shall lightlie read. [1587: III, 508]

Despite having explained earlier in this history the corruption and tyrannical nature that Richard II revealed after the murder of his youngest uncle, the duke of Gloucester, and despite making clear that his shortcomings led to his downfall, Holinshed suddenly changes tack, refusing to blame the king. Instead, he blames the ‘frailtie of youth’ that led him to demean himself, and the licentiousness of the nobles who, because ‘they might not rule all things at their will’, sought to remove those who stood in their way. In an unexpected reversal Holinshed castigates the ‘ingratitude’ of English subjects ‘towards their bountifull & loving sovereigne’. This demurral is reinforced when a second author, likely Fleming, adds these lines to the 1587 edition:

What unnaturalnesse, or rather what tigerlike crueltie was this, not to be content with his principalitie? not to be content with his treasure? not to be content with his deprivation? not to be content with his imprisonment? but being so neerlie knit in consanguinitie, which ought to have moved them like lambs to have loved each other, woolvishlie to lie in wait for the distressed creatures life, and ravenouslie to thirst after his bloud … [1587: III, 508]7

Yet, this strongly partisan expression can still be read as an example of indifference, Patterson suggests, not least because the ‘facts of the reign’ are still allowed to ‘speak for themselves’.8

On this account, Holinshed is akin to the ideal historian of Jean Bodin’s Methodus ad facilem historiarum cognitionem (Method for the Easy Comprehension of History) (1566): that is, the historian who chooses not to behave ‘like rhetoricians or philosophers’, ‘break[ing] off the thread of the incompleted narrative’ to offer moral judgements, and who tells his story straight, ‘devoid of all ornament’. Bodin’s trustworthy historian sets forth a narrative based on official sources ‘for the judgment of each reader’.9 Certainly Holinshed describes this as his purpose in his preface. Moreover, readers likely judged their histories in this way too. In his encyclopaedic Reading History in Early Modern England (2000), Daniel Woolf finds plenty of evidence of readers correcting facts. One of his examples is the herald John Gibbon, who corrects John Stow’s Survey of London (1598) according ‘to what he discovered on voyages through other texts: “Stow forgot Sr Henry Weever kt of the Bath sub Edwdo 4o, but not forgott by Weaver’s funerall monuments p. 393.” ’10

Rhetoric seems largely unnecessary for the interpretation of Holinshed’s Chronicles. Yet, as I want to argue in this chapter, this historical work is self-consciously rhetorical and attending to this aspect of the text both extends and alters understanding of the means by which Holinshed and his collaborators shape the reader’s political judgement, and in turn our reading of the deposition of Richard II as the ‘climactic’ moment in the heroic history of Parliament. Holinshed et al. understand the documents they present as rhetorical actions, and it is clear that the reader is expected to arrive at a judgement by evaluating some strongly worded and deeply interested arguments. Often this is explicitly encouraged. One ‘tedious’ and ‘copious’ treatise haranguing John Wycliffe is described as rhetorical, and its ‘unreverent epithets’ that ‘are in ample sort laid downe’ criticized (1587: III, 419). Copia, or abundant expression, was one of the skills taught as part of grammar-school rhetorical training. To counter this author’s vituperative rhetoric the reader is referred to John Foxe’s Acts and Monuments. Sometimes, however, this is more implicit, as I shall be arguing shortly with reference to the representation of the deposition of Richard II. Always, though, the reader is required to countenance different points of view; in the case of Richard II this includes the perception that arguing against the deposition may have been more prudent. This experience of reading is not captured by a term such as ‘impartiality’ because it involves acknowledging how often the Holinshed authors indulge some highly partisan responses to events, including authorial evaluation, rather than simply letting facts speak for themselves.11

THE RHETORIC OF THE DEPOSITION OF RICHARD II

Perhaps the first point to make about the narration of the deposition of Richard II in the Chronicles is also the most obvious: it could scarcely be described as unadorned. The passage added by Fleming, cited above, makes effective use of two figures, anaphora, repeated words at the start of consecutive clauses, and catacosmesis, the ordering of words from greatest to least, to track the descent of Richard to his death, and of Lancaster, from royal aspirant to wild beast.

Why would Fleming offer such a charged reflection to balance the negative portrait of the king in the official documents? Bodin advises that the simple narration of evil actions speaks for them without authorial gloss: ‘any writer vituperates Nero more than enough when he recounts that he murdered the most honorable men, his tutor, two wives, his brother Britannicus, and finally his mother’.12 Fleming scarcely follows this rule. We might explain this as evidence of the bias of Fleming, and describe this as an example of his purple prose. Yet, even before we get this addition, Holinshed has already departed from his promise to leave it to the ‘judgement’ of each reader. This cannot be accidental. In the examples cited above there is a degree of self-consciousness, a deliberate equivocation along with a careful patterning of figures.

This fits with the way in which the official account of Richard’s deposition is presented in the 1577 edition. On the one hand, the deposition is an act of successful persuasion which results in the peaceful transition of power: Richard is persuaded to give up his crown for the good of the commonwealth. The debate shows how a corrupt king’s failings are disclosed in a public forum and the better man is appointed in his place. Moreover, Lancaster is represented as the better man in two key speeches: first, in his own brief address to Parliament, in which he lays claim to the crown, casting this as an act of recovery that is divinely sanctioned; secondly, in a speech by the archbishop of Canterbury extolling the virtues of the newly crowned king. The latter oration is an extended gloss on a topic taken from the ninth book of the Book of Kings, that the new king is ‘no child, neither in yeares, nor in light conditions, but a man able and meete for the governement of a realme’ (1587: III, 506).

Yet, on the other hand, Holinshed makes it clear that this act of persuasion to deposition is composed rhetorically. On hearing the public declaration of the thirty-three articles, Holinshed records, Richard II was ‘with sorrow almost consumed, and in manner halfe dead’. The king’s servants offer comfort, advising him ‘willinglye to suffer himselfe to be deposed, and to resigne his right of his owne accord, so that the duke of Lancaster might without murther or battell obteine the scepter and diademe’. When Richard ‘gaped’, they explained that by this means he might save his life. There is no real choice being offered: the alternative is ‘murther’. Holinshed adds an ambiguous aside which invites us to suspect that this gesture of consolation was stage-managed by Lancaster: ‘Whether this their persuasion proceeded by the suborning of the duke of Lancaster and his favourers, or of a sincere affection which they bare to the king … it is uncerteine’ (1587: III, 503).13

What I am suggesting is that with such asides Holinshed and Fleming call attention to the status of these historical documents as rhetorical actions. Again the point to stress is that this mode of presentation is not so much impartial but rhetorical inasmuch as it demands the reader engages with the interests that shape the case against Richard. The text shares evidence and makes available official documents for the reader to assess, but the reader is also alerted to the complex motivations that inform these speeches and writings. This is not about trying to persuade the reader to a particular point of view, that Parliament was right to depose the king, but about training ‘him’ to be selective and alert to how arguments are used, and can be used. This does indeed constitute training in civic prudence, but it does not endorse a particular position or favour a side. Rather, if anything, it exposes the way in which parliamentary will can be used and abused, and it makes us suspicious readers.

READING HISTORY RHETORICALLY

It is not just the occasional use of authorial asides, however, that leads me to propose this argument. I am also interested in the way in which the Chronicles use marginal headings to organize the reading of this history and it is to this aspect of its presentation that I now turn. Marginal notes in the 1577 edition, retained in 1587, help the reader to find a way through the material. Many headings concern events, or individuals, or identify sources, using different fonts to distinguish sources from ‘subject pointers’, as Daniel Woolf notes.14 On one unremarkable page in this history, to which I will return later in this chapter, the reader is guided from the margins with names and dates and also with summaries of events. In the right margin of the page three events are summarized: ‘Exploits doone by sir Hugh Calverlie’; ‘The duke of Lancaster misliking the maners of the court, getteth himselfe home to the castell of Killingworth’; and ‘John Philpot Alderman of London setteth foorth a fleet at his owne charges, to recover certeine English ships taken by the Scots’ (1587: III, 419).

Marginalia like these are evidence of the ingrained habit of note taking and commonplacing which was part of grammar-school rhetorical training. We now have a much better understanding of this process thanks to the recent work of historians of rhetoric.15 To help school boys use their reading in classroom compositions, Peter Mack explains, they were encouraged to keep two notebooks, one to ‘record new words, difficult words and striking or unusual expressions’, the second, ‘the commonplace book proper’, to record longer passages which were organized under headings, such as ‘Friendship, Justice, Mercy’. Headings such as these suggest that one purpose of the reading of histories ‘may have been the provision of quotations and examples for incorporation into pupils’ independent compositions’.16 Edward Hall, Mack observes, often adds comments to signal moral lessons to his readers or to highlight useful historical examples for reuse.17 Of course, not all headings are moral. In his survey of commonplace-books, Woolf notes that readers organize historical material under a variety of topical headings, ‘proverbs [&] wise sayings’ certainly, but also ‘death’, ‘conversion’, ‘churches’, and even official roles (‘chancellors of England’ or ‘town bailiffs’).18 The commonplace-book of one of the contributors to the expanded 1587 Chronicles, Francis Thynne, which survives in the British Library, makes use of practical headings in this way, usually noting the names of noblemen and places, as in this example: Southampton, earl of Hereford, Wilton, Oxford, Wales, Grimsby etc. (see Figure 17.1).19

Other common place-books include sensational stories. The various and anonymous contributors to a seventeenth-century commonplace-book add excerpts of historical, topographical, and antiquarian interest drawn from a range of different sources, among them William Martin’s History of the Lives of the King’s of England, Arthur Wilson’s History of Great Britain, George Sandys’s Travels, and John Leland’s Collectanea. On the page reproduced in this chapter (Figure 17.2), the note taker has included detail next to the marginal heading ‘De Mathilda Imperatrice Fabula. P. 419’ about the battle between the Empress Matilda, her son Henry, and cousin Stephen, followed by a list of gifts to Winton (Winchester) Cathedral from kings and bishops, beginning with Egbert, the first king of England, and ending with Emma of Normandy, mother of Edward the Confessor.

[image: Images]

FIGURE 17.1 Commonplace-book of Francis Thynne.

One striking excerpt, headed ‘De Rege Richardo 2do’ in the margin, claims that Richard II was born without skin, and nourished on the skin of goats: ‘Richardus 2, filius Edwardi principis Wallice natu sine pelle & nutritus in pellibus capronum’. A second excerpt offers one version of the notorious death of Edward II: ‘They layde apon Edward Cair[n]arvon sleping yn his Bedde an huge Table as on hys Wombe, & held fast downe the corners of it. With that he wooke ful sore & adrad. but they thrust a Horne yn his Fundament & a Spit thoroug it.’ The heading in the margin tells us two things, namely that this excerpt was taken from a ‘Booke of Chroniques in Peter College Library. P. 470’, and that it relates the ‘manner’ of Edward II’s ‘Death’. Finally, under an unusual heading, ‘Pardons oddly timd. P. 492’, we find a note about how the servants of Humphrey, duke of Gloucester were ‘hangid at Tiburne, & let doun quik’ when ‘ther Pardon [was] shouid ther by the Marquis of Southfolk’.20

It is not hard to see the benefits of headings when you are confronted with a mass of historical detail, a wealth of material that needs to be organized into a consecutive chronicle. Fleming makes this very point in his preface to The Historie of England, from that it was first inhabited, untill the time that it was last conquered, titled ‘To the Readers studious in histories’. Fleming, who admires Holinshed’s organization of his material, explains that with titles added ‘at the head of everie page’, ‘it is a thing of no difficultie to comprehend what is discoursed and discussed in the same’ (1587: I, sig. Y6r). It is this habit that is commended in printed pamphlets advising on the reading of histories. In The True Order and Methode of Wryting and Reading Hystories (1574), a translation of a work by the Italian historians Jacopo Aconcio and Francesco Patrizzi, Thomas Blundeville recommends just this habit of note taking: ‘we must not onely consider’ examples, he advises, ‘but also note them apart by themselves in such order, as we maye easily finde them, when soever we shall have neede to use them’.21 This echoes the advice of Thomas Norton in his Orations (1560?) when he distinguishes between the unprofitable reader of history who is interested only in hearing news and the wise reader who ‘digesteth every mater into hys right place and to his right purpose’.22
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FIGURE 17.2 Commonplace-book of miscellaneous historical, topographical, and antiquarian notes, in various hands.

The aim of the reader schooled in this practice is much more modest in intention than, say, Habermas’s communicative citizen: the right placing of well-turned phrases and arresting examples so that they can be reused to good effect. The schoolboy is encouraged to store material so that he might recycle this as occasion demands, and this utilitarian approach is reinforced by exercises in letter writing and the composition of ‘themes’ (prose essays) in which the author is required to take up and defend persuasively a position he is unlikely to hold.

However, there is another use of such headings, and recognizing this will help us to understand how the Holinshed authors often shape the reader’s judgement. As Blundeville explains, the ordering of the material is itself morally improving, albeit not in the sense Mack attributes to Hall. Rather, it develops prudence, an ability to understand the best thing to do according to circumstance. By putting examples in their ‘right’ place, or at least by thinking about this, a reader learns to judge rightly what is good or bad, and to compare events past and present so that he is able to advise or to act accordingly.

One of the ends of history reading, Blundeville explains, is ‘Humane wisdome’, which ‘teacheth us rightlye to judge of all thinges, what is to be desired, and what is to be fled’ (sig. F3v). Knowing what is the right thing to do is not about imitating selected examples. Blundeville wants the reader to think about cause and effect, and this complicates what we might understand as virtuous and vicious behaviour. We need to know ‘by the examples of others’, Blundeville explains, whether what seems ‘to us good’ really is so (sigs. F3v–F4r). Blundeville wants the reading of history to be useful in practice, and this means thinking carefully about what is ‘best’, not in principle, but according to different situations and contexts, allowing that this may change. Such an aim shapes the advice Blundeville gives on organizing an historical commonplace-book:

And the order of such examples, would not be altogither according to the names of the persons, from whence they are taken, which order some writers do commonlye use in the tables of theyr bookes, but rather according to the matters & purposes whereto they serve. Neyther is it sufficient in this behalfe, to have onely common places of vertues and vices, or of thinges commendable, and not commendable, but other places also besydes them, meete to be applyed to everye one of those partes of observacion, whiche wee seeke, which places are to be founde, ordered, and disposed, not before wee begin to reade, but whylest wee continue in reading, and in observing all kynde of matters every day with better iudgement than other. [sigs. H3v–H4r]

Blundeville understands the reading of history as a dynamic process, one which allows the reader to change their mind as he or she reads, and in this way to gain understanding and skill.23 This is why the reader is asked not just to consider carefully ‘under what title every example is to be placed (for the ready finding thereof)’ as they progress through a work, but also what the headings should be (sig. H4r).

Print marginalia have long been understood as one of the defining features of the late sixteenth-century English chronicles. The point is persuasively made by William W. E. Slights in his wide-ranging study of this framing device. ‘Sidenotes’, he argues, are used by compilers and printers to give unity to projects that are unwieldy because of the mass of material they muster, and the many hands involved in putting this together. In the case of Holinshed’s Chronicles, the sidenotes are one of the ‘signs of effective if unorthodox construction’ that Patterson argues renders inaccurate Levy’s dismissal of this work as an ‘horrendous muddle’. Holinshed and his collaborators ‘regularly recorded their source materials in marginal notes’ across this vast work, and this gives this project a unity of purpose, and a shared method.24 At the same time, Slights suggests, print marginalia contribute to the fragmentation of historical projects because they make clear the complex process of history writing, and the multivocality of historical narrative. In Holinshed’s Chronicles, for instance, the marginal notes undermine any attempt to find a ‘master narrative’ such as ‘divine providence’. Providentialism is not a serious organizing argument, it seems; it is just as likely to be the explanation Holinshed reaches for when he can think of nothing else to say.

The print marginalia of the Chronicles, provided by the compiler or the printer, make us aware of the multivocality of historical narrative, as Slights has argued, and as Matthew Woodcock confirms in his contribution to this volume.25 However, they also do more than this, making the reader rhetorically aware in two senses: on the one hand, headings help the reader to find and retrieve information for reuse in their own compositions; on the other hand, they can also make us pause to reflect on the interests organizing the representation of an event. Most of the headings that Holinshed et al. use fall under the first category, but not all. Some marginalia complicate interpretation, and in these cases, I suggest, we would do well to remember Blundeville’s advice on the reading of history, to consider carefully not only ‘under what title every example is to be placed’ as we progress through a work, but also what the headings should be. To take one example, we might return to a marginalium noted earlier: ‘The duke of Lancaster misliking the maners of the court, getteth himselfe home to the castell of Killingworth’ (1587: III, 419). This seems straightforward summary. Yet, the text to which it serves as a summary offers a very different perspective, that Lancaster:

prudentlie considering, that sith there must needs be an alteration in the state, & doubting least if any thing chanced otherwise than well, the fault and blame might be cheefelie imputed to him, and thanks (howsoever things went) he looked for none, he gave therefore the slip. [1587: III, 419]

Is Lancaster the moral man unhappy with court manners? Or the politically savvy ‘Machiavel’ who knows when is a good time to make himself scarce?

In this case, there is a provocative mismatch between text and gloss. In other cases, however, the print marginalium may give the reader a clear interpretive steer when the text itself offers other possibilities. Reflecting early in the history on the terrible punishment meted out by the aristocratic followers of John of Gaunt to an Irish friar who had presented a bill in Parliament that charged him ‘with heinous treasons: as that he meant upon a sudden to destroie the king, and to usurpe the crowne’ (1587: III, 445), the Holinshed authors equivocate thus:

Which extreame punishment and exquisite kind of execution, had it not beene meritoriouslie inflicted upon so impudent an offendor, had deserved perpetuall record of unaccustomed crueltie … [1587: III, 446]

This example could conceivably be placed under two contrary headings: just punishment or extreme punishment. As the Holinshed authors initially suggest, the treacherous friar got his just deserts (‘meritoriouslie inflicted upon so impudent an offendor’). It is also suggested that the seriousness of the crime outweighs the cruelty of the execution. Yet, the likelihood that the reader would more probably place this example under the heading ‘extreme punishments’ is perhaps implicit in the description of the execution: the friar is strung up by the neck and genitals, and left hanging with a stone on his belly. He ‘was strangled and tormented, so as his verie backe bone burst in sunder therewith’ (1587: III, 445–6). Moreover, it is also drummed home in the marginal note: ‘A miserable & cruell torture’ (1587: III, 445).

By far the most equivocal use of print marginalia in this particular history, however, is to be found in the reflection on the deposition of Richard II. There is another passage when the Holinshed authors pause to consider the consequences, inviting the reader to take special note of what he is about to say in two places: in the text itself—‘This surelie is a verie notable example, and not unwoorthie of all princes to be well weied, and diligentlie marked’—and in the margin: ‘A speciall note woorthie to be well weied’ (1587: III, 499). It is as if they already anticipate the reader pen in hand, commonplace-book open. Nonetheless, despite such instruction, it is not clear what we are meant to note:

This surelie is a verie notable example, and not unwoorthie of all princes to be well weied, and diligentlie marked, that this Henrie duke of Lancaster should be thus called to the kingdome, and have the helpe and assistance (almost) of all the whole realme, which perchance never thereof thought or yet dreamed; and that king Richard should thus be left desolate, void, and in despaire of all hope and comfort, in whom if there were anie offense, it ought rather to be imputed to the frailtie of wanton youth, than to the malice of his hart: but such is the deceivable judgement of man, which not regarding things present with due consideration, thinketh ever that things to come shall have good successe, with a pleasant & delitefull end. [1587: III, 499]

Sandra Logan too is puzzled by this instruction: what is the reader being asked to mark she asks? And who, indeed, is the reader: a prince or his subject? Are princes being reminded that their hold on power is contractual, that the commons can in effect elect to replace them with whom they choose? Or are the commons being advised to be careful about what they wish for? Has the duke of Lancaster been elected to replace Richard, or is this usurpation planned? Holinshed also plays fast and loose with our memories of Richard’s actions explored in the rest of the history: can his conduct really be imputed only to ‘the frailtie of wanton youth’? There are many questions that this passage raises but does not resolve. The Holinshed authors leave the crucial question of ‘culpability unresolved’, Logan recognizes.26

This passage helps us to see how the Holinshed authors steer the reader to think carefully and flexibly about placing the examples he offers. In this instance, they ask the reader to consider cause and effect, using as a negative example the decision of the ‘realme’ to recall the duke of Lancaster (‘which perchance never thereof thought or yet dreamed; and that king Richard should thus be left desolate’ etc.). This is evidence, they suggest, of ‘the deceivable judgement of man’ that does not regard ‘things present with due consideration’, the very fault that good history reading aims to address.

It is not just ‘Humane wisdome’ that the Holinshed authors may be teaching, however. The way in which asides and marginal notes prompt the reader to pause and reflect also make us aware that arguments pro and contra are never disinterested, so that it is hard to take sides. There is no doubt that the case against Richard is strong, that he has behaved unconstitutionally. The thirty-three articles against him constitute a litany of legitimate complaints. Nonetheless, this is just one of several documents the reader is asked to consider, and there are indications, as I argued earlier, that the deposition is managed by Lancaster. Holinshed and Fleming do not obviously take sides. Indeed, the effect of Fleming’s strongly worded reflection on the deposition of Richard, cited above, is to make the reader regard with ‘due consideration’ what Parliament conspicuously failed to do, whether this really was the right action. When Fleming reflects on the ‘tigerlike crueltie’ of Lancaster he is not just being fair to Richard II, balancing the negative portrayal of this bad king; he is also telling us that one tyrant, Richard II, has been replaced by another, Lancaster or Henry IV. This is hardly the ‘climactic’ moment in the history of Parliament that we were looking for.

RHETORIC AND POLITICS IN THE ENGLISH CHRONICLE

How then does awareness of the rhetorical composition of the Chronicles affect a political reading of the history of Richard II, and of the English histories more generally? Quentin Skinner’s groundbreaking work on Thomas Hobbes has furthered understanding of the central role of the ars rhetorica in early modern political culture, especially in terms of the perception that, ‘in moral and political reasoning’ at least, it was always ‘possible to construct a plausible argument in utramque partem, on either side of the case’.27 In an important new study, Markku Peltonen establishes not only that schoolboys were routinely required to write and speak about political topics like tyranny, but that their training underpinned and sustained the adversarial politics of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Moreover, Peltonen is also critical of the anachronistic application of Habermas to the early modern public sphere. Early modern debates are not concerned with the disinterested pursuit of truth, he argues, but with clinching an argument, with winning the debate.28 Holinshed’s Chronicles represent such a contest. Holinshed does not present the reader with a single argument, but rather with the many arguments of competing factions and the struggle for power, between the nobility and the monarchy, and between Church and State.

This is not to say that the Holinshed authors are without a position.29 In 1577 and 1587 the theory of the ‘Norman yoke’ is endorsed and the Holinshed authors are unequivocal in their criticism of the ‘outragious tyrannie’ of William the Conqueror (1587: III, 10).30 Early in William’s reign new Norman laws are introduced into the realm of England, with dreadful consequences for the simple reason that no one understood ‘the Norman toong’: ‘even at the beginning you should have great numbers, partlie by the iniquitie of the lawes, and partlie by ignorance in misconstruing the same, to be wrongfullie condemned: some to death, and some in the forfeitures of their goods’ (1587: III, 8). Later, new laws and cruel punishments were created by William: for example, that anyone caught hunting deer (an old English custom) was ‘to have their eies put out’. As the Holinshed authors say of this law and its author in an unexpected outburst of xenophobia: ‘a pestilent policie of a spitefull mind, and savoring altogither of his French slaverie’ (1587: III, 14). It is not just the legal system that was unjust, however. William is shown to be a deceitful ruler who promises to restore liberties to buy himself time when confronted by rebellious nobles, but reneges on this as soon as he has the force to do so, slaughtering those who oppose him (1587: III, 10). They struggle with his obituary at the end, and refuse to blame rebellious English subjects for William’s ‘rigorous’ conduct, offering the difficult experience of war and conquest as this bad king’s only excuse:

There be that write, how the inconstancie of the English people by their oft rebellions occasioned the king to be so rough and rigorous against them; wheras (of his naturall disposition and proper inclination) he was rather gentle and courteous than sharpe and cruell. But sith he continued his extremitie even to his last daies, we may rather beleeve, that although from his childhood he shewed some tokens of clemencie, bountie, and liberalitie; yet by following the wars, and practising to reigne with sternenesse, he became so inured therewith, that those peaceable vertues were quite altered in him, and in maner clearelie quenched. [1587: III, 15]

The best thing that can be said about William’s reign is that thanks to his ‘rigorous proceedings’ the country was ‘rid of theeves and robbers’ (1587: III, 15).

However, the Holinshed authors also invite us to read political arguments in support of rebellion against tyrants, or in defence of the oppressed, with considerable scepticism. The deposition of Richard II is an example of the tables being turned on us in this way. Just when we think that a tyrant has received his come-uppance, so we are made to think again about the arguments that are used against Richard, and the motives of his opponents. Holinshed et al. make us think about cause, and also prompt us to consider the effect of arguments.

There are other examples too. One of them is King John, who is similarly castigated as a tyrant by his subjects.31 Once again we might think it easy to take sides. After all, John seizes the lands and goods of his people, he taxes them heavily, while casual cruelty defines his reign. (John hates the people he rules over.) In 1209, when the king’s officers fail to find a priest who has murdered a woman in Oxford, the Holinshed authors record, ‘they apprehended three other preestes not guiltie of the fact, and streightway hanged them up without judgement’ (1587: III, 173). One year later, King John levied a tax on Jews, declaring that those who refuse to pay should be tormented. When one Jew flatly refused King John commanded this ‘penance’: ‘that everie daie, till he would agree to give to the king those ten thousand marks that he was seized at, he should have one of his teeth plucked out of his head’. The prisoner only has eight teeth, and after a week he has lost seven of them. He gives in on the eighth day because, movingly, he would be left with one tooth. However, as the Holinshed authors note, he might have saved all of them ‘which he lost with such torments, for those homelie toothdrawers used no great cunning in plucking them foorth (as may be conjectured)’ (1587: III, 174).

These are among the gruesome stories that the Holinshed authors are pleased to record. And yet not all such stories rebound on John quite so badly. In the same history it is recalled how a hermit told King John that he would be cast out of his kingdom before a certain day, and offered to forfeit his life should the prophecy prove false. When it did prove false the hermit was hanged with his son, who had nothing to do with his father’s folly. The people, the Holinshed authors note, ‘much blamed king John, for this extreame dealing’. Nonetheless, the Chronicles do not. In fact, it is uncertain whether this is another example of John’s cruelty, or rather of the superstition of the people taken in by a ‘pseudoprophet’ and a ‘false foreteller’ (1587: III, 180).

As this last example perhaps suggests, and as the Holinshed authors repeatedly remind us throughout this particular history, the sources are biased. ‘[T]he writers of that time in which [John] lived’, they complain, can hardly ‘afoord him a good word’, one reason being that he was ‘no great freend to the clergie’ (1587: III, 196). This makes it hard to read the political language that his opponents use, and we are encouraged to be questioning of it. We might suppose that ‘King John’ is another milestone in the history of Parliament. Rebellion led this king to sign Magna Carta, the charter ‘implying that the king was subject to the law … and that subjects owed him no unconditional obedience’.32 Yet, the Holinshed authors are also careful to recall and expose the political motives that brought this about. A new rebellion begins when ‘the people’ are ‘set on by diverse of the superiours of both sorts’ who are ‘greeved that the king kept not promise in restoring the ancient lawes of S. Edward’, overturned by William the Conqueror. The nobles assemble themselves at the Abbey of Bury where they not only ‘uttered their complaint of the kings tyrannicall maners’ but also ‘read an ancient charter’ made by Henry I, which granted certain of the old laws. However, as the authors make clear, the nobility attend ‘under colour of going thither to do their devotions to the bodie of S. Edmund which laie there inshrined’. As one marginalium notes, this is ‘A cloked pilgrimage’ (1587: III, 183). Moreover, they also expose the real cause of their complaint, ‘escuage’, and describe the barons’ reading of the charter as wilful and self-interested, ‘a sinister interpretation’ that ‘serve[d] their turnes’ (1587: III, 184).

The Holinshed authors work to make us see through the rhetoric of the barons leading this rebellion, principally the way in which they use the language of ancient liberty to serve personal interest and also adopt the cloak of religion. They are quietly scathing of the title they give to their army: ‘The armie of God and the holie church’. As the marginalium wryly puts it: ‘The barons give a plausible name to their armie.’ In fact, the barons in turn behave tyrannously, writing letters to ‘those lords which as yet had not joined with them in this confederacie, threatening that if they refused to aid them now in this necessitie, they would destroie their castels, manours, parkes, and other possessions, making open warre upon them as the enimies of God, and rebels to the church’ (1587: III, 185), and they join forces with the French who devastate the commonwealth. None of this, of course, is to let King John off the hook.

It is this awareness of conflicting interests and rhetorical contest that defines an ‘indifferent’ approach and the politics of the Chronicles. If we recall, Holinshed tells us in the preface to the English Chronicle that he has ‘collected’ his history ‘out of manie and sundrie authors’, and he notes that ‘contrarietie, negligence, and rashnesse, sometime is found in their reports’. ‘[I]n things doubtfull’, he explains, he has rather chosen ‘to shew the diversitie of their writings, than by over-ruling them … to frame them to agree to my liking: leaving it nevertheless to each mans iudgement, to controll them as he seeth cause’ (1587: III, sigs. ¶4r–v). However, in making this promise, Holinshed is not simply making available more documents for the reader to interpret coolly and calmly. On the contrary, he warns the reader to use their judgement to ‘control’—both to check (OED 2) and challenge (OED 3b)—documents ‘as he seeth cause’. Holinshed is not defending a side. Rather, the Chronicles require a reader who is critical and challenging, one who is alert to how arguments can be used. The asides in the text and margins are examples of such control.

The kind of reading I am describing is rhetorical in the sense that it is alert to how arguments are used but also because it relies on the skills of selection and ordering that are part of rhetorical training in the sixteenth century. These skills counter the bias and rhetorical interest of earlier historians. If this seems too far-fetched a claim to make, I want to turn, by way of conclusion, to the preface of one other contributor to this project, the herald and antiquarian, Francis Thynne, responsible for revising the History of Scotland (1587) and who compiled the ‘Annales’, taking the project up to the present.33

Thynne’s most original contribution to the 1587 Chronicles has been said to comprise ‘large lists of office holders’,34 but also important are the additions he made to the History of Scotland, and in particular the inclusion of contrary perspectives most notably in his treatment of Mary, Queen of Scots. Thynne drew on the histories of the reformer George Buchanan on the one hand, and her catholic sympathizer, John Lesley, on the other. For example, reflecting on her deposition, and after recording the reasons for this, mainly drawing on Buchanan, Thynne is quick to recall a verse that appears in Lesley which recognizes that she ‘used hir selfe to the good liking of all hir subjects’ in the first years of her reign (1587: II, Scot., 387–8).

In a lengthy preface to the ‘Annales’ that follows this history Thynne explains this method; this can help us to understand how important selection is to the politics of the Chronicles. He begins by complaining of the bias of historians who, either out of malice or flattery, ‘doo so glose things publiklie doone, as with a certeine witcherie of words, they like Circes transforme the things doone in publike shew to be of other shapes that they were indeed’. He is keen to impress on us his own impartiality, and he explains that he has chosen to dedicate his work to ‘the common reader’, not wanting to align himself with any aristocratic faction (1587: II, Scot., 405). Yet Thynne is not simply giving the reader more information. He is gathering, selecting, and adapting in the interests of providing an account that will inform debate by making visible partisanship:

that in all my former additions to the historie of Scotland, I have neither word for word, nor sentence for sentence, set downe the writings of [John] Lesleus or [George] Buchanan, but have chosen out the matter as I thought best and apt to my desire. After which sort I have likewise in this my continuation of the annales of that countrie, not set downe or delivered things to the world in that sort and stile as I have received intelligence thereof, but onelie culled foorth such matter as both the time wherein we live, the matter whereof I entreat, and the method required therefore, may well beare and chalenge. [1587: II, Scot., 406]

I would suggest that Thynne commends his own active, critical response to his sources as a model for the reading that he hopes this work will inspire, and that this is in keeping with the broad aspirations of many of the Holinshed authors.




CHAPTER 18

HOLINSHED AND THE CLASSICS

JUDITH MOSSMAN

The Romaines having ones got possession of the continent that faceth this Isle, coulde not rest (as it appeareth) till they had brought the same also under theyr subiection … They possessed it almoste five hundreth yeares, and longer might have done, if eyther their insufferable tiranny had not taken away from them the love of the people, aswell here as elswhere, either that their civill discorde aboute the chopping and chaunging of their Emperours, had not so weakened the forces of their Empire, that they were not able to defende the same against the impression of barbarous nations … [Chronicles 1577: I, sig. ¶4r]

There are three main forms of interaction with the ancient world to be found in the Chronicles as a whole. First, ancient authors are an important source of knowledge and authority. Of the 185 principal sources listed by Holinshed and glossed by Summerson only 29 (15.6 per cent) are ancient authors; but of the 328 additional sources mentioned in passing, 86 are pre-medieval (26.2 per cent).1 Secondly, the ancients play their part in the history of Britain, and help to shape it; the way ancient history is viewed is suggestive of the fears and conflicts, the priorities and judgements, of Holinshed’s own day. As in the opening quotation, Rome is both a Machiavellian tyrant threatening from the Continent, as contemporary Protestant thinking would also have it, and (to a lesser extent) a civilizing influence, a bulwark against the barbarians which eventually breaks.2 Thirdly, more intangibly, Holinshed’s approach to history recalls that of classical historians, many of his programmatic comments fitting clearly into the tradition begun by Herodotus and Thucydides.3 In what follows, space will dictate a focus on the first two areas. While there seems little doubt that the historiographical conventions of the Chronicles generally derive, directly or indirectly, from the great historians of antiquity, Holinshed could have moulded them in a more purely classical form had he chosen to do so. Camden, after all, actually wrote his Britannia in Latin and named it after the Roman province—despite the fact that he included Ireland in his title, and that Ireland was never part of the Roman Britannia.4 Although the Chronicles partly follow an annalistic pattern, they are not actually called Annales in the classical manner, unlike Camden’s Annales rerum Anglicarum, et Hibernicarum, regnante Elizabetha or Stow’s Annales of England.

I shall begin, then, with some examples of the uses of antiquity as a repository of knowledge and a device for validating arguments and narratives, before turning to the account given in the Chronicles of Britain and the Romans, especially the narrative of the revolt of Boudicca (Voadicia).

THE WISDOM OF THE ANCIENTS

There are few subjects on which some appeal to ancient knowledge cannot be made. Holinshed and his colleagues were learned men and used the full range of sources available to them, including some which had only recently come to light, such as Tacitus.5 The use of ancient authors to validate statements is constant throughout the work, though their testimony is sometimes called into question, especially in relation to the supreme verity of the Scriptures.6 Here I shall concentrate on aspects of the employment of ancient sources in the Description of Britain.7

The existence of giants is an important topic for Harrison (Chronicles 1587: I, Desc., 5). As others in this volume have discussed at length,8 his interest in it derives from the narrative of Geoffrey of Monmouth (de gestis Britonum I, 21) of the conquest of Albion by Brutus, in which giants are the only inhabitants and are duly conquered by the wandering Trojans, the ancestors of the Ancient British. The British are thus endowed with a noble classical pedigree, and indeed given the same origin as the Romans themselves, which can soften the blow of the Roman conquest and in some texts (though generally not the Description or the Chronicles) blur the gulf between Roman and Briton.9 Overall (though he is not consistent), Harrison’s account of the pre-Roman history of England attempts to reconcile its glorification by Geoffrey of Monmouth with the very different picture painted by the Roman sources (Caesar, Tacitus, Suetonius, and Dio Cassius), Bede, and Gildas.10 In this he is reacting against revisionist accounts such as Polydore Vergil’s, who, though he finds it rhetorically convenient to do so indirectly by quoting William of Newbury, persistently asserts the truth of the classical sources against Geoffrey’s account and delicately ridicules his giants and the whole tale of Trojan origin.11 Proving the possible existence of giants is therefore part of a larger rhetorical agenda for Harrison in which the weapons of classical scholarship must be deployed to counter the humanist attack on Geoffrey of Monmouth’s cherished medieval picture of prehistoric Britain.12

Harrison has an impressive array of evidence laid out in order against the rationalizing argument of Goropius that those called giants were really no more than tyrants:

First of all therfore, & to begin with the scriptures, the most sure & certeine ground of all knowledge … after the scriptures I will resort to the writings of our learned Divines, and finallie of the infidell and pagane authors, whereby nothing shall seeme to want that may confute Goropius, and all his cavillations. [1587: I, Desc., 9]

Most of the Christian authors section of the argument concerns the discovery of giant skeletons in various places and of various people, including classical figures such as Pallas the companion of Aeneas and Tulliola (‘Little Tullia’) the daughter of Cicero.13 The classical authors are not introduced with the same confidence as the Scriptures or the Christian authors (‘from whome nothing should be farther or more distant, than of set purpose to lie, and feed the world with fables’ (1587: I, Desc., 10)), but they are related at length and form an integral part of the strategy of the section:

Now it resteth furthermore that I set downe, what I have read therof in Pagane writers, who had alwaies great regard of their credit, and so ought all men that dedicate any thing unto posteritie, least in going about otherwise to reape renowme and praise, they doo procure unto themselves in the end nothing else but meere contempt and infamie. [1587: I, Desc., 11]

He groups the sources together by the nature of their testimony, opening with, in chronological order, Plutarch, Pausanias, and Philostratus on giant bodies (the topic of the previous section). Then tall warriors are collected from Livy, Pliny, and Josephus (also in chronological order). Then he returns to giant bodies, citing Pliny and the Byzantine medical writer Trallianus. Here the organization seems to be geographical, with examples of giant corpses from the centre of the classical world gradually giving way to examples from further afield, until he closes with remarks from Arrian, Suidas’ lexicon, and Herodotus on Asiatic giants: ‘What should I speak of Artaceas a capitaine in the host of Xerxes, afore remembred, whose heigth was within 4. fingers bredth of five cubits, & the tallest man in the armie except the king himselfe. Herod. Lib. 7.’14 Final examples from Trallianus and Pausanias follow before an extended closing praeteritio which mingles all sorts of evidence together on the topic of giant artefacts and feats of arms, including an example from Vergil’s Aeneid (12.896–902). Homer and Pliny are called as witnesses alongside Baruch and Esdras here, and the earlier distinction between scriptural and classical authority is elided. Finally, Harrison adopts the metaphorical description of scholarly argument between Goropius and Casanion (Jean Chassanion, whose work De gigantibus was published in 1580) as a classical conflict between giants:

Casanion of Mutterell hath alredie sufficientlie discoursed upon these examples in his De gigantibus, which as I gesse he hath written of set purpose against Goropius, who in his Gigantomachia, supposeth himselfe to have killed all the giants in the world, and like a new Iupiter Alterum carcasse Herculem, as the said Casanion dooth merilie charge and upbraid him. [1587: I, Desc., 11]

This example shows the pervasiveness of Harrison’s appropriation of the authority of the ancient world. Although it is advertised as less important than scriptural authority, it still keeps breaking out and invading other parts of the argument, as classical examples crop up in all sections of the discussion, including that which is meant to be devoted to scripture and the modern scholarly polemic at the conclusion. The very copiousness of the scholarly apparatus on show here, though it can seem chaotic, hammers home the message that the classical sources themselves leave the door open for the reader to believe in giants, and therefore in the descent of the Britons from the Trojans. In this context, classical knowledge constitutes the weaponry in a scholarly arms race. Harrison, at least in his 1587 edition, believes in being loaded for bear.

The following section on the early language of the Britons continues to play with the idea of the classical roots of Britishness. While Harrison rejects the idea that the Celts and the British spoke an early, pre-Homeric form of Greek, he is attracted by the possibility that the ancient British tongue resembled Greek:

Yet I denie not but that the Celtish and British speaches might have great affinitie one with another, and the British above all other with the Greeke, for both doo appéere by certeine words, as first in tri for three, march for an horse, & trimarchia, whereof Pausanias speaketh, for both.15 Atheneus also writeth of Bathanasius a capitaine of the Galles, whose name is méere British, compounded of Bath & Ynad, & signifieth a noble or comelie judge. [1587: I, Desc., 12]

He cites Tacitus’ Agricola 11 as a clinching piece of evidence for this (Tacitus in fact only says that the British language is like Gaulish, not that it is like Greek), and then Appian and Plutarch as evidence for the identity of the British as the Cimbri. Mapping the ancient British onto the Cimbri allows them to be figured as people who were not only conquered by the Romans, but also conquered them in their turn:16

it must needs be that the Galles which invaded Italie and Greece were meere Britons, of whose likenes of speech with the Gréeke toong I need not make anie triall, sith no man (I hope) will readilie denie it. Appianus talking of the Brenni calleth them Cymbres, and by this I gather also that the Celts and the Britons were indifferentlie called Cymbri in their owne language, or else that the Britons were the right Cymbri, who unto this daie doo not refuse to be called by that name. [1587: I, Desc., 12]

So the British have links with Trojans, Greeks, and Cimbri all at once.17 The incoherence of this hardly matters; by these multifarious strands of argument Britain is metaphorically located, not on the edge of the classical world, as the ancient perception placed it, but far nearer the centre. Tacitus’ dismissive remark about British origins at Agricola 11 (‘As to what human beings initially inhabited Britain, whether native-born or immigrants, little has been established, as is usually the case with barbarians.’)18 has been answered with many different and complex responses.

In the topographical sections of the Description the use of ancient sources seems similarly to put Britain on the ancient map, just as the religious chapters assert the antiquity of its theological sophistication. So at 1587: I, Desc., 29–30 Harrison links himself directly to his lost classical predecessors, the author of a work de insulis Britanniae mentioned by Caesar (perhaps an extrapolation from Comm. 5.130), and the account of Demetrius mentioned in Plutarch’s On the Obsolescence of Oracles (419e–f). His major source may be Leland, but the ancients are looking over his shoulder. Wherever he can, Harrison links the topography of Britain to ancient writers: ‘Hereupon also the Thanet abutteth, which Ptolomie calleth Toliapis, other Athanatos, bicause serpents are supposed not to live in the same … The Saverne which Ptolomie calleth Sabriana, Tacitus Sabrina, divideth England … The Dee or Deva (as Ptolomie calleth it) is a noble river’ (1587: I, Desc., 30, 68, 82). A particularly elaborate instance of this occurs at 1587: I, Desc., 51. King Alfred divides the Lee into channels to foil Danish raiders, who return to find the river no longer navigable:

wherefore being set on ground, they were soone fired, & the adversaries overcome. By this policie also much medow ground was woone, & made firme land, whereby the countrie about was not a little inriched, as was also a part of Assyria by the like practise of Cyrus with the Ganges, at such time as he came against Babylon, which river before time was in maner equall with Euphrates. For he was so offended, that one of his knights whom he loved déerlie, was drowned and borne awaie with the water in his passage over the same, that he sware a deepe oth yer long to make it so shallow that it should not wet a woman to the knées. Which came to passe, for he caused all his armie to dig 46 new draines from the same, wherby the vow that he had made was at the full performed. Senec. de Tra. li. 3.19

Alfred’s motives are worthier than Cyrus’—he acts for the protection of his people, Cyrus out of anger—and there seems to be an implicit contrast between the Christian English king and the pagan Persian in Alfred’s favour. But the overall effect is to link Britain with the Babylonian city. Both are on the same map.

Harrison’s desire to assert Britain’s position on the classical map of the world exists in tension with his desire to proclaim her independent history and unique nature. Cartography can be a means of controlling alien space conceptually as well as practically; the circumnavigation, mapping and description of Britain in the Roman sources (especially in Tacitus’ Agricola) is certainly a colonial strategy within the text as well as outside it; Harrison seeks to transform that Tacitean use of geography as control into a more Britannocentric claim to be included as a necessary and integral part of the classical world.20 In other passages, Britain excels famous parts of the ancient world in the fineness of its products: if only Jason had known about English wool, ‘he would never have gone to Colchis to looke for anie there’ (1587: I, Desc., 220). Britain produces such fine dogs that ‘if Polycrates of Samia (Samos) were now alive, he would not send to Epyro (Epirus) for such merchandize: but to his further cost provide them out of Britaine, as an ornament to his countrie’ (1587: I, Desc., 226).21

At the same time, the Description tacitly acknowledges that it employs similar methods to focus on Britain as those used by classical writers to describe a Britain displaced from the centre. Harrison’s constant reference to classical authors is one example of this: mention in a classical source grants a place or a river importance and dignity.22 Another is the tension the Description displays between the narratorial stances of outsider and insider.23 So, on the one hand, references to ‘this Iland’, ‘our Iland’, and so on, are frequent throughout; and yet the type of information recorded is very much what one might expect from an ethnographic work about a foreign country. A very Herodotean tone is set at times. Compare the following extracts from Herodotus, Mandeville, and Harrison:

[1] The Massagets are very like the Scythians both in lyving and attyre. There maner is to fighte both on foote and horse backe, in both kindes exceeding valiaunt. There weapons which they use are Arrowes, Speares, & short Daggers after the maner, and custome of the countrey … Moreover their maners are these. Every one marieth a wyfe, which notwithstanding is common and indifferente to all.24

[2] And in an other yle are men that have platte faces without nose and without eyen but they have two smale rounde holes in stede of eyen and they have a platte mouth without lyppes. And in an other yle are men also that have theyr faces all platte without eyen or mouth and without nose but they have theyr eyen and theyr mouth behynde on theyr shulders. And in an other yle are foule men that have the lyppe above the mouth so grete that whan they slepe in the sonne they cover all theyr face with the lyppe … Many other maner of folke is in this yles therabout of whom it were to longe to telle all.25

[3] Such as are bred in this Iland are men for the most part of a good complexion, tall of stature, strong in bodie, white of colour, and thereto of great boldnesse and courage in the warres. As for their generall comelinesse of person, the testimonie of Gregorie the great, at such time as he saw English capteins sold at Rome, shall easilie confirme what it is, which yet dooth differ in sundrie shires and soiles, as also their proportion of members, as we may perceive betwéene Herefordshire and Essex men, or Cambridge shire and the Londoners for the one, and Pokington and Sedberrie for the other; these latter being distinguished by their noses and heads, which commonlie are greater there than in other places of the land … Leland noting somewhat of the constitution of our bodies, saith these words grounding (I thinke upon Aristotle, who writeth that such as dwell neere the north, are of more courage and strength of bodie than skilfulnesse or wisdome.) The Britons are white in colour, strong of bodie, and full of bloud, as people inhabiting neere the north … Thus saith he. Howbeit, as those which are bred in sundrie places of the maine, doo come behind us in constitution of bodie, so I grant, that in pregnancie of wit, nimblenesse of limmes, and politike inventions, they generallie exceed us: notwithstanding that otherwise these gifts of theirs doo often degenerate into méere subtiltie, instabilitie, unfaithfulnesse, & crueltie. [1587: I, Desc., 114]

If anything Harrison is closer to Herodotus here than he is to Mandeville, whose variations on the theme of the human form contrast with Herodotus’ disbelief in the one-eyed Arimaspians at 3.116. Both Herodotus and Mandeville position themselves as observers and outsiders in the description of the strange people on the edge of their respective worlds: they record the wonder of the Other.26 Harrison, on the other hand, uses the discourse of describing the Other to describe the Self. The physical description of the British is obviously flattering; but the use of the third person gives a scientifically distanced air to what is said and a deceptive veneer of impartiality.27 The difference detected in the physical types of different shires suggests even more the conscientious ethnographer. In citing Leland citing Aristotle on the connection between the nature of the people and the physical geography of their country,28 it adds to its air of aloof scholarship, only to puncture it at the last. The mask of detachment drops as Leland’s ‘the Britons’ becomes ‘us’ in Harrison’s comment.

THE ROMANS IN BRITAIN: BOUDICCA

From the preface onwards, the Roman conquest of Britain is not generally viewed positively in the Chronicles (contrast Camden’s ‘Hoc Romanorum iugum quamvis grave, tamen salutare fuit’).29 Holinshed’s account of the initial raid juxtaposes Caesar’s narrative with ‘our historiographers’ (1587: I, Hist. 24—in both editions the counterpoint of the British history is supported by Scottish sources and a line from Lucan) and interweaves it with accounts of proud British resistance. The same pattern is followed in the account of Caesar’s return: the pattern of the Caesarian narrative is altered only to omit the ethnographic material in de bello Gallico 5.12–14 and to enhance British bravery. But after the Caesarian narrative, Holinshed carefully allows ‘our histories’ (1577: I, Hist.Eng., 43) to continue the story, so that the closing impression is not one of straightforward Roman victory.30 The final authorial comment is suggestive: ‘sith other of the Romain Emperors did most earnestly travaile to bring the Britons under their subjection (whiche were ever redy to rebell so many sundry tymes) Cesar might seme rather to have shewed Britain to the Romans, th[a]n to have delivered unto them the possession of the same’ (1577: I, Hist.Eng., 44). The text, like the Britons, resists the conquest even as it nods in the direction of classical authority.31

More elaborate is Holinshed’s use of the classical sources for the revolt of Boudicca (1577: I, Hist.Eng., 60–5), or Voadicia, as Holinshed calls her, the same name as that used by Hector Boece. But Holinshed’s account is entirely different from Boece’s, and much closer to the classical writers’.32 Here he combines two sources (Tacitus, Annals 14.29 and the epitome of Dio Cassius 62). His own emphases and additions are suggestive.33 He takes the omens recounted by Dio (62.1) and alters their effect, so that instead of warning the Romans of catastrophe as in Dio, they ‘pricked the Britains the rather forwarde’. He adds an omen to Dio’s list from a later point in Tacitus’ account (14.32): ‘For the Image of the Goddesse Victoria in the temple at Camelodunum, slipping downe, turned hir backe (as who should say) shee gave place (as vanquished) to the enimyes.’ Both the location of the omen and the mention of the goddess of victory point forward to Voadicia’s appeals to the British goddess of victory and to her greatest triumph. In the interests of directing the omens towards the British rather than towards the Romans, Holinshed suppresses Dio’s detail that the magical voices issuing from the senate house (or ‘the Hall where the Courtes of Justice were kept’) were partly in the barbarian tongue (this is again more like Tacitus, 14.32). He omits Dio’s and Tacitus’ houses under the water in the Thames, since that sounds more like a bad omen from the British point of view, and instead adds to Dio’s blood-red English Channel Tacitus’ shapes of corpses in the sand. The last sentence develops the theme of gender transgression and conflict in the classical sources, conflating two sentences from Tacitus: ‘Women also, as ravished of theyr wittes, and beeing as it were in a furye, prophecied that destruction was at hande, so that Brytaynes were put greatlie in hope, and the Romaines in feare’ (1577: I, Hist.Eng., 61; Tacitus, 14.32.2–3).

The effect of blending the two classical accounts is to focus the narrative more clearly on the British: the Romans are very definitely the villains, not the victims as in Dio and, to a lesser extent, Tacitus. Holinshed follows Dio rather than Tacitus in making Voadicia the leader of the revolt rather than an ancillary cause, and therefore in giving Voadicia an impressive speech rousing the Britons to action (he even mentions Dio’s version of her name, Buduica, at 61 and 63). But, interestingly, he suggests some discomfort with Dio’s picture of the British as barbaric and therefore liable to be led by women (the link between barbarism and female leadership goes back at least to Herodotus in ancient historiography). It was thanks to Voadicia’s ardent hatred of the Romans that ‘they chose hir to be Captayne (for they in rule and government made no difference then of sexe, whether they committed the [same] to man or woman)’ (an echo of Tacitus, Agricola 16.1). Contrast Dio’s more condescending description: ‘a Briton woman of the royal family and possessed of greater intelligence than often belongs to women’ (Dio 62.2).34

Holinshed’s more favourable portrayal persists in his description of her before she begins to speak. Dio’s description makes Buduica speak from ‘a tribunal which had been constructed of earth in the Roman fashion’. Her physical presence is frightening: ‘In stature she was very tall, in appearance most terrifying, in the glance of her eye most fierce, and her voice was harsh’; she speaks holding a spear ‘to aid her in terrifying all beholders’ (62.2).

Here is Holinshed (1577: I, Hist.Eng., 61):

She therefore to encourage hir people agaynst the enimyes, mounted up into an high place raysed up of turfe & soddes made for the [nonce], out of the which she made a long & verie pithie Oration. Hir mightie tall personage, comely shape, severe countenance, and sharpe voyce, with hir long and yealow tresses of heare reaching downe to hir thighes, hir brave and gorgeous apparell also caused the people to have hir [in] great renounce. She ware a Chaine of golde, greate and verye massie, and was clad in a lose kyrtle of sundrie colours, and aloft thereuppon she had a thicke Irish mantell: hereto in [hir] hand (as hir custome was) she bare a speare, to shew hirselfe the more dreadfull. Hir wordes therefore set forth with such a Majestie of presence, greatly encouraged the Brytaynes, she uttering the same in maner as followeth.35

Voadicia has been dissociated from the Romans: the tribunal is made for the occasion, not in imitation of a Roman general; her shape is comely rather than terrifying; the effect of her costume is to ennoble her in the eyes of her audience, rather than to frighten them (and the reader) as in Dio.

The speech itself continues the more sympathetic portrait of Voadicia.36 It is in fact rather less pithy than Dio’s, though it follows it very closely for most of its length. In more than one place Holinshed seems to have mistranslated—or deliberately altered—Dio, most significantly in his version of Dio 62.5:

Have no fear whatever of the Romans; for they are superior to us neither in numbers nor in bravery. And here is the proof: they have protected themselves with helmets and breastplates and greaves and yet further provided themselves with palisades and walls and trenches to make sure of suffering no harm by an incursion of their enemies. For they are influenced by their fears when they adopt this kind of fighting in preference to the plan we follow of rough and ready action. Indeed, we enjoy such a surplus of bravery, that we regard our tents as safer than their walls and our shields as affording greater protection than their whole suits of mail.

Compare Holinshed’s version:

If you consider the number of your enimies, it is not greater than yours: if you regarde their strength, they are no stronger than you: and all this doth easily appeare by the Bassinets, Habergeans, and Greaves that you bee armed withall, and also by the walles, ditches, and trenches that you have made for your owne defence, to keepe off their excursions, who rather and for verie feare to fight farre off them, to cope with us at hande strokes, as our custome of the warres and Martiall discipline doeth require. [1577: I, Hist.Eng., 62]

It is now the British who are wearing the armour and wielding technology to their advantage, rather than, as in Dio, the effete Romans.37 This change makes Voadicia’s second point, that the British are less dependent on their creature comforts than the Romans, follow on less smoothly than it does in Dio. However, the cumulative effect of the arguments in Holinshed is to make the British seem more rounded: sophisticated yet tough, rather than the noble savages of Dio. This urge is consistent with the drive seen elsewhere in the Chronicles to magnify and polish the reputation of the ancient British, a tendency which can also be observed in other sixteenth-century historiographers, as pride in nationhood develops.38

In the final section of Voadicia’s speech there are further signs of manipulation of the classical model, and also indications that Holinshed has slightly bowdlerized his source. Dio is here exploring the transgressiveness not only of the barbarian queen but also of the highly problematic Roman emperor using gender stereotyping (62.6):

I thank thee, Andraste, and call upon thee as woman speaking to woman; for I rule over no burden-bearing Egyptians as did Nitocris, nor over trafficking Assyrians as did Semiramis …, much less over the Romans themselves as did Messalina once and afterwards Agrippina and now Nero (who, though in name a man, is in fact a woman, as is proved by his singing, lyre-playing and beautification of his person); no, those over whom I rule are Britons, men that know not how to till the soil or ply a trade, but are thoroughly versed in the art of war and hold all things in common, even children and wives, so that the latter possess the same valour as the men. As the queen, then, of such men and of such women, I supplicate and pray thee for victory, preservation of life, and liberty against men insolent, unjust, insatiable, impious,—if, indeed, we ought to term those people men who bathe in warm water, eat artificial dainties, drink unmixed wine, anoint themselves with myrrh, sleep on soft couches with boys for bedfellows,—boys past their prime at that,—and are slaves to a lyre-player and a poor one too. Wherefore may this Mistress Domitia-Nero reign no longer over me or over you men; let the wench sing and lord it over Romans, for they surely deserve to be the slaves of such a woman after having submitted to her so long. But for us, Mistress, be thou alone ever our leader.

In Dio’s text Buduica stresses her own gender and uses it to forge a link between herself and the native goddess of victory;39 her rhetoric feminizes the Romans by feminizing their rulers, especially Claudius (Messalina and Agrippina were his queens consort, but Buduica implies they were queens regnant). The Romans are thus unnaturally, transgressively, feminized, while the British queen and the British goddess are true women and true rulers. In the Chronicles, much of this rhetoric is taken over intact, but not all; the goddess, rather than Voadicia herself, becomes the subject of the sentence and the epitome of the female principle (‘thou woman of women’), which stresses Voadicia’s piety towards the goddess; and Holinshed expands Dio’s statement that the women possess the same valour as the men in a manner which suits the context of a pre-battle speech by a warrior queen: ‘whereby the women have the like audacitie with the men, and no lesse boldnesse in the warres than they’ (1577: I, Hist.Eng., 63). This compensates for his omission of Dio’s particular mention of the British women among Buduica’s subjects in the next sentence.40 Unmixed wine becomes ‘hote Wines’, and the Romans’ pederastic and homosexual activities are decently blurred into ‘so unkindely [lusts]’. This reads as a reference to the rape of Voadicia’s daughters rather than a more general comment on Roman morality, and thus stresses her revenge motive for the brutality which follows in the next chapter. Nor does Nero feature again at the end of the sentence, perhaps in an avoidance of repetition; instead Holinshed substitutes the more general ‘altogither given to courtousnesse, and crueltie, as theyr dooings doe declare’.41 Again, the British grievances against the Romans are recalled instead. In the next sentence the effect of Holinshed’s alteration is particularly interesting. ‘Mistress Domitia Nero’ becomes ‘the Neronian or Domitian tyrannie’. The feminized Nero gives way to a protest at Roman injustice,42 and perhaps also looks forward to the emperor Domitian whose general Agricola will finally subdue the whole island. Holinshed also expands the final appeal to the goddess to give a more sonorous ending. In Voadicia’s prayer the Romans are to serve the British goddess as the British do. The final peroration almost resembles a Christian prayer to the Virgin, especially in the 1587 edition: ‘that thou wilt still be our helper onlie, our defender, our favourer, and our furtherer, O noble ladie, I hartilie beseech thee’ (1587: I, Hist. 44). The overall effect is less of barbarian scorn for an effete oppressor, as in the source, and more of a clarion call to British liberty.

In general, then, Holinshed remains very close to his original sources, but modifies them in small ways to slant the narrative to a more British perspective. This continues in the narrative of Voadicia’s campaign, where he changes his main source from Dio to Tacitus (Annals 14.32.3).43 Holinshed records: ‘The Citie was not compassed with any rampire or ditch for defence, such as happely were privie to the conspiracie, having put into the heads of the Romains, that no fortification [was] needed’ (1577: I, Hist.Eng., 63). Even taking ‘happely’ as ‘by chance’ rather than ‘fortunately’ (though both senses are possible), this is a different emphasis from Tacitus, for whom those advising against a wall and ditch are simply ‘secretly party to the rebellion’. In Holinshed, luck is on the British side. In Tacitus, the temple at Camulodunum is besieged for two days and then simply ‘taken by storm’. There is a relish in Holinshed’s addition ‘and they that were founde within it, slaine every mothers sonne’. Holinshed certainly reproduces Tacitus’ admiration of Suetonius’ ‘marveylous constancie’, and Dio’s splendidly gory account of the atrocities committed by the British, preserving Dio’s concentration on Buduica/Voadicia’s violence towards the women colonists.44 But he omits a significant detail from Tacitus’ Annals (14.33.6): ‘(the British) brought on speedily the carnage, gibbets, fires, crosses, convinced that they were destined to suffer retribution and snatching their vengeance in the meantime’. The rebellion cannot, will not, last and British revenge is not only being taken for what has happened, but for what will happen. The inevitability of British defeat is absent from Holinshed: ‘For there was nothing wyth the Brytaynes, but slaughter, fire, gallowes and such like, so earnestly were they set on revenge’ (1577: I, Hist.Eng., 64). The account of the end of the revolt follows Tacitus more closely, but extra stress is laid on British courage (‘The fight in the beginning was verie sharpe and cruell but in the ende the Brytaynes being a let one to another (by reason of the narrownesse of the place) were not able to sustain the violent force of the Romaines theyr enimies, so that they were constrayned to give backe, and so being disordred, were put to flight, and utterly discomfited’ (1577: I, Hist.Eng., 65)). Tacitus’ focus is all on the Romans at this point. Voadicia’s death is also presented in a light which stresses her indomitable spirit, and that of the British, by contrasting alternative versions found in Dio and Tacitus:

Those that escaped, would have foughten a newe battail, but in the meane time Voadicia, or Bonuica deceased of a natural infirmitie, as Dion Cassius wryteth (62.12.6), but other say, that shee poysoned hirselfe, and so dyed, bycause she would not come into the handes of hir enimies. [1577: I, Hist.Eng., 65]

The extent and nature of the treatment of the Boudiccan revolt is remarkable. It is told in much greater detail, and from a much more British point of view, than the following account of Agricola’s campaigns, also based on Tacitus (1577: I, Hist.Eng., 68–73). The most striking point of comparison is that in Agricola’s confrontation with Gald (Galgacus in Tacitus), the famous and impressive Tacitean pre-battle speeches have no counterpart in the Chronicles. Holinshed promises a fuller treatment in the Scottish Chronicle (1577: I, Hist.Eng., 73), but none materializes. Gald’s oration there, like Voadicia’s, is ‘long and pithie’ (1577: I, Hist.Scot., 54), but it is related in indirect speech and there is no equivalent of the famous remark of the Tacitean Galgacus that ‘to take away by maine force, to kill and to spoile, falsely they terme Empire and government: when all is waste as a wildernesse, that they call peace’.45 In Holinshed, then, Voadicia is the one really vocal champion of British liberty against the Romans, dwarfing both Caractacus and Galgacus. This is a striking example of the growing interest in the figure of Boudicca at this time.46 Holinshed’s treatment is the more remarkable because, rather than taking the name of a historical character and weaving an ingenious story about her as Hector Boece did, Holinshed reframes his classical sources in small ways to open up a different perspective on the events they relate. In this way he combines a humanist reliance on classical knowledge with his urge to insert a British voice and identity into the Roman accounts of their conquest of Britain.

For both Holinshed and Harrison, classical sources might shape their habits of mind; but an important way in which they did so was in prompting a reaction to classical texts which marginalized and barbarized Britain. Ancient though these texts were, they spoke clearly to Holinshed and his contemporaries, and prompted these Britons, remote in time as well as (as the Romans thought) space, to write back to the classical centre. At a time when both politics and religion demanded British self-definition against Continental European powers and the Church of Rome, it was natural, even imperative, to carve out an ancient national identity which appropriated the authority of classical authors without acquiescing in their dismissive verdict on ‘Britan Isle, cut of from the wide world’.47




CHAPTER 19

SHOWS AND PAGEANTS

ELIZABETH GOLDRING AND
JAYNE ELISABETH ARCHER

THE contributors to Holinshed’s Chronicles made shows and pageants—encompassing jousts, masques, devices, verses, dramatic works, and orations—an integral part of their record of British history. The Chronicles invite their readers to embrace the richness and diversity of pageantry: in them we find accounts of royal coronations, accession day tilts, processions to mark the opening and closing of Parliament, marriage feasts and jousts, entertainments for foreign dignitaries and their investitures as Knights of the Order of the Garter, festivities in honour of English ambassadors by hosts in Continental Europe, royal progresses, and mayoral feasts and processions in London. As this brief survey suggests, the terms ‘pageants’ and ‘shows’ encompass many and varied forms of activity—literary, dramatic, religious, social, and political. Not surprisingly, the Chronicles, with their eclectic range of texts and textual detail, have had a profound influence on scholarship in this important aspect of English history. This is particularly true of research into the late medieval and Tudor periods, for which the Chronicles’ coverage of pageantry is most extensive.1 However, the nature and extent of that influence has received surprisingly little sustained attention. One notable exception is Reading Holinshed’s Chronicles, in which Annabel Patterson remarks that the ‘Continuation’ (covering the years 1577–87) has a ‘disproportionate emphasis on ceremonial occasions’ and thus argues that the contributors to the 1587 edition structured it ‘as a tragedy of church and state, beneath a canopy of idealizing speeches and iconography’.2

It is beyond the scope of the present chapter to provide detailed analyses of all the pageants and pageant texts in the 1577 and 1587 editions of the Chronicles. But with Patterson’s argument in mind, this chapter re-evaluates the treatment and function of selected pageant texts in the Elizabethan portion of the Chronicles, whilst also offering an assessment of the volumes as sources for this rather nebulous genre. A focus on Elizabethan pageantry enables not simply reflection on Patterson’s thesis, but also consideration of the full range of shows and ceremonies, both royal and civic, featured in the Chronicles. Furthermore, it invites us to consider the ways in which the contributors’ depiction of pageantry in the past was influenced by the example set by their own monarch.

The first part of this chapter provides an overview of the presentation of shows and pageants in the 1577 and 1587 Chronicles, focusing on the Elizabethan period. This overview is informed by a discussion of the forms of ceremony and ritual showcased in the Chronicles, for pageants and shows, perhaps more than any other forms of cultural production, are described using an eclectic vocabulary. The first part thus establishes an informed basis—sensitive to history, genre, and context—from which the more in-depth analyses of the second part can develop. The second part of the chapter presents a series of case studies, each examining the presentation in the ‘Continuation’ of specific shows and pageants of the Elizabethan era: the contributors’ treatment of their sources, together with evidence of editorial omissions—intentional, enforced, and accidental—and bias are considered, as are (where relevant) castrations and alterations made in response to the Privy Council’s order that the second edition be recalled and reformed. Finally, some conclusions about the Chronicles as sources for studies of Elizabethan pageantry are offered.

SHOWS AND PAGEANTS IN THE TWO EDITIONS: AN OVERVIEW

William Harrison, writing of Queen Elizabeth in his Historicall Description of the Iland of Britaine, remarked that ‘everie noblemans house is hir palace’ (Chronicles 1587: I, Desc., 196). In making this claim, Harrison, as Mary Hill Cole has remarked, was ‘only slightly exaggerating’.3 It is perhaps the emphasis that the queen herself placed on pageantry that prompted the contributors to the Chronicles to seek out and document examples of entertainments, shows, and festivities not just in Elizabeth’s time, but in the reigns of other English monarchs. In the volumes we find, for example, an account of events surrounding the coronation of Henry IV in October 1399, including details of the claims and appointment of noblemen to their ‘offices at the coronation’, for which the cited source is ‘Record Turris’ (i.e. Records of the Tower of London) (1587: III, 509–11). Emphasis is also given to the role played by the citizens of London in solemnizing and celebrating the coronation, both as servers—the Lord Mayor entering the king’s chamber to bring him ‘a cup of gold with wine’ (1587: III, 510)—and fellow diners. Elsewhere in the Chronicles, including the early years of Henry VIII’s reign,4 accounts of royal pageants and shows such as the Christmas and Shrovetide tilts, jousts, and disguisings of 1509–10 (1587: III, 805) and the Field of Cloth of Gold in June 1520 (1587: III, 858–61), are drawn from Edward Hall’s The Union of the Two Noble and Illustrate Famelies of Lancastre & Yorke. Indeed, in Holinshed’s account of celebrations on the occasion of the Emperor Charles V’s visit to London, 6–8 June 1522, readers are twice referred to Hall for further details of these events (1587: III, 573).5

The festivities which accompanied the coronation of Queen Anne in 1533—again based on Hall—are also described at length (1587: III, 930–4). Immediately following the protracted and complex account of Henry’s divorce, the celebrations come as something of a relief to readers, and, as those celebrations segue into the christening of Princess Elizabeth, it is as if it is Elizabeth’s own sovereignty that is being anticipated. Anne’s coronation is shown to be appropriate and deserved: marginal notes invite the reader to reflect on Anne’s ‘verie sumptuous and roiall’ attire and ‘The comelie order & araie kept on the coronation daie of everie attendant in his degree’ (1587: III, 931, 933). This is in marked contrast to the description of the shows and celebrations surrounding the marriage of Queen Mary and Prince Philip in July 1554 (1587: III, 1118–21). As Freeman and Monta observe in Chapter 13 (above), Fleming introduced into the description of these celebrations John Foxe’s denunciation of the ‘papist’ manner and tone of such ‘gauds and pageants’ (1587: III, 1121).6 It is perhaps unsurprising, even inevitable, that the contributors to the Chronicles interpreted the royal shows of the past in the light of both their own political and religious biases and the sustained use of pageantry by their own queen.

The various elements typically found in a pageant—travel, movement, or procession; visual spectacle; ritual; and popular display—became, for Henry VIII and in particular for his daughter, Queen Elizabeth, a key part of their understanding of and performances of sovereignty.7 The contributors to the 1577 and 1587 editions of the Chronicles were alert to Elizabeth’s progresses as opportunities for pageantry, but the volumes do not mark Elizabeth’s habit of undertaking summer progresses on a yearly basis in the way that John Strype does in his Annals of the Reformation (1709–31), or even as Edmund Howes usually does in his continuation of John Stow’s Annales (1615).8 So, for example, the deputation that welcomed the queen on her return to London on 12 November 1584 ‘after hir progresses’, is given in some detail and is described, in a marginal note, as evidence of ‘The love of Londoners to the queenes majestie’ (1587: III, 1377). But the extent of and the itinerary for that particular progress—which, in 1584, took in stops in Surrey, Berkshire, and Hampshire—are not detailed.9

Indeed, the Chronicles are largely silent on the subject of Elizabeth’s progresses, along with the many examples of entertainments and pageantry they provided. The celebrated 1575 Kenilworth festivities are not mentioned in either edition, in spite of the fact that the compilers of the Chronicles would have had ample source material upon which to draw, including three published accounts.10 In fact, only three of Elizabeth’s progress visits are described in any detail: that to Cambridge (1564), summarized in a few sentences in the 1577 edition, but fleshed out considerably in the ‘Continuation’, chiefly by the inclusion of the previously unpublished text of the queen’s ‘notable oration in Latine’ (1587: III, 1206); that to Oxford (1566), described in a couple of brief paragraphs in both editions; and that to East Anglia (1578), to which the ‘Continuation’ devotes fourteen folio leaves. This last, which constitutes the Chronicles’ most detailed account of any of Elizabeth’s progresses, is based on two printed pageant texts—Bernard Garter’s The Joyfull Receyving of the Queenes Most Excellent Majestie into hir Highnesse Citie of Norwich (1578) and Thomas Churchyard’s A Discourse of The Queenes Maiesties Entertainement in Suffolk and Norffolk (1578)—both of which were edited by Abraham Fleming. Yet even in the case of the 1578 progress, the Chronicles are as noteworthy to modern eyes for what they omit as for what they include: there is, for example, no mention of Sir Philip Sidney’s ‘Lady of May’, performed at Wanstead at the outset of that summer’s progress and widely viewed today as ‘literarily the most distinguished of the Elizabethan entertainments’.11

If the festivities occasioned by Elizabeth’s progresses are not afforded systematic coverage in the Chronicles, what types of pageantry are featured? Ceremonies and shows in honour of foreign dignitaries are numerous, though the descriptions are, more often than not, formulaic and apolitical. Although the accounts seem at first glance to be quite detailed, the emphasis is on the performance of ritual in a manner appropriate to the status of the guest and those who receive him or her. Thus the account of the ‘interteinement’ of Albertus Alasco at Oxford in June 1583 tells of the Polish nobleman’s procession through the city, lists the gifts exchanged, and recalls that plays and entertainments were performed in his honour (1587: III, 1353). Alasco’s political objectives, however, go unmentioned. Similarly, accounts of Englishmen sent abroad on embassies are rich in detail of routes taken, persons greeted, and festivities given, but reveal little about the avowed purpose of these missions. Thus the description of Sir Thomas Sackville’s 1571 embassy to Charles IX is a model of propriety and respect for degree—‘his receiving and interteinement’ is ‘agreeable’; Sackville’s attendant is ‘verie well mounted and appointed’—but the substance of the visit, namely negotiations for the marriage of Queen Elizabeth and the future Henri III, is summarised ‘as … other waightie affaires’ (1587: III, 1224–5).

The most frequent references to pageantry in the Elizabethan portions of both the 1577 and 1587 Chronicles are records of tilts, jousts, and festivities, mostly held in and around Westminster in honour of occasions such as the opening and closing of Parliament, St George’s Day, the queen’s Accession Day, and visits by foreign dignitaries. The descriptions are often short and seemingly perfunctory. Unlike, say, The Quenes Majesties Passage (1559), which forms the basis for the account of Elizabeth’s pre-Coronation procession in the 1577 and 1587 editions, or the aforementioned works by Garter and Churchyard, the accounts of chivalric display found in the Chronicles are, in the main, records of pageants rather than pageant texts.12 The description of ‘Justs at Westminster at the tilt, tourney and barriers’ (also known as ‘The challenge of the four knights errant’), held at Westminster on 1–3 May 1571, is typical:

The first, the second, and third of Maie was holden at Westminster before the queenes majestie a solemne just at the tilt, tourneie and barriers. The chalengers were Edward earle of Oxford, Charles Howard, sir Henrie Lee, and Christopher Hatton esquier, who all did verie valiantlie; but the chiefe honour was given to the earle of Oxford. [Chronicles 1577: II, 1858]

In this description there is no sense of the visual spectacle, rhetorical flair, and political rivalries that would have animated the tiltyard and which we find in tournament texts such as Philip Howard’s Callophisus (1581) or George Peele’s Polyhymnia (1590).13 Nevertheless, to the compilers of the Chronicles, it was clearly important to note that this particular tilt took place, that certain noblemen participated as combatants, and that all ‘dyd very valiantly’ in a ceremony performed in a ‘solemne’ (i.e. appropriate, respectful) manner. The importance of this type of event is demonstrated by the fact that similar records appear with slight variations throughout the Elizabethan portions of both editions of the Chronicles. Indeed, the compilers are also careful to note when planned events did not go ahead or if they did so with slight changes in procedure. So, for example, the queen’s decision to postpone jousts originally scheduled for 15 January 1581 is noted, including the fact that they finally went ahead on 22 January, when ‘manie staves were valiantlie broken’ (1587: III, 1225). Equally, although the pageants devised each year in honour of the incoming Lord Mayor of London are not reproduced in either the 1577 or 1587 Chronicles, any disruption to the ceremonial is noted—as, for example, in the narrative of 1563, when the queen decreed that ‘the new maior elected shuld keepe no feast at the Guildhall’ for fear of spreading the plague (1587: III, 1206).

The 1577 Chronicles illustrate the account of the 1571 joust with a woodcut (Figure 19.1). Elsewhere in the 1577 edition, the same woodcut is used to illustrate other royal jousts: for example, the ‘costly justes’ held in June 1518 in honour of ‘divers Ambassadors from foraine parts’ (1577: II, 1503). The reuse of this woodcut invites the reader to place the two jousts in dialogue with one another, in a manner similar to the method of active reading and reflection described by Matthew Woodcock in his analysis of narrative strategies in the Chronicles.14 Although economic necessity may have been a factor, the reuse of the woodcuts, as Knapp argues in Chapter 7 (above), was not simply about cutting costs: instead, in this particular instance, readers are invited to identify areas of comparison and contrast between 1518 and 1571, and also to perceive the royal joust as an ongoing ritual that transcends the reign of any individual monarch.15 Consequently, the decision to omit illustrations from the 1587 edition of the Chronicles, whilst also increasing the number of lengthy pageant texts, marks a gradual shift from pageantry as the iteration of certain rituals over time to the pageant as something that is meaningful insofar as it is a one-off event, involving certain participants in a particular location at a specific moment in time.

Annabel Patterson, as noted, has characterized the emphasis on pageantry in the ‘Continuation’ as ‘disproportionate’. Whilst it is undoubtedly true that court and civic festivals are given greater prominence in the 1587 Chronicles, the treatment of such material in both editions, as this brief survey has shown, is far from comprehensive. Furthermore, much of the material relating to pageantry in the ‘Continuation’ focuses on just four events: the queen’s progress through East Anglia in the summer of 1578 (1587: III, 1287–99); the tiltyard tournament ‘The Four Foster Children of Desire’, performed before the queen and a visiting delegation of French ambassadors in May 1581 (1587: III, 1315–21); François, duke of Anjou’s progress from London to Antwerp in February 1582 (1587: III, 1329–44, but expurgated in some copies); and finally Robert Dudley, earl of Leicester’s entries into the cities of the United Provinces in late 1585 and early 1586 (1587: III, 1424–34, but expurgated in some copies).
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FIGURE 19.1 A woodcut used to illustrate several accounts of royal jousts in the 1577 edition of the Chronicles.

As we shall see, three of these—‘The Four Foster Children of Desire’, Anjou’s progress, and Leicester’s entries—are, to varying degrees, products of the earl of Leicester’s political and artistic patronage. Perhaps, then, it is not the emphasis on ceremony per se that is ‘disproportionate’ in the ‘Continuation’, but rather the emphasis on pageants and pageant texts that reflect the interests of Leicester and his circle.

ELIZABETHAN CASE STUDIES

1 ‘The Four Foster Children of Desire’ (1581)

‘The Four Foster Children of Desire’, a highly allegorical, two-day chivalric spectacle, was staged at Whitehall on 15 and 16 May 1581 before an audience including the queen and leading English courtiers, as well as a group of French ambassadors sent to England for the purpose of negotiating a marriage contract between Elizabeth and the duke of Anjou. (Anjou himself had been expected to attend, but was forced to turn back because of rough seas.) The account of the tournament found in the ‘Continuation’ is taken from Henry Goldwell’s Briefe Declaration of the Shews, Devices, Speeches, and Inventions, Done & Performed before the Queenes Majestie, & the French Ambassadours (1581), which had appeared in print about six weeks after the event itself had taken place.

Little is known about Goldwell. No other publication is associated with his name and his role with respect to the Briefe Declaration was more akin to that of a compiler than an author: in the words of the work’s title-page, he ‘collected, gathered, penned and published’ the account. In all probability, Goldwell was supplied with the materials he needed, including the texts of the poems recited in the tiltyard, by the tournament’s chief patron (almost certainly the earl of Leicester) and/or its chief deviser (almost certainly Leicester’s nephew, Sir Philip Sidney, who probably wrote some, if not all, of the poetry).16 Indeed, the impetus for creating an official record in the form of Goldwell’s pamphlet may well have come from Leicester himself, perhaps the Elizabethan court’s most enthusiastic and innovative patron of court festivals, as well as an early exponent of the practice of commemorating such events in print.17

In the Chronicles, the Briefe Declaration is never mentioned by name. Nor is Goldwell, whose preface and conclusion have been excised. Although there is no marginal ‘signature’ comparable to the ‘Ab. Fl.’ or ‘A. F.’ with which Abraham Fleming elsewhere identifies himself as the editor of individual sections of the ‘Continuation’,18 several aspects of the Briefe Declaration, as adapted for inclusion in the Chronicles, conform to what we know to have been Fleming’s practices. As Sarah C. Dodson, Elizabeth Story Donno, and Cyndia Susan Clegg—among others—have demonstrated, Fleming was a meticulous editor and proofreader, ‘intent on producing a typographically excellent text’.19 Such attention to detail is evident in the handling of the Briefe Declaration, for great care has been taken to correct typographical errors found in the original.20 Elsewhere, the text has been updated: Goldwell’s reference to ‘maister Philip Sidneie’ is, for example, corrected by a marginal note reading ‘now sir Philip’ (1587: III, 1317).

The insertion of Latin epigrams is another hallmark of Fleming’s work. In the case of the Briefe Declaration, two brief passages from Abraham Hartwell’s Regina Literata (1565)—a work originally published to commemorate the queen’s progress visit to Cambridge—have been added: one at the end of the account of the first day’s tilting, the other at the end of the second day’s.21 Although it is not inconceivable that the purpose in quoting Hartwell was to suggest parallels between the festivities staged at Cambridge in 1564 and those mounted for the French ambassadors in 1581,22 more probably the motivation here was simply—as seems to have been the case with the insertion of Latin epigrams elsewhere in the ‘Continuation’—to try to create ‘an episodic structure’.23

Other changes made to the Briefe Declaration include the addition, in place of Goldwell’s preface, of two substantial paragraphs of background information, which function as a general introduction. The first describes the building of a banqueting house at Whitehall ‘made in maner and forme of a long square, three hundred thirtie and two foot in measure’, its walls ‘closed with canvas, and painted all the outsides of the same most artificiallie with a worke called rustike, much like to stone’ (1587: III, 1315). The second lists the members of the French party who arrived at Dover on 16 April and relates how they were received by the queen at the new banqueting house. The source or sources for these paragraphs is not given,24 but the decision to preface Goldwell’s account with this information is revealing, for it suggests a view of pageantry—epitomized from the late eighteenth century onwards by the work of John Nichols—as encompassing a wide range of cultural productions, including drama, architecture, and painting.

As described in both the Briefe Declaration and the 1587 Chronicles, the four foster children of desire—the earl of Arundel, Lord Frederick Windsor, Philip Sidney, and Fulke Greville—mounted an attack on the fortress of perfect beauty, only to be repelled by her twenty-four defenders (a group that included Sir Henry Lee, Sir Thomas Perrot, and several of Sir Francis Knollys’s sons). Neither Goldwell’s text nor the version of it included in the ‘Continuation’ attempts to explicate the spectacle, though one Thomas Milles, who watched the tournament ‘from the begininge to the ending’, summed it up thus: ‘The generall feare of the mariage is well layd downe.’25 Whether other first-hand observers came away with similar views is not recorded.26 However, most scholars, like Milles, have interpreted the tilt as having been designed to express the views of the anti-Anjou wing at court—not least because Leicester and Sidney, two of the most vocal opponents of the French match, appear to have been the chief architects of this pageant.27 Indeed, it may be the case, as Annabel Patterson has argued, that the work’s inclusion in the ‘Continuation’ ‘was intended as a substitute for truly unrepresentable matters, Sidney’s overt protest against the marriage in a private letter to the queen’.28

2 Anjou’s progress from London to Antwerp (1582)

‘The Four Foster Children of Desire’ is not the only pageant in the ‘Continuation’ which must be understood in terms of the Leicester–Sidney circle’s activities and interests. The duke of Anjou’s progress from London to Antwerp in February 1582—together with the account of the journey printed later that year and subsequently adapted for the ‘Continuation’—also may be seen to reflect the patronage networks (political as well as artistic) that orbited around the earl.

Anjou’s departure from England marked the end not only of a three-month visit, but also, for all intents and purposes, of a decade of on-again, off-again marriage negotiations with Elizabeth. Leicester and Sidney were amongst the sizeable contingent of English courtiers who accompanied Anjou all the way to Antwerp. There, Leicester—in a show intended to demonstrate the solidarity of England, France, and the Netherlands against Spain—stood alongside the Prince Dauphin d’Auvergne and William of Orange as Anjou made his princely entry into Antwerp and was installed as duke of Brabant, or titular ruler of the Netherlands. The narrative of these events found in the 1587 Chronicles is taken from Arthur Golding’s The Joyful and Royal Entertainment of the Ryght High and Mightie Prince, Frauncis the Frenche Kings only Brother (1582), itself a translation of La Joyeuse & magnifique entrée de Monseigneur Françoys, fils de France, et frere unique du roy (1582). The uncredited compiler of La Joyeuse & magnifique entrée was the Calvinist minister Pierre l’Oyseleur de Villiers, who, as recent research has demonstrated, almost certainly prepared his text with briefing by one of Leicester’s agents. Leicester also seems to have played a behind-the-scenes role with regard to Golding’s translation, for that work—entered in the Stationers’ Register on 2 May 1582—appears to have been undertaken at the earl’s behest.29 Leicester—who had long aspired to play a leading role on the international stage, particularly in the Low Countries—seems to have seized the opportunity to have his important, quasi-princely part in these proceedings commemorated for posterity.

The unexpurgated ‘Continuation’ follows Golding’s translation carefully though neither Golding nor The Joyful and Royal Entertainment nor La Joyeuse & magnifique entrée is mentioned by name. Also omitted are the preface and concluding summary of Plantin’s privilege. As with ‘The Four Foster Children of Desire’, the editor of this portion of the ‘Continuation’ is not identified. Once again, however, it is evident that considerable care was taken in the editing, for a number of typographical errors found in The Joyful and Royal Entertainment have been corrected. So, too, has at least one factual error. Where Golding (following his source text) states that the elderly Sir John Perrot was amongst the young men in Leicester’s train, the 1587 Chronicles substitute the name of Perrot’s son, Thomas (1587: III, 1329).

In some copies of the expurgated Chronicles, pages 1328–31 have been replaced by a single leaf numbered 1328 on one side and 1330 the other.30 This particular castration—which has implications for the treatment of Edmund Campion’s trial, conviction, and execution as well as for the Anjou material—seems to have been implemented less systematically than others. But its effect, when carried out, is to reduce by about two pages the opening section of Golding’s account. In both The Joyful and Royal Entertainment and the uncensored Chronicles, the narrative begins with a detailed description of the festivities that greeted Anjou on his progress from London to Dover via Rochester, Sittingborne, Canterbury, and Sandwich. Both texts describe how Anjou and his entourage were accompanied by the queen as far as Canterbury, where Elizabeth and the duke ‘tooke their leave of [each] other, not without great griefe’ (1587: III, 1330). Both texts also list several of the English courtiers who participated in these festivities,31 and recount how the English and French parties set sail for the Low Countries in numerous ships, the greatest of which contained Leicester and Anjou. By contrast, the expurgated version reduces all of this to less than a sentence: ‘Monsieur duke of Anjou, departing out of England, was accompanied with diverse lords, knights, and gentlemen of great traine, to the sea side, and imbarked …’ (1587: III, 1330 (expurgated text)).32

Caution must be exercised when attempting to explain the motivations behind the censorship of any passages in the ‘Continuation’. As David Carlson notes, ‘the excisions … were done by the sheet—four pages in the Chronicles’ folio format— … even though the offensive passages may often have been much shorter’.33 The need to maintain continuity with the narrative on both sides of each excised passage also must have influenced the wording of replacement leaves.34 That said, it may well be the case, as Cyndia Susan Clegg has argued, that the censored version of Golding’s text was designed to enhance the reputations of both Elizabeth and Leicester. Certainly, the almost wholesale castration of the account of Anjou’s departure from England can be read as distancing both the queen and her favourite from the duke—and, by implication, from Anjou’s disastrous tenure as ruler of the Netherlands.35 Just as Leicester had found it in his interests, in 1582, to promote printed accounts in more than one language of Anjou’s installation as duke of Brabant, so in early 1587—recently arrived back in England from his own, increasingly ill-fated military campaign on behalf of the United Provinces36—he may have found it advantageous to downplay his (and, indeed, England’s) role in these earlier events. If so, he would have been well-placed to ensure that the text was rewritten to his own satisfaction. Not only was Leicester a member of the Privy Council, which issued the 1 February 1587 order that the Chronicles be ‘revewed and reformyd’, but, of the three men appointed by the Council to execute this task, at least one (Henry Killigrew) was a long-standing client of the earl.37

3 Festivals in the Netherlands for the earl of Leicester (1585 and 1586)

John Stow’s account of the festivities staged in Leicester’s honour in the Netherlands in late 1585 and early 1586 constitutes an even more dramatic example of a pageant text whose inclusion in the 1587 Chronicles and subsequent castration are intimately bound up with the interests and reputation of the queen’s favourite. Leicester had been appointed leader of an English expeditionary force in the spring of 1585, had set sail for the Netherlands in December of that year, and in January 1586 accepted (without the queen’s knowledge or permission and much to her subsequent fury) the quasi-princely title of Absolute Governor-General of the United Provinces. From December 1585 to the spring of 1586—a period when Fleming and his collaborators were putting the finishing touches to the 1587 Chronicles—Leicester made a series of triumphal entries into the cities of the United Provinces. These are described in detail in the unexpurgated ‘Continuation’, along with accounts of Leicester’s military successes and those of two of his subordinates, John Norris and the German Martin Schenk.

Stow was the chief compiler of this previously unpublished narrative, but was assisted in places by the herald William Segar, who had accompanied Leicester to the Netherlands, and by one Henry Archer, apparently a soldier in Leicester’s train. Stow had long counted Leicester as one of his chief patrons, and his account was presumably written with Leicester’s consent and cooperation; indeed, it may well have been written at the earl’s request. A product of the optimistic and celebratory early phase of Leicester’s time in the Netherlands, Stow’s unexpurgated text describes in detail the earl’s progresses, together with the many entertainments staged in his honour—including banquets, fireworks, and pageants on both water and land—whilst simultaneously stressing how ‘humblie’ Leicester ‘demeaned himselfe’ and what great love he inspired in both the Dutch and the English who served under him.38 Doubtless, as Eleanor Rosenberg has argued, this narrative was ‘intended as propaganda for the campaign’.39 Thus, whereas the accounts of ‘The Four Foster Children of Desire’ and of Anjou’s progress found in the ‘Continuation’ are examples of the ‘wholesale reproduction of contemporary pamphlets’ discussed elsewhere in the present volume by Peter Marshall,40 Stow’s description of Leicester’s entries is an example of a pageant text written specifically for the Chronicles.

However, by the time the Chronicles were printed—a task probably completed in January 1587—Leicester had begun to lose the confidence of both the Dutch and the queen. Under censorship—thought to have been carried out between February and June 1587—Stow’s account was reduced to about one-third of its original length, to just over three pages in total.41 The castration of the account of Leicester’s entry into The Hague on 27 December 1585 is illustrative of the changes made to the passages describing pageants and shows. Whereas the unexpurgated text recounts in detail each of the ten pageants mounted along Leicester’s processional route, including one comparing him to King Arthur,42 the expurgated text simply notes that ‘he was interteined with ten severall shewes, of no lesse rare invention than exquisit sumptuousnesse’ (1587: III, 1419 (expurgated text)). The only entry described in any detail in the expurgated text is the comparatively modest one into Leiden in early January 1586. Also retained is a detailed description, supplied to Stow by Segar, of Leicester’s celebration of St George’s Day at Utrecht.

Interpretations of these alterations have varied greatly, depending upon whether individual readers have seen, in the expurgated text’s reduction of the amount of space devoted to pageants and shows, a diminution of Leicester’s standing or a greater emphasis on his seriousness of purpose. Elizabeth Story Donno, for example, has understood the castrated version as casting Leicester ‘in a more heroic mold’, to which end she has posited that he ‘may have been involved’ in the castration of this material.43 Cyndia Susan Clegg, however, has read the expurgated text as offering ‘a far more modest account of Leicester’s esteem and success’, to which end she argues against ‘Leicester [having] had anything to do with these revisions’.44 The castration of Stow’s edition must be viewed, however, within the context of the wider censorship of this section of the Chronicles. The whole of Francis Thynne’s ‘Discourse of the Earles of Leicester’ (which, in the unexpurgated text, culminates in Dudley’s creation as earl and immediately preceded Stow’s account) was removed, as were Thynne’s accounts of the archbishops of Canterbury, the Lords Cobham, and the Wardens of the Cinque Ports (which, in the unexpurgated text, immediately follows Stow’s narrative). Edmund Molyneux’s lengthy ‘note’ on the Sidneys, which originally followed Thynne’s description of the Wardens of the Cinque Ports, also was greatly truncated. This last is of particular relevance: although the unexpurgated text balances praise of Sir Philip Sidney’s literary pursuits with commendation of his heroism in battle,45 the castrated text removes all references to Sidney’s poetry, instead casting him for posterity as a valiant Protestant soldier. These changes also have the effect of glorifying Leicester’s military campaign, in the service of which Sidney died.46

That said, some portions of the material pertaining to the Sidney family, including a brief mention of Sir Philip’s funeral, were augmented when the ‘Continuation’ was recalled. The unprecedentedly lavish funeral, which took place in London on 16 February 1587, was not a state funeral per se. But the event—orchestrated by Leicester and Sir Francis Walsingham—deliberately blurred the line between public and private. More than 700 men, including a delegation of Dutch ambassadors and several hundred soldiers who had fought alongside Sidney in the Netherlands, marched in the funeral procession through the City of London. In many ways, the procession seems to have been conceived as an extension of the princely entries mounted in the Netherlands a year or so earlier for Leicester.47

Although Sidney’s obsequies had not yet occurred when the unexpurgated text was printed, the funeral was described in a single, rather vague (and, as events transpired, inaccurate) sentence:

His bodie was most honorablie conveied from Arnam to London, where it remained at the Minories certaine daies, and from thense brought and remooved to the place of his interrement; where with great solemnitie and funerall honor, amongst the monuments of his most renowmed parents and woorthie ancestors, he was buried.48

Sidney was not, however, interred at Penshurst alongside his ‘parents and woorthie ancestors’ and the revised text corrects this error, whilst also elaborating on the account of the funeral procession and its martial spectacle:

His bodie was most honourablie conveied from Arnam to London, where it remained at the Minories certeine daies, & from thense brought and remooved on the sixteenth of Februarie alongst the streets through Cheapside, with funerall pompe and solemnitie beseeming so martiall a gentleman; the ensignes of warre, and pikes trailed upon the ground, the drums and flutes couered with blacke and making a softlie sound, with other statelie shewes of mournfull representations; the earle of Leicester with other honourable and woorshipfull personages following the dead bodie, which finallie was interred in Paules church of London. [1587: III, 1552]

Modern scholarship has highlighted the ways in which Sidney’s obsequies posthumously inflated his status, casting him as a Protestant warrior-prince, a second William of Orange.49 The funeral, which took place at a time when the future of Leicester’s military campaign in the Netherlands was hanging in the balance, seems to have offered the earl a stage on which to champion the cause of continued English involvement in the revolt. As has been observed, ‘Although Leicester had blotted his copybook, Sidney—however complicated his relationship with the queen—remained a hero in the eyes of the United Provinces, his reputation untarnished by his association with Leicester.’50 Perhaps Leicester had decided, by February 1587, that it was no longer politic to play up his own princely ambitions in the Netherlands, but that championing Sidney’s sacrifice—whether in the pages of the ‘reformyd’ Chronicles or on the streets of London—remained a viable means of shoring up support for his military campaign.

CONCLUSION

To what extent is it possible, when dealing with a work as large and varied as the Chronicles, to generalize about its treatment of shows and pageants? Abraham Fleming’s introduction to his edition of the 1578 East Anglia progress reveals something of his attitude to pageant texts and the significance of pageantry within the Chronicles more generally:

Here though somewhat out of place … it were better to record the receiving of the queenes majestie into Suffolke & Norffolke, than making no commemoration therof at all, to let it perish in threehalfepenie pamphlets, and so die in oblivion. It maie also serve for a rest of recreation, after so long an introduction of serious matters, as also (and that most woorthilie) maie remaine in record, to signifie what well affected subiects the queens majestie hath within hir dominions, to whome goods, lands, friends, kindred, or life, none of these severallie, nor all jointlie, are so pretious and deere, but for hir sake they can find in their hearts to esteeme them as dooing. [1587: III, 1287]

Fleming’s apologetic tone might not be wholly genuine, but there is little doubt that he sees the East Anglia pageants of 1578 as something distinct from ‘serious matters’ of Church and State. They have been included, he states, for three reasons: because if they are not commemorated in the Chronicles, they will ‘die in oblivion’; to provide some ‘rest of recreation’ to readers overburdened with the ‘serious matters’ that make up the bulk of the Chronicles; and, finally, to demonstrate the generosity of Elizabeth’s subjects in offering up the little they have in welcoming their queen. That such events should ‘remaine in record’ is not in question, but Fleming assumes that these pageants are as ephemeral as the events they describe. ‘[T]hreehalfepenie pamphlets’ such as those by Garter and Churchyard will ‘perish’, whereas the Chronicles and the events deemed worthy of inclusion, it is implied, will be remembered forever.51

Fleming underestimated the longevity of printed pageant books, and his claim is markedly at odds with the texts related to the earl of Leicester discussed in the second part of this chapter, all of which are intricately and knowingly bound up with ‘serious’—and, indeed, contentious—matters of State. These Elizabethan case studies might appear at first glance to be unrepresentative of the whole, not only for their engagement with contemporary political issues, but also for the extent to which they and the events they describe reflect the interests of a single individual. Nevertheless, there are important areas of commonality, not least the contributors’ careful editorial approach, correcting, updating, and adding factual details where necessary. Furthermore, the internationalism of the pageants and pageant texts resonates with the wider depiction of Elizabethan pageantry in both editions of the Chronicles: as demonstrated in the first part of the chapter, ceremonies mounted for foreign dignitaries in England and for English courtiers on the Continent are amongst the shows and pageants most frequently encountered—often to the exclusion of the ‘native’, vernacular festivals occasioned by Elizabeth’s progresses.

The treatment of shows and pageants in the Chronicles is not exhaustive. Nor is there consensus, amongst the work’s many contributors, regarding the relative status and purpose of pageant texts within a historical chronicle. But pageantry runs through the Chronicles like a heartbeat, and the volumes help remind us of the importance of visual spectacle, ritual, and communal experience in the lives of early modern men and women.




CHAPTER 20

NARRATIVE VOICE AND INFLUENCING THE READER

MATTHEW WOODCOCK

THERE is a risk that the subject matter advertised by this chapter’s title presupposes conceptions of historiography, and an understanding of how Holinshed’s Chronicles were composed, that are now inappropriate, outdated, or simply unhelpful. Reference to a singular narrative ‘voice’ appears to disregard those few critics who have discussed the Chronicles’ formal properties and observed that it is more accurate to consider the text as a multivocal project that assembles multiple narrative voices. Annabel Patterson begins her study of Holinshed by reconceiving in a positive light the contributors’ apparent lack of editorial selection and agglomeration of mixed source materials, which attracted criticism from early modern and modern commentators alike. She also recasts what Peter Heylyn (writing in 1639) saw as ‘confusion, and commixture of unworthy relations’ as a conscious authorial decision to juxtapose contrasting historical authorities and accounts.1 Equally problematic, the notion that the reader is being influenced or fashioned through the text may assume, rather over-optimistically, that we can speak of the voluminous multi-part, multi-authored Chronicles (in two separate editions) both as a single entity and as the means of articulating a singular grand narrative with a distinctive stance, objective, or message. Mindful, however, of these potentially erroneous ways of reading Holinshed, this chapter embraces from the outset Patterson’s conclusions regarding the Chronicles’ multivocality. It recognizes that we can identify multiple narrative voices that are perceptible most obviously when considering distinctions between the project’s different contributors, but also found within the prose of the Chronicles themselves as contributors incorporate the voices, speeches, and texts of others. It begins by establishing how and where narrative voices are heard in the Chronicles and briefly enumerates the different parts of the text that we might examine when tracking and studying them. It then attempts to characterize the distinct narrative voice and style of each of the major contributors, before proceeding to examine how a much wider range of voices are employed and managed by the contributors to present a heteroglot history of the nation. Narratologists have long accepted that studying who speaks in a text is difficult to divorce from consideration of to whom one is speaking and what one is trying to say and do.2 I therefore also explore how narrative voice both reveals the contributors’ own conceptions of the collective project, and works to influence and guide an implied reader, focusing here more on formal and rhetorical attributes than on wider-ranging questions concerning specific intentions or an overall argument in the Chronicles. This chapter examines how the Chronicles speak to and engage an imagined reader using a multitude of voices, but does not attempt to reconstruct the social or ideological profile of the Chronicles’ readership, recognizing that responses to the text could be equally multitudinous.

TRACKING THE CHRONICLES’ NARRATIVE VOICES

Ostensibly, the contributors’ narrative voices are heard throughout the whole text rehearsing the story of the nation’s history. However, they are easiest to identify when we examine a number of different textual and paratextual features in the Chronicles, sites that seek to engage the reader and—following Gérard Genette’s formulation—which help present the text to the reader, and mediate its reception and consumption.3 This chapter pays particular attention to narrative voices and, more broadly, narrative presence identified in the following places:

1. Prefaces. There are eight separate prefatory addresses in the 1577 edition and fifteen in that of 1587 (excluding those of Giraldus Cambrensis in the Irish history).

2. Chapter headings and ‘summarie contents’. Part of the apparatus Abraham Fleming introduces in 1587 to the pre-1066 English history to make it more user-friendly, the summaries occasionally impose an editorial interpretation or imply a causal narrative linking events described (for example, Chronicles 1587: I, Hist., 69, 76).

3. Marginalia. As well as signalling insertion of sources and voices from elsewhere, marginalia direct the reader to external materials, demarcating what falls outside the Chronicles’ remit; for ecclesiastical history, for example, one is directed to John Foxe.4 Marginalia allow contributors to observe the difference of ‘then’ and ‘now’, providing a site for commentary on aspects of the past (particularly pre-Reformation history) deemed misguided, contestable, or iniquitous; witness Holinshed’s cynical comment on St Dunstan’s angelic vision: ‘But was not this a devise thereby to deteyne the treasure, for I do not read that he delivered it out of his hands’ (Chronicles 1577: I, Hist.Eng., 230). They can also function in opposition to historical narrative, both facilitating non-serial reading of the text and (as William Slights argues) interrupting continuous narrative flow and thus effectively transforming an account back to its bare annalistic skeleton of sources.5

4. Interjections and commentaries. Contributors make their editorial presence felt using many different forms of interjection ranging from simple vocative declamations, inserted passages of moralizing commentary (particularly in the 1587 edition), through to elaborate attempts to incorporate literary analogies and sententiae. Contemporary writers on historiography such as Thomas Blundeville and Sir Philip Sidney argued that historians should restrict themselves to the ‘bare “was” ’ of accurately reported events but, like marginalia, interjections allow contributors to inflect the matter described and alter its tone.6 Fleming, for example, adds concluding bathos to Edward Hall’s description of Richard III’s reign of two years, two months, and a day, judging it ‘too long by six and twentie moneths, and foure and twentie houres in most mens opinions’ (1587: III, 760). The contributors’ voices sometimes allude to the compositional process behind the finished text. Holinshed’s preface to Burghley suggests that new materials that could have been incorporated continued to emerge even while the Chronicles were at press. William Harrison frequently complains about his ongoing task, and berates himself at one point in the Description of England for failing to transcribe a document by John Leland concerning Emperor Constantine (1587: I, Desc., 118). At the very end of the Chronicles Fleming expresses palpable, weary relief that his historical materials have been finally ‘conquered and overcome’ (1587: III, 1592).

5. Narrative tags. There are countless moments in the Chronicles where one is made aware of a contributor selecting their narrative from a particular source using verbal tags describing how it ‘reports’, ‘observes’, ‘affirmeth’, or ‘witnesseth’ something. Word choice here can imply a contributor’s circumspection (Gildas ‘had great reason to thinke’, Polydore Vergil was ‘induced to confesse’) or register overt scepticism, as Fleming does regarding the exhumation of King Arthur in 1191 (1587: I, Hist., 2, 92–3). Narrative tags may attempt to influence the reader subtly by offering judgement in passing (noting, for example, that something occurred ‘with good cause’), but they can equally disavow exact attribution using formulae such as ‘some say’ or ‘it is said’, obscuring the source but enabling the reclamation of rumour and dissenting voices.7

6. Précis and conclusions. Like the summaries, passages offering closing reflections on materials that contributors set out often cannot help implying a causal or teleological narrative framework, as Fleming does concerning the ‘alterations of regiments’ at the end of the first volume of English history (1587: I, Hist., 202). Such sections also provide editorial commentary on the Chronicles’ inchoate or provisional nature.

7. Errata lists. Although chiefly citing ‘faults escaped’, in the 1577 edition Holinshed provides one of the only comments linking the illustrations with the text when he concludes his project with an apology for anachronistic appearances of guns in depictions of battles fought before their invention (1577: II, sig. 2N4v).8

This list is neither exhaustive nor prescriptive but attempts to offer a clearer sense of where one can identify the contributors’ distinct ways of rehearsing their narrative, which will now be examined in more detail.

THE CONTRIBUTORS’ VOICES

It is somewhat ironic that the narrative voice of the man whose name has become an expedient shorthand term for the collaborative, collective intelligence and motive force behind the Chronicles is the hardest to describe or characterize in any detail. Patterson describes Raphael Holinshed as ‘a well-named guardian angel, yet invisible as a character in his vast project’.9 We encounter Holinshed’s voice most clearly in his prefaces to Burghley, Leicester, and Sir Henry Sidney introducing (respectively) the histories of England, Scotland, and Ireland, and in those to the reader at the opening of both 1577 volumes. Throughout the 1577 edition Holinshed casts himself as a gatherer rather than an author figure, and in the address to Burghley stresses that his priority in compiling the Chronicles was inclusiveness rather than eloquence or rigorous organization:

I was lothe to omit any thing that might encreace the Readers knowledge, whiche causeth the booke to grow so great. But receyving them by partes, and at severall times (as I might get them) it may be, that having had more regard to the mater than to the apt penning, I have not so orderly disposed them, as otherwise I ought. [1577: I, sig. ¶2v]

He presents the Chronicles as a ‘rude worke’, albeit according to the formulaic modesty topos common in early modern dedications, and gestures to other writers better able to undertake such a project. He also reiterates to the reader that his ‘speech is playne, without any Rhetoricall shewe of Eloquence, having rather a regarde to simple truth, than to decking wordes’ (1577: I, sig. ¶4v). Holinshed rarely uses tropes or analogies, and is sparing in his employment of adjectival or adverbial phrases that implicitly pass judgement on persons or actions, though he does describe how Lord Darnley was ‘shamefully murthered’ in 1567 (1577: II, 1837). Instances where figurative or overtly subjective language appears to creep into Holinshed’s prose often transpire to be uncredited imports from Hall or Foxe.

Alison Taufer notes Holinshed’s predilection for focusing on action more than description or discussion, but the Chronicles are remarkable for exhibiting how Holinshed combines an eye for detail and minor incident with an ability to perceive and represent the bigger picture, to place events on a social, national, and universal scale.10 This is seen, for example, in how he traces the origins of the 1381 Peasants’ Revolt to a sexual assault on the daughter of John Tyler (later called Jack Straw) arising from an attempt to ascertain whether she was old enough to pay poll tax (1577: II, 1024). Within the space of a dozen pages, after recounting the rebels’ rise and demise, Holinshed’s focus widens exponentially from a consideration of Tyler’s daughter’s ‘privie parts’ to the cosmic and providential level, and an interpretation of the revolt as nothing less than punishment for the ‘synnes of the whole nation’ (1577: II, 1036). Compared to the unmistakable presence of Fleming’s interjections throughout the 1587 edition, there is relatively little editorial commentary in Holinshed’s narrative other than occasional tags reminding us of his handling of materials (‘as before ye have heard’, ‘thus may you see’). Holinshed largely avoids venturing opinions on what he sets out, though craves advance pardon in the reader’s preface for those moments where such intervention occurs, as when he criticizes the mistreatment of Richard II, or laments the lack of English authors writing on Henry VIII’s 1544–5 campaign (1577: II, 1117, 1589). Modern historiographers like Hayden White remind us that one cannot fully avoid implying causal connections between discrete events when emplotting historical data into narrative form—suggesting that Y happened because X happened, rather than simply X happened and then Y happened—as seen, for example, when Holinshed links the loss of Calais in 1558 with Mary I’s death (1577: II, 1782).11 Holinshed also goes further than this occasionally and identifies overt causal patterns: interpreting invasions, royal deaths, and rebellion as punishments for individual or collective sinfulness, as he does when reflecting on causes of the Peasants’ Revolt (1577: II, 1036).

In The English Princes, or The Death of Richard the III (1667) John Caryll contrasted ‘plain Hollinshead’ with the vociferousness of ‘down-right Stow’, and it is indeed easier to recognize the subtlety of Holinshed’s narrative voice when it is compared to that of other chroniclers.12 Fleming has none of Holinshed’s reticence about commenting upon events recited, and little of his professed objectivity. Details of Fleming’s additions to the 1577 edition are documented elsewhere but it is his editorial presence and voice that are of interest here.13 Fleming rarely actually rewrites Holinshed’s prose but he frequently interposes his own voice to comment on and judge an historical figure or source, and signals his interventions with a diacritical textual marker (‘¶’) and a marginal attribution. Fleming’s voice frequently intrudes through vocative apostrophes, in both the marginalia and main text (especially in the 1576–86 continuation), declaiming the display of vice and turning the concerns of the narrative into an active, current matter for contemplation and debate. Here he is, for example, in response to an account of an attempt to kill Henry IV: ‘Oh what a suspected state therefore is that of a king holding his regiment with the hatred of his people, the hart grudgings of his courtiers, and the peremptorie practises of both togither?’ (1587: III, 519). In like manner, Fleming adds a discussion on the reflective function of marvels to the story of the ‘mer-man’ caught at Orford in 1204, which Holinshed rehearsed without comment (1577: II, 559; 1587: III, 168). Fleming’s comments posit a different kind of relationship with a reader than that modelled by Holinshed. It is a more active, directed form of didacticism that seeks to extract transferable precepts provided by the bountiful lessons of history, and one which also insists upon the importance of recognizing the workings of providence.14 As Blundeville argued, the experience of reading histories should furnish one with a practical knowledge of lessons and examples, not simply factual data on genealogies and regnal dates.15

Whereas Holinshed eschewed rhetorical tropes in favour of studied plainness, Fleming is fond of elaborate schemes of metaphor and analogy, such as the meteorological conceit that effects a transition between accounts of the reigns of Mary and Elizabeth (1587: III, 1170). One striking feature of Fleming’s narrative method is his marshalling of a host of voices from literary sources to provide analogies to, or sententiae upon, historical events. The reflection upon Henry IV mentioned above concludes with a quotation from Horace’s Odes and Fleming elsewhere incorporates lines from Hesiod, Juvenal, Seneca, Ovid, Propertius, Plautus, and Palingenius. The only native poetic source used like this is Christopher Ocland’s Anglorum Proelia and Eirēnarchia, sive, Elizabetha (1582). Critics often highlight Fleming’s rather lurid preoccupations with the sensational, prodigious, and supernatural, which are evinced, for example, in the relish with which he rehearses a story concerning revenge exacted upon a Breton for his murder of a London widow in 1431 (1587: III, 605–6).16 At times, Fleming’s Protestant zeal cannot help but inflect the delivery of his narrative, with papal interference in domestic politics inviting particular ire: the pope ‘must have his ore in everie mans bote, his spoone in everie mans dish, and his fingers in everie mans purse … Our chronicles are full of these his pranks’ (1587: III, 100). Catholic martyrs fare little better and Thomas Becket is scorned for combining religious office with involvement in secular affairs. ‘O vile subjection unbeseeming a king!’ cries Fleming from the margin when recounting the penance and concessions undertaken by Henry II following Becket’s murder (1587: III, 83). The discovery of the Babington plot in 1586 occasions the most sustained shift in Fleming’s voice from practical narrative to a more hortative register, and his attempt to recount details of the conspirators’ schemes frequently turns into sermonizing on the evils of treason containing inflammatory language that ultimately attracted the censor. It would be unfair to suggest that Fleming was over-fond of the sound of his own voice in the Chronicles though it has been proposed recently by Georgia Brown that he was concerned with propagating his name and a form of laureateship in the revised edition: advertising his diligence as an editor and corrector, signing his individual additions and translations, and even interrupting his narrative to promote another of his publications (1587: III, 149, 197).17

Harrison is equally unabashed about reminding us of his other writings. In his slightly irascible address to Lord Cobham, he complains of the haste with which he was compelled to work on the Description of England and gestures to a more comprehensive composition in the background: his ‘Chronology’, which he cross-references nearly fifty times. Harrison’s rhetorical pose of writing for Cobham significantly affects his narrative voice and in particular his use of first-person collective pronouns in the Description. Holinshed and Fleming both employ the editorial ‘we’ when referring to their work on the Chronicles, but Harrison’s use of ‘we’ implies a far more intimate relationship with events described. Harrison unequivocally narrates ‘our’ history, but who ‘we’ are meant to be relative to the text is far from straightforward. After the Roman invasion of Britain, writes Harrison, ‘we were dailie pestered’ with multiple subsequent incursions especially after they ‘had given us over, and left us wholie to our owne defense and regiment’; ‘we’ are then set in opposition to ‘they’, the Picts, Scots, Saxons, Danes, and Normans invading ‘our soile’, but also curiously to the Britons who are likewise described in the third person (1587: I, Hist., 6). Harrison appears to project a supranational, suprahistorical conception of ‘us’ in the Description located above and beyond the complex issue of who ‘we’, the English, are and where we come from. Harrison’s narratorial stance becomes clearer when we start to hear direct addresses to Cobham within the text (‘your honour’, ‘your lordships possessions’) (1587: I, Desc., 45, 106). ‘Their’ shared history and topography apparently function as a surrogate for ‘our’ own. Harrison’s prose exemplifies the subtle, though pervasive role of pronouns in fashioning a collective, national identity. Harrison professes to set forth his subject matter in a plain style and eschew the ‘vaine affectation of eloquence’ (1587: I, sig. A4v) but this does not mute his narrative voice, which is clearly pronounced as he introduces and comments on his sources (principally Leland and Hector Boece), complains of contemporary ills and vices (penurious ecclesiastical livings, extravagant apparel, enclosures), and evokes personal observations as evidence (1587: I, Desc., 135–8, 171–3, 203). He frequently employs occupatio to hint of what he ‘could speake’ or ‘might tell you’ and often succumbs to the temptation to digress, though also has a ready supply of verbal formulae for getting himself back on topic (‘But whither am I slipped?’, ‘But to leave this impertinent discourse … ’). Like Fleming, Harrison cannot resist inserting personal commentary when treating pre-Reformation religion, adding a scornful coda to the story of St Augustine’s conversion of the Saxons and foundation of ‘Romish’ rule in England, and a dismissive annotation on St Alban’s martyrdom: ‘This soundeth like a lie’ (1587: I, Desc., 27–8, 192).18

A more objective, balanced narrative voice is found in the contributions of Francis Thynne heard in the marginalia and commentary added in his revisions of the English and Scottish histories and in the preface to his continuation covering Scotland 1571–86. Thynne’s prose style is generally that of a detached antiquarian carefully citing sources and listing names as he compiles his massive catalogues of noble and ecclesiastical office-holders. His mode of persuasion is argument by presentation: submitting documents to the reader, verifying their accuracy, and providing sheer weight of evidence. Apostrophic interventions are avoided, aside from comments on method (‘I have also read a note … ’), though it could be argued that the catalogues themselves constitute an expatiating intrusion into the flow of Holinshed and Fleming’s historical narrative, possibly further precipitating their excision by the censor.19 Thynne is more vociferous when annotating the Scottish history though even here his criticism addresses subjective scholarship and partiality of sources more than underlying ideological differences (1587: II, Scot., 206). The concern for accuracy also occasions repeated use of parenthetical qualifications (particularly in the continuation) that add a pedantic tone to the narrative voice. Thynne rarely resorts to metaphor in his narration but does allow himself a particularly aggrandizing analogy when characterizing his work on the Chronicles as a potentially Promethean task, writing on the affairs of the great being akin to the theft and promulgation of godly fire, and inviting similar censure (1587: II, Scot., 406).

The sections of the Chronicles on Ireland constitute the most complex admixture of (frequently competing) narrative voices and arguments as material from Edmund Campion is revised by Richard Stanyhurst, which is then supplanted or augmented by John Hooker, who in turn translates and incorporates Giraldus Cambrensis’s Expugnatio Hibernica, itself a key source for Campion. The confusion of voices used to speak of Ireland, particularly in the revised Chronicles, reflects the shifting, uncertain attitudes to the status of Ireland relative to Tudor England and its continued presence as an object of Elizabethan political and popular discourse. As Richard A. McCabe writes: ‘the bewilderingly polysemous nature of the 1587 edition of Holinshed’s Irish Chronicle, in which divergent layers of historical commentary are variously overlaid, conflated, or juxtaposed, serves as an ironic paradigm for the ongoing process of political and cultural appropriation that the text attempts to justify’.20 Stanyhurst acknowledges the patchwork nature of Irish history in his preface to Sir Henry Sidney. In recounting how he used Campion’s notes on Irish history, he presents a virtuoso display of two characteristic features of his narrative style: his penchant for laboured (often mixed) metaphors and analogies, and his inclination to proffer first-person commentary about the task and text in hand. Campion’s work is described variously as an infant, a garment, a piece of metal, a ‘flittering flie’, an incomplete edifice, an unplumed bird, and an object adorned with precious stones (1587: II, sig. A4r–v). There is a copiousness to Stanyhurst’s language unmatched by any of his fellow contributors that all but obscures the clarity of Campion’s original prose. He is the most willing of all the contributors to use metaphor and never baulks from advancing his own opinion or ‘phantasy’ before launching into a tortured analogy or digression. Witness his verbose treatment of whether St Patrick expelled snakes from Ireland—handled by Campion in a matter of lines—provoked by reading the Catholic scholar Alan Cope on the subject (1587: II, Desc., 14–18). Stanyhurst’s narrative adopts a defensive tone throughout much of the description and history, remaining alert to the arguments of ‘snappish carpers’ and to how historiographers expose themselves to a panoply of potential criticism. Stanyhurst’s idiosyncratic use of language does nothing to forestall such critique, and anticipates his equally distinctive experiments with poetic register and quantitative verse that later occasioned parodic scorn from Thomas Nashe.21

A native of the English Pale in Ireland and scion of an Old English family descended from the original twelfth-century conquerors, Stanyhurst signals the ambiguity and in-betweeness of his narratorial standpoint through his use of pronouns: he is prepared to ‘defend my native countrie’ against Cope and describes Dublin and its noble inhabitants with a sense of pride, though elsewhere refers to ‘our Ile of Britaine’ and ‘our approoved ancient English writers’ (1587: II, Desc., 57). He also defines himself firmly in contrast to the aboriginal ‘meere’ Irish outside the Pale: ‘they lacke universities, they want instructors, they are destitute of teachers, they are without preachers, they are devoid of all such necessaries as appertaine to the training up of youth’ (1587: II, Desc., 16). Stanyhurst was mocked for his Anglo-Irish speech while studying in England yet was never proficient in his native country’s indigenous language, and his anxieties about the permeable boundary separating the ‘verie English’ from the Circean transformations threatening those ‘conversant’ with Irish culture pervade his sections of the Chronicles (1587: II, Desc., 45).22

There is far less anxiety and pronominal ambiguity in Hooker’s reworkings and additions to the Irish sections, and he writes, as McCabe shows, from an unequivocally New English colonial perspective, as is established in his preface to Sir Walter Ralegh.23 Hooker’s voice is initially perceptible in oblique form through his translation of Giraldus and the clipped register of his footnotes detailing names and definitions. He quickly adopts an aggressive stance to his subject matter, adding subjective commentaries born of personal experience about the ‘revenging nature of the meere Irishman’ or ‘pretense’ of Irish judicial process, excising a chapter condemning Becket’s murder, and lamenting the first English conquerors’ failure to thank God adequately for their victory (1587: II, Ir., 7, 27, 16, 55). The ‘Supplie of the Irish Chronicles’ from 1546–86 presents the country’s history as one of reconquest by the English, and Hooker’s prose frequently breaks off to highlight the iniquities of families like the O’Neills and Fitzgeralds or admonish his narrative’s protagonists, as when he addresses the citizens of Waterford directly (1587: II, Ir., 139–40). A litany of negative marginalia accompanying his additions continually steers the reader towards a pro-New English line. A dominant narrative arc in Hooker’s history, signalled to Ralegh at the outset and repeated in the closing précis, is the tragedy wrought upon Ireland by the degeneracy of the earls of Desmond, a story concluded by the deaths of John and James Fitzgerald in 1582–3 and set within the larger framework of the providential punishment of Irish rebellion (1587: II, sig. A2v). We can also situate Hooker’s New English narrative focus alongside his previous and prospective patronage connections that are evident in his extended excursus praising his old patron Sir Peter Carew and in the prefatory overtures towards Ralegh, which are augmented by special mention of Ralegh’s half-brother Sir Humphrey Gilbert (1587: II, Ir., 137–8, 132–3). Supporting Brown’s suggestion that certain of the contributors to the 1587 Chronicles had self-promotional intentions is the moment where Hooker shifts from the extradiegetic to the diegetic narrative level when describing the 1568 Irish parliament, and becomes a character in his own narrative.24 His account tells of how a ‘certaine English gentleman (the writer hereof)’ contributes to the debate and then dramatizes his own words in indirect speech (1587: II, Ir., 120–1). The episode concludes with the ‘said gentleman’ assembling his oration into textual form for an English audience, what became Hooker’s The Order and Usage How to Keepe a Parlement in England in these Daies (first published 1571), which he then embeds into the chronicle.

The metaleptic placement of Hooker into his own narrative also invites us to consider the different ways in which Campion’s voice is heard in the Chronicles. Stanyhurst both cites his words directly and incorporates them indirectly in the Irish sections, but Campion also appears in the English Chronicle and speaks as a historical character in the narrative of his 1581 trial and execution. Fleming (via a contemporary pamphlet by Anthony Munday) details the rhetorical games played with him and reproduces his responses in the first person, though this section was redacted by the censor.25 Campion’s very last words are rendered incomprehensible by partisan narratorial obfuscation: ‘There somwhat he drew in his words to himselfe, whereby was gathered, that somwhat he would have gladlie spoken: but the great timiditie and unstable opinion of his conscience, wherein he was all the time even to the death, would not suffer him to utter it’ (1587: III, 1327). A comparable shift between narrative levels occurs with Sir Thomas More, whose voice is incorporated largely verbatim into the Chronicles’ sections on Edward V and Richard III, but also heard directly (cited from Hall) in the account of his execution. His value as a wise yet misguided authority occasions equivocal praise from Hall and Fleming (1587: III, 938–9). The appearance of Campion and More at multiple narrative levels leads us on to examine further how the contributors introduce and manage a wide range of other voices when narrating the Chronicles.

MANAGING MULTIPLE VOICES

Within each section of both editions the contributors’ narratives are frequently composed of what are essentially ‘borrowed’ voices: extensive verbatim quotations from other textual sources, and sometimes texts reproduced in their entirety, which are incorporated with varying degrees of attribution and then left to take up the story. The most prominent voices that appear in this way are those of Hall (who in turn appropriates that of More), Leland, Foxe, and Stow. Fleming uses the latter pair extensively, particularly for Mary and Elizabeth’s reigns. (Details of these individuals’ contributions to the Chronicles are discussed elsewhere in this volume.) There is also a recognizable second tier of contemporary-source contributor whose voices are drawn on with a certain regularity, often to provide particular kinds of materials. The poet Ocland and historian William Patten, for example, both offer distinct (frequently concurrent) forms of supporting testimony of fifteenth- and sixteenth-century English martial exploits (1587: III, 550–1, 565). Thomas Churchyard similarly emerges from the text as a dependable authority on Elizabethan military matters and public events. He is one of several eye-witnesses present at the siege of Leith (1560) whose ‘certaine notes’ on events, recorded ‘for helpe of their owne memories’, are used in Holinshed’s account; he also provides narrative and documentary evidence on the 1570 Scottish campaign (1577: II, 1806–14, 1848–52). In each case Holinshed effaces Churchyard’s idiosyncratic spelling to fit seamlessly with his own, and where necessary translates poetry into prose. Thynne turns to another of Churchyard’s works in the History of Scotland for information on the earl of Lennox’s service in the Low Countries (1587: II, Scot., 422–3), and Fleming incorporates two more of his pamphlets into the narrative when describing Elizabeth’s 1578 East Anglian progress and the aftermath of the 1580 earthquake (1587: III, 1287–99, 1313). Even when solely considering the number of different sixteenth-century narrative voices present in the Chronicles, it is clear that ‘Holinshed’ speaks with many tongues.

As Holinshed himself stresses in the preface to the reader, the apparent ‘confusion, and commixture’ of voices in the text identified and criticized by Heylyn and others are actually a fundamental constitutive aspect of the Chronicles’ composition:

as I have collected the same out of many and sundry Authours, in whome what contrarietie, negligence, and rashnesse, somtime is founde in their reportes, I leave to the discretion of those that have perused theyr workes: for my parte, I have, in things doubtfull rather chosen to shewe the diversitie of their writings, than by over ruling them, and using a peremptory censure, to frame them to agree to my liking: leaving it neverthelesse to eche mans judgement, to controlle them as he seeth cause. [1577: I, sig. ¶4r–v]

Holinshed’s statement of method and purpose is of great significance to the concerns of this chapter since it outlines both how he brings together narrative voices from multifarious sources without seeking to efface their differences, and how he conceives that the reader will respond to this methodology and use the finished text. Rather than enforcing uniformity and univocality, Holinshed allows individual authors and sources to speak for themselves. This compositional principle is followed throughout the Chronicles. Fleming’s own preface reiterates that it is not his place to make choices for the reader through silencing or reconciling divergent writers’ opinions. Holinshed (and the other major contributors) adopts the role of a compilator, one who brings together the words of others but professes to add nothing of his own; he is a reader, a gatherer, a mediator but not an inventor or author. Sidney’s recommendation to Edward Denny of the chronicle ‘set out’ by Holinshed appears to conceive the historian’s role as being that of a presenter.26 Such a narratorial model is widely found in medieval and early modern historiography, and at the heart of the British chronicle tradition through Geoffrey of Monmouth’s claim that he draws upon ‘a certain very ancient book’.27 It is also used as an authorizing gesture in many literary works, such as Sir Thomas Malory’s Morte D’Arthur and Edmund Spenser’s Faerie Queene.

There are many points in the Chronicles where narratorial presence appears to be minimal, and the reader is simply presented with a series of reproduced documents, such as a copy of the writ for Jack Cade’s arrest or the judgements of European universities concerning Henry VIII’s divorce (1587: III, 635, 923–6). This mode of composition is more apparent in the 1587 edition, not least due to Thynne’s catalogues, and increases exponentially in Fleming’s continuation. At such moments the Chronicles read rather like an anthology of sources, but there is also the sense that they could function as a textual archive and a means of preserving whole documents and other potentially ephemeral works. Such sentiments inform Fleming’s decision to reprint accounts of Elizabeth’s East Anglian progress: ‘Here though somewhat out of place (for it should have beene entered in 1578) it were better to record the receiving of the queenes majestie into Suffolke and Norffolke, than making no commemoration therof at all, to let it perish in threehalfepenie pamphlets, and so die in oblivion’ (1587: III, 1287).28 Gabriel Harvey has the authorial model of the preserver-presenter in mind when, while listing the different kinds of literary activities with which his peers were engaged, he refers to Holinshed’s ‘engrosing’, meaning to record a final or official version.29

The full extent of the Chronicles’ multivocality only becomes apparent when we pause to consider just how many voices are embedded within the texts and sources from which they are formed, and how they are given licence to tell the story of England, Scotland, and Ireland directly through passages of reproduced or reported speech. Rather than inventing set-piece speeches for historical figures in their text, which was the routine practice of classical historians such as Livy and Plutarch and their humanist imitators—and the object of scorn of contemporary historiographers like Blundeville—the contributors consistently allow their protagonists to speak for themselves.30 Monarchs, nobles, churchmen, and prominent citizens all get to speak directly in the first person through embedded speeches or documents. Queen Elizabeth herself ‘speaks’ in the Chronicles, quoted variously from Foxe, printed pageant accounts, and parliamentary speeches. After recounting the events of 1586, Fleming affords Elizabeth all but the final words of the entire narrative, claiming:

because our barren and saplesse stile is insufficient, with convenient dignitie to describe, naie not so much as to delineat or shadow out this incomparable pitie and pietie of hir highnesse tender heart to hir commons, I will surcease to intermedle therein, reserving the same unto due consideration of everie particular member of this bodie politike … by the view and perusall of the proclamation and orders here annexed. [1587: III, 1588]

The proclamation itself promised relief to the ‘poorer sort’ suffering from the present dearth of corn, and severe punishment of greedy ‘cornmasters’ that were tempted to inflate prices, a perfect closing emblem of the doubleness of royal power and its capacity to both reward and reprimand. At the other end of the scale we are made aware of the manifold voices of the populace: the ‘murmuring, curssing, and repining among the common people’ that precipitated the Peasants’ Revolt; the popular cries of ‘yea yea’ endorsing the declaration of Edward IV’s title in 1461; the cheers and presentations that greet Elizabeth when visiting her subjects (1587: III, 429, 663, 1288).

There are also moments in the Chronicles where it is not always clear exactly who is speaking. This can be because the contributors have focalized their accounts through multiple eye-witnesses, as in the episode concerning popular responses to the execution of the duke of Somerset in 1552, where Stow’s first-person presence at the scene is complemented by that of Foxe who recalls a slightly different version of events (1587: III, 1068).31 It is also a factor of the Chronicles’ inherently multivocal composition and the way in which a transferable notion of subjectivity is posited by the borrowing and embedding of narratives, where the ‘I’ in references to things professedly seen, heard, or believed can be reassigned or reappropriated, not unlike the way in which first-person perspectives in early modern lyric poetry could be playfully redeployed. Where Holinshed, writing of the Pilgrimage of Grace (1536), claims ‘I have heard by relation of men of good credit that were present’, his profession of immediacy comes directly from Hall (1587: III, 941). Likewise, Harrison appropriates Leland’s ‘I’ narrative when describing a journey around the nation’s coastline, for, as he reveals to Cobham at the outset, he actually travelled very little to research his text (1587: I, 29–45, sig. A2r). Harrison’s book-based peregrination mirrors the reader’s own vicarious experience when working through the Description.

CONFLICTING NARRATIVE VOICES

The contributors certainly recognized the essential ‘diversitie’ of the materials with which they worked and acknowledged that their sources were not all of the same value or status, as for example when Holinshed registers scepticism over Arthurian history because ‘there is not anie approoved author who dooth speake of anie such dooings’ (1577: I, Hist.Eng., 133–4). The Chronicles can be viewed as an elaborate example of what Mikhail Bakhtin calls a heteroglossia, a text in which different, and very often competing, narrative voices from multiple sources are brought together and allowed to speak.32 As Patterson points out, the Chronicles’ tripartite structure inherently promotes the idea of parallel competing stories of the British Isles, between which the reader is encouraged to cross-reference.33 The story presented in each history is frequently one of contested authority and military conflict between England, Scotland, and Ireland. Thynne offers us multiple partisan perspectives, for example, on the Anglo-Scots wars: of divergent opinions on Edward I’s claims to Scotland, or casualty figures for the battle of Flodden (1587: II, Scot., 211, 301). Fleming intervenes at one point to counter the ‘lieng toong’ of George Buchanan who attacked native chronicler Richard Grafton for perceived inaccuracy in his account of the battle of Berwick; the fault (Fleming argues) lay instead with Scots historians Boece and John Bellenden (1587: III, 298–9). The agonistic multivocality of the Irish history has already been mentioned above, but it seems that Welsh history has already been defeated in the Chronicles since it is subsumed into that of England. Historiography itself is presented to the reader as an ongoing process of debate and contention and there are countless moments in the Chronicles where opposing sources are juxtaposed to await ‘eche mans judgement’. We are shown, for example, the exasperating disagreements of Polydore Vergil and Robert Fabyan on early Saxon history, the variant perspectives of Hall and Thomas Walsingham on Richard II’s death, and Thynne’s mediation of John Leslie, John Major, and Buchanan’s accounts of Scottish history (1587: I, Hist., 85; III, 516–17). Each such instance implies that the reader has a role in the dialogues being modelled, that they themselves constitute the means to continue and perhaps even resolve the debate. As Paola Pugliatti has discussed, the Chronicles’ multivocality was a magnificent resource for early modern playwrights, who in turn used the dialogic nature of the stage to present multiple historical perspectives and defer judgement to the audience.34

The contributors also draw attention to moments where different social and political groups offer their own conflicting versions of events. The account of the 1549 rebellions is a fine illustration of such multivocality and brings together statements and demands from the rebels themselves, the royal rejoinder to the Devon and Cornwall rebels, eye-witness testimony from Hooker concerning the siege of Exeter, and the whole of John Cheke’s The Hurt of Sedition in its distinct narrative voice full of rhetorical questions and hectoring phrases marvelling at the abomination of rebellion (1587: III, 1002–55). There are a remarkable number of episodes throughout the Chronicles where narratorial intervention appears to recede momentarily and traitors, enemies, rebels, and heretics get to speak in the first person, be it William Wallace defending himself to Robert Bruce, Perkin Warbeck justifying his title, or Campion addressing his accusers (1587: II, Scot., 210–11; III, 780–1). Holinshed’s account of Sir Nicholas Throckmorton’s 1554 trial, following Wyatt’s rebellion, presents the protagonists’ voices as if in a playscript (complete with stage directions) because ‘it is in every mans libertie to weie his words uttered in his owne defense, and likewise the dooings of the quest in acquitting him, as maie seeme good to their discretions’ (1587: III, 1104–17). Pope Pius V’s words denouncing Elizabeth in his 1570 bull are reproduced in full and translated, though not without marginal direction to Bishop John Jewel’s printed refutation (1587: III, 1221). Marginal intervention also accompanies the text of William Parry’s 1584 treason trial which Fleming incorporates from a contemporary pamphlet and then subjects to facetious editorial censure: ‘Note the malicious humor of Parrie because he might not obteine preferment to his liking’ (1587: III, 1383).

Patterson proposed that the involvement of so many voices in the Chronicles’ narrative, and Holinshed’s professed policy of indifference, allowed marginal and oppositional groups such as the lower classes, women, heretics, and traitors the chance to speak, and that the reproduction of apparently unchecked voices in print necessitated many of the censor’s cuts made to the 1587 edition. But it would be misleading to suggest that we might read the Chronicles anachronistically as a democratic document that potentially endorses and enables free-speaking for all. The contributors obviously retain narratorial control over how much their subjects are actually allowed to say, and, whereas there are vast quotations of direct speech by monarchs and statesmen the voices of the common people are more often simply reported or indicated, a noise to be heard and recorded. If we consider again the example of the 1549 rebellions, Holinshed’s introduction to his account of events leaves the reader in no doubt as to how this episode should be understood. Far from recovering the voice of popular dissent, he describes the Devonshire rebels using uncharacteristically critical language: ‘The whole companies of these rebels amounted little lesse than to the number of ten thousand stout and valiant personages, able indeed (if their cause had beene good and favoured of the Lord and giver of victories) to have wrought great feats. But being (as they were) ranke and malicious traitors, the almightie God confounded their devises, and brought them to their deserved confusion’ (1587: III, 1002). Elsewhere in the Chronicles at moments where traitors and heretics are allowed to speak, editorial intervention in the form of marginalia reminds the reader of the ‘correct’ interpretation, as seen in the episodes concerning Becket and Parry considered above. As Sarah Kelen argues, the Chronicles’ multivocality permits the preservation of competing claims at moments of political and social contention that offers the reader ‘the possibility of siding (at least temporarily or silently) against the ultimate victor’. But as she stresses, the reader also witnesses the consequences of such contention and the inevitable victory of one party over another: ‘dissent is always experienced as dissent; it is in dialogue with and opposition to an authoritarian ideology, and, more often than not, that ideology is the one that prevails’.35 Even in one of the examples Patterson cites of a genuine popular voice heard in the Chronicles—in Reginald Scot’s description of a song sung by workers rebuilding Dover harbour—the narrator offers a patronizing introduction to what he evidently considers an object of curiosity: ‘the dittie was barbarous, and the note rusticall, the matter of no moment, and all but a jest: yet it was not unworthie of some briefe note of remembrance’ (1587: III, 1546). One contemporary reader, the actor Will Kemp, notes how the middle-class characters ‘chronicled’ in the works of Thomas Deloney do not appear in those of Holinshed and his fellow historians.36

This chapter has not attempted to reconstruct the idealized reader of the Chronicles along social and political lines, or homogenize a projected reader response (as Patterson attempts to), but it will conclude by observing how the contributors conceived and hoped that their text would be read. Evident throughout the Chronicles is the desire that the reader has an active, vigilant interest in history and the lessons it offers. This is stated explicitly in the prefaces to named nobles, many of whom also feature in the narrative. It is also expressed in the addresses to the general readership where Holinshed envisages his reader comparing and judging sources (as discussed above), Fleming hopes for ‘readers studious in histories’ and re-edits the text to facilitate its easier use, and Thynne anticipates a discerning reader alert to matters of style and propriety. The contributors see their readers cross-referencing the national histories and awaiting publication of the other histories of ‘forreyn regions’ compiled by Reyner Wolfe. In the 1577 errata, Holinshed even imagines an active reader committed to copying several vast additions into relevant points of the text. Harrison envisions that readers may themselves act as historians, and practically provides the shelfmark guiding one to further reading about usurpation in England (‘on the left side of the librarie belonging now to Paules’) (1587: I, Desc., 8). Both Holinshed and Harrison convey a sense of the Chronicles’ provisionality in their current form and suggest that ‘the learned’ will remain in controversy over any questions raised. They fully expect a more qualified person to read the text and subsequently correct and perfect their labours (1577: I, sig. ¶4v; Desc., 9; 1587: III, sig.A2v), and Harrison identifies William Camden as one such authority (1587: I, 156). The Chronicles’ reception history testifies to the fact that many of the contributors’ contemporaries did indeed read them most attentively, not necessarily with the express purpose of improving or supplementing the original, but to form the basis for their own historical narratives that were presented using an ever-increasing variety of dramatic, poetic, and prose genres.37




CHAPTER 21

READERSHIP AND RECEPTION*

FELICITY HEAL

Reading maketh a full man

Conference a reddy man

And writing an exact man

John Wagstaffe dixit

Thus wrote the parson of Wollaton, Nottinghamshire, in the frontispiece of his 1577 edition of Holinshed.1 But of course this is not Wagstaffe’s saying: he had copied from the eminently quotable Francis Bacon, who in his essay ‘Of Studies’ had articulated in characteristic aphorisms the role of the serious reader. Books, said Bacon, were to be used not to dispute, nor to believe credulously, nor to provide the basis of rhetoric, but ‘to weigh and consider’. And, while some could be treated cursorily, others were to be ‘swallowed, and some few to be chewed and digested’.2 It is unlikely that Bacon, for all his enthusiasm for histories, would have included the Chronicles in this last category. This great exponent of politic history, and of the wisdom derived from such classical sources as Tacitus, would have mistrusted the chronicling tradition as ‘worn and mouldy’. Instead Bacon called for a perfect history that would penetrate the behaviour of those it studied, establish motives and provide models for future action.3

The morbidity of the chronicling tradition was announced by a number of Holinshed’s near contemporaries and, in more cautious tone, by historians such as Fritz Levy and Daniel Woolf.4 It quickly became acceptable to dismiss the chroniclers on the stage and in court literature: Thomas Nashe’s 1592 remarks in ‘dispraise of lay Chorigraphers’ were the beginning of the process. By the time John Cleveland wrote in 1645 of the ‘dull scalp of voluminous Hollinshed’ it must have seemed that no man of wit and discernment would be seen chewing and digesting the great narrative tomes.5 Even those whose disposition to histories, especially British and English histories, led them to read chronicles, were not necessarily enthusiasts for the Holinshed Chronicles. By the end of the sixteenth century there was already much choice of text: Grafton and Stow for narrative, and Camden’s Britannia for chorography. A few years later Speed’s Theatre of the Empire of Great Britain provided direct and sophisticated challenge to Holinshed.6

A number of the contributors to this volume modify this argument about the decline of the chronicle and in particular the early demise of Holinshed as an influence upon subsequent perceptions of British history.7 A text that was cited almost 1,400 times in the sixteenth- and seventeenth-century printed works that can be traced through Early English Books Online full text search scarcely lacked readers, and the influence of its narrative voice is evident in a variety of fora.8 Both print and manuscript sources attest to the use made of the Chronicles, and the active engagement of their readers until well after the Restoration. The difficulty is to characterize those readers once reference to the small circle of the great writers—Shakespeare, Spenser, Daniel, Drayton, Milton—and some of the well-known antiquaries, has been exhausted. Annabel Patterson in Reading Holinshed’s Chronicles and Bart van Es (Chapter 34 below) have argued that the most significant readership, at least after the early years, was Protestant, drawn from the citizen body, or at least of the middling sort, and engaged by the narrative of national identity.9 Such figures can be discerned in the manuscript evidence for the use of Holinshed, but there are numerous alternatives—antiquaries of many stripes researching detail; students employing the texts as exercise; religious polemicists bending them to ideological ends. This article will attempt to piece together the fragmentary evidence of how and by whom the two great editions of the Chronicles were read.

GUIDES FOR READERS

The expectation of the Chronicles’ authors—let alone those of their publishers—was that only the fully literate and relatively well-informed would be the audience for their grand work. In the paratextual material that frames the various sections of the volumes, including the explicit addresses ‘to the reader’, Holinshed, Harrison, Fleming, Stanihurst, and Thynne actually say rather little about who their readers should be, while Harrison focuses upon the problems of his task, concerned only about the acerbity of other scholars. Holinshed offers some direct commentary, but his concern is principally with the justification of his own writing: ‘my speech is plaine’, ‘I looke not to content ech mans opinions’, ‘beseeching the learned … in such points of doubtfull antiquities to beare with my skill’. Thynne’s rhetorical pyrotechnics in his introduction to the continuation of the Scottish history assumes a reader versed in classical allusions. Only Stanihurst and Fleming make clearer statements about readership. Stanihurst, in dedicating the Irish history to Sir Henry Sidney, adopts the customary humanist position that it is magistrates who should benefit most from the reading of histories:

Magistrats as meane to have a vigilant eie to their charge, can not bestow their time better, than when they sequester themselves from the affaires of the wealpublike, to recreat and quicken their spirits by reading the chronicles the decipher the government of a wealpublike … And who so will be addicted to the reading of histories, shall readily find diverse events worthie to be remembered, and sundrie sound examples dailie to be followed. [Chronicles 1587: II, sig. A4r]

Fleming addresses the ‘Readers studious in histories’, and urges that ‘all lovers of knowledge, speciallie historicall, are advisedlie to marke (among other points) the severall and successive alterations of regiments in this land’. It was also Fleming who, in the concluding peroration at the end of the Elizabethan section of the text, wished that those who had read and benefited from the narrative ‘would once in their life grow resolute and at a point, in this laudable kind of studie (most necessarie, next to the word of God for common knowledge) little or much to exercise their head and hand’ (1587: III, 1592). So ideally readers should already be well-informed, especially versed in history, and should continue their own researches with the assistance of the authors. As Woodcock points out later in this volume, active readers were considered essential to the success of the project.

Fleming was not a man to leave the process of engagement to chance. While Holinshed argued that judgement should be left to the reader, Fleming presented himself as offering guidance. In the early history of England he offered ‘summarie contents foregoing everie chapter’ so that it was ‘of no difficultie to comprehend what is discoursed and discussed in the same’. His preface pointed his ‘lovers of knowledge’ to the changes in rulership experienced by the English, and reminded them firmly of the difficulty of providing agreed accuracy in the handling of early dates. And, though all the authors exercise the rhetorical skills of persuasion at various points in the Chronicles, it is Fleming who most routinely provides the sententiae that should encourage readers to turn to their commonplace-books and note the judgements of history under the appropriate moral headings.10 He did not attempt to impose order on the text by denying its multivocality: instead he endeavoured to frame the discourse with an increased use of paratextual materials and commentary. Even his indexing, which is far more elaborate and comprehensive than that of the 1577 edition, served to guide the reader towards certain conclusions. To take just two particularly vivid examples: under the heading Pope Gregory, that is Gregory VII, he has ‘a lewd sermon, full of papisticall adulation, made at his funeralls’: and under ‘Policie’, ‘ungratious and tending to the slaughter of princelie innocents’, referring to the murder of the princes in the Tower.11

The key framing device, the use of printed marginalia, on the other hand, owes little directly to Fleming and is a product of the first edition following a long-established textual convention.12 Jennifer Richards (Ch. 17 above) addresses the significance of the marginalia in her study of rhetoric, so they can be touched on very briefly here. Dates, names and summaries of happenings are consistently provided in the margins: the font being the same as the black letter of the text, while sources are usually noted in italic. This allowed the reader to follow the text quickly and effectively, but also the commonplacer to manage his notes with suitable practical and/or moral headings. A double traffic was indicated in this use of the margins: the reader could supplement the notes with his own commentary, or could lift an appropriate section, including it in his own book, with proper side-note reference to the original. The first purpose here is the pragmatic one of ordering lengthy and detailed material, of constructing and reconstructing narrative in the way best suited to an individual’s purpose. But marginalia could also be deployed as guides to ‘the matters and purposes whereto they serve’ to quote Thomas Blundeville.13 This is occasionally overt in the Chronicles. Dunstan’s vision of an angel announcing the death of Eadred as he was on his way to court to surrender treasure provokes the remark: ‘But was not this a devise to deteine the treasure? For I doo not read that he delivered it out of his hands. An angell, or as some think a woorse creature’(Chronicles 1577: I. Hist.Eng., 230). More usually an adjective or adverb signals the need to evaluate a story: as in the description of the crisis in the 1386 Parliament when ‘the earle of Suffolke greevouslie charged by the parliament house for sundrie offences’ (1577: II, 1055). Finally the italicized references pointed the reader both to the complexity of the historiography underpinning the narrative, and to the possibility of checking the integrity and capacity of the compilers with reference to the original sources.

OWNERSHIP

Even the best managed text depended ultimately on its appeal to actual readers. So, who purchased, read, used and digested ‘great Hollinshead’?14 While the possession of the tomes was no guarantee of use it is important to register that one or other edition of Holinshed must have been owned quite widely. The incomplete modern record provided by the English Short Title Catalogue records ninety-six examples of the variants of the 1577 edition (or one of its volumes) and almost exactly the same number for the whole or parts of the 1587.15 Early inventories, book lists, and donation and ownership notes show that the status and type of those holding texts was also socially diverse. At Cambridge on the one hand the great collector Andrew Perne owned two copies; on the other Ambrose Barker, BD, had a budget-priced text inventoried in 1583 at 4s.16 The higher clergy are well represented among known early owners: Richard Cox, bishop of Ely, had a 1577 edition at his death in 1581; Archbishop Whitgift’s book list records two copies of volume two, one of them ‘augmented’.17 Arthur Lake, bishop of Bath and Wells, gave a 1587 edition to New College in 1615; a 1587 owned by Tobie Matthew, archbishop of York, was part of the library donated to York Minster by his widow Frances Matthew in 1629.18 Matthew in his turn apparently acquired this copy from Sir Christopher Hatton.19 There is evidence of greater gentry ownership: Lionel Tollemache’s 1587 copy became part of the Ham House collection; the Bellasis family of North Yorkshire held a copy that eventually passed to All Souls; George Turpyn, who noted that he held his copy in 1619, may well have been son and heir to Sir William of Knaptoft, Leicestershire; and the Foljambes of Nottinghamshire seem to have been the first owners of John Wagstaffe’s 1577 edition from which I began this article.20

Another obvious group of owners are the scholars and antiquaries. William Lambarde’s copy of volume III of the 1587 edition was presented to him by the publisher Ralph Newbery.21 Lord Lumley’s great library contained two editions of the 1587 volumes; Sir Edward Coke owned parts of three copies of the same text.22 John Dee provides us with unusual evidence that Holinshed was not only owned but treasured. His library was rich in British history including copies of Cooper, Grafton, and Stow, the last of whom he counted a friend. He held three manuscripts of Geoffrey of Monmouth, one of which was heavily annotated. When Dee had to select a working library to take with him on his Polish venture, Holinshed was one of the texts chosen, and in 1600, back in Manchester, Dee’s diary notes that he lent his copy of Holinshed, though not to whom.23 Sir Henry Spelman’s thorough notes were taken from the 1577 text that survives as part of his gift to the parish church of Swaffham, Norfolk.24

Ownership outside these rather well-defined groups has to be judged from a scatter of names on title-pages, and that rarest of sources, the will. The Foljambe copy passed to a minor Derbyshire family, the Wagstaffes, and was annotated by John, a cleric.25 George Levens, steward to Sir Thomas Tresham, worked from a copy of the 1587 edition that must surely have belonged to his master.26 The Pembroke College, Cambridge, copy of the 1587 edition was the donation of Swithun Butterfield, gentleman, a benefactor of the college and zealous amateur researcher. The possessor of the Shakespeare Birthplace Trust copy, who announced at the top of the title-page ‘sum Thoma. Bragge’, may well have been from a minor gentry family in Devon. William Crowther who purchased the Merton College, Oxford, copies in 1591 can perhaps to be identified with the cleric of the same name who matriculated in 1570.27 And then there are owners whose status may have been more modest: John Thomson, who recorded owning one of the Folger texts in 1650 and had it ‘new bownde Anno Domini 1672’;28 Woolf’s splendid discovery of the Scarborough merchant, William Fyshe, who willed his Holinshed to his son Robert, is direct confirmation about what the less specific information above suggests, that even a quite expensive text could quickly attract a socially heterogeneous set of owners.29

READERS

To own was not necessarily to read, particularly not to read actively to acquire the knowledge and exemplas that were so prized. The evidential gap has to be filled by printed sources on the one hand, and marginalia and commonplace notes, on the other if we are to hazard some generalizations about engagement with the Chronicles.30 We would anticipate several categories of what Hackel calls ‘goal-oriented’ readers: (i) those seeking political understanding from the study of the past; (ii) polemicists who used the text as a source of debate, or as an argument to challenge; and (iii) the ‘studious in histories’, for whom Holinshed would be a research tool.31 I propose to look briefly at the evidence for these categories of the ‘goal-orientated’, then at some case studies of marginalia, to establish whether there are ways of apprehending the ‘common’ reader, and his response to the text.

Men trained for the public weal

Holinshed, Harrison, and Stanihurst were all clear that by dedicating their work to men of power they hoped to persuade the dedicatees of the significance of studying history. The censorship of both Holinshed editions, but particularly that of 1587, shows that magistrates did indeed read this history, and some found it dangerous. James VI protested at the treatment of his mother; the English Privy Council reacted swiftly to the narrative of the recent Babington plot; someone in power deeply misliked Thynne’s praise of the Lord Cobhams and of aspects of the behaviour of Leicester.32 Elizabeth I herself may not actually have read Holinshed, yet she felt sufficiently well informed to inveigh ‘against the chronicle … fondly sett out’ for its destabilization of Anglo-Scottish relations.33 And Philip Howard, earl of Arundel, showed his knowledge of the text by complaining at his trial in 1589 that Holinshed was in error in his account of his grandfather’s attainder.34

But the Chronicles also acquired a more positive status as authoritative witnesses to be cited and employed in political debate. The papers of Robert Beale, Elizabeth’s secretary of state, contain a number of references to useful passages of Holinshed, including information on the indictment of the 3rd duke of Buckingham, and a copy of Hooker’s Order and Usage of Parliaments.35 One of the proponents of the union with Scotland in 1604 found a valuable set of arguments in the duke of Somerset’s 1549 ‘epistle exhortatorie’ in favour of the marriage of Edward VI and Mary, Queen of Scots that could be culled from the Chronicles.36 Some hopeful government advisor turned to Hall and Holinshed in 1625 to discover how earlier monarchs had raised taxes from their subjects.37 And there were occasions when parliamentarians treated the volumes as of comparable standing with the precedents provided by the Rotuli Parliamentorum. Holinshed and Camden were appealed to in the defence of parliamentary privilege, the former particularly for its detailed account of Ferrer’s Case (1534). ‘In Ferrer’s case in Holinshed’, said Sir Thomas Wentworth in 1621, ‘we [were] informed by our own judges that we stand nowhere so royally as in parliament.’38 The Chronicles also influenced parliamentary rhetoric to judge by the complaint of the alehouse patentee, Michell. Sir Edward Coke, he protested, had falsely manipulated the story of the fall of Empson and Dudley with ‘Hollinshed learning which he preached … so confidently in his oration against me’.39

Such learning required thorough reading and study. This was the exercise that Philip Sidney commended to his protégée Denny, on the latter’s departure for Ireland in 1580. He should pay particular attention to histories in his reading, and should focus first on the history of his own country:

my councell to you is even to begin with our English Chronicle, sett out by Hollinshead; which you should read thorow till you come to Edward the thirdes lyfe, then to Froyssart, after him Anguerard of Monstrelett, written in olde frenche, after him Philip de Comines and then Guicciardini, who reacheth almost to our tyme. And these will serve your tieme for historicall matters.40

The extraordinarily ambitious demands here made of an active military man are less to our purpose than the insight they offer into Sidney as reader, engaged with historical narrative but reluctant to separate the British story from that of the Continent. And the choice of Guicciardini, the politic historian par excellence of his generation, suggests that Sidney was already looking past the use of chronicle in the study of recent history.

This last example links to the more generally identifiable notion that the Chronicles, at least in the late sixteenth century, were an important educational tool for men who would have responsibility in the commonwealth. One of the annotators of the All Souls’ Holinshed noted by Stanihurst’s preface ‘reading history a good imploym[en]t for magistrates’ and ‘the Judgem[en]t of the learned concerning Historie’.41 The educational niche vernacular histories occupied is made explicit in the famous Directions for a Student in the Universitie, attributed to the Cambridge tutor Richard Holdsworth and dating from the 1630s.42 English histories were to be designated for those not aiming at high scholarship for regular reading in the second year of study.

The Directions gave very precise instructions about commonplacing techniques, down to the way in which the blank page should be divided by lines. Less often noticed is the advice that the neophyte should spend two hours each afternoon in translation from English to Latin, ‘either out of some plain English books as Historie Dialogues Relations’ or stories that the student has heard and wants to retain. Holdsworth’s most famous pupil, Sir Simonds D’Ewes, seems to have followed this advice punctiliously in one of his student books where he translates sections of Holinshed into Latin. The chosen material covers the history of the kingdom of Mercia followed by Kent, Northumbria and the East and West Saxons.43

Controversialists

The Chronicles, with their endless riches of historical detail, offered wonderful pickings for those religious controversialists who assailed or defended the Church of England. Thomas Fitzherbert in A Defence of the Catholyke Cause (1602) spoke contemptuously of Holinshed who ‘maketh Eleutherius the Pope write a letter to King Lucius more lyke a minister of England, than a Bishop of Rome’.44 One of the earliest sustained uses of the texts in print came in one of the disputes between Robert Persons and Thomas Morton, later bishop of Coventry and Lichfield. The most interesting of several specific points is the telling blow that Persons landed on his adversary when he showed that Holinshed was not sustained by Foxe on the nature of the speech that Queen Mary had made against Wyatt’s rebels in 1554. Morton had claimed that Mary had not charged the rebels with resistance to Catholicism, but as so often Persons’ detailed grasp of the records led him to an alternative reading.45 Other Catholic polemicists were prepared to cite the Chronicles approvingly when it served their cause. Richard Broughton in The Second Part of the Protestants Plea (1625) made lavish use of Stow, Foxe, Camden, and Holinshed—ideally all addressing the same point—on the origins of Christianity in the islands, with St Peter as the founder of the faith, King Lucius and Augustine as the primary exhibits.46 Protestants answered in kind: not only on the well-trodden debates about conversion, but on the High Middle Ages. George Abbot, who clearly read Holinshed with particular attention, cited him several times in a 1604 pamphlet, each time seeking to demonstrate from medieval materials that the Church of England closely resembled the best form of the Catholic faith.47

Holinshed was one weapon in the citation-based armoury of the religious controversialists, but it was rarely itself the subject of direct attack in print. The notable exception is the Scottish history. In 1590 John Davidson published his furious rejoinder to Richard Bancroft’s attack on the kirkmen. In it he also rued James VI’s declaration against the kirk, complaining:

And last of al, for the perpetual triumphing memory thereof against us, it was insert, worde for worde, in the Chronicle of England, compiled by Holinshed and published to the posteritie in print.48

But Thynne’s efforts with the Declaration were as nothing compared to Harrison’s reassertion of the suzerainty of the English over the Scots. This produced two powerful polemics, Sir Thomas Craig’s Scotland’s Sovereignty Asserted (written 1602, published 1695), and Sir George Mackenzie’s, A Defence of the Antiquity of the Royal Line of Scotland (1685).49 The intensity of Craig’s reaction is particularly striking: he complains of Holinshed’s (recte Harrison’s) ‘ill language’ in talking of Scots, and dissects the text almost line by line to defend his countrymen. Interestingly he attributes the spread of the canard about England’s claim on Scotland to European historians such as Bodin and Bernard Gerard to the influence of Holinshed. Mackensie’s tone is more judicious, as for example in his comment on the anachronism of the Chronicles having many Scottish kings do homage to the English when no such ceremony existed. The imminent union of the crowns was the essence of Craig’s concern: it was articulated in anger at the Chronicles as the embodiment of arrogant imperialistic attitudes.

The ‘studious in histories’

Thomas Craig’s own preface to his polemic begins with a very different account of the way he had read Holinshed. Working on fees and feudal law he needed to understand English law, and was advised by a friend to turn to Harrison’s account, ‘which I was a little surpriz’d at, because I had frequently made use of that Author and never took notice of any such thing in him’. After reading the offending passages in Harrison he concluded that they had never yet offended his countrymen because they had satisfied themselves ‘with the Texture of the History, and the Continuation thereof unto our own Time [and] they look’d over these things which he premises, as being only ornamental, and in no way belonging to them’.50 Craig had clearly read Holinshed as a specialist work of reference. The majority of the printed references to the Chronicles before 1700 used them in exactly this way, as expert witnesses to some aspect of the past. Even a consummate professional antiquary like Elias Ashmole still in the 1670s found Holinshed worth extensive reference when he considered the history of Edward III’s French campaigns.51 John Cowell, in his controversial Interpreter (1607), called on the evidence of the origin of tithes, of the justices in court and of Magna Carta from the pages of Holinshed.52 Although David Hume, the Scottish historian, shared the hostility of his countrymen to English imperial pretensions, his A General History of Scotland (published 1644, but written in the early years of the century) made extensive use of Holinshed. His citations are prolific and migrate between the English and Scottish volumes, correcting when necessary, as in the detailed genealogy of the Douglas family, but using the Chronicles as sources of equal standing with Boece.53

Those ‘studious in antiquities’ would not, of course, have expected to privilege Holinshed above other texts: their objective was to achieve a comprehensive understanding of the past. So the volumes were mined along with other chronicles, official papers and, increasingly, physical artefacts. Source miners may be exemplified by William Prynne in print, and by George Levens, steward to Sir Thomas Tresham, in manuscript. ‘Marginal’ Prynne famously committed himself to bolstering his challenge to the clergy with a blizzard of citations and an overwhelming weight of historical evidence. In The Antipathie of the English Lordly Prelate (1641) he threaded together endless material from the medieval chroniclers, Parker, Godwin, and Speed as well as Holinshed, rarely using one source when he could employ half a dozen.54 Although some later works were less visibly dependent on these sources, there are still cases, like two of the 1659 works, in which Holinshed is cited at least sixty times.55 Most of these references simply act as affirmations of a Prynne point, though there is an occasional pleasure in an anti-prelatical judgement from his sources: ‘to close up all concerning him [Cardinal Pole] in Holmshed’s words—a trayter he lived and a Traytor he dyed’.56 George Levens compiled his notes on specific reigns of English kings: Alfred, Edgar, Edward I, Edward III, and Henry VII. His range of citations was also much narrower: Holinshed above all, but also Stow, Hall, and Vergil. Levens was also a critical reader. At fol. 47, for example, he is intrigued by the problem of the size of Edgar’s navy, comparing Holinshed’s brief comment with Stow’s more extensive discussion about the trustworthiness of his source that claimed 3,600 ships.57

Well-known antiquaries also valued Holinshed’s historical narrative highly. William Lambarde interleaved a copy of Thomas Talbot’s A Booke Containing the True Portraiture of the Countenances of the Kings of England (1597) with detailed notes on the post-conquest monarchs drawn predominately from the Chronicles.58 Sir Henry Spelman made extensive notes on from the histories of England and Scotland from volume I of the 1577 edition. By and large Spelman accepted the mythic history as it was presented to him, though he noted ‘great diversitie of opinions between wryters’ on the names of the early kings. He was most offended by two of the woodcuts, the first showing Caesar’s navy arriving with ordinance, the second Joseph of Arimathea preaching ‘with a shaven hedd’.59 Holinshed was admired particularly for his comprehensiveness: as the original authors had hoped, all chronicle life was there. Weever suggested on several occasions that the reader turn to Holinshed ‘if you would read more’; Hume advised turning to the Scottish text for the detail of the flight of the Melville faction to England.60

Although Camden’s Britannia inevitably superseded Harrison’s rather hastily prepared chorography there were those who still turned to the Description of England. John Evelyn in a discussion of sources on antiquities in his native Kent, acknowledges that he was still beholden for many of his examples to Holinshed as well as to ‘Mr Aubrie’s inquisitive and laudable perambulations’.61 In the 1650s William Burton used Harrison for the organizing structure of his A Commentary on Antoninius his Itinerary … so far as it Concerneth Britain.62 But the best evidence of an enduring enthusiasm for Harrison often comes from manuscript and marginalia. The commonplace-book of William Whiteway, godly minister of Dorchester, dating from the 1620s and 1630s, begins with extensive notes from the Description, followed by much shorter ones on the early history of England, Scotland, and Ireland.63 A synoptic table of important topics from the Chronicles in a late sixteenth-century hand begins from Harrison, though is highly selective on themes that are not strictly historical.64

WRITERS IN THE MARGINS

A recommended choice for the active reader was to annotate his own text, either as a preparatory stage for maintaining his own commonplace-book, or as an independent aide-mémoire. ‘Mark’, says Holdsworth, ‘such expressions as you like with a line under them. Sentences and remarkable passages gather into your commonplace book.’65 Fortunately a number of readers did more than underline their favoured passages in Holinshed, their commentaries providing an invaluable guide to reading practice. Only a small minority of surviving copies are extensively marked: the combination of librarians’ enthusiasm for clean copy and (perhaps) the slightly intimidating qualities of the large tomes, ensure that many margins are silent.66 One of the Folger copies (copy 3) has remarkable embellishment of a later date (mid-eighteenth century) with elegant blazons of the arms of the leading magnates from the Conquest to the reign of Edward II.67 Among the Oxbridge copies, the third volume of the Queens College, Oxford, set has a few brief comments in a secretary hand on recent religious events, the New College copy has discreet manicle and other reminders; the Newnham College, Cambridge, 1587 edition has some notation of wonders and religious events; and the single volume of the 1577 edition held by Lady Margaret Hall has a few anti-papal observations.68

Other copies of the Chronicles have focused commentary or notes in a very limited area of the book.69 At the other extreme are four which are sufficiently rich in annotation to enable some conclusions to be drawn about the nature of the interests and practices of their readers. The 1577 edition is represented by the Nottingham copy from Wollaton belonging to John Wagstaffe, and that in Chetham’s Library, the possession of Edward Ollerenshaw (in each case the first volume only). The full 1587 edition is annotated in the Pembroke College Library copy donated by Swithun Butterfield and the All Souls copy from the Bellasis family.70 All have the advantage of being used by men outside the obvious circles of antiquaries or senior clergy: all wrote, we can deduce, at the very end of the sixteenth century or in the first half of the seventeenth. The annotators range in status from greater gentry to clergy. While three of the texts have more than one hand, it is possible reasonably effectively to attribute authorship to one key writer. None can be made to stand for some idealized ‘common reader’, yet each offers some insight into the mentality of men who were eager to engage with the vast text.

Even the most assiduous commentator had to focus on a limited set of topics within the bulky tomes of the Chronicles. Ollerenshaw gave priority to Harrison’s Description of England, and within Harrison’s books to issues of topography and early history respectively. He and Wagstaffe gave considerable attention to the History of England before 1066: Wagstaffe also annotated the History of Scotland thoroughly, the History of Ireland less so. Ollerenshaw devoted little time to Scotland or Ireland, though he did provide comments on some aspects of the Description of Ireland. Butterfield reversed this pattern: commenting throughout the three books, but saving his most zealous efforts for post-conquest English history. The Bellasis commentator showed no interest in Harrison or Scottish history: he annotated carefully throughout the Irish history, and then very sparingly on post-conquest English history. One interest that all four have in common, and share with several other annotated books, is a fascination with the weird and wonderful. Harrison on giants is read with care and engagement, ‘prodigies signes and tokens’ in the fall of princes noted, and comments on earthquakes underlined.

These general patterns have a certain interest, but they become more revealing when broken down under more specific headings. Ollerenshaw’s engagement is with the topography of north-west England. The pages on which Harrison addresses the landscape of Cheshire, Derbyshire, and Lancashire are heavily thumbed and so annotated that comments had to creep around every margin. Elsewhere he used Camden to supplement, or sometimes question, Harrison’s descriptions: here he writes with local knowledge. ‘At the fale of Dodon’, he notes in the Peak, ‘is an isle called ffondery, wherin is a blacke house called the pile of fouleres.’71 Wagstaffe engaged primarily with history but also self identified as a man of Derbyshire. He responds to Harrison’s comment on Tiddeswell in Derbyshire ‘whose waters often seemeth to ryse and fall, as the sea which is fortye mile from it’: ‘this I have proved to be true, John Wagstaffe’.72

Some of the same specificity can be traced in the Bellasis material on Ireland: the writer focuses intently on the Irish language and on the morals of the people. He isolates, for example, Stanihurst’s remarks on the language and civility, with such marginal notes as ‘citties, townes and many parts of Ireland speake English to this day’.73 Butterfield’s interests are more political and national: almost any event can become an opportunity for Butterfield to exercise his pen, but the morality of kings, foreign relations, especially with Scotland, and the state of the clergy seem the most predictable triggers.

The methods employed by each of our annotators have more in common than their specific interests. All provide a range of underlined sections of text, ‘notas’, crosses and manicles in the margins, and cross-references. The primary purpose of such indicators is clearly to remind the reader of a significant point to which he may return, and the end papers are also used to identify important passages with a page reference. And, as a generalization, it must be said that most of the marginal remarks simply provide continuity, noting places, names, and events that may not be sufficiently highlighted in the printed marginalia. These are working texts, and our annotators expected to return to them for future reference. It is impossible to judge whether commentary was all undertaken at one time, or over several readings. The well-worn state of the Ollerenshaw and Wagstaffe copies would suggest the latter, as does some over-writing in different hands. The Butterfield was more clearly a personal research tool, though even here slight physical variation in the hand might indicate repeated reading.

None of our annotators offers much explicit political commentary in the margins. Butterfield comes closest with notes such as his observation on William Patten’s account of the breakdown between Henry V’s brother Bedford and the duke of Burgundy: ‘this loss of France happened by this dissention from England’. Insofar as there is judgement upon the affairs of kings or nations it is usually, even in these private texts, confined to early examples. Butterfield notes by the narrative of Offa ‘a wicked kinge, thus also he killed kinge Egilbert’.74 Wagstaffe comments on Macbeth and the prophecy of the weird sisters ‘with an evill end’.75 Ollerenshaw underscores a hostility to Scotland that appears in all three texts when he marks ‘the first warre betwixt ye inhabitants of England and Scotland which ever synce have continued mortale enymyes’.76 Engagement with Scotland has, of course, major contemporary resonance. Butterfield signals an explicit concern for the succession with his note on Banquo as ‘the originall of the stewards … from whom the kings of Scotland descende’. He also glosses the passage on the claim of Brute (Brutus) to the whole island with the explanation ‘the clayme for homage of Scotland’.77

Comments on religion are far less oblique. Butterfield, Ollerenshaw, and Wagstaffe all regard the coming of Christianity to Britain as a central part of the Chronicles narrative. All three focus on the story of the conversion of King Lucius: Wagstaffe uses it particularly vigorously as an opportunity to compare the accounts of various chroniclers. Ollerenshaw inscribes a conversion verse—Isaiah 51: 5—by the image of preaching to Lucius.78 And all three annotators subscribe fully to Protestant anti-papal and anti-monastic rhetoric. Two examples can stand for many: Butterfield reminds himself under Henry III to note ‘the popes doings and exactions in this kings reigne and his fathers’; more bluntly, Wagstaffe adds to a section on miracles at the tomb of King Edgar ‘arrant lies’.79 Time and circumstance make Wagstaffe the most bitter of the three: he writes as a cleric in the period of civil war, noting an early case in the Scottish history when the rejection of the clergy led to ruin with the observation ‘just so is it now in England. Anno 1649’.80 But all three are very orthodox readers of the history of the British nations and of God’s providential purposes for the Protestant faith. Only the Bellasis text expresses no view on religion, perhaps because at least some branches of the family were suspected of recusancy.81

All our annotators should surely be described as ‘men studious in histories’. Swithun Butterfield was an idiosyncratic intellectual, in some way attached to Pembroke College, to whom he left his books and manuscripts in 1612. His reading served as a basis for extensive work on themes such as civil law, religion, and ‘policies in government’ which he hoped would be published after his death.82 His worries about his own work are perhaps reflected in his first underscoring, in Harrison’s dedication to Cobham: the curious ‘sooner carpe at another mans doings than publish any thing of their owne (keeping themselves close with an obscure admiration of learning and knowledge among the common sort)’. Edward Ollerenshaw, possibly of yeoman stock from Derbyshire, and John Wagstaffe, cleric and gentleman, do not seem to have any such aspirations, but to have seen their texts as opportunity to increase their knowledge of the nation’s chorography and antiquities. For these two, and for the Bellasis annotator, writing in the margins of Holinshed seems to be the alternative to keeping a personal and familial commonplace-book. The Bellasis annotations on volume III largely concern the family: the history of the family seat is noted and the end notes are dominated by a comprehensive list of baronets created under King James, of whom Bellasis was one of the first.83 Wagstaffe chooses to include some passages of personal commentary. For example, his underlined passage from Harrison’s preface: ‘such is the nature of man that it wil not suffer any good thing long to remaine as it is left’ is side noted ‘Johannes Wagstaffe’.84 The pessimistic undertow of this and other notes surely relates to his experience of civil war. Ollerenshaw is the most remarkable example, personalizing his text not with family commentary, but with maps of England, Scotland, the Orkneys and his beloved local territory of the Peak and Cheshire with an image of rivers draining into the Mersey (Figure 21.1). He also reveals what may be a more acute social anxiety in noting and annotating Harrison’s remarks on gentility of blood. Finally, the commentaries should remind us that studiousness did not necessarily exclude reading for entertainment. Remarks on different measures of ale, stories about crows, and assessments of the value of jet were presumably noted simply because they intrigued.

[image: Images]

FIGURE 21.1 Map of Cheshire and tributaries of the Mersey, drawn into a 1577 edition of the Chronicles.

CONCLUSION

Chartier has noted that reading is a practice ‘that only rarely leaves traces, that is scattered in an infinity of individual acts’.85 Even a brief examination of the men who owned, used, and annotated the Chronicles affirms the latter part of this statement. When Owen Felltham left room in the margins of his Resolves (1628) ‘for the Comments of the man that reades’ he assumed a model of the active reader of the kind also envisaged by Fleming.86 The reader should note, reflect, and commonplace in order to extract full value from the evidence and ideas presented to him. He should, for Fleming, wish to understand the truth of antiquity and the lessons of the past.

Patterson argued that the Chronicles continued to serve their active readers well into the second half of the seventeenth century by combining their complex source materials into something that, anachronistically, we might call a cultural history of Britain. This plurality (I prefer the term to multivocality) allowed the reader to imprint upon the text his own interests and vision of the past. So, at roughly the same time, Milton could be extracting sophisticated political sentiments against tyranny or in favour of political consent into his commonplace-book, while Wagstaffe was enthusing about Derbyshire identities and the purity of the early British Church. Holinshed, the man, in particular seems to have envisioned the possibility of diversity, and indeed to have appealed for it. The traces left by his readers suggest he correctly perceived his legacy.


PART IV

POLITICS, SOCIETY, AND RELIGION




CHAPTER 22

MONARCHY

JOHN WATTS

OVER the last two or three decades, historians and literary scholars have become more attentive to the vulnerabilities of the English monarchy in the second half of the sixteenth century. The Elizabethan ‘monarchical republic’—to borrow Patrick Collinson’s still-influential formulation—is now widely seen as fraught with tensions, and not only in the troubled decade of the 1590s.1 In a number of recent accounts, Elizabeth is shown struggling to exercise the conventional prerogatives of the ruler, as her councillors used the bureaucratic means at their disposal, laced with notions of patriarchy and mixed monarchy, to subject the queen to their guidance.2 Nor were the politics of image any easier for the queen to manage: Elizabethan literature is found to be full of republican tropes, its plays and histories depicting the downfall of rulers, especially those who were childless or lacked manly virtues; even the image of the Virgin Queen has been shown to be a liability, thrusting Elizabeth high into the cosmos while tacitly denying her agency on the earth.3 Even if no one is arguing for a ‘high road to civil war’ in Elizabethan England, the emergence of a ‘Jacobethan’ period, beginning in the 1580s and running to the 1640s and 1650s, shows which way the historical tide is running.

Not surprisingly, Holinshed’s Chronicles have been caught in the current. In the first major work to make sense of the Chronicles and consider the aims of their writers, Annabel Patterson found them decidedly critical of the monarchy. Taking the poly-vocality of the Chronicles as the sign of a principled commitment to free speech and an ideal of ‘indifference’, Patterson saw in Holinshed a kind of ‘proto-liberalism’, featuring a marked hostility to royal arbitrariness and a strong enthusiasm for Parliament as the means through which law and liberty were principally upheld.4 In a like way, Igor Djordevic, in his more recent book on the national political ideals which the Chronicles were trying to promote, aligns Holinshed and the other 1577 authors with the popular critics of royal government in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries; while this emphasis was more heavily disguised, even contradicted, by Abraham Fleming’s additions to the text in 1587, the work remains, in his view, an essentially communitarian treatment of the English past, and one which contains a challenge to the assumed authority of the country’s kings and queens.5 In what follows, my aim will be to reconsider these judgements, by exploring the central theme of monarchy in the Chronicles. Since other contributors have dealt with the rulers of Scotland and Ireland, and it is, in any case, the English kings and queens that were closest to the concerns of Holinshed and his colleagues, I shall devote my attention to the handling of monarchy in England, from its origins in the time of Albion and Brutus, up to the end of the Wars of the Roses and the limits of social memory in Holinshed’s time.6

THE MONARCHY BEFORE THE NORMAN CONQUEST

The narrative of English history is divided, in both editions of the Chronicles, between separate volumes, one covering the beginning to 1066, the other covering 1066 to the present. The latter has received the bulk of critical attention, but it is with the former that we shall begin, not only because it was in these pages that readers first encountered England’s monarchy, but also because some central ideas and themes, which are established in the first section, reverberate through the rest of the work.7 In many respects, therefore, the pre-1066 volume represents a kind of Old Testament, prefiguring and clarifying, in a manner readily familiar to an Elizabethan audience, the long, muddled present that descended from the Norman Conquest onward.

If there is one idea that dominates the first part of the work, and structures its presentation of monarchy, it is conquest. This is already anticipated in Harrison’s Description in volume I, which moves quickly to consider the role of invaders in naming the island and then to the ‘sundrie nations’ which have lived here (Chronicles 1587: I, Desc., 3–5). Conquest meant a profound alteration of ‘the state of the land’, a transformation of the laws and a redistribution of property; and yet Britain had been conquered six times (1587: I, Desc., 5–8). Holinshed’s ‘Preface’ provides a brief digest of these conquests, presenting a pattern in which a mixture of divine punishment and political division conspired to undo each successive ‘dominion’, until finally William the Conqueror ‘planted such lawes and ordinances as … tooke such effect, that the state hath ever sithens continued whole and unbroken’ (1587: III, sigs. A3v–A4r). An urgent task in this first section of the Chronicles is the tracing of continuity through these successive invasions, and—as in established medieval tradition—the monarchy plays a central role in that endeavour.8

First of all, it is clear that the story—even at this early stage—does not really concern the fortunes of the island of Britain; rather, its focus is the making of the kingdom of England; it is a political and monarchical history, not an ethnic or geographical one. This was very clear in the 1577 edition, where the whole account of English history was arranged by reign, but the same fundamental assumptions were in play in the 1587 edition, even if a new organization by nations disguised them.9 It is less the British, Romans, Saxons, and Danes that concern the authors of the Chronicles than their rulers; and it is the ‘dominion’ or ‘regiment’ or ‘line and government’ of each nation that is conquered or supplanted by its successor. ‘In the common historie of England,’ we are told, ‘the succession of kings ought to be kept’, and, if this is a paedagogic point—that readers will understand the continuity of history by grasping the succession of kings and queens—it is also a statement of what, for the authors, history is fundamentally about (1587: I, Hist., 32). Even in the 1587 edition, the Chronicles devote a lot of space to establishing the line of succession from ruler to ruler, far more than from nation to nation.

But the work is also at pains both to characterize the forms and distribution of rule in the island and to narrate its halting progress towards a ‘perfect monarchie’ (1587: I, Hist., 140). The tendency for its ‘state’ to be subdivided is often noted: a ‘pentarchie’ on the expiry of Brutus’s line; ‘sundrie governements’ on the eve of Caesar’s invasion; a confused mixture of British ‘princes’ and ‘captaines’ and Roman ‘lieutenants’ during the centuries of Roman occupation; ‘reguli, that is, little kings or rulers’ or a ‘heptarchie’ under the Saxons (1587: I, Hist., 15, 31–2, 82). But the emphasis throughout is on those who moved things towards their proper conclusion: on Brutus, who brought the island ‘fullie under his subjection’ and founded Troinovant/London as ‘the seat roiall of his empire or kingdome’; Mulmutius, the first real king, who sealed ‘his reigne over the whole monarchie of Britaine’ by ordaining (on the advice of his lords) a coronation with a golden crown; Voadicia (Boudicca) who tried to get the British to ‘sticke together’ against ‘externall sovereigntie’; Lucius, who was the first Christian king of the Britons; Egbert of the West Saxons, who first ‘began to grow in authoritie above all the other rulers within this land’, conquering them all and establishing the ‘English kingdome’ which lasted up to Edmund Ironside; and finally William, the ‘politike’ conqueror, who built the State which still survives (1587: I, Hist., 10–11, 15–16, 41–3, 51–2, 138–9, 178; III, 1–16). So it is that the progress of the kingdom towards perfection—in the sense of completeness, but also durability—is the real subject matter of the Chronicles, and it is the monarchs that play the leading role in driving this progress. Ironically enough, the first uses of ‘England’ and the ‘English’ occur in the context of the Church, not the State, as, in 597, Augustine established ‘the church of England … gathered of the English people’ (1587: I, Hist., 105). Even so, this important step was made possible by permission of King Ethelbert of Kent, who was ‘so perfect a maister’ in ‘feats of warre’ that he had subdued all the other Saxons as far as the Humber: he gave Augustine a ‘harbrough’ at Canterbury and allowed him to preach freely (1587: I, Hist., 99–100). This king and his successors were thus essential to the success of the new Church, but whatever cultural unity it created and however busy it was to assert itself over the north and west of the island, it had no political power and no real part to play in the making of the kingdom: the coming of England and the English is celebrated in the reign of Egbert, and owes nothing to Augustine or Pope Gregory two centuries earlier.

A second theme of the early history is closely related to the first: the naturalness of a single monarchy over the island, and the disorders and misfortunes that ensue whenever it is not in place. For both Harrison and Holinshed, ‘it is not to be doubted but that at the first, the whole Iland was ruled by one onelie prince, and so continued from time to time, untill civill discord, grounded upon ambitious desire to reigne, caused the same to be governed by diverse’ (1587: I, Desc., 14; I, Hist., 31; III, sig. A3v). Whenever there is no single king, trouble occurs: in cases of joint rule, one ruler inevitably seeks to supplant the other; when the line of succession ends or becomes unclear, anarchy breaks out; and, while the rule of women and children can be perfectly legitimate, it nearly always leads to co-rule in practice and thus to usurpation, conflict, and subversion (e.g. 1587: I, Hist., 15, 16, 21, 136). Much as the authors condemn the vices of ambition, envy, and flattery which produce these conflicts, they also see that it is natural for any co-ruler to wish to have ‘the rule of the whole Ile in his hand’ (1587: I, Hist., 15). Describing the remarkable sacrifice of Elidurus, who restored his deposed brother Archigallus to the British throne, for example, Holinshed remarks on the ‘inordinate desire [that] remaineth amongst mortall men to atteine to the supreme sovereintie of ruling, and to keepe the same when they have it once in possession’, while Fleming explains, in a homiletic aside in the 1587 edition, that ‘it is necessarie there should be one supereminent, unto whome all the residue should stoope’, adding that ‘such should be the sole regiment of a king in his kingdome … For there is not a greater enimie to that estate, than to admit participants in roialtie, which as it is a readie way to cause a subversion of a monarchie; so it is the shortest cut over to a disordered anarchie’ (1587: I, Hist., 21). And this was why single rule mattered so much: when it did not exist, the kingdom was vulnerable to disintegration and external invasion. The Britons could not protect themselves against the Romans because they were subdivided into ‘sundrie governments’, as we have seen; their divisions under Vortigern made them vulnerable to Picts, Scots, and Saxons; the English of Northumbria were prey to the Danes because there was ‘but sorie obedience used in the countrie’ and ‘no ruler there able to raise anie power of men by publike authoritie to incounter with the common enimies’ (1587: I, Hist., 28–31, 77–9, 98, 137). So it was that the Chronicles, especially in the 1587 edition, insist upon the importance of loyalty and obedience on the part of the subjects, even if they recognize that such things as ‘insolent dealings of the governours’ could be a stimulus to division, and should be avoided (1587: III, sigs. A3v–A4r).

This leads directly to a third theme which is established in the books of early history: a template of good and bad kingship. Good kings are almost invariably characterized as ‘politike at home and warlike abroad’, so that while King Lud, for example, advanced ‘the common wealth by studies apperteining to the time of peace, he was also strong and valiant in armes’; the Saxon leader, Hengist, was ‘no lesse politike in counsell than valiant in armes’; and, as for King Alfred, ‘like a worthie prince and politike governor, he prevented each way to resist the force of his enimies, and to safegard his subiects’ (1587: I, Hist., 164, 23, 79, 145).10 ‘Politike’ is a term with a rich semantic range: if, by the end of the sixteenth century, it tended to imply Machiavellian cunning, it had not altogether lost its Aristotelian connotations of representation and participation.11 Certainly, it is clear that, in the Chronicles, good kings assembled their subjects, took counsel from the nobles, paid attention to the commons, made or restored good laws, and attuned their activities to the interests of the commonwealth; they had authority over the Church, but they typically allowed the free exercise of true religion; they are quite often referred to as ‘governors’, because their essential function was to help the collectivity of their subjects—the commonwealth in another sense—to manage their affairs, in peace and unity, by maintaining order and authority (e.g. 1587: I, Hist., 12, 17, 23, 138, 148, 164, 185).

These ideas are taken further in a distinction between kings, tyrants, and usurpers which is maintained throughout the Chronicles. Rather as in Sir Thomas Smith’s De Republica Anglorum, rightful kings have a just title, normally based on descent; their succession is accepted by their leading subjects; and they rule in the common interest, though they might start badly or decline in old age. Tyrants, meanwhile, are consistently cruel, licentious, and/or inclined to promote the interests of their foreign or low-born favourites, over those of the commonwealth (e.g. 1587: I, Hist., 4, 21, 69, 76, 186). Usurpers have no title to the throne, and, although they may enjoy public confidence—as did the devious Vortigern, for instance, whom the Britons thought ‘the onelie staie and defender of the common welth’ (1587: I, Hist., 77)—things always turn out badly for them and their subjects. There are some important implications here for the authors’ attitude to the principle of election as a foundation for monarchy: it only has validity when it confirms what God, typically through the blood line, has ordained, and the best of those rulers who come to power through force and public acceptance, such as the Briton Mulmutius and the Saxon Kinewulf, turn out to have had a blood title after all (1587: I, Hist., 15, 134).12 The moral of the story is pointed up by a picturesque tale in which an eleventh-century monk of Glastonbury was visited by St Peter in a dream. The English should not worry about the succession in the wake of Cnut’s death in 1035, said the saint, ‘for the kingdome of England is Gods kingdome’, and ‘there hath beene ever governors raised up to mainteine the majestie of the kingdome and to reduce the same to the former dignitie, when by anie infortunate mishap it hath beene brought in danger’ (1587: I, Hist., 185). In fact, the divine plan was more than usually inscrutable on this occasion: Edward the Confessor, the English heir and eventual successor, was ‘of nature more meeke and simple than apt for the government of the realme’ (1587: I, Hist., 186), and his reign was dominated by the machinations of Earl Godwine and the infiltration of the Normans. Even so, the choice of the valiant perjurer Harold Godwineson over the child heir Edgar in 1066 was clearly wrong, and the people paid a heavy price when the Norman Conquest was visited upon them.

Drawing all this together, it will be clear that, in these early sections of the Chronicles, there is a synergy between the ways of Providence, the ways of prudence, or policy, and the good government and furthering of the commonwealth. All three require a monarch who has supreme authority, and combines politic judgement with skill and bravery in war. Provided that such a ruler—normally a man—attends to sane counsel and fights for what is right, the results will be good, even if there are some twists and turns in the getting. Problems arise either because of evident vices among the great, such as ambition, or because—in a crisis—the governors’ nerves fail, and they take well-intentioned but wrongful action, instead of trusting to God’s mysterious wisdom. In these ways, then, the history of England is, above all, the work of its kings, whose task is to manage and govern their subjects in the right way, so that God’s purpose—the establishment of a united Christian kingdom, with primacy over Britain—is achieved.

THE MONARCHY SINCE THE CONQUEST

As the Chronicles turn to the history of England since 1066, many of the same basic themes are developed and refined, albeit in the context of a story which is now told reign by reign, and in which each reign is recounted at much greater length, typically in an annalistic format, and on the basis of a much richer volume of evidence. Conquest ceases to be a recurring experience and becomes—in the ‘politike Conquest of William the first’—a once-and-for-all event, both scarifying and foundational. The narrative maintains a sense of the way in which ‘division and mutinies’, ‘disloialtie’, and ‘dissention among the noblemen’ (1587: III, 193, 451) threatened to permit further conquests, but the main emphasis of the post-1066 narrative is on the destructive consequences of division for the internal life of the realm itself—the harm to the people, the banishing of mutual trust, the degradation of the monarchy, and, in the fifteenth century, the long-term consequences of internecine conflict, ‘insomuch that now the division once begun, the one linage ceassed not to persecute the other, till the heires males of both the lines were cleerlie destroied and extinguished’ (1587: III, 511). No less than in the early history, the authors’ overwhelming hostility to division means a thorough disapproval of rebellions, including such semi-civil processes as the imposition of Magna Carta on King John or the depositions of Edward II and Richard II. In the 1587 edition, the condemnation of those who led these enterprises is particularly shrill, and is typically accompanied by homiletic inserts from Fleming, pointing out the unrightfulness of their behaviour: in a passage added by him, for instance, King John is represented as a helpless victim of circumstance (1587: III, 195).13 But the 1577 edition carries much the same general message, noting that King John had a ‘princelie heart’ and ‘wanted nothing but faithfull subjects’, blaming Edward II’s misdemeanours on his counsellors, and excusing Richard II from many of his crimes on the grounds of youth, while suggesting that the real trouble was that his leading subjects could not get their own way.14 While, as we shall see, the authors are by no means uncritical of the flaws of the post-Conquest kings, their conviction that division is the worst thing that could befall the realm leads them to insist on obedience to the monarch as a fundamental obligation on the subjects.

One reason why they bestow more blame on the subjects than the kings for those divisions is their continuing belief that only one must rule. This is made most explicit in a passage dealing with what was probably the lowest moment in the whole period: the summer of 1216, when King John was dead, and the barons faced a choice between his nine year-old heir, Henry III, and the son of the king of France. The Chronicles record the barons’ dilemma, and their inability to make a collective decision: ‘For whereas in wars nothing can be more expedient than to have one head, by whose appointment all things may be governed: so nothing can be more hurtfull than to have manie rulers’ (1587: III, 198). But this central principle of monarchy had domestic implications too, and these are borne out in the Chronicles’ consistent disapproval of the rule of councils and other baronial panels: the lords who drew up Magna Carta spent their time in London banqueting and making merry, instead of doing anything praiseworthy; the makers of the 1258 Provisions of Oxford ‘séemed to provide all for themselves’, and people were scandalized by the ‘enormitie that dailie grew of so manifold heads and governours’; the councillors of 1327 were quickly overborne by Queen Isabella and her lover, Mortimer, while those of 1380 were thought to have embezzled the realm’s resources (1587: III, 189, 259, 263, 343, 424). Without a head to guide them, it is argued, men naturally pursue their own interests, and that, in turn, produces division. The point is developed in relation to gatherings of the common people, like the Londoners in 1387, who were ‘carried awaie perforce by the floud of their variable willes … which is the nature of the people’, but this was not only a weakness of democracy, as far as the Chronicles are concerned: princes and lords behaved no better when they found themselves without an effective ruler (1587: III, 457).

After 1066, good rule is once again a matter of policy at home and skill and valour in defence of the realm, but the kings are mostly praised more for their politic wisdom, and indeed for their firmness, than for their martiality. Edward I, for example, was ‘not onelie valiant but also politike’, and it seems to have been this latter quality that explains his victories in Wales and Scotland: the king knew how to attract and manage the service of the best military captains and if, like Bigod and Bohun, they dared to defy him, he also had the wit and forcefulness to tame them (1587: III, 317). Meanwhile, ‘such wars as might be avoided’ (1587: III, 45) are treated as unwelcome in the Chronicles. Edward I’s wars in Scotland were fully justified, because he was the heir of Albion and Brutus, but the status of the Hundred Years War is much more ambivalent: its start is barely mentioned; Edward III’s victories were ‘not so profitable in the end’; and the 1577 eulogy of Henry V was cut from the 1587 edition (1587: III, 317, 413, 583; 1577: II, 1218).15 Clearly, the central duty of the ruler was the defence and good rule of the British Isles, and, with more substantial sources available for the coverage of domestic affairs from the twelfth and thirteenth centuries onwards, the activities of the post-Conquest kings in pursuit of this end could be assessed more extensively. A result is that their grasp of policy, or the lack of it, becomes more prominent in accounts of their reigns: the main criticism of Henry III, for example, is the ‘small consideration’ he showed in ‘weightie affaires’, while Edward II ‘wanted judgement and prudent discretion to make choise of sage and discreet councellors’; the shrewd king Henry II, on the other hand, lavished more praise on his military captains when they were dead than when they were alive, and this ‘of policie’, so that they should be all the readier to fight to the death in his service (1587: III, 276, 342, 115). There is more than a suggestion of a kind of raison d’état in these examples: kingship is a skilful task, highly dependent on the personal attributes of the ruler, and, because it is also a weighty responsibility, kings are expected to act with calculation, even guile, in the higher cause of maintaining the State. So it is that King John is praised by Fleming for his prudent ‘dissimulation’ in 1215—his false replies to the barons saved him from falling into the hands of his enemies, and his disingenuous promise to go on crusade increased his protection (1587: III, 184). For the most part, it is true, ‘policy’ meant engaging in those tasks of kingship that made moral as well as prudential sense—choosing wise counsellors, attending to the grievances of subjects, upholding justice, and showing clemency when appropriate—but it is important to realize that it was on the ‘head of the common wealth’ and his personal traits and actions that the good government of the commonwealth continued to depend (1587: III, 180).

This has some important implications for the role of national institutions such as law and Parliament and of practices such as counsel, which have bulked so large in discussion of the Chronicles and of Elizabethan political culture more generally. At first sight, the Chronicles might seem to contain the seeds of that ‘ancient constitutionalism’ which was to feature so prominently in the early Stuart Parliaments.16 The discussion ‘of the lawes of England since hir first inhabitation’, which Harrison placed in his Description of Britain, traced a connection between the laws of the ancient British king Dunwallo, or Mulmutius, and those of the present day: successive invaders had tended to restore or preserve the ancient laws of the realm, and the modern common law stood on maxims and judgments confirmed by long experience, ‘fetched even from the course of most ancient lawes made farre before the conquest, and thereto the deepest reach and foundations of reason’ (1587: I, Desc., 176–82, quotation from 180). Even here, however, breaks in legal continuity are acknowledged: not all of the Mulmutian laws had survived, and it was now very hard to tell which laws were truly ancient and which were not; Harrison also depicted pre-Conquest kings making new laws, either ‘in publike assemblie’ or by their own ‘voluntarie authoritie’, and added that the statute law of his own time was made in Parliament, ‘to be confirmed by the prince, who commonlie resorteth thither of custome … [to] give his roiall consent to such statutes as him liketh of’ (1587: I, Desc., 177, 180). Law, then, was a king-made thing, and in the body of the Chronicles the emphasis on the royal role in its production is all the stronger. Besides Mulmutius, there are other pre-Conquest law-makers: the British Queen Martia, who ruled as regent during her son’s minority; the Romano-British king Lucius; many of the Saxon kings, especially Alfred, who preserved the laws of Mulmutius and Martia while adding his own, and Edgar, whose laws were the main basis for the recension made by Edward the Confessor; and the Danish king Cnut (1587: I, Desc., 177; I. Hist., 15–16, 19, 52, 127, 148, 182, 191). It becomes clear that these were great rulers not because they maintained old laws, but because they ruled justly and showed great policy and provision in their lawmaking. There is no suggestion that the laws of Martia or Cnut, for instance, were related to the laws of Mulmutius, but they were still good laws; and it was on that basis—that they were ‘thought good and necessarie for the preservation of the common wealth’—that Alfred and later kings reissued them (1587: I, Hist., 19, 182, 191).

The position after the Conquest is essentially the same. William the Conqueror was wrong to sweep away ‘the ancient lawes vsed in times past’, but that was because the new laws he replaced them with were bad and ill-intentioned: they were in French, and unknown to his subjects, ‘not verie equall’, and designed to oppress and raise money (1587: III, 8, 20). These laws were deservedly unpopular, and William’s successors, when they wished to win the favour of the people, would promise to abolish them, to ‘establish other more equall, and restore those which were used in S. Edwards daies’ (1587: III, 8). Here and elsewhere, the Chronicles draw attention to the existence of a tradition of calling for the restoration of ‘the lawes of good King Edward’ and of ‘the ancient liberties of the realme’, but, rather than aligning themselves with it, as Patterson suggests, the authors depict such phrases being used by devious kings—who ‘promise mountaines’ but pay ‘molhills’—and contumacious barons, who desired ‘innovations’ and grew weary of ‘quiet governement’, or wished to overbear the ruler; they absolutely do not approve of ‘mutinies and rebellions for reteining of those lawes’ (1587: III, 28, 29; I. Hist., 191). As Djordjevic has noted, the Chronicles consistently present the claims of the crown’s opponents as well as the views of kings and ministers, and this could be thought to lend ambivalence to their account of events, but—as we shall see—that is part and parcel of this kind of history; it does not imply any approbation of dissident voices.17 The position of the authors on the place of law is actually clear and consistent: kings should rule justly and lawfully, but they are not bound by any sort of ancient constitution; the common wealth depends above all on their authority, and the laws—which change over time, and can be good or bad—are as subject to the primacy of that principle as anything else. A nice illustration of this point is that a document as central to the constitutional tradition as Magna Carta is barely mentioned in its original 1215 form, and is described both neutrally (as ‘articles concerning the liberties demanded’) and somewhat critically (as ‘a new order in things touching the whole state of the common wealth’); its main entry in the text comes when it has been approved by king and Parliament in 1225, and its survival is explained by the fact that it has ‘beene from time to time by the kings and princes of this realme confirmed, so that a great part of the law now in use dependeth of the same’ (1587: III, 185, 207).

The treatment of Parliament follows a similar pattern. Much has been made of the new chapter on the assembly which Harrison inserted in the 1587 version of the Description of Britain (1587: I, Desc., 173–6), and particularly of the reference to its role in deposing kings.18 In the body of the Chronicles, moreover, there is a substantial entry on Parliament to accompany its first summons, which is located in the reign of Henry I (1587: III, 38–9; 1577: II, 354). There, a distinction is drawn between assemblies of the ‘states of the realme’, in which laws ‘touching the state of the commonwealth’ can uniquely be made, and gatherings of the ‘lords of the privie councell’, which are presented as taking place on an ad hoc basis, and only when ‘necessite requireth’ (a revealing comment, incidentally, on this key institution of the ‘monarchical republic’). In Parliament, ‘everie man may have free libertie to utter what he thinketh’, because MPs are there to ‘intreat of matters touching the commoditie both of the prince and of the people’. ‘This’, the passage concludes, ‘is the order of the lawgiving of England’; such laws, made by the ‘authoritie’ of the king, the lords, and the commons, should stand firm unless repealed in later Parliaments, and then only on ‘good and great consideration’. These are certainly high statements of Parliament’s authority, making reference to issues which had been hotly in debate in the 1570s, and erasing a distinction which Elizabeth herself had tried to draw between matters of ‘common weal’, which concerned domestic affairs and could legitimately be discussed by MPs, and matters of State, which were for the prince alone and her councillors to consider.19

But these challenging views are not sustained over the Chronicles as a whole. Parliaments and other ‘publike assemblies’ are frequently recorded, but, beyond providing sketchy notes of statutes, taxes, and trials, the authors are not very interested in what happened in them. In particular, the great confrontations of king and representatives that bulk so large in whig historiography are either patchily or none too warmly treated. The assembly of 1258, for instance, at which the Provisions of Oxford were made, is denounced as ‘the mad parlement’ in which ‘manie things [were] … enacted contrarie to the kings pleasure and his roiall prerogative’; the Provisions of Westminster, made at the Parliament of October 1259, are dismissed in less than a sentence (1587: III, 258, 262). There are no details of the 1311 Ordinances (which, like the Provisions of Oxford, tied the king to the rule of a baronial council), and the 1322 Statute of York (which said that ordinances like this must not be made again) does not appear at all (1587: III, 320, 332). The ‘Good Parliament’ of 1376 merits three short paragraphs, capturing something of the protests of MPs at this famously subversive assembly, but making nothing of such constitutional milestones as the first appointment of a speaker or the first impeachment of the king’s ministers by the commons (1587: III, 410). In Richard II’s reign, it is true, a lot of the action takes place in Parliament, but—rather as under Edward II—the institution itself is incidental to what is essentially a conflict between the king and leading lords. If the Chronicles are critical of Richard’s 1387 ‘Questions to the Judges’, which (among other things) challenged parliamentary liberties, they are equally critical of the councils imposed on the king by several of his Parliaments, and of the actions of the 1388 assembly, which condemned his friends and counsellors (1587: III, 424, 453, 456–7, 463–5). As for the depositions of 1327 and 1399, their parliamentary setting is acknowledged, but each one is first recounted neutrally and then lamented at the end of the chapter (1587: III, 340–1, 502–8).

Under these circumstances, it seems likely that Harrison’s statements about the rights and powers of Parliament are intended more as historically instructive than as prescriptive or normative. Throughout the Chronicles, Parliament appears as an important body, which is integral to lawmaking and the granting of tax, and it has a significant role to play in helping the king discharge his government of the commonwealth, including in the highest matters. In practice, it could depose kings, but it is worth noting that it needed them to agree to resign their crowns in order to complete its action (1587: III, 340, 503). Parliament could bestow a title to the throne, as it did for Edward IV, but that king had a claim by blood as well, and the significance of its action is not clear (1587: III, 663). The fundamental point is that Parliament was supposed to work in tandem with the monarch, but it had no right to act against or without him or her. It did so, at times—this was a historical fact which could not be ignored—but the consequences of initiatives like imposing councils, infringing the prerogative, or deposing the king were consistently disastrous. This was another historical fact that could not be ignored, and—more to the point—it was time and again flagged up.20

None of this meant, of course, that the monarch was simply free to do as he wished. ‘Absolute’ power is generally regarded with distrust in the Chronicles, while so high a term as ‘majestie’, on the other hand, entails the acceptance of a public office to rule the commonwealth properly, and implicitly to draw upon the advice and help of the people in so doing.21 It remains quite clear, post-Conquest, that kings should rule by good counsel, uphold justice, respond to their people’s grievances, and generally fulfil their responsibility to govern. Praising Edward I’s trial of corrupt judges in 1289, for example, the Chronicles remark that he thus ‘performed the charge imposed and laid upon all such as are in governement and magistracie’; of Edward II, on the other hand, they observe regretfully that the misfortunes he suffered ‘happened not onlie to him, but also to the whole state of the realme’ (1587: III, 285, 342).22 There is plenty of disapproval of kings who ruled cruelly or avariciously; of those who promoted their favourites, or over-taxed the realm; and of those who were too weak to rule, as well as those who were too strong. The fact that King John and Richard II were betrayed by their subjects, and the feeble Henry VI ‘imbecilled’ by his (1587: III, 661), does not rescue these three kings from censure for their shortcomings, and their misgovernance is recounted in full, albeit with relatively little comment.

Just as before, however, the English had nothing to look to for remedy against such poor kings but Providence, which determined who should be king, and normally did so through the blood line. Under these circumstances, depositions were a kind of blasphemy, and even if this emerges most starkly in the context of broken oaths of allegiance, it is telling that the rebellion against John is described as a ‘shamefull apostasie’ (1587: III, 48, 61, 66, 195, 263, 342, 499, 541, 680). The king, whether good or bad, is presented as a source of moral lessons for his subjects, and the effect of this theme—given particular emphasis and currency in Fleming’s asides in the 1587 edition—is to advance the role of monarchy as a vehicle of divine revelation. In many places, Fleming draws out the implications of history for personal morality, praising kings who grant the credit for their successes to God, and sermonizing on their actions (e.g. 1587: I, Hist., 131, 139, 177; III, 41, 55, 64, 73, 86, 153, 543). In one particularly striking case, he compares the fluctuating fortunes of eleventh-century English kings with the ‘frailtie and uncerteintie of this mortalle life’; ‘true it is’, he continues, ‘that the life of man is in the hands of God, and the state of kingdoms dooth also belong unto him, either to continue or discontinue’ (1587: III, 178). The result of these insertions is, in many ways, to depoliticize the history, to make it a series of moral examples, and to emphasize the impotence of man in favour of the inscrutable will of God.

CONCLUSIONS

Standing back from the content of the Chronicles to assess the view of monarchy that they present, it seems that there is relatively little to choose between the message of Holinshed and his colleagues and the view of Sir Thomas Smith that the monarch was ‘the head, life and governor of this common wealth’.23 If we set this perspective alongside those characteristic of the later Middle Ages, it differs in only two respects: first, in the habitual use of ‘commonwealth’ to describe the political community and, second, in the particular emphasis given to royal headship. While the former development draws attention to the richness of sixteenth-century conceptions of the realm as a political community, indeed a res publica, it is not an enormous advance on medieval conceptions of the body of the subjects as a communitas regni, with their own common profit, which the king was sworn to protect and advance.24 Equally, the dependence of the well-being of that community on the freedom and sovereignty of the royal head was an idea first glimpsed fleetingly in the thirteenth century, in the idea of the crown or diadem of the realm, and then more fully developed in the Wars of the Roses, when a tract like the 1459 Somnium Vigilantis, could announce, in an early example of Renaissance English diction, that ‘amonge many thinges by the whiche the commone welthe of a royame stondyth, the most principall is this: a due subjeccion with fayithfull and voluntarie honoure … to be yolden to the soverain in the sayd royame, and that none incompatible astat be usurped by ony personne’.25 The Chronicles are striking, for a history, in taking some pains to explain why an unchallengeable sovereignty was necessary for the well-being of the commonwealth, and in this they evince the continuing growth in the sophistication and volume of political reflection since the mid-fifteenth century. They are also decidedly un-medieval in their view of the Church, pushing the traditional royal responsibility for defending Christ’s religion well beyond its pre-Reformation limits, and, strikingly, making one-time heroes of the communitas—such as Becket, Winchelsey, and Arundel—into ungrateful, ambitious, and contumacious prelates, servants and types of that great Satan that sat in Rome and sought to undermine the rule of England’s godly princes (1587: III, 69 ff., 80, 85, 302, 501).26 But in most other respects, theirs is a traditional, and traditionally royalist, picture.

If this has been underplayed before, it is perhaps for two reasons. The first is that the bulk of attention has been given to Holinshed as a source for Shakespeare’s history plays, and thus to the Chronicles’ coverage of the Tudors and the era of the two tetralogies, c.1397–1485: a broader perspective, taking in the centuries before Parliament was created, before popular risings occurred and before neo-classical rhetoric affected the source material, produces a different picture. The second reason is that the implications of the Chronicles as a history, a record of events, have been overlooked, or perhaps over-dramatized. They contain the records of depositions and popular revolts because these things happened and because they are in the sources. There is nothing radical or progressive in that: it is an incidental feature of historical writing. All previous histories had had to deal with ideologically unwelcome events—Froissart with the Black Prince’s inglorious sack of Limoges; Geoffrey of Monmouth with the bloodiness of Arthur’s reign and its disastrous denouement; Lancastrian and later chroniclers with the courage and wisdom shown by Richard II during the Peasants’ Revolt.27 That Holinshed and his colleagues had to present the ejection of Edward II and Richard II in the semi-civil situation of Parliament, and to cover the risings of successive generations of magnates and commons on behalf of the common weal, is unremarkable; what is more striking, perhaps, is that they are typically more sympathetic to the kings and less sympathetic to their opponents, than many of their source texts.

But in this area, as in others, the authors of the Chronicles were restricted by the idiosyncrasies of the path of history itself: there were too few precedents, and their implications were divergent; all that a chronicler could do was, as Blair Worden has said of Sir Philip Sidney in writing Arcadia, supply images.28 As readers of the Chronicles, we can be reasonably sure that the long line of the English monarchy was central to the concerns of Holinshed and his colleagues, that the ‘kingdome’—both the kingship and the realm—was the real subject of the history of England, and that whatever conduced to its preservation and its continuity was what mattered. The deeper meaning of the tangled succession of good and bad rulers, victories, defeats, and institutional changes, was clear only to God, in whose hands ‘standeth the donation of kingdoms’ (1587: III, 499); but readers might fairly deduce that the English monarchy was patterned after its divine counterpart, and learn to conduct themselves accordingly.


CHAPTER 23

SOCIAL ORDER AND DISORDER

IAN W. ARCHER

ONE of the more remarkable inclusions in the 1587 edition of the Chronicles (and not apparently surviving elsewhere) was a 17,000-word account from the pen of Reginald Scot, best known as the author of the sceptical The Discoverie of Witchcraft (1584), of the works undertaken at Dover harbour during the summer of 1583, the largest civil engineering project of the sixteenth century (Chronicles 1587: III, 1491–1547).1 The poor condition of the harbour attracted the attention of Lord Burghley and Secretary of State Walsingham, who arranged for the financing of the works through the revenue from a royal licence to export grain and beer, and a parliamentary levy of 3d. per ton on all ships of over twenty tons for seven years. The money was handled by the London tycoon ‘Customer’ Thomas Smythe, ‘a speciall favorer and furtherer of these works’ (1587: III, 1539). A commission was appointed in 1582 to supervise the works; it consisted of local gentlemen, ‘men of great wisedome and judgement, and no small travellers in matters concerning the common wealth’ (1587: III, 1538). The challenge was to build a dam sufficiently strong to withstand the batterings of the high tides, and various options were on the table, but the one which prevailed was that of the Romney marshmen whose sea-walls made from a mixture of earth and chalk were effective against the sea. They were championed by a local gentleman, Sir Thomas Scot, uncle of the tract’s author, and by the mathematician Thomas Digges, the master surveyor of the project. The Romney men became the ‘cheefe directors and as it were marshals’ of the works, men who ‘onlie gave light to others of the true & right maner of working’ (1587: III, 1543).

At its peak in June 1583 nearly 1,000 men and 542 carts were involved on the Dover harbour works. It was a project which drew on the energy of all social groups: ‘the better sort imploied their travell with great charges, everie degree willing to set forward this worke’ (1587: III, 1542). One of the labourers, ‘a poore man’ named John Bowle was singled out for his ‘dexteritie of hand, fine and excellent inventions in executing difficult works’, for which he ‘ought in some calling to have beene honored, and in his poore estate should not be forgotten’ (1587: III, 1544). In this workers’ idyll, there was ‘never anie tumult, fraie, nor falling out’; the work routines were punctuated by songs which Scot thought ‘not unworthy of some brief note’ (1587: III, 1546). The project enjoyed broad support among the local elite, including the lieutenant of the shire, Lord Cobham, who ‘kept a most honorable and costlie table’ (1587: III, 1547) for the commissioners. But crucial to the success of the works was the indefatigable Sir Thomas Scot, ‘the principall piller of that worke … such a one as would not seeke for privat gains’, who was present every weekday; when he fell ill, the workers altered their song to an appeal to God ‘for the good health and returne of their best freend Sir Thomas Scott’ (1587: III, 1546). The Dover harbour works indeed enjoyed God’s favour, for scarcely three and a half days were lost to poor weather; there were no fatalities, and the workers escaped the plague which ravaged other communities that year. Reginald Scot, who himself acted as clerk of works, summed up the project as ‘a perfect and an absolute worke … being such a monument as is hardlie to be found written in anie record’ (1587: III, 1491).

The project appeared to show the Elizabethan polity at its best. Here were Parliament, Council, and the local elites working in close collaboration, the ‘points of contact’ at their most effective. Here was decision-making where university educated men of business took account of the practical knowledge of common labourers. Here was cross-class cooperation in pursuit of goals that would benefit the whole community. Here even was the Tudor family ideal, for Sir Thomas was tended in his six-week sickness by his wife, ‘a most vertuous and noble matrone, & a livelie paterne of womanhood and sobrietie, the daughter of sir John Baker knight, and the mother of seventeene children’ (1587: III, 1546). Needless to say the account occluded some of the grubbier realities. The squabbling between the various experts lies just beneath the text’s surface; Digges was in reality more impressed by his experience in the Low Countries than by the advice of the Romney men; as the leading customs farmer of the day, Customer Smith’s reputation was hardly one of unblemished probity, and so on.2 It is indeed such an extraordinary account of social harmony that a recent historian has seen in its utopian vision elements of the thinking of the Family of Love, an aspiration to ‘a paritie and a commixtion of all [e]states’.3 I do not think we need to go that far; for it can surely be read as another local expression of that Kentish patriotism to which William Lambarde had recently testified, and as a manifestation of the commonwealth ideal where different social groups working within a divinely ordained hierarchy contributed to the well-being of the whole. Scot presented the Dover harbour scheme as an example of Elizabeth’s commitment to the ‘necessarie woorkes for the benefit of the realme and commonwealth of England’; ‘men of good capacitie and experience’ agreed that it was ‘so necessarie and beneficiall to the commonwealth’ (1587: III, 1491, 1537).

COMMONWEALTH IDEALS

It is perhaps unwise to seek for a unifying social vision behind the Chronicles given the varying outlooks of the contributors and the textual residue of the sources on which they drew; Reginald Scot is perhaps just another voice in the cacophony, admitted to the project because of his friendship with Abraham Fleming.4 But the Chronicles are suffused with a commitment to the ideals of the commonwealth. The word occurs in its variant forms at least 386 times across the two editions; the associated term ‘public weal’ with its variants occurs at least 102 times.5 Public weal had been preferred by Sir Thomas Elyot as a proper translation of the term res publica because of the demotic associations of the term commonweal (which to him was more appropriately rendered as res plebeia), but in Holinshed the two terms are used almost interchangeably as when it is remarked that as a result of the death of Humphrey, duke of Gloucester ‘the publike wealth of the realme came to great decaie’, while a few sentences later he is celebrated for ‘bending all his indevours to the advancement of the common-wealth’ (1587: III, 627). This is in part to be explained by the ambiguities in the usage of the term ‘commonwealth’ which could mean either the common welfare, or could stand for the body politic; often both seem to have been intended because, as Paul Slack remarks, contemporaries were convinced that without the proper functioning of the government there could be no proper pursuit of the common welfare.6

One of the reasons for the longevity of the commonwealth ideal was precisely its protean quality; it was fertilized both by humanist ideals of virtuous citizens working for the good of their country, and by the Protestant notion that the properly godly commonwealth could only be achieved by obedience to God’s commandments which would ensure that all would live according to their vocations. This view was widely shared by the Edwardian reformers and seems to have heavily influenced William Harrison.7 Commitment to commonwealth ideals involved upholding a moral economy in which the fulfilment of the reciprocal obligations of the different social groups in the polity contributed to the general well-being; that left open quite considerable room for debate both about the precise prescription for reform, and about the agency through which it was to be carried out, whether by the citizens themselves or by the monarch. It is true that in the later sixteenth century, perhaps in response to the appropriation of the commonwealth rhetoric by the rebels of 1549, the emphasis on top-down reform by small groups around the monarch was more marked; to use the word ‘public’ was according to Geoff Baldwin to ‘describe an area of common concern which should be governed by a relatively small group, who themselves could be described as public men’.8 Cathy Shrank has suggested that Thomas Wilson’s approach to government was increasingly exclusionary, as commonweal was replaced in his political vocabulary with the word ‘State’, which was used ‘to express distinctions between institutions of government and the entities they govern’.9 John Watts has drawn attention to the way in which the meaning of the term ‘commons’ was gradually shifting over the later fifteenth and sixteenth centuries from the notion of a political collectivity with a proper claim to participation in the polity to a lower social class group.10 The Chronicles participate to some extent in these linguistic shifts, but they seem quite conservative, committed to a version of history which is both inclusive and communitarian.

DESCRIBING THE SOCIAL ORDER

That is not to say that the authors of the Chronicles did not share in the basically patronizing attitudes of the Tudor elites towards the commons. The language of social description in the Chronicles is basically dichotomizing; there were the nobles, and beneath them there were the commons.11 The words ‘noblemen’, ‘nobles’, and ‘nobility’ occur over 1,800 times across the two editions; commons is used at least 1,080 times (though the multiple meanings of the word need to be conceded), ‘commonality’ 80 times, and ‘common people’ 108 times. Sometimes the dichotomy of nobles and commons is inclusive, suggesting the shared interests of the two groups. So, ‘the hearts of the common people & nobilitie were quite estranged’ from Edward II. The duke of York claimed in Parliament in 1460 that the Lancastrians had brought about ‘the dailie destruction of the nobilitie, and the continuall confusion of the poore communaltie of this realme and kingdome’. Richard III is denounced on the eve of the battle of Bosworth by the duke of Richmond as ‘an extreame destroier of his nobilitie, and to his and our countrie and the poore subjects of the same a deadlie mallet, a firie brand, and a burthen intollerable’ (1587: III, 342, 655, 757). Sometimes, however, the language suggests potentially divergent interests. On the removal of the duke of York from the Protectorship in 1456, we are told that ‘This sudden change amongst the nobilitie caused alterations, and seditious attempts in the commonaltie’ (1587: III, 644). In discussions of popular sedition the confrontational language is clearer still. Within a few pages on the revolt of 1381 we encounter ‘the commons of the realme’, a ‘rebellion of the commons’, ‘the common uplandish people’, ‘those rude people’, ‘those rude and base people’, ‘those unruly country people’, and simply ‘the poore folks’ (1587: III, 429–31). In 1450 Jack Cade recruits ‘diverse idle and vagrant persons’, or a ‘multitude of rusticall people’. There were occasional distinctions to be drawn among the commonalty, sometimes between the ‘poorer sort’ and the ‘richer sort’ of commons (1587: III, 634), and more usually in towns, where distinctions were drawn between the leading citizens and the poorer members of the community. So, in London ‘light persons’ assembled ‘in great plumps’ against aliens, but were resisted by ‘a number of the substantiall and grave citizens’ (1587: III, 644). ‘[T]he lord maior and other of the best citizens’ of London would have closed the gates against the rebels in 1381, but dared not do so ‘for feare of the commons of the citie’ (1587: III, 430). In 1549 at Norwich we are told that ‘although a great rowt of the lewd citizens were partakers with the rebelles, yet a number of the substantiall & honest citizens would never consent to their wicked doings’ (1587: III, 1033).

The commons are often presented as superstitious, gullible, and lacking in proper political judgement. A marginal note ascribes the belief in miracles after Edward II’s death to ‘the fond opinion of the ignorant people’; while we are told that ‘the unskilfull people babble manie things’ about burial mounds (1587: III, 342; I, Desc., 131; and cf. I, Desc., 185). The Chronicles assert that ‘such wavering minds have the common people, bending like a reed with everie wind that bloweth’, while Harrison concurs that any man might lead the people ‘whither he will by the bellie’ (1587: III, 678; I, Desc., 57). Harrison also reproved ‘the common sort [of Londoners] whose mouthes are alwaies wide open unto reprehension, and eies readie to espie anie thing that they may reproove and carpe at’ (1587: I, Desc., 147). The inferior sort, he complained, were characterized by talk ‘such as savoureth of scurrilitie and ribaldrie, a thing naturallie incident to carters and clownes’ (1587: I, Desc., 168), while the honourable and wiser sort maintained a decorous silence at their dinner tables. He despaired at the appearance of the poorer sort on juries because they ‘verie often have neither reason nor judgement to performe the charge they come for’ (1587: I, Desc., 156). These were ‘the fourth and last sort of people’ who properly ‘have neither voice nor authoritie in the common wealth, but are to be ruled, and not to rule other’ (1587: I, Desc., 163).

The binary classification of society and the pejorative associations of the commons or the ‘meaner sort’ (at least forty usages) demonstrates the power of the informal language of social description.12 Within the Description of England, however, Harrison presented a rather more sophisticated account of the social structure, indeed the most sophisticated account to date, and one which was borrowed with some adaptations by Sir Thomas Smith for his account in De Republica Anglorum published in 1583, and from which Harrison in turn made borrowings in the 1587 revisions.13 Harrison abandoned the conventional classification of the functionally defined estates, replacing it with a single hierarchy of status. The chapter ‘Of the degrees of people in the common wealth of Englande’ begins in 1577 with the statement that ‘we in Englande devide our people commonlye into foure sortes, as Gentlemen, Citizens or Burgeses, Yeomen, and Artificerers or labourers’ (Chronicles 1577: I, Desc.Brit., 103r). He lavishes more attention on the upper echelons of society, differentiating among the gentlemen between the titled nobility (described as ‘the barony or estate of lords’, and comprising dukes, marquises, earls, viscounts, and barons), and ‘those that be no lords as knights, esquires, and simple gentlemen’. Gentlemen are defined as ‘those whome their race and blood or at least their vertues doo make noble and knowne’, though in a perhaps significant intervention in the debate over the relationship between lineage and virtue, the phrase in italics was added in 1587, an adaptation that was Harrison’s own and not drawn from Smith (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 105r; 1587: I, Desc., 162). In thus acknowledging the role of virtue, he was perhaps reinforcing the statements about the inclusion of the liberal professions (lawyers, doctors, and academics) among gentlemen, though the professions sit rather awkwardly in the overall discussion, for all that he says about lawyers elsewhere. Lineage as a defining criterion of gentility was further qualified by the stress on wealth as a marker between the different layers of gentlemen. Knights, though originally created by the monarch for their valour in war or service in peace, were made ‘most commonlie according to their yearelie revenues or aboundance of riches, wherewith to mainteine their estates’ (1587: I, Desc., 158). At the other end of the social scale there was much less definitional refinement. The fourth sort of people are an undifferentiated mass of ‘daie labourers, poore husbandmen, and some retailers (which have no free land) copie holders, and all artificers, as tailers, shomakers, carpenters, brickmakers, masons, &c’ (1587: I, Desc., 163). But Harrison was aware of the processes of social differentiation that were bringing about the consolidation of the position of the yeomanry, the wealthier commercially orientated peasantry, and as Ralph Houlbrooke reminds us, he sharpened his remarks on living standards in 1587 to make it clear that while the richer yeomen were among the beneficiaries of economic change the poorer husbandmen were often its victims.14 As with the gentry, yeomen were defined according to an amalgam of criteria, including the form of tenure (they were freeholders), their superior wealth, and their office-holding in the local community. ‘This sort of people’, explained Harrison, ‘have a certeine preheminence, and more estimation than labourers & the common sort of artificers, & these commonlie live wealthilie, keepe good houses, and travell to get riches’ (1587: I, Desc., 163).

The citizens and burgesses, placed between the gentlemen and the yeomen were defined as those ‘that are free within the cities, and are of some likelie substance to beare office in the same’ (1587: I, Desc., 162), blending legal status, wealth, and office-holding. It is striking that defined in this way citizen status might have been enjoyed by some of the fourth sort, because many of the artificers he placed in that category were freemen of towns capable of modest prosperity and eligible for office. It is characteristic of his tendency to dwell on the upper echelons of any status group that he devotes most of his attention to merchants. His attitude towards them is ambivalent, and although a Londoner born and possessed of a city living, he voices many of the clerical and classical prejudices about trade. He cites the example of Sparta where ‘great numbers of merchants were nothing to the furtherance of the state of the commonwealth’; merchants were guilty of pursuing their own ‘commodity’, always a dirty word for Harrison; they pandered to the taste for the foreign novelties he so disapproved of, and their trading ventures had done nothing to lower prices (1587: I, Desc., 163). But there were more positive signals. Merchants were commended for their sobriety in attire; burgesses elected to Parliament were ‘men best skilled in the state of their citie or towne’ (1587: I, Desc., 172, 173). When discussing their manners and tastes, such as diet and behaviour at table, the merchants are frequently lumped with the gentlemen. In manners and lifestyle to some extent the upper echelons of urban society appeared to be participating in a shared elite culture (1587: I, Desc., 67–8, 209).

Harrison’s analysis thus complicates the simplifying binary terminology that the Chronicles proper often used as a shorthand, and makes it clear that significant groups below the gentry enjoyed real political agency. In summing up those involved in government, he recognized the importance of the yeomanry, and he even undercut his remarks about the non-involvement of the fourth sort by conceding that ‘they are not altogither neglected, for in cities and corporat townes, for default of yeomen they are faine to make up their inquests of such maner of people. And in villages they are commonlie made churchwardens, sidemen, aleconners, now and then constables, and manie times inioie the name of hedboroughes’ (1587: I, Desc., 163). Social historians have confirmed that participation in local government was in fact socially extensive; English villages have been seen as ‘little commonwealths’ regulating their own affairs without gentry supervision, and ordinary people have been shown to have been familiar with the legal processes and able to use the law in the pursuit of disputes with their social superiors.15

A COMMUNITARIAN HISTORY

The contributors to the Chronicles represented a broad cross section of English society while the participatory political and legal culture of Elizabethan England ensured that the team behind the Chronicles, though drawn from a variety of backgrounds, were articulate critics of the society in which they lived.16 The cumulative effect of their various interventions was to produce a more inclusive account in which popular voices could be heard. The Chronicles capture popular anger and bewilderment at taxes which lacked legitimacy: the poll tax of 1381 was ‘a new and strange subsidie’ which prompted ‘great grudging & manie a bitter cursse’; Henry IV repeatedly exacted taxes ‘not without murmuring and grudging’; Cardinal Beaufort’s levy in 1429 for the Bohemian crusade caused ‘great grudge of the people, which dailie were with tallages and aids wearied and sore burdened’; Henry VII’s government provoked unrest about its ‘polling and pilling’; the Amicable Grant of 1525 was enforced by ‘strange commissions’ of Wolsey’s devising, and led to ‘such cursing, weeping, and exclamation against the king & cardinall, that it was pitie to heare’ (1587: III, 428, 536, 602, 781, 891). The various interpolations from Stow provided an alternative framework for understanding the historical process, one where price fluctuations, diseases, and meteorological calamities might matter more than squabbles among the aristocracy or the toings and froings of international diplomacy. Sometimes Stow sounded a note critical of the metropolitan elites. Of 1563 we are told, ‘to be short, the poore citizens of London were this yeare plagued with a threefold plague, pestilence, scarcitie of monie, and dearth of vittels, the miserie whereof were too long here to write: no doubt the poore remember it, the rich by flight into the countries made shift for themselves’ (1587: III, 1205). In the following year we learn that the Midsummer watch in London ‘was to the commons of the … citie as chargeable as when in times past it had been commendablie doone’ (1587: III, 1206).17 If the material from Stow gives us a London perspective, then Hooker could not resist the view from Exeter. The 1587 edition incorporates his ‘Description of the City of Exeter’, the point of which was to demonstrate the heroic loyalism of the Exeter citizenry in the face of insurgents, culminating in its spirited resistance to the rebels of 1549. Hooker’s account was a celebration of a species of civic self-reliance, which was to some degree in tension with aristocratic values, for he makes clear how the commercial ambitions of the townsmen were repeatedly thwarted by the local noble family, the Courtenays. Here was a view of political stability which emphasizes not the aristocratic chain of command, but the way in which a special relationship between the crown and urban communities based on their chartered privileges guaranteed their loyalty (1587: III, 1007–28).

Although fashionable opinion came to sneer at the ‘lay chronigraphers that write of nothing but of mayors and sheriefs and the deare yeere, and the great frost’,18 Holinshed’s perspectives do remind us of the vulnerability of early modern people to environmental forces they could not master. Among the more remarkable insertions is Thomas Knell’s account of the terrible storms which afflicted England in October 1570 (1577: II, 1854–7). Knell’s pamphlet, largely reproduced by Holinshed, records damage across thirteen counties, and gives specifics about victims and their losses. So in Lincolnshire we learn that:

many men had great losse, as wel of Sheepe, Kine, Oxen, great Mares, Coltes of the breede of the greate Horses, and other cattell innumerable, of which the names of many of them shall heere followe. Maister Pellham lost eleven hundred Sheepe at Mumby Chappell. In Sommercote were lost five C. Sheepe, that were of the inhabitants there … Maister William Askugh of Kelsey, Sir Hugh Askugh, Maister Merin, Maister Fitz Williams of Maplethorp, lost by estimation twenty thousand of Cattell, one and other … [1577: II, 1855]

There are another seven instances in this county alone. Although elsewhere natural disasters might be the occasion for providentialized moralizing, Holinshed drops this element of Knell’s pamphlet to concentrate on the human suffering.19 Likewise, the account of the Nantwich fire of 1584 drawing on ‘a particular booke printed of that matter’ is essentially matter of fact, recording the loss of 600 houses and £30,000 worth of damage (1587: III, 1356).

Another theme derived from Stow, but characteristically amplified by Fleming, which resonated with the communitarian emphases of the Chronicles, is the celebration of charitable benefactors, many of them from the metropolitan milieu. Such accounts offered a conspectus of commonwealth causes. So the clothworker William Lambe (d. 1580) had left money for ‘seed-plots of learning’, supporting schools at Maidstone and Sutton Valence; he offered support for preaching at St James on London Wall; he was mindful of the ‘the decaie of sundrie trades, the ruine of diverse occupations’, and left money for loan stocks for clothiers in Suffolk, Bridgnorth, and Ludlow, as well as more conventional bequests of clothing for the poor; he was committed to works of civic improvement, leaving £1,500 for the Holborn conduit (still memorialized in a London street name); his thoughtful bequest of 120 pales for poor women to carry water offered an opportunity for some reflections on the problem of poverty, which combine sympathy for the plight of poor Londoners with a determinedly moralized sense of the importance of work discipline, ‘seeing the hardnesse of this age wherein we live, that manie would worke if they had meanes, manie neglect and care not for worke though they have meanes, some would willinglie withstand povertie if they might, some had rather beg and doo woorsse than give themselves to labour (1587: III, 1311–13). The celebration of such munificent benefactors was intended as a spur to further charitable endeavour. In printing an account of the London common serjeant Barnard Randolph’s charities Fleming instructs us that ‘the publication of [his] acts, as also of diverse others, if they may moove the rich of this world to part with some small portion of their store to the like christian uses, I shall be glad, and thinke my paines worth the printing’ (1587: III, 1349). In reading about the almshouses in the London parish of St Andrew Wardrobe established in 1584 by the queen’s embroiderer David Smith, whose ordinances for the government of his charity are given in full, we are reminded ‘that christians are not placed in this world to benefit their children onlie, but also to doo good to the houshold of faith, whereof none are more likelie to be members than the godlie poore’ (1587: III, 1375).20

SOCIAL CRITICISM

Commitment to the wider community might, as we have already seen, entail social criticism. The most outspoken voice in the Chronicles undoubtedly belonged to William Harrison.21 For all that he inserted occasionally deferential gestures to his Cobham patrons, digressing for example when he reached Newton-on-Severn to treat of ‘the originall of my ladie your bedfellowes ancestrie’ (1587: I, Desc., 69), his stance was determinedly sceptical of the aristocracy and gentry who too often failed in their duty to the commonweal. Indeed aristocratic exploitation of the Church (and, as Glyn Parry suggests, he may well have had the earl of Leicester and his cronies in mind) was a key element in his fears.22 They were responsible for bestowing livings on poorly qualified candidates while hypocritically complaining of the inadequacy of the ministry. Although it was one of the virtues of the Church of England that its bishops were ‘the best learned that are to be found in anie countrie of Europe’, that learning was under threat from the predations of the elite over the education system. Poor men’s children, complained Harrison in his contribution to the sixteenth-century ‘access debate’, were shut out of the grammar schools by ‘the richer sort’. It was likewise hard for poor men’s children to get college fellowships in the universities because of ‘packing’ at elections. The higher education system ran the risk of being monopolized by ‘gentlemen or rich mennes sons’ who ‘oft bring the universities into much slander’. And if that was not enough, the ‘greedie gripers’ repeatedly tried to get their hands on college endowments (1587: I, Desc., 137, 139, 146, 149, 152). Harrison also laid the blame for the lack of respect for the law, which was another of his constant refrains, on the example set by the upper classes; the ‘first breach of the same in the lawmakers & superiors, & privat respects of their establishment’ were ‘the greatest causes whie the inferiours regard no good order’ (1587: I, Desc., 111). And although vagrants were an element in the crime wave that was engulfing Elizabethan society, they were not the first named, for ‘there is no greater mischeefe doone in England than by robberies, the first by yoong shifting gentlemen, which oftentimes doo beare more port than they are able to mainteine. Secondlie by servingmen, whose wages cannot suffice so much as to find them breeches’ (1587: I, Desc., 186). For Harrison, the ‘great swarmes of idle servingmen’ were ‘profitable to none … It were verie good therefore that the superfluous heapes of them were in part diminished’ (1587: I, Desc., 164).

The gentry and their servants were also responsible for the growth of rural poverty through their pursuit of ‘commodity’. The harm done to the poor by enclosures is a theme to which he returns over and over again. Even on the Isle of Man depopulation was ascribed to the ‘joining house to house & land to land (a common plague and canker, which will eat up all)’ (1587: I, Desc., 37). In England the decay of villages was ‘so notable and greevous an inconvenience, growing … by incroching and joining of house to house, and laieng land to land’. So far had enclosure for parks proceeded that ‘the twentith part of the realme is imploied upon deere and conies alreadie’. It was enclosure, explained Harrison, which accounted for the depopulation of the country, on which issue he defied the colonial projectors and other pundits who claimed England was overpopulated through too hasty marrying. England was ‘never less well furnished with people than at present’ he asserted on the flimsiest of evidence. The rot had apparently set in with the Norman Conquest, for there had been no parks before the arrival of the Normans ‘who added this calamitie also to the servitude of our nation’ (1587: I, Desc., 193, 205). It was his sympathy for the plight of those dispossessed by enclosure that enabled Harrison to reach a more sympathetic understanding of the causes of poverty, for he recognized that some of the able-bodied poor were made beggars ‘by other men’s occasion’, chiefly by men ‘espieng a further commoditie in their commons’ (1587: I, Desc., 183).

Harrison’s was the voice of the engaged Protestant conscience, excoriating the vices which imperiled the moral economy on which the health of the commonweal depended. It was a reformist rhetoric widespread and tolerated from the pulpits so long as it did not descend to ‘particularizing’, the naming and shaming of individuals, though it should be noted that Harrison comes quite close to the mark when he singles out the enclosures at Castle Hedingham, and he does name individual informers in Essex, ‘three varlets worthy to be chronicled’ (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 100r; 1587: I, Desc., 193).23 Like the Edwardian commonwealthmen to whom he owed so much, he is short on specific reform proposals, but ranges widely in his identification of issues: the desirability of parochial reorganization, the removal of obstructions on the rivers and encroachments on the highways, the abuse of export licences especially of grain and beer, and the lightness of the penalties for adultery are all among the topics he discusses. Like the commonwealthmen too it is the moral urgency of his calls for reform that make them distinctive, for the proper ordering of social relationships was essential to building a godly commonwealth which would avert God’s wrath.24 Sometimes his stridency strikes a jarring note as when he suggests that anyone who sought licences from the prince (he is thinking both of export licences and patents of monopoly) ‘that may profit but few and prove hurtfull to manie, might be at open assizes and sessions denounced enimie to his countrie and common-wealth of the land’. Were his disclaimers, that ‘in these things I have no skill’ and that he had no intention to question the prerogative, sufficient to neutralize the apparent radical populism? (1587: I, Desc., 111)

It has been noted elsewhere how Harrison’s pessimism intensifies in the edition of 1587.25 The account of social change is now supplemented by an account of negative developments. The complaints about enclosure, idle servingmen, extortionate legal fees, and profiteering merchants are all strengthened. The chapter on fairs and markets heightens the attack on market abuses, including complaints about purveyors, and specific criticisms of the covetousness of the clerks of the market. His earlier optimism about the royal court is qualified with a series of asides. After remarking on the learning of courtiers, Harrison explodes, ‘Would to God the rest of their lives and conversations were correspondent to these gifts!’; and the remark about the purpose of a progress being to enable the queen to ‘heare the complaints of hir poore commons injuried by hir unjust officers or their substitutes’ is a new observation (1587: I, Desc., 196). In the circumstances of the dearth of 1586–7 and mounting public criticism of the abuses of purveyance, all this would have offered a rather different take on the quality of Elizabethan government to the account of Elizabeth’s reign in the Chronicles which closes with the regime’s anti-dearth measures, the book of orders issued in January 1587 and backed by a royal proclamation, a ‘publike witnesse of hir highnesse naturall care and mercifull providence over hir liege people, even those of the poorer sort, unto whome the comfortable streames of hir rare regard for their benefit and welfare, in a hard time of scarsitie, doo most plentifullie flow’ (1587: III, 1588).

AGENCIES OF REDRESS

Harrison would doubtless have been horrified by the notion that he might have been stirring up the commons; his intention was to shame the country’s rulers into undertaking the task of reform. As John Watts stresses elsewhere in this volume, the Chronicles were overwhelmingly concerned with the institution of monarchy.26 Although high claims were made for Parliament’s role in the constitution, at least in the 1587 edition, which included a new chapter on the subject drawn from Sir Thomas Smith, as well as Hooker’s Order and Usage, there is perhaps rather less interest in their specifics. Typical was Holinshed’s remark on the 1399 Parliament (which is in fact one of the fullest by far) that ‘manie statutes were established in this parlement, as well concerning the whole bodie of the common-wealth (as by the booke thereof imprinted may appeare) as also concerning diverse private persons then presentlie living, which partlie we have touched, and partlie for doubt to be over-tedious, we doo omit’ (1587: III, 513). Indeed because of Hooker’s interest we learn rather more about the legislative programme of Irish parliaments in the Elizabethan period (Acts are sometimes listed) than we do about their English counterparts, for which whole sessions are overlooked (1563, 1568, 1576) or given perfunctory treatment (in 1572 the vagrancy statute is noted but the debates on the fate of Mary, Queen of Scots and the duke of Norfolk are entirely ignored).

In the original 1577 edition the discussion of Parliament in Harrison’s Description had been confined to the chapter on the law, and there is in fact a rather more consistent emphasis on commitment to the rule of law as a defining characteristic of effective monarchy throughout the Chronicles; the interests of the commonwealth would be best protected if kings ruled justly. As Hooker put it in the preface to the Order and Usage, following Erasmus, ‘whose state is then most fortunate when the people do obey the prince, and the prince obeyeth the laws, and when the laws be made just and right, and for the better advancement of the commonwealth?’27 Among the qualities for which Edmund Molyneux praised his master Sir Henry Sidney, citing a Ciceronian commonplace, was his dislike for ‘extraordinarie courses … especiallie when order was perverted, or justice hindered, whereby the common societie of mans life is onelie preserved and mainteined’ (1587: III, 1550). The citizens of Norwich make clear their understanding of good governance in the address of Deborah appearing in the pageants they put on for Elizabeth in 1578:

Where princes sitting in their thrones set God before their sight

And live according to his law, and guide their people right,

There doth his blessed gifts abound, there kingdoms firmlie stand

There force of foes cannot prevaile, nor furie fret the land.

…

Continue as thou hast begun, weed out the wicked rout,

Uphold the simple, meeke and good, pull downe the proud & stout.

…

Thy state be sure, thy subjects safe, thy commonwealth at ease

              [1587: III, 1290]

Their exhortatory note reminds us that these occasions were more than oleaginous toadying, but provided opportunities for counsel from the monarch’s subjects.28 One of the most insistent themes in the Elizabethan section of the Chronicles, and particularly of Fleming’s revisions, is the queen’s commitment to justice, and an attempt to refute the claims of Catholics that they were being persecuted for their religion rather than their involvement in acts of sedition. Cyndia Susan Clegg suggests in her chapter that anxieties about the way acts of justice were being presented account for some of the concerns of the censors in 1587.29

But the Chronicles focus less on institutional structures than on the moral qualities of the country’s leaders who operated them. There are numerous digressions to celebrate those aristocrats and gentlemen who were thought to be worthy models, ‘deserving commendation and craving memorie to be imitated’ (1587: III, 1257). Stability was guaranteed by a healthy relationship between the crown and its nobles, an ideal articulated in the funeral sermon made by Richard Davies, bishop of St David’s on Walter Devereux first earl of Essex, and incorporated into the Holinshed text under the year 1577.30

Such valiant and couragious noble men are the bulworks and walles of defense of the whole realme. They saie the realme is walled about, bicause it is invironed with the sea: but I hold rather with their judgements, that make the fidelitie and true harts of the subiects, and especiallie of such of the nobilitie that have made themselves (by Gods especiall grace) expert to governe and rule under hir majestie, aswell in warre as peace, the strong towers of defense both of hir maiestie and hir highnesse realme. [1587: III, 1263]

Aristocratic paternalism likewise offered the best guarantee of social stability. Edward Stanley, third earl of Derby (1509–72), in a passage derived from Stow, was celebrated for his fidelity, loyally serving two kings and two queens ‘in dangerous times and great rebellions’ (there was some spin here as his loyalty had wavered under Edward VI and he consistently voted against Reformation legislation, reaching an ‘uneasy accommodation’ with the Elizabethan regime),31 but he was also presented as a model of charity, showing a ‘godlie disposition to his tenants, never forcing anie service at their hands but due paiment of their rent’, and liberal in his hospitality, ‘feeding especiallie of aged persons twise a day three score and od … and everie Good Fridaie these five and thirty yeares one another two thousand seaven hundred with meat, drinke, monie and monie worth’. He was even remembered for his skill in bone setting! (1587: III, 1257)

Although the Chronicles were somewhat reticent on the vexed issue of the relationship between lineage and virtue, the passages praising model gentlemen and aristocrats are undoubtedly freighted with humanist emphases on the qualities of honour: public service in both peace and war, priority to the public good over private commodity, and a commitment to learning. These are the themes insisted upon in the extended riffs on virtue in the praise of the Sidneys, father and son. Hooker’s additions to the Irish history are likewise replete with models of virtue among the New English, standing in contrast to the degeneracy to which the Old English were all too prone. Sir Nicholas Malby, for example, is of ‘of great experience in martiall affaires, having beene servitor that waie under sundrie kings, & in strange nations; as also was verie wise, lerned, and of great knowledge in matters of policie, having beene a student in good letters’ (1587: II, Ir., 159). Hooker’s patron, Sir Peter Carew is a paragon of virtue: ‘In matters of counsell he was verie grave and considerate, in matters of policie verie wise and circumspect, and in martiall affaires verie valiant and noble, and in all of great knowledge and experience’ (1587: II, Ir., 138).

POPULAR PROTEST

Virtuous leaders committed to public service and justice therefore would guarantee an ordered commonwealth. But standards of government were not always so high, nor the people so impressed by the quality of elite leadership, as these passages might imply. The Chronicles are punctuated by episodes of popular unrest, and in handling them the accounts, as Andy Wood has suggested, ‘hovered uneasily between ideologically driven condemnation and the need to represent the real content of rebel politics’.32 To some extent the presentation was determined by the sources; thus Holinshed inherited the prejudices of the monastic chroniclers about the risings of 1381 and 1450, while the more sympathetic portrayal of the London rioters against aliens in the Evil May Day disturbances of 1517 and the protestors against the Amicable Grant in 1525 owed a great deal to the presentation made by Edward Hall, a city official, whose account was largely followed word for word. But the compilers of the Chronicles did make choices. Sometimes this was a matter of subtle shifts in vocabulary. Holinshed intensifies some of the vituperative vocabulary applied to Jack Cade, changing his source Edward Hall’s ‘mischievous head’ to ‘mischievous caitife’, and ‘this lusty Kentishe capitayne’ to ‘this rakehell capteine’ (1587: III, 634). He significantly inserts the adjective ‘foolish’ after recording the content of Dr Bele’s inflammatory Spital sermon outlining the Londoners’ grievances against aliens in 1517 (1587: III, 841). Sometimes Holinshed suppresses material that did not fit the ideological agendas of the Elizabethan regime, so he ignores the associations of the rebels of 1381 with Wycliffite ideas. Where multiple sources were available as in 1381 the effects could be unsettling (‘where this rebellion of the commons first began, diverse have written diverslie … in the report of this commotion the chronographers doo somewhat varie’: 1587: III, 429, 433); for the beginnings of the rebellion Holinshed draws on three conflicting accounts, Richard Fox’s version of the St Alban’s chronicle, Thomas Walsingham, and Henry Knighton. Walsingham’s becomes the dominant voice as the narrative proceeds, but there were further passages from Knighton, whose contribution was amplified by Fleming in 1587, and occasional aperçus from Froissart.33 For 1549, a basic account was derived from Richard Grafton’s 1568 Chronicle and from John Foxe, but was amplified by material drawn from Alexander Neville’s recently published Latin account, De furoribus Norfolciensium Ketto duce for Kett’s rebellion, and in the 1587 edition by John Hooker’s account of the Western Rising from the ‘Description of the city of Exeter’. But a close reading of the Kett narrative shows that Holinshed made significant alterations, for example downplaying Neville’s apologia for the behaviour of the Norwich elite (who came in for withering criticism for their equivocation from John Cheke in The Hurt of Sedition which follows), and added material of his own (presumably from his own informants because it is not recorded in the other sixteenth-century narrative by Leonard Sotherton), including the rebels’ treatment of Roger Wodehouse and the name of the Italian mercenary captain, Malatesta.34 One should not underestimate the contribution of Holinshed’s own informants. ‘Men of good credit that were there present’ (1587: III, 942) supplied the unique account of the earl of Shrewsbury’s stance towards the Pilgrims in 1536.

Rebel voices can be heard in the Chronicles but they are very muffled. For 1381 we have John Ball’s sermon (via Walsingham), samples of the letters distributed by the rebels to muster support, and occasional shards of reported rebel speech. For Cade’s rebellion two of the manifestoes were taken by Fleming from Stow’s 1580 Chronicle for the 1587 edition,35 while one of the manifestoes from the Western Rising of 1549 originally printed by Foxe illuminated that rebellion (1587: III, 633–4, 1003). The report of the Spittle sermon of 1517 gives a vivid impression of the artisans’ case against the aliens. The Neville account of Kett’s rebellion includes arresting rebel speech acts like John Flotman’s:

[he] cared not a pins point for my lord marquesse [of Northampton, recently slain by the rebels] … they … sought nothing but to mainteine his majesties roiall estate, the libertie of their countrie and the safetie of their commonwealth … they would either restore the common-wealth from decaie, into the which it was fallen, being oppressed through the covetousnesse and tyrannie of the gentlemen; either else would they like men die in the quarrell. [1587: III, 1034]

But it would be naïve to see any of this as capturing an authentic rebel voice. Flotman’s speech in the original Neville version is rather longer, and we need to recall that Holinshed was translating from Latin.36 Likewise, the famous remark that ‘insteed of a pardon there was prepared nought else but a barrell full of halters’ (1587: III, 1037) derived from Neville’s ‘veniam eam nihil aliud esse quam DOLIOLUM RESTIBUS & CAPISTRIS REFERTUM’,37 though the fact that it was rendered in capitals suggests that Neville might have found it as arresting an image as modern historians. Some of this is sufficiently compatible with other sources such as the seditious words so sensitively analysed by Andy Wood that we might think we are close to the thinking of labouring men, and the accounts tell us at least the meaning of the commonwealth was subject to contestation in 1549, but we still have to grapple with the radical selectivity of the elites in representing the rebel voice.38

It is true that the accounts of the rebels are sufficient to engage our sympathies but the chroniclers use a variety of devices to condition our responses, and there always remains a crucial distinction between sympathy for the plight of the poor and the justification of rebellion. In the account of the origins of the rising of 1381 Holinshed records the hostility to the ‘pole grotes’ but adds that they were also discontented ‘(as some write) for that they were sore oppressed (as they tooke the matter) by their land-lords, that demanded of them their ancient customes and services’; he has already distanced himself from the commons (‘as some write … as they tooke the matter’), but he drives home his hostility by diabolizing and dehumanizing them in the passage which immediately follows: ‘set on by some divelish instinct & persuasion of their own beastlie intentions, as men not content with the state whereunto they were called’ (1587: III, 429). Holinshed faithfully transmits the vituperative and marginalizing language of the medieval chroniclers; the rebel collectivity is described as ‘the fond conceited rowt … the common uplandish people … barelegged ribalds … vile rascals … those rude people … those rude and base people … these wicked people … the unrulie multitude … the rowt … a rash and foolish multitude … those unrulie people’. Their leader Wat Tyler is described as ‘a naughtie and lewd lozzell’ and ‘a ribald’ (1587: III, 429–34). Holinshed emphasizes the irrationality of rebel violence; there is no attempt to explain the cutting down of aliens in London other than that it was ‘onelie to satisfie the crueltie of the commons … for it was a sport to them’ (1587: III, 431). Their attack on the legal system, it is claimed, encompassed the aim of killing all the lawyers, for ‘having made all those awaie that understood the lawes, all things should then be ordered according to the will and disposition of the common people’ (1587: III, 432).39 Needless to say, this was a profound misrepresentation of a movement led by many in the middle ranks of town and country in revolt against a corrupt legal system that had been perverted by the great men who were also failing in their duty of defending the realm.40

The same rhetorical tactics were used in (mis-)representing the rebellions of 1549. Hooker claimed that the Western Rising was ‘onelie concerning religion’, a remark in tension with the suggestion in the previous shorter Foxe-based account derived from the contemporary letter of R.L. (unidentified)41 that there was ‘a diversitie of heads and wits’ among the rebels (1587: III, 1003, 1014). Hooker plays up ideological motives to demonstrate through the rebellion’s failure that God was on the side of the loyalists and reformers, repeatedly informing us that Exeter was preserved through ‘the providence and goodnesse of God’ (1587: III, 1020), but he also uses the standard tactic of suggesting elsewhere that the rebels were bent on spoil. He knows full well that ‘certeine gentlemen and yeomen and good countenance and credit’ supported the rebellion, but he cannot resist the labelling of the leaders as ‘the woorst men and the refusse of all others’, and depicting the rebel host as ‘a swarme of wasps’ (1587: III, 1016, 1017–18). As for the East Anglian Rising, there was no attempt to understand the roots of the underlying agrarian grievances and the violence of the rebels is repeatedly emphasized, as they show ‘beastly cruelty’; their behaviour is irrational, as when they persecute the gentlemen at the tree of Reformation ‘although they could yeeld no reason but that they were gentlemen & therefore not woorthie to live’ (1587: III, 1031); the negative epithets spew forth (lewd is used three times, unruly four, wicked three, unthrifty three, ungracious twice, outrageous twice); Kett is ‘a man hardie and forward to anie desperat attempt … a wicked caitife’ (1587: III, 1028–40). Recent historians have on the contrary stressed the legalism of the rebels, the creation of an alternative government in East Anglia, and the relative lack of violence.42 There are remarks in the Holinshed account which might suggest this alternative view, such as the use of commissions in the king’s name to take up provisions for the rebel camps, but these actions are simply blasted as the misappropriation of royal authority, and ‘shifts … to cloake their dooings’ (1587: III, 1031).

The commotions of 1549 scarred the generation who lived though them: 1549 attracted more coverage in the Chronicles than any other year before the later passages on Elizabeth; Harrison, Hooker, Holinshed, and Stow were all old enough to have personal memories; Hooker was ‘testis oculatus’ (1587: III, 1014) of the events in Exeter. The Chronicles contributed to the process by which a particular understanding of the events of that year was fashioned in elite memory. By devoting disproportionate attention to events in the West Country and Norfolk, the contrast between respectively a religious rising and a rising ‘for the commonwealth’ was established, a ‘tunnel history’ that served the interests of contemporary polemicists and the historians who followed them.43 Those who had contested both the Reformation and the social order had both been demonstrated to be erroneous by God’s judgements, and the regime thereby legitimated. In elite representations of dissent Kett became virtually interchangeable with Wat Tyler, Jack Straw, and Jack Cade, the archetypal rebel intent on subverting the entire social order.44

OBEDIENCE

Another tactic for attempting to determine readers’ responses to the events of 1549 was the inclusion of government propaganda in the form of the king’s reply to the western rebels and John Cheke’s Hurt of Sedition written during the summer while Kett’s rebellion was still undefeated. Both texts emphasized the importance of the central institutions of monarchy, council, and Parliament as the proper bodies for reforming the realm. The western rebels were castigated for standing against a religious settlement ‘by parlement established, by the whole cleargie agreed … & further by Gods word confirmed … Dareth anie of you with the name of a subject stand against an act of parliament, a law of the realm?’ (1587: III, 1005). Of ‘the manie bottomlesse whirelpooles of mischiefe yee be gulft withall’, Cheke told the East Anglian rebels, the greatest was to appropriate the magisterial office (1587: III, 1045). Edward VI, it was claimed, had ‘intended a just reformation of all such things as poore men could trulie shew themselves oppressed with, thinking equalitie of justice to be the diademe of his kingdome, and the safegard of his commons’. Here was the commonwealth ideal of magisterially directed redress working through the law. But ‘his pleasure was not, nor no reason gave it, that everie subject should busilie intermeddle with it of their owne head, but onelie those whome his councell thought most meet men for such an honest purpose’ (1587: III, 1051). Worse still, the rebels had taken the sword into their hands, overturning the law by thievery and murder (the fate of Lord Sheffield the murdered commander of the government’s first expeditionary force particularly vexed Cheke). Their rejection of the law was proof of their irrationality: by ‘withstanding the law of nature like beasts’ they were ‘worthie to die like dogs’ (1587: III, 1046). Cheke’s tract was printed twice in 1549, and again in 1569, 1576, and 1641.45 Its basic tactic was to invert the rebel rhetoric: ‘ye that seeke the common-wealth have destroied the common-wealth’ (1587: III, 1042). Antithesis was indeed one of Cheke’s favoured devices to demonstrate how the rebels had turned the world upside down: ‘who can persuade where treason is above reason, and might ruleth right, and it is had for lawfull whatsoever is lustfull, and commotioners are better than commissioners, and common wo is named common-wealth’ (this particular passage attracted one of the numerous approving mariginalia which Holinshed added to Cheke’s text: ‘a notable and rhetoricall clause, and to the purpose’: 1587: III, 1044). The consequences of rebellion were such that no man of property would wish for: the rebellion would bring famine in its wake because the harvest had not been tended to; vagrancy would overwhelm the country; the country would become vulnerable to attack from its enemies abroad; succour would be given to opponents of the Reformation; the king would have no option but to resort to extreme measures like martial law. Cheke asserted that the rebels’ ‘pretensed commonwealth’ undermined the basis of all order, threatening the authority of the respectable middling householders as much as it did that of the gentry and the king. The principle of equality which informed rebel actions was contrary to God’s will, for riches came by his providence, but it would also be ‘the overthrow of labour and utter decay of worke in this realme’. The authority of the monarch and heads of household were mutually implicated: ‘If the servant be bound to obeie his maister in the familie, is not the subject bound to serve the kinge in his realme?’ (1587: III, 1043, 1044) Rebellion would thus undermine household order. By treating the neighbouring gentry ‘cruellie and uncivillie’, they had destroyed the basis of civil society, for, argued Cheke, following Cicero, ‘a citie and a province be not the faire houses and the strong walles, nor the defense of anie engine but the living bodies of men’ (1587: III, 1046). As Andy Wood has recently suggested, Cheke’s intervention contributed to the process by which propertied middling householders came to see themselves as having more in common with the gentry than with their poorer neighbours.46

Another theme running through Cheke’s tract was the notion that rebellion undermined the trinity of God, king, and commonwealth. He opened the tract by saying that by taking on the magistrates’ office, the rebels ‘have first faulted grievouslie against God, next offended unnaturallie our sovereigne lord, thirdlie troubled miserablie the whole common-wealth’, or as the marginalia put it, ‘rebellion a verie greevous and horrible offense against God, the prince, and the state’ (1587: III, 1042). It was the particular contribution of the Tudor theorists of obedience to suggest that loyalty to the king was an element of subjects’ obedience to God, and to see such obedience as essential to the proper functioning of the commonwealth.47 The mantra of God, king, and commonwealth appealed to John Hooker who draws on it in his polemic against the Desmond rebellion. Sir John of Desmond, ‘the third head of the venemous hydra’ (Hooker’s standard image for this family of rebels), a man who ‘respecting neither the honor of God, the obedience to his prince, the credit of his owne house, the faith to his friend, nor the state of the commonwealth, was wholie imbrued in bloud and villanie’ (1587: II, Ir., 175). The arguments for obedience form an insistent drum roll through the Elizabethan sections of the Chronicles, for obedience was essential to the regime’s case against its Catholic opponents.48 In the context of the papal bull deposing Elizabeth, it was essential to assert that the prince had his authority from God and was to be corrected by none but God. This was one of the core messages of Burghley’s Execution of Justice (1583) included in the 1587 edition, citing the core biblical texts for obedience and claiming that the papal deposing power had been usurped by Gregory VII. The aims of the seminaries, declared the queen’s chief minister, were ‘the disinheriting of all the nobilitie, the clergie, and the whole communaltie, that would … defend their naturall gratious queene’ (1587: III, 1367). The defence of the reformed religion became identified with the interests of the commonwealth. James Dalton communicated the queen’s thanks for London’s loyalty in the wake of the arrest of the Babington conspirators, and attributed the regime’s survival to ‘the sincere religion of almightie God, most godlie established’, while the contemners of that religion have ‘have declined from God, their allegiance to their prince, their love to their countrie’, again the trinity of God, monarch, and commonwealth (1587: III, 1554). In taking action against the seminary priests the regime was acting entirely justly. As Fleming put it in one of his vigorous moralizing coda to the execution of a group of seminary priests in 1581: ‘Thus did the broome of iustice sweepe awaie these noisome cobwebs, noisome both to church and commonwealth, as being of the divels hatching, but nurssed and fostered of poperie, to insnare and trap seelie soules, as the spider dooth the flie: from whome the Lord God deliver everie member of his church’ (1587: III, 1347–8).

We began with an idealized vision of the Elizabethan commonwealth incorporated into the Chronicles under the year 1586. We shall close with another. Abraham Fleming is responsible for the almost equally remarkable account of the arrest and execution of the Babington conspirators in that year. He makes the familiar case about the odiousness of treason, ‘flat against all humanity, the pernicious plague of all kingdoms and commonwealths, hated of God and man’; they had betrayed the intertwined loyalties to their prince and benefactress, their city, kinsfolk, and friends. God had made his ‘inevitable decree’ against ‘such as insurge and rise against their sovereigne … and labour to dissolve the societie of men which is the bond of life’. The conspirators had offended against the laws of nature and nations ‘drawing out their swoord of furie and cruell outrage against the bodie of the commonwealth’ (1587: III, 1570, 1571; Clegg, Peaceable Regiment, 530, 531). What is most striking about Fleming’s account, however, is the stress on the unanimity of the response of the Londoners. The diligence of the city constables is praised as they had not spared their neighbours’ houses in their search for suspected persons. As the ‘common report’ of the arrests spread through every street and lane, the bells of London peeled out ‘both daie and night as upon the daie of hir majesties coronation’. Celebratory bonfires, no fewer than sixty between Ludgate and Charing Cross alone, appeared spontaneously, and ‘none were more forward than the meaner sort of people’ though fuel prices were high. We are reminded of Stow’s nostalgic account of peacemaking at the London Midsummer watches as Fleming claims that this was an occasion for reconciliation between people who had previously been at loggerheads, their grievances ‘washed awaie with a cup of merrie go downe for hir sake’ (1587: III, 1563–4, PPR, 523–4).49 While the Romney Marsh men had sung their ditties, the Londoners fell to psalm singing around the bonfires accompanied by tabor and pipe. The scenes at the execution were still more remarkable: ‘there was no lane, street, allie, or house in London … out of the which there issued not some of each sex and age; in so much that the waies were pestered with people so multiplied, as they thronged and overran one another for hast’. The fields around the place of execution were filled with the ‘weaker sex as womankind with the yoonger and tenderer sort’ who could not see the executions, but watched the fires as the bowels of the conspirators were burned (1587: III, 1572, 1574; PPR, 532, 534).

Under Fleming’s editorial direction the account of Elizabeth’s peaceful and prosperous regiment become ever more stridently an apologia for the regime. In the account of the arrest and execution of the Babington plotters he attempted to celebrate a commonwealth of ‘faithfull and loving subiects’ united in support of a just and merciful princess. But there was much less consensus, even at the highest levels, than he thought, for this was one of the passages that attracted the attention of the censors, presumably because the vehemence of its denunciations questioned the government’s professed commitment to justice and mercy. Fleming’s, like Hooker’s, was an ideologically charged vision of the Elizabethan commonwealth, one that could expose its fault lines rather than articulating an epiphanic unity. Even Fleming had to acknowledge that ‘here and there (like darnell among wheate) lurke a viper or aspe waiting opportunitie to bite or sting’ (1587: III, 1577). Although the language of the commonwealth was invoked by Protestants and Catholics alike, the ideological fissure opened by the Reformation ensured that its meaning became ever more contested between them, with Catholic polemicists inverting the regime’s claims to justice in tracts like Leicester’s Commonwealth (1584) and Burghley’s Commonwealth (1592). The Chronicles offered a vision of the perfected Elizabethan commonwealth, but it was clearly a contested one.


CHAPTER 24

RELIGIOUS IDEOLOGY

PETER MARSHALL

SEEKING out the heart and soul of Holinshed’s ‘religion’, like trying to classify that of Shakespeare, can feel like opening a box of tricks in a hall of mirrors. The subject appears all around one, intensely dispersed and fragmented, and yet indistinct and perhaps not really there at all. Holinshed’s Chronicles are conventionally cast as a work of ‘secular’ historiography, and the very phrase of my title, ‘religious ideology’, implies at best a distinct and limited subspecies of a wider conceptual genus. Yet the ideological underpinnings of early modern society were all in some sense religious, assuming analogies and connections between macrocosm and microcosm, and divine sanction (occasionally disapproval) for structures of political authority.

‘Religion’ permeates the Chronicles as a background hum rather than a swelling melody. Yet they were assembled and printed at a time of extraordinary religious upheaval and transition, when a Catholic past (still well within living memory) had been repudiated for a Protestant future, whose emerging shape was still indistinct and a matter of intense contestation. In 1577, arguably still more in 1587, the peoples of Britain were fiercely divided over religion. The aim of this chapter is to investigate how the Holinshed texts reflect, mediate, gloss, arbitrate, or obscure those divisions by examining their treatment of the events of the English Reformation itself.1 Attention will thus be concentrated on the most recent, indeed near-contemporary, sections of the history: the half-century from 1529 to 1577, and the continuation to 1586 in the second edition. These are rather less game-filled hunting-grounds for the expression of overt or implicit religious opinion than a snap impression might suggest. The recent history—as the most politically sensitive part of so public a publishing project—can be expected also to be the most bland, cautious, and self-policed, covering as it did the reigns of the present queen and of her sister, brother, and father. Nor was the policing entirely self-generated, as the well-known episode of the Privy Council’s censorship shows.2 The sections I am going to discuss in this chapter contain no explicit analysis of the English Church, such as William Harrison provided for his prolegomenous Description of England.3 Nor do they have anything as noticeably left-field as the history of Ireland compiled by the Catholic sympathizer Richard Stanihurst for Holinshed’s first edition of 1577.4 I will also resist the temptation to explore what has been an exceptionally fruitful theme for scholars in recent years: the extent to which variant readings of the ancient and medieval past, especially the early Church history of Britain, could be used to articulate competing religious world-views.5 Nonetheless, close attention to the most contemporary and near-contemporary sections of text impels us to confront head-on the questions of what could and couldn’t, would and wouldn’t, be said about religion in the course of an exceptionally high-profile piece of Elizabethan historical writing. It allows us to observe at close hand several of the developing and emergent preoccupations of Elizabethan religious culture. What is to be found there rarely involves extended analysis of the Reformation process, but neither is there an occlusion or marginalization of ecclesiastical issues, nor a simple rehearsal of the official line, if such a thing is thought to exist.

A CONTESTED TEXT

What an examination of ‘Holinshed’s Reformation’ does not allow is the winnowing out of a fine-grained, unitary ‘religious ideology’, which the text as a whole can be thought to embody and express. Here this chapter’s opening comparison with the religious outlook of Shakespeare is misleading, for Shakespeare (most of the time) was a single and autonomous writer, whereas ‘Holinshed’, both before and after Raphael Holinshed’s death in around 1580, was not a person but a brand-name, a syndicate, and an authorial team.6 Holinshed inherited the project from his former printing master, Reyner Wolfe, and was assisted in the production of the first edition by William Harrison and Richard Stanihurst (the latter drawing on the history of Ireland written by Edmund Campion). The revised edition produced in 1586–7 after Holinshed’s death was placed in the hands of Abraham Fleming as general editor, working with William Harrison again, and with John Hooker, John Stow, and Francis Thynne.

That these individuals presented between them a broad range of religious views is well known.7 Wolfe had respectable Protestant credentials stretching back to the reign of Henry VIII. Though he had managed to make his peace with Mary’s regime in the late 1550s, he was closely associated after 1558 with Archbishop Mathew Parker and with a number of important printing projects of the new regime.8 Raphael Holinshed’s own religious predilections are more indistinct, though it seems safest to classify him as a mainstream conformist Protestant.9 More overtly committed to the furtherance of reform were Hooker, Harrison, and Fleming—the latter two in particular can be placed squarely on the ‘godly’ wing of the Elizabethan Church.10

David Wooton has made an imaginative and challenging case for Fleming’s membership of the secretive perfectionist sect known as the Family of Love. Given that the Familists made a virtue out of dissimulation, and honed to a fine point the skill of blending into their surroundings, the case is effectively impossible to disprove definitively. Yet the passages from Fleming’s writings and editorial work that Wootton sees as suggestive of Familist sympathy can all be read more or less unproblematically as expressions of an orthodox Calvinism, albeit fairly high-temperature and intensely anti-Catholic.11

There is little mystery about the developed religious convictions of Richard Stanihurst, who, in the years after the publication of the 1577 edition, openly expressed his commitment to Catholicism from exile in the Netherlands, and who towards the end of his life entered the Society of Jesus.12 In this, he was belatedly following the lead of his mentor, Edmund Campion, whose return to England on the Jesuit mission of 1580 was to lead to his martyrdom at Tyburn the following year. As Annabel Patterson has noted, it is truly remarkable that ‘one of the “authors” of the 1577 edition appears in the 1587 edition as an actor in his own trial and execution’.13

A more intriguing question is what we should make of the religious stance and convictions of John Stow, a major contributor to the sixteenth-century sections of the History of England. Stow has been represented by his modern biographer as the embodiment of a secular and civic outlook, unmoved by, indeed uncomprehending of, the debates and convulsions of the Reformation.14 But this is deeply unconvincing. When Stow’s study was raided on the orders of the bishop of London in February 1569 it was found to contain, not just old books of Catholic devotion, but the polemical works of the leading Catholic exiles based in Louvain. Ian Archer’s suggestion that Stow was a ‘probable church papist’, who learned to conform to the Elizabethan Church settlement, but who retained throughout his life an articulate and self-conscious religious conservatism, seems much nearer the mark.15 The most junior member of the editorial team, Francis Thynne, has the most indistinct religious position of all. An antiquarian and alchemist, Thynne contributed to the History of England a series of interpolated essays on the holders of major office in Church and State. One of these, on the archbishops of Canterbury, was an object of the censors’ attention in 1587, though whether this was because of a perceived religious partiality or a general sensitivity about the portrayal of recent political figures is unclear.16 Thynne’s biographer in the ODNB writes of ‘the strong protestant bias’ to be found in his writings, though, as we shall see, that was hardly in evidence in his contributions to Holinshed’s History of England.17

The Holinshed contributors thus covered the spectrum from papalism to advanced Protestantism, with several shades of conformity, confusion, or concealment in between. But to expound the religious complexion of ‘Holinshed’ solely by reference to the putative religious views of the chief contributors would be a circular and unsatisfactory exercise. More pertinent is to examine how this mismatched team between them created a lengthy textual account of England’s religious transition, to investigate the coherence and cogency of the religious messages of that text, and to ask how they might have been received and experienced by readers.

The collaborative, if not always collegial, arrangements under which Holinshed’s successive editions were compiled have, of course, drawn the attention of scholars, no longer simply interested in Holinshed as a straightforward source-text for Shakespeare, or indifferent to ‘the complex process of compilation, aggregation, and ideological negotiation’ that underlay its composition.18 Most famously, Annabel Patterson, in her 1994 study, Reading Holinshed’s Chronicles, has drawn attention to what she calls the ‘multivocality’ of the book. This multivocality is not an interpretative cacophony, or mere textual untidiness, but a coherent overall strategy: the offering up of multiple perspectives in order to challenge authoritarianism and to create a ‘textual space’ for an emergent ‘middle-class’ readership to exercise its right to knowledge. Little wonder, Patterson thinks, that the text was subject to official censorship, for a pressing of the boundary between State control of expression and individual freedom of speech was one of its recurrent concerns.19 Other scholars are less convinced. Cyndia Susan Clegg, for example, sees a decidedly more establishment-friendly, less oppositional text, with a pronounced Protestant standpoint, one that celebrates rather than censures the suppression of alternative voices when those voices upheld popery or the pope. The censorship of the Chronicles themselves was much more about Elizabethan court politics than any grand contest between the State and individual conscience.20

If it were a straight choice between characterizing the tone of Holinshed (particularly the 1587 edition, which is the main focus of the discussion here) as either ‘univocal’ or ‘multivocal’, then the presence of many voices is undoubtedly difficult to gainsay. This is certainly true, albeit sometimes mutedly, of the text’s commentary on recent religio-political events. Perhaps we should not marvel too much at the varied religious perspectives of the Holinshed authors, for what they represented was a snap-shot of the spread of opinions to be found among the educated population of mid-Elizabethan England as a whole, particularly in London.21 But too much emphasis on ‘multivocality’, as both a characteristic and a rhetorical strategy of Holinshed’s Chronicles, risks undervaluing the degree of competition and contestation to be found between its different textual layers and insertions.

A paradox of the English Reformation, as of the Reformation as a whole, was that it firmly embedded de facto religious pluralism while at the same time intensifying sectional religious commitments and politicizing many aspects of culture and belief.22 The Holinshed authors, like Elizabethan people in other transactional aspects of life, cooperated with each other in spite of their differences in religious outlook. But they did so neither in ignorance nor in celebration of those differences. Patrick Collinson’s remark that ‘Tudor antiquarian scholarship was both collaborative and competitive’ is arguably nowhere better illustrated than in the pages of Holinshed itself.23 What its collaborating–competing authors produced, at least in their account of England’s sixteenth-century religious and political revolution, was not so much a proudly multivocal text as a profoundly unstable and fractured one, mirroring the incomplete victories and defeats of various parties in the battles for the soul of the nation.

FOLLOWING, AND NOT FOLLOWING, FOXE

Recent commentators are broadly agreed in seeing the Chronicles as ‘a secular equivalent of John Foxe’s Acts and Monuments’.24 This is a useful point of departure, though not an entirely unproblematic one. It is a moot point whether in the Tudor period the categories of secular or political history, and of sacred or ecclesiastical history, are as conceptually and practically distinct as some modern scholarship would like them to be.25 Admittedly, the Holinshed authors themselves at times seem to acknowledge this bifurcation. In his section on the archbishops of Canterbury, Francis Thynne gave the briefest of dispassionate accounts of reformation of religion under Edward VI, and excused himself from offering any detailed discussion of the persecution and controversies of Mary’s reign on the grounds that ‘it is beside my purpose, to treat of the substance of religion, sith I am onlie politicall, and not ecclesiasticall; a naked writer of histories, and not a learned divine to treat of mysteries of religion’.26 Yet, Thynne’s apologetic and rhetorical tone suggests his own sense of discomfort with the distinction, and a keen sensitivity to readers’ likely expectations. Thynne was, moreover, decidedly selective in following his own prescription.27 It is also true that in a number of places, ‘Holinshed’ does seem happy to recognize its own complementarity to Foxe: on such matters as the October 1553 dispute over the sacrament, or the later interrogations of Cranmer, Latimer, and Ridley, readers are crispy cross-referenced to the key authority: ‘But of this matter ye maie read more in the book of the monuments of the church’; ‘whereof ye maie read in the booke of monuments of the church more at large’ (Chronicles 1587: III, 1092, 1102).28

Elsewhere, however, large sections of Foxe’s text are imported wholesale into the 1587 edition, covering a number of key episodes from the mid-Tudor decades. Areas where Holinshed looks simply like recycled-Foxe include the story of the Prayer Book Rebellion of 1549, and of the Oxfordshire and Yorkshire Risings of the same year; the description of the execution of Jane Grey, of the marriage of Philip and Mary, and of the deaths of Julius III and Stephen Gardiner. The Chronicles also press into service Foxe’s account of the travails in Mary’s reign of the duchess of Suffolk, of archbishop Edwin Sandys, and of Elizabeth herself.29 These inclusions are often, as it were, the full Foxe, rather than some low-calorie version. They contain, for example, overtly hostile references to Mary I as ‘a vehement adversarie and persecutor against the sincere professors of Christ Jesus’, and to her abusing her throne ‘to the destruction of Christs church and people’ (1587: III, 1160, 1161).30

Yet the deployment of Foxe is nonetheless evidently selective. The Holinshed editors used, for example, hardly any of his material on the humble martyrs of Mary’s reign, and they omitted his long section on ‘the severe punishment of Gods mighty hand, upon Priestes and prelates, with such other, as hauve bene persecutors of his people and the members of hys true Church’, perhaps because its relentless naming and shaming still had the capacity to ruffle feathers among Elizabethan office-holders at various levels.31 There are also places where the non-use of Foxe, an apparently obvious source, is immediately striking. This is particularly the case in passages which were the responsibility of John Stow. Stow, for example, provides a very brief and uncelebratory account of the death of the Henrician evangelical martyr, John Frith, ‘burned in Smithfield, for the opinion of the sacrament’. More remarkably, Stow’s account of William Tyndale, though it did refer readers to ‘the martyrologie of John Foxe our ecclesiasticall chronographer’, supplied a noticeably cool and detached account of the reformer’s achievements and sufferings, simply affirming that his treatises brought over into England were ‘read with great desire of diverse, and of many sore despised and abhorred’ (1587: III, 937, 939).32

In a few places in the ‘modern’ sections of Holinshed, the authority of Foxe is implicitly, and sometimes explicitly, challenged.33 Stow, for example, discusses the unsolved murder in 1536 of the evangelical London mercer Robert Packington. But he supplies a dramatically different solution to the mystery from that given in the second edition of the Acts and Monuments in 1570. Foxe had named a conservative cleric, the dean of St Paul’s, John Incent, as the guilty party, but Stow insisted the murderer was a more hum-drum felon, who confessed on the gallows at Banbury while being punished for another crime, and was before that time ‘never had in anie suspicion thereof’.34 Francis Thynne, meanwhile, in the course of a highly laudatory ‘description and commendation of bishop Tunstall’, inserted after the section describing the Elizabethan Settlement of 1559, may have taken the occasion to issue some mild rebuke. ‘As it should apeare in stories’, Thynne conceded, Cuthbert Tunstall was ‘full of contumacie and selfe will; untractable he was and by nature rebellious’. Thynne may have been thinking here of Foxe, who recorded Tunstall’s imprisonment in Edward’s reign for disobedience, and afterwards listed him among the persecutory clergy whose deaths had followed that of Mary.35 But in fact, argued Thynne, the former bishop of Durham was a man deserving commendation ‘for his virtuous life, lerning, gravitie, and good service done to manie princes of England’. ‘Albeit a papist’, he was ‘yet not deprivable of the praise which it pleased God to provide for him’ (1587: III, 1186).

The modulation in and out of Foxean mode can create a jarring sensation for modern readers of Holinshed, and must have done so for readers at the time. The dissonances are particularly striking in the treatment of a key figure for mid-Tudor religion and politics, Cardinal Reginald Pole. In the main narrative of Mary’s reign Pole is introduced as ‘a popish prelate, and a sore enimie to the religion received and established in king Henrie the eights time’; this represented an interpolation to the account in 1577 which merely noted Pole’s being appointed archbishop of Canterbury (1587: III, 1131; 1577: II, 1765). In 1587 Abraham Fleming laid emphasis on how despite ‘the noblenesse of his birth’, the cardinal gave proof of ‘how barbarous he was in behaviour, and how unnaturall in the course of his life’ (1587: III, 1162).36 Fleming also drew on Cuthbert Tunstall’s sermon against Pole of 1539, and spiced it with abusive marginal annotations: ‘Cardinall Poole an arrant traitor’, ‘Cardinall Poole a seditious fellow and an impudent’, ‘cardinal Poole no Christian, but worse than a pagan’ (1587: III, 1164–5).37

Yet, disconcertingly, this comprehensive character assassination is immediately followed by Francis Thynne’s elegiac essay on the cardinals of England. This dwells on Pole’s noble birth, his promotions, and his honourable conveyance to Canterbury upon his death, without any hint of condemnation. At the same time it manifests evident pride in the distinction of English cardinals down the ages, referring unapologetically to their elevation to ‘the honor of the purple hat and cardinall dignitie’ (1587: III, 1166–1167). Thynne had more to say about Pole in another of his essays on office-holders which punctuate the sixteenth-century history, that on the archbishops of Canterbury. Here the praise was still less stinting, with Thynne taking particular satisfaction from Pole’s reputation in Italy. ‘For what can be more glorious unto our kingdome, than that the Italians, who after a certeine sort glorie of the inheritance of learning and eloquence, should so highlie commend a man of our nation?’ Thynne did include a disapproving notice of Pole’s exhumation and burning of the bones of the reformers Martin Bucer and Paul Fagius at Cambridge in 1557, but a more evident concern was to protect Pole from calumny, specifically the rumour (given currency by John Foxe) that he had poisoned himself in 1558 because he could not bear to see the change in religion. On this point, Thynne paid a distinctly back-handed compliment to his principal source-text, Mathew Parker’s account of the lives of the archbishops. If there were any truth to the rumour, then Parker would surely have mentioned it, since he was one who ‘to the uttermost recited whatsoever touched him, either for dispraise, or opening of his evil actions’.38

DISCIPLINING THE EDITION

All this might seem to represent a set of prime examples of the much-vaunted multivocality of Holinshed’s text, its willingness to let a thousand, or at least a handful, of ecclesiastical flowers bloom. Yet in fact there is considerable internal textual evidence of anxiety about the multiplicity of perspectives, and of attempts, particularly on the part of Fleming as editor-in-chief, to discipline the text, and smooth off some of its insufficiently Protestant edges. The principal instruments here were paratextual ones.39 Fleming habitually inserted marginal glosses in order to spin the text he was working with in a more reliably Protestant direction. For instance, he tempered an unsympathetic account of Wyatt’s rebellion, carried forward from the 1577 to the 1587 edition, by adding a gloss to the account of the speech against the rebels delivered by Queen Mary at the Guildhall. Where Mary claimed that Wyatt intended ‘to give scope to the rascall and forlorne persons, to make generall hauocke and spoile of your goods’, Fleming remarked: ‘How he pretended the spoile of their goods it apeareth in that he coming to Southworke, did hurt neither man, woman, nor child, neither in bodie nor in a pennie of their goods’ (1587: III, 1096). Fleming similarly added a marginal gloss to the account of Parliament’s supplication to Pole in November 1554, begging pardon from the sin of schism: ‘the king and queene exhibit the supplication to Poole the proud prelat’. He also dropped the neutral marginalium found in 1577, ‘An absolucion pronounced by cardinal poole to the parliament house’, in favour of the decidedly finger-pointing ‘Pope Julie the third gave cardinall Pole his authoritie apostolike’ (1587: III, 1123; 1577: II, 1761). Where the 1587 edition included the texts of a series of Catholic prayers for the safe deliverance of Queen Mary when she believed she was with child, Fleming peppered them with broad sarcastic marginal glosses—‘Crie up lowdder you priests peradventure your god is a sleepe’ (1587: III, 1125–6). Another insertion in 1587 wrapped up the account of the reign of Mary with godly disdain: ‘Thus farre the troublesome reign of Quene marie the first of that name (God grant she may be the last of her religion)’. In the course of a very factual account of assorted events during the first few years of Elizabeth’s reign, Fleming inserted a short section describing the new queen ‘in Gods religion, setting the materiall churches of hir dominions free from all popish trash’ (1587: III, 1168, 1194–5).

Fleming’s insertions sometimes involved overt correction of his fellow editors. Stow’s account of the year 1534 discussed the suppression of the Franciscan Observants, and the assembling of a new session of Parliament. But with respect to the latter, he neglected to mention a not-so-small matter which Fleming had laboriously to interleave: ‘in the which was concluded the act of supremacie, which authorised the kings highness, to be supreme head of the church of England, and the authorities of the pope abolished out of the realme’ (1587: III, 937). Francis Thynne’s practice was to refer to the conservative opponents of Cranmer in Henry VIII’s reign as the ‘pontificals’ and to their adversaries as ‘the evangelicals’ (‘for so I term them after Matthew Parker’), a procedure which would probably appeal to modern historians.40 But Fleming clearly considered the nomenclature inadequate for emphasizing the breadth and clarity of the gulf between the parties, and he asterisked every use of the former term with the marginal translation ‘papists’, and of the later with ‘protestants or gospellers’.41 Equally noteworthy is Fleming’s attempt to realign one of the most remarkable passages in the modern history section, to be found in both the 1577 and 1587 editions: a plea for Christian unity and mutual toleration in the wake of the 1571 naval victory by Catholic forces over the Turks at Lepanto. Since the Turk ‘regardeth neither protestant nor catholike’, it was to be wished that matters of variance in religion should be settled with the word not the sword, and that ‘princes would permit their subiects to live in libertie of conscience, concerning matters of faith’. The implications of this tolerationist proposition clearly perturbed Fleming, who annotated the passage with the observation ‘good councell if that faith be the faith of Christ and his true church’ (1587: III, 1127).

Historians of the Reformation might be tempted to view the successive editions of Holinshed as markers of a process of confessionalization and Protestantization, reflecting the ways the battle lines between Catholic and Protestant had become clearer and harder in the wake of the Catholic clerical and Jesuit mission, and the outbreak of war (1585) with papist Spain. Yet it is not quite so clear-cut. Although Fleming’s editorial hand is heavily evident, his was not the only insertive voice in the 1587 edition. While both 1577 and 1587 relied on Foxe for their accounts of the execution of Lady Jane Grey, John Stow added a sentence in 1587 to the effect that the deaths of Jane and her husband ‘were the more hastened for feare of further troubles and sturs for hir title, like as hir father had attempted’. This was not exactly exculpation, but it was certainly an invitation sympathetically to understand the motivation of the Marian authorities in doing away with Jane (1587: III, 1100; 1577: II, 1733–4). Nor, as we have already seen, was material potentially sympathetic to Catholicism necessarily excluded from the revised edition. Stow’s account of the 1535 executions of Sir Thomas More and Bishop John Fisher was, for example, a notably friendly one. Fisher was ‘of manie sore lamented, for he was reported to be a man of great learning, and of a verie good life’. More was both learned and wise, and ‘given much to a certeine pleasure in merie taunts and jeasting in most of his communication, which maner he forgat not at the verie houre of his death’ (1587: III, 938). Thynne, in his essay on the Lord Chancellors (inserted under 1579 in honour of Thomas Bromley’s elevation to the chancellorship), also praised More, and passed no negative judgement on the most recent Catholic Lord Chancellors, Stephen Gardiner and Nicholas Heath.42

Even Fleming’s additions were not invariably of an overtly partisan nature. For example, he inserted, from Stow, a very neutral and matter of fact account of the installation of John Feckenham as abbot of Westminster.43 His commentary on the death of More cited a 1584 Paul’s Cross sermon by Bishop Aylmer on the importance of religious devotion among leading laymen. Though More’s religion was abhorrent, his zeal made him a role model, and worthy of honour.44 Some of Fleming’s additional material in 1587—especially that drawn from Stow—did not reflect particularly well on the Protestant cause. So, for Mary’s reign, he included an account of the teenage girl who, purporting to be the voice of an angel, faked anti-Catholic messages in a house outside Aldersgate. He also reported on a 1556 evangelical conspiracy against the queen in Norfolk.45

In fact, one of the striking features of Holinshed—at least in the sixteenth-century sections—is the absence of much virulent anti-popery for its own sake. It pops up in a few places, usually at the instigation of Fleming, and most insistently in his marginalia accompanying the reproduction of a Catholic funeral oration for Gregory XIII. Where the text refers to the Church of Rome as the spouse of Christ, the paratext quickly ripostes: ‘No spouse but a strumpet spotted with spirituall fornication’ (1587: III, 1398). Hostile references to Catholicism tend, however, to accumulate most where religious conservatism merges with sedition and rebellion, such as in the accounts of the Northern Risings of 1536 and 1569. In both cases, though, it is the hypocrisy and feigned devotion of the rebel leaders which is emphasized, and neither rebellion is portrayed as a genuine religious war.46

CATHOLIC CONSPIRACIES AND CODED CRITIQUES

The themes come together most stridently in the treatment of recent Catholic conspiracies—material comprising a large proportion of the post-1577 continuation, which has especially full coverage of the Campion affair and the Throckmorton, Parry, and Babington Plots. The magpie nature of the Chronicles is particularly evident in these sections, which involve wholesale reproduction of contemporary pamphlets (generally produced by the royal printer, Christopher Barker) such as William Cecil’s apologia for government persecution of missionary priests, The Execution of Justice in England.47 Cases of Catholic treason and the execution of priests where there was no pamphlet to hand tended to get brief and perfunctory treatment.48 But the pattern was not just a result of laziness, or of a slavish echoing of the government line, and Holinshed’s extensive coverage of the Babington Plot was an original composition, directly ‘discoursed by A. F.’49

Where Fleming included a topical pamphlet, he often in fact added to it his own marginal notes, these usually serving to intensify feelings of outrage at the conspirators’ treachery, and of distaste for their religion: ‘O papisticall dissimulation’; ‘O villainous persuasion or inducement to be accessarie to the treason’; ‘O Lord what a lamentable hearing is this’; ‘malignant and more than diabolicall’ (1587: III, 1382, 1384, 1385, 1388). A bland conclusion to Anthony Munday’s pamphlet on a clutch of priestly executions in London in May 1582, urging the remembrance of duty and obedience in the witnessing of a lamentable spectacle, was replaced with something considerably shriller and less philosophical: ‘Thus did the broome of justice sweepe awaie these noisome cobwebs, noisome both to church and commonwealth, as being of the divels hatching, but nursed and fostered of poperie, to insnare and trap seelie soules, as the spider dooth the flie: from whome the Lord God deliver everie member of his church.’50

Though Fleming drew extensively on the pamphlets of Anthony Munday, particularly for the Campion case, where he was the chief government witness, he made little attempt to conceal his distaste and dislike for this fellow writer. Fleming edited out from the Campion material Munday’s autobiographical account of how he had travelled to Rome, and been admitted ‘the pope’s scholler’, holding it ‘more loialtie to lull such devises and consultations asleepe, than to publish them to the world in blacke and white’.51 Elsewhere, without naming him directly, Fleming made several sarcastic references to how Munday ‘seemed to be acquainted with all their dealings’, and to how he had been able to win the confidence of men who ‘indeed use to repose their trust in such, who they suppose to be like themselves’ (1587: III, 1344, 1345, 1346). Fleming, it would seem, considered Munday tainted goods, a papist turncoat who might not have turned his coat far enough.52

It is difficult to find in any of these accounts much confirmation of Patterson’s intuition that Fleming’s ‘imprudent multivocality’ created the possibility of sympathy with the Catholic prisoners, given how concerned he was to shape and regulate the materials with which he worked.53 Yet by manifesting such a heightened antipathy to the persons of the accused, Fleming’s accounts of the punishment of Catholic traitors threatened implicitly to detract from the impression of a rational and disinterested exercise of justice, something the government was extremely anxious to promote. One of the targets of the government censorship in 1587 was Fleming’s self-authored account of the Babington Plot, which cast the conspirators as ‘venemous vipers’ whose ‘tigers hearts’ were to be burnt in the flames. Another was the treatment of Edmund Campion’s trial and execution, for giving the impression that he had ‘died not for treason but for Religion’.54 There is a sense in which Holinshed can be seen as, in Patterson’s phrase, ‘oppositional’ here, but this was not out of any desire to make space for the expression of religious dissidence. In fact, several of Fleming’s glosses, in the Parry material, and in a pamphlet-derived section on the 1585 death of the early of Northumberland, can be read as oblique criticisms of the queen for undue leniency to disobedient papist subjects.55 There are further hints of this in Fleming’s discussion of the expulsion of twenty-one Jesuits and seminarists from the realm in January 1585: ‘Lord what a mercifull queene is this, in such sort to forgive and forget injuries, yea treasonable injuries, as by banishment onelie to chastise them, that deserved extreame punishment? yea with a banishment scarce fitlie to be so termed; sith in the execution thereof there was such clemencie’ (1587: III, 1379–80).

Yet, even had he wished to do so, Fleming did not manage to turn the 1587 edition of Holinshed into anything like a recognizably ‘godly’ text. There are significant silences and omissions, big dogs that don’t bark. One is the almost complete failure to represent Elizabeth herself as a providential Protestant monarch. Her accession is described as ‘a calme and quiet season, a cleare and lovelie sunshine, a quitset from former broiles’, rather than as a prophetic moment for the cause of the Gospel (1587: III, 1170).56 Another silence, more explicable perhaps, is the virtual absence of references to any of the internecine conflicts of the contemporary Church of England, over Prayer Book, vestments, preaching, and other issues. The trials and execution of Catholics and Anabaptists are regularly chronicled, and the text of a 1580 proclamation against the Family of Love was reproduced with a marginal gloss commending ‘the queens majesties purpose to root out this pestilent sect’ (deep cover indeed if Abraham Fleming really were a Familist sympathizer!).57 Yet the only reference of any kind to Puritans is a passing blow in Thynne’s biography of Mathew Parker against ‘certeine new fancied fellows … puffed up with vaine glorie’.58 A 1583 obituary for Archbishop Grindal makes no mention of his suspension or falling into disfavour with Elizabeth. Thynne’s biography in the catalogue of archbishops could hardly ignore it entirely, but he avoids any specifics, casting Grindal’s fate as the inexorable turning of fortune’s wheel.59

CONCLUSION

It is a truism that the Reformation in England necessitated not only a rewriting, but a reconceptualizing of national history, which in the hands of John Bale or John Foxe became part of the story of an apocalyptic struggle between the forces of Christ and Antichrist, approaching its culmination in modern times.60 But the Reformation also created its own counter-current, an intensified antiquarian concern to preserve historical monuments, textual and material, from the hands of destructive zealots and to draw proudly on the cultural capital of past generations. In this context, not just historical arguments, but historiographical approaches and conventions, had an inevitably ideological cast. Yet recent scholarship has also suggested that providential history, humanist historiography, and the chronicle tradition were not necessarily incompatible ways of thinking about the past in Elizabethan England; they could cheerfully be mixed within individual texts.61 Holinshed is an example, arguably the prime example, of such a historiographically mixed polity. The effect, however, is frequently an uncomfortable one. In Holinshed, Protestant providentialist history, the school of Bale and Foxe, frequently rears up only to hit its head against something else; not just the supposed ‘chronicle tradition’, but a powerfully articulated sense of ecclesiastical and institutional continuities, through and across the Reformation divide.62

When Francis Thynne wrote about a seminal moment of the English Reformation—the burning of Cranmer—his tone could hardly have been less Foxean. Thynne seemed to imply that there was something almost disreputable about Cranmer’s innovative and untimely end: his was ‘a death not read before to have happened to anie archbishop, who as he was the first that publikelie impugned by established laws the popes authoritie in England, so he was the first metropolitan that was burned for the same’.63 John Bale’s great catalogue of English authors, the Illustrium Maioris Scriptorum Brittaniae traced the literary heritage of the true Church, and named and shamed its opponents.64 But Holinshed’s lists of ‘learned men’ for the reigns of various Tudor monarchs promiscuously included Catholic authors on terms of equality with upholders of the Gospel, Henrician papalists like Fisher and More, and John Powell and Edward Powell, ‘Welshmen [who] wrote against Luther’, alongside evangelicals like Tyndale, Frith, and Barnes. Not just the heroic Protestant exiles, but Tunstall, Standish, Sampson, Peryn, and Gardiner were all reputable examples of ‘such learned men as had written and did live in the reign of queene Marie’ (1587: III, 977–8, 1168).65 In the end, it should occasion little surprise that Holinshed’s account of the Reformation was unstable, even at times schizophrenic, about the relationship between what had been created and what had gone before, and about whether spiritual purity or a settled and orderly comprehension should be the touchstone of the century’s achievement. For these were issues that, even at the heart of the Elizabethan Church and regime, remained entirely unsettled in the sixteenth century, before being addressed again, bloodily and unsatisfactorily, in the course of the seventeenth.


CHAPTER 25

PROVIDENTIALISM

ALEXANDRA WALSHAM

FOR early modern Englishmen and women the idea that history was a record of the marvellous workings of the Almighty in the world was both a pious commonplace and a deeply ingrained precept. The first purpose of writing and reading about the past, declared the Italian Protestant Giacomo Aconcio in a tract translated by Thomas Blundeville in 1574, was that:

we may learne thereby to acknowledge the providence of God, wherby all things are governed and directed … we maye see by many notable examples, declaring aswell his wrath, and revenge towardes the wicked, as also his pittie and clemencie towardes the good, that nothing is done by chaunce, but all things by his foresight, counsel, and divine providence.1

The same assumptions underpinned the grand project to publish a universal cosmography initiated by Reginald Wolfe and brought to partial fulfilment by the syndicate of writers responsible for Holinshed’s Chronicles:

Chronicles approch next in truth to the sacred and inviolable scripture … For surelie heerein standeth a speciall use of chronicles, that whilest some offending against the lawes of God, of nature, and of nations, doo draw unto themselves deserved vengeance: others by love allured, or by feare inforced, seeing their rufull fals, and avoiding the meanes, may happilie escape the paine. [Chronicles 1587: III, 1268–9]

A vehicle of ethical instruction secondary only to the text of the Bible, history was envisaged as a schoolroom in which human beings could learn how to avoid the punishments and misfortunes that had befallen former generations. It was a theatre of divine judgements in which the Lord was simultaneously the director, leading actor, and author of the dramatic script itself.

This chapter explores the ways in which the providentialism that permeated the culture from which Holinshed’s Chronicles emerged shape their content and meaning. It pays close attention to how the language of providence is deployed in this polyphonic text, and to the sometimes contradictory voices and registers of explanation with which it coexists. The eclecticism of Holinshed in this respect reflects the differing religious complexions of those who assisted in the making of this vast historical compilation: these range from the committed Catholicism of Richard Stanihurst and the nostalgic conservative conformism of John Stow to the varying degrees of evangelical Protestant zeal exhibited by John Hooker, William Harrison, and Abraham Fleming, principal overseer of the 1587 revisions and additions. But it is also a function of the diverse body of medieval and post-medieval sources upon which this voluminous patchwork quilt of a book is dependent, if not parasitic. The ‘additive logic’ of the chronicle, which permitted and legitimized the inclusion of competing accounts and alternative opinions, makes it particularly challenging to assess the overall ideological flavour and tone of Holinshed’s book. What follows is an attempt to unravel some of the tangled threads of discourse that comprise this rich and complex tapestry and to assess their significance.2

In the process I shall engage critically with claims that historiography underwent a profound transformation in the course of this period, one key hallmark of which was a secularization of models of causation and the steady demise of the idea that the deity was the mainspring of action in history. Writing in 1962, F. Smith Fussner identified the progressive eclipse of the doctrine of providence as a sine qua non of the Elizabethan and early Stuart ‘historical revolution’. For Peter Burke too the recession of the supernatural helped to lay the conceptual and methodological foundations for the modern profession of history. Facilitated by Italian humanism and French jurisprudence, the removal of the hand of God from historical narratives in favour of detailed scrutiny of human motivation and agency was emblematic of a more general trend: the disappearance of the religious prejudice and sentiment that the Whig historians of the nineteenth century believed had skewed the vision of their medieval predecessors.3 For them, providentialism was a mental strait-jacket that constrained the rise of objectivity. It was an index of ignorance, a substitute for sophisticated analysis of secondary causes, and an artificial solution to the difficulty of accounting for puzzling series of occurrences. It was quite literally a kind of deus ex machina.

Although the ‘historical revolution’ thesis has been vigorously contested in recent years,4 there remains a lingering tendency to see the continued reliance of chronicle writers on divine intervention as a symptom of the historiographical backwardness of the genre and one of the reasons for its eventual extinction. Yet far from bearing witness to the gradual collapse of providence as an explanatory paradigm, the two editions of Holinshed’s Chronicles underline the vitality and resilience of this way of thinking. They highlight the intensely religious climate in which people continued to write and read about the past in post-Reformation England—a climate in which Protestant theology placed fresh emphasis on the omnipotence of God and fostered heightened sensitivity to the regular and restless intercession of the Almighty in mundane affairs.5

PROVIDENCE, CHANCE, AND THE MEDIEVAL PAST

The roots of the chronicle as a literary form lie, of course, in the Old Testament. Providing a genealogy and history of the kings of Judah and Israel, the two books of Chronicles delineate the peace and prosperity enjoyed by rulers like Hezekiah and Josiah who ‘did that which was right in the sight of the Lord’ and the adversities and plagues visited upon Jeroboam, Manasseh, and others who lapsed into idolatry and kindled the wrath of the Almighty. They spell out the lesson that princes and peoples who keep their covenant with God and uphold His commandments receive material blessings and mercies, while those who transgress against Him are smitten and scourged by famine, pestilence, and war.6 Taking their inspiration from this biblical prototype, medieval monastic chroniclers such as Orderic Vitalis, John of Salisbury, and Henry of Huntington saw their own work as an extension of the sacred Scriptures and sought to trace the operations of the divine finger in their own times. For Ranulph Higden, author of the influential fourteenth-century Polychronicon, history yielded insight into the otherwise invisible will of the deity and functioned primarily as a pathway ‘to lead us straight back to moral purity’.7 Since the chief objective of such writers was to glorify God, the task of investigating the precise mechanisms by which He effected His judgements was subordinate to that of elucidating the edifying messages embedded within them. The laconic and matter-of-fact recital of events that characterizes most medieval chronicles is not an abdication of historical responsibility; it is rather a measure of the conviction that it was presumptuous to try to read the inscrutable mind of the Almighty. Their reluctance to draw explicit connections between political developments and the preternatural signs, portents, and wonders they recorded alongside them reflected the same religious mindset.8 These discursive conventions persisted into the later Middle Ages, when the writing of chronicles ceased to be monopolized by clerics and became an occupation of laymen and began to migrate from Latin into the vernacular. And they remained a distinguishing feature of the genre during the Indian summer it experienced after the advent of print. More often than not the providential assumptions that structure Holinshed’s Chronicles are unspoken and implicit, but there are moments when they intrude more directly into the narrative.

The first sphere in which overt references to providence appear is in connection with the rise and fall of governments and rulers. Echoing earlier writers like Henry of Huntingdon, Holinshed and his contributors interpreted the conquest of England by successive waves of foreign invaders—the Romans, Anglo-Saxons, Danes, and Normans—as a series of punishments inflicted by the deity upon an impious and faithless people. This was clearly articulated in the preface to the book, in which Holinshed, following Gildas, declared that the ‘the wicked sins and unthankefulnesse of the inhabitants towards God’ were ‘the cheefe occasions and causes of the transmutations of kingdoms’ (1587: III, sig. A3v). The overthrow of the British dominion and Christian religion by the pagan Saxons in the sixth century occurred because the population had ‘declined from the lawes of the Lorde, and become abhominable in his sight … so that not one estate amongst them walked uprightely … by reason whereof, the righteous God had given them over as a pray to their enimyes’ (Chronicles 1577: I, Hist.Eng., 142–3). Both the arrival of the Viking hordes in the 780s and the delivery of the English nation into the hands of William duke of Normandy in 1066 were likewise assimilated into this framework: these afflictions too had been ‘decreed by the providence of the Almightie’ to chastise it for its iniquities (1587: III, sig. A4r). The point was further underlined in the ‘notable advertisement’ Abraham Fleming inserted at the end of the first volume of the 1587 edition. ‘Now let these alterations of regiments be remembred … and teach us that therein the judgements of God revealed themselves to speciall purposes.’ The Conqueror’s severe and despotic rule of the realm after the defeat of Harold at the Battle of Hastings had been ‘allotted’ by ‘Gods providence’ (1587: I, Hist., 201–2).9 In the Description of England, William Harrison likewise interpreted the Conquest as a penalty for the country’s ingratitude: it had been put under the yoke because of its refusal to listen when ‘by his Preachers [He] did call us so favourablie unto him’ (1587: I, Desc., 28–9).

Turning to the era of the Wars of the Roses, a similar underlying pattern of divine retribution can be discerned. Holinshed’s account of the period 1399–1485 reflects the idea that the vicissitudes of the Lancastrian and Yorkist kings were the consequence of transgression and hereditary guilt. Henry IV’s unquiet reign is implicitly linked with his usurpation of the crown from Richard II and the deposition of Henry VI in 1461 with his grandfather’s unjust acquisition of the realm two generations earlier. The defeat of Richard III at Bosworth is seen as a punishment ‘by Gods just providence’ for the ‘mischievous actes and ungracious doyngs’ committed by this malicious ‘caytive’ and ‘cruel Tyrant’ and evidence that His anger was heavier against the house of York than Lancaster, ‘not ceassyng tyll’ its entire male line was ‘extinguished’. The Lord left ‘no unrepentant wickednes unpunished’ (1577: II, 1423–4). Rather muted in the 1577 edition, the providentialist interpretation of these events was amplified by Abraham Fleming in 1587. The sentences he added to the account of Richard II’s downfall, for instance, meditated upon the ‘filthie sinne[s] of leacherie and fornication’ that had infected the realm during the reign of this monarch, whose own ‘abominable adulterie’ cried to heaven for vengeance:

How then could it continue prosperouslie with this king? against whom for the fowle enormities wherewith his life was defamed, the wrath of God was whetted and tooke so sharpe an edge, that the same did shred him off from the scepter of his kingdome, and gave him a full cup of affliction to drinke … [1587: III, 508; cf. 1577: II, 1116]

Henry VII’s marriage to Elizabeth of York was now more explicitly depicted as a divinely willed union to bring an end to the vicious dynastic conflicts that had torn the nation apart for the better part of a century: a ‘blessed and gracious connexion, authorized by God’ (1587: III, 763). Such interventions strengthened the impression that God would revenge the crimes of villainous monarchs, that human actors were mere instruments of His implacable will, and that He ordered events to bring about preordained ends. They enhanced the teleological dimension of the accounts by Edward Hall, Polydore Vergil, and Thomas More upon which Holinshed drew extensively for this section of the Chronicles at the expense of other somewhat dissonant elements.10

One of these elements was the de casibus tradition. The cyclical pattern of meteoric rise and tragic ruin that characterized the biographical verse narratives incorporated in John Lydgate’s translation of Giovanni Boccaccio’s Falle of princes (1494) and William Baldwin’s Mirror for Magistrates (1559, 1563) left an imprint on many of Holinshed’s sources and were carried over into his own expansive text. Loosely reconciled with Christian doctrine, these stories emphasized the caprice of the blindfolded goddess Fortuna, whose indiscriminate distribution of adversity and prosperity was symbolized by the wheel she turned without regard to the moral deserts of her victims.11 More than a few allusions to the blindfolded lady and her whims occur in the course of the Chronicles. Thus Roger Walden, the Lord High Treasurer of England and archbishop of Canterbury lost his position when Henry Bolingbroke came to the throne ‘having beene tossed up and downe with sundrie changes of fortune, tried in a short time how inconstant, uncerteine, variable, wandering, unstable, and flitting she is; which when she is thought firmelie to stand, she slipperinglie falleth; and with a dissembling looke counterfaiteth false joies’ (1587: III, 532). In these and other passages, the fickle goddess appears to have an autonomy as an agent of historical causation that is at odds with the dogma of divine omnipotence. In a similar vein, occasionally the concept of an inexorable destiny creeps into Holinshed’s book: the swallowing of the British Isles into the Roman Empire, for example, occurred by ‘fatall appointment’ and elsewhere the narrator slips into speaking of events as if they were remorselessly locked in a concatenating chain (1577: I, Hist.Scot., 35). Fleming himself could write of the inability of ‘policie or puissance’ to ‘prevent or impugne the force of fate, whose law … standeth upon an inevitable necessitie’, though a hundred pages later he felt the need to gloss a marginal reference to ‘destinie’ with the comment that this was the name used by misguided pagans who lacked ‘the light of grace’ (1587: III, 673, 816).

More broadly, the vocabulary of ‘chance’ and ‘misfortune’ is pervasive throughout Holinshed’s book.12 It is utilized lazily and interchangeably with providential terminology, often within the same sentence or paragraph, as in the case of Brute’s (Brutus) accidental killing of his father with a wayward arrow during a hunting expedition, which ‘fortuned eyther by mishap, or by gods providence’ (1577: II, 10). These colloquialisms were anathema to the hottest sort of Protestants, who wished that they might be expunged from everyday discourse. Calvin had reproved the tendency of ‘carnal sense’ to regard events as random and fortuitous and echoed Basil the Great’s remark that these ‘heathen terms … ought not to occupy pious minds’.13 Their presence in Holinshed’s Chronicles is symbolic of the relatively harmless linguistic and ideological inconsistencies with which both of its editions were riddled. They reflect the complex blend of providential moralizing with analysis of human psychology and contingency that marks this multivocal text. The juxtaposition of these rival mechanisms of historical causation is sometimes uncomfortable.14

PROVIDENCE, PRODIGIES AND PROTESTANT HISTORY

These contradictions and incongruities are perhaps a little less conspicuous in the portions of the book covering the mid and late Tudor period. Here, especially in the revised version overseen by Fleming, we not infrequently hear the voice of the distinctively Protestant myth of English history forged by John Bale and John Foxe. The Chronicles’ account of the rule of Mary I is modelled on the virulently anti-Catholic providential legend embedded in the Actes and Monuments. Her ‘short and unpeaceable reign (full of sedition and bloodshed)’ provides ample evidence of God’s anger against this bigoted papist and vicious persecutor. By contrast with the favours vouchsafed to the good kings described in Scripture and to ‘hir blessed brother’ Edward VI, she is the recipient of ‘manifold plagues’, ‘corrections’, and calamities. Her attempt to restore the monasteries is thwarted, her marriage to Philip II of Spain is cursed with barrenness, and the loss of Calais to the French (‘holpen by the rage of most terrible tempests of contrarie winds and weather’) in 1558 is presented as another measure of divine indignation. In sum, her ‘unluckie and rufull’ reign is ‘a verie spectacle to all christendome’ of the judgements that befell ungodly monarchs who endeavoured to uphold the false religion (1587: III, 1102, 1136, 1160–2). Meanwhile, the ‘miraculous’ preservation of her half-sister Elizabeth reveals ‘the admirable working of Gods present hand’, ‘who when all helpe of man, and hope of recoverie was past, stretched out his protection’ and eventually placed the crown on her head (1587: III, 1151–9). Here the Chronicles closely paraphrased the discussion of her sufferings and salvation incorporated in Foxe. Her smooth accession and ‘peaceable and prosperous regiment’ are likewise evidence of the Lord’s grace (1587: III, 1170).15 The English Reformation portrayed in Holinshed is less the haphazard chapter of accidents described by recent revisionist historians than the fulfilment of a heavenly plan to replant Protestantism. Elizabeth’s deliverance from a succession of attempted coups and conspiracies, including the Northern Rising and Babington Plot, is celebrated in similar terms: it had ‘pleased God the author of peace’, who ‘will suffer no such attempts to lie long undetected’, to intercept these sinister treasons (1587: III, 1553). Fleming’s triumphalist account of the ill success of so many malicious schemes to assassinate the queen and destabilize the ‘little Iland’ of England carries the seeds of a kind of ethnocentrism. Like a long succession of preachers he compares the English nation with Israel and the peroration that closes the 1587 edition of the Chronicles describes it as ‘a corner of the world, O Lord, which thou hast singled out for the magnifieng of thy majestie’. His concluding prayer beseeches God to bless the realm and that ‘pretious jewell’, its queen, as ‘the apple of his eie’ (1587: III, 1322, 1574, 1592).16

It is worth remarking that such rhetoric was double-edged. As Tom Freeman has shown in relation to Foxe’s account of Elizabeth’s survival, providential flattery could also be a form of criticism: a censorious reflection on her half-hearted commitment to the Gospel and an exhortation to embrace the cause of further reform, ‘a pill of prescriptive medicine under a sugar coating’. The equivocal quality of the story cannot be ignored. Those who shared Foxe’s wish for a purer Reformation, including William Harrison himself, may have been alert to the ‘subversive edge’ and ‘chord of irony’ in the narrative that infiltrated itself into Holinshed’s Chronicles.17 We should also pause to consider the significance of the verbatim transcription of various petitions and speeches calling for the execution of Mary, Queen of Scots in 1586. Such texts contained hints of what Patrick Collinson has called ‘a kind of doubly distilled resistance theory’: the warning that if Elizabeth was remiss in her duty to pass the death sentence on her cousin she would ‘procure the heavie displeasure of almightie God’ and a pointed attempt to recall to her ‘princelie remembrance’ the example of Saul, who was deprived of his kingdom by divine judgement after his decision to spare the life of wicked king Agag (1587: III, 1581–2).18 The note of conditionality implicit in these addresses at the very least unsettles the Continuation’s dominant rhythm of patriotic pride and eulogistic praise. Similarly ambivalent is the treatment of revolutions and uprisings against unjust rulers: within Holinshed’s highly ambiguous account of the ousting of Richard II by Bolingbroke there is the tacit suggestion that this was less an act of sedition and regicide than an intervention to save the imperilled commonwealth from ruin (1577: II, 1116; 1587: III, 508). Wyatt’s rebellion against Mary I is condemned as ‘flat against Gods ordinance, who hath ordained magistracie to be reverenced of inferiors’, but in the context of the book’s wider indictment of this Catholic queen ‘this tragicall discourse’ points towards a second and more subversive message: the Trojan-horse-like idea that revolt against tyrannical kings might be justifiable (1587: III, 1104).19 The silence of the text here reflects Holinshed’s studious restraint from enquiring into the hidden meanings of past political developments. The dangers that lay in historical depiction of such incidents were soon to be demonstrated by the imprisonment of John Hayward in 1600, following the publication of his account of the reign of Henry IV in the wake of the abortive rising of the earl of Essex.20

On the whole, though, the Chronicles uphold the status quo and present the legally ordained deaths of traitors like William Parry as acts of providential justice effected by human instruments. Unsurprisingly, Fleming imputed the murder of Archbishop Thomas Becket ‘to the providence and counsell of almightie God’: the violent death of this ambitious prelate who had insolently usurped the prerogatives of the secular power was a divine judgement that vindicated the royal supremacy’s subordination of Church to State (1587: III, 80). On other occasions, the Lord acts without accessories. Holinshed/Fleming copied from Foxe the anecdote of the Kentish priest Nightingale who collapsed in his pulpit after blasphemously declaring the pope could absolve men of their sins, together with the terrible story of how Bishop Stephen Gardiner choked to death on his dinner ‘by the sudden stroke of God’. The latter was ‘a spectacle worthie to be noted and beholden of all such bloudie burning persecutors’ (1587: III, 1128, 1130). It is a mistake to see these cautionary tales as marginal features of historical writing in this period, embarrassing manifestations of credulity and aberrations from the proper task of recording the past: such edifying exempla were central to the chronicler’s didactic purpose.21

The latter parts of Holinshed’s book absorb other stories of retributive justice from the news pamphlets about strange events that were a staple of the Elizabethan print trade. These include the hideous demise of the forswearer Anne Averies, who died vomiting up her own excrements in 1576, and the Southwark conjurer Simon Pembroke who denied that he practised the art of sorcery in court and immediately fell to the ground ‘ratling a little in the throte’ before expiring (1587: III, 1262, 1271).22 Avidly read by the populace, such tales of supernatural judgement were also solemnly noted by godly divines, who collected them into anthologies such as Thomas Beard’s famous Theatre of Gods Judgements (1597) and used them to illustrate their sermons.23 Assimilated into the Chronicles, they became vehicles for the kind of heavy-handed providential moralizing earlier commentators on Holinshed despised as ‘tedious’, ‘puerile’, and ‘intrusive’.24

The second edition derives many of the reports of prodigious signs and wonders it incorporates from the same set of sources, albeit sometimes indirectly via John Stow’s Summarie. The section covering the Elizabethan period contains numerous instances of floods, fires, monstrous births, and strange impressions in the sky: the pease that grew on a shelf of hard rock on the coast of Suffolk to relieve the poor in 1555, the dramatic geological movement that displaced a chapel and twenty acres of ground at Much Marcle in Herefordshire in 1571, and the whale washed up on the beach at Ramsgate in 1574, to name but a few. Fleming took his account of the curious visions of castles, ships, hounds, and fighting battalions seen in Cornwall, Somerset, and Wiltshire in 1580 from a lost pamphlet by Thomas Churchyard. Repudiating those who held such news to be ‘fables invented for pleasure’, he urged his readers to take the warnings conveyed by these extraordinary preachers firmly to heart: ‘the people so estrange themselves from God … that except he shew some miracles, his godhead would quickelie be forgotten on earth …’. He closely paraphrased an octavo tract by John Philips about the prophetic speeches delivered by the eleven-year-old William Withers in 1581, which inveighed against the evils of contemporary fashion and the monstrous pride of English society (1587: III, 1129, 1224, 1259, 1313, 1315).25 Echoing the fulminations of Protestant ministers and pious journalists alike, he interpreted these perturbing episodes as dreadful messages sent to humanity from heaven.

Not all the meteorological, botanical and biological anomalies recorded in the pages of Holinshed are explicitly glossed as signals of God’s wrath. In earlier sections of the text, they often appear with little, if any, commentary. This was in keeping with the practice of medieval chroniclers, but it did not mean that they were not freighted with meaning. Influenced by classical fascination with portents and omens, the precept that these terrestrial aberrations symbolized moral disorder and betokened future catastrophe was deeply rooted. In the narratives upon which Holinshed and his collaborators relied, comets served as ‘astral punctuation marks in the history of kingdoms’.26 The blazing star that preceded the Battle of Hastings in 1066 was a ‘prediction of mischeefe imminent … for they never appeare but as prognosticats of afterclaps’(1587: I, Hist., 197), while the high tides in the Thames, floods, and other wonders that occurred in 1100 were ‘evident tokens’ to the wicked and prodigal William Rufus ‘signifying some vengeance to follow upon the same’ (1577: II, 333; 1587: III, 26).27 Sometimes they foretold happier events: shooting stars and other astronomical phenomena heralded the birth of a son and heir to Henry III in 1239, the future Edward I (1577: III, 654–5; cf. 1587: III, 223).

Holinshed and other members of the syndicate responsible for the Chronicles did not always endorse the stories of supernatural signs they found in their pre-Reformation sources. Quite often they gave expression to a degree of scepticism, a humanist disdain for popular credulity that was one of the strands that fed into early Protestant polemic. They ‘passed over’ particularly implausible stories or undercut them by adding critical remarks or carping marginalia. The fire Henry of Huntingdon recorded as having fallen from heaven before the slaying of the pagan king Vortigerne was a mere ‘fable’, which Holinshed mentioned only ‘to shewe here with what stuffe our olde historiographers have farced up their huge volumes’, while the cow St Germanus was said to have restored to life in Higden’s Polychronicon was a ‘fayned tale’ and ‘calfishe narration’ (1577: I, Hist.Eng., 122). As for the thaumaturgic cures reputedly wrought by the Irish saint St Malchus, John Hooker wished ‘the reader to take heed how he giveth credit to that which oftentimes is found written by authors touching feigned miracles, and other vaine superstitious dealings, wherethrough manie zealous persons have often beene deceived’ (1587: II, Ir., 55). This strategy of exposing popish miracles to ridicule was akin to exorcism: their mere revelation was believed to have the effect of discrediting them. Following Polydore Vergil, Holinshed took with a pinch of salt the reports of blood-coloured seas and terrifying shapes of men’s bodies perceived in the sand that had preceded the Roman invasion of Anglesey, excusing his inclusion of these ‘unkouth marvails’ that ‘the common sort of people oftentimes taketh superstitiously’ on the grounds that historical convention required ‘all things to bee wryttten in maner as they fall foorth and come to passe’ (1577: I, Hist.Eng., 61). Within Holinshed’s text, therefore, can be found evidence of the critical attitude towards documentary sources that Smith Fussner and others regarded as a mark of the ‘historical revolution’. Contrary to their claims, however, here technical advance was ‘the child of passionate religious conviction’ rather than something that developed in defiance and despite of it.28

Yet contempt for the propensity of prodigies to provoke superstition coexists in the Chronicles with a different attitude to preternatural events. This was the view that it would be foolhardy to dismiss such signs as papistical foolery and diabolical illusion since they might indeed be divine communications. Fleming sharply reproved those who dismissed tales of strange accidents like the walnut tree in Kent nearly blown down in a storm that later stood upright as ‘ridiculous stuffe’, ‘which kind of people’, he declared, were ‘too much addicted to naturall philosophie’ (1587: III, 1579). He distanced himself from the feverish wave of astrological speculation that ensued after the conjunction of the planets Saturn and Jupiter in 1583, which had ‘set peopls toongs on worke, and filled their minds with strange conceipts’, but he could not rule out the idea that the Almighty might speak through the stars (1587: III, 1356–7). Protestants had to walk a fine line between suspicion of Catholic sleight of hand and satanic delusion and due reverence of God’s mysterious interventions. Ultimately, they felt bound to revert to the axiom that the Lord’s doings were often incomprehensible to mere mortal creatures.29

The view that portents were a kind of divine grammar that remained opaque to mankind informed other contemporary compilations of prodigies, including Stephen Batman’s Doome Warning all Men to the Judgement (1581). Itself constructed after ‘the maner of a generall Chronicle’, this was a translation of the Alsatian humanist Conrad Lycosthenes’s Prodigiorum ac ostentorum chronicon (1557) augmented with more recent examples. Designed as ‘a fragment among other most holy edictions, to warne this later age’ of the world’s imminent destruction, Batman’s book reflected a mood of eschatological expectancy and apocalyptic anxiety that stimulated the conviction that close scrutiny of the past provided a key to unlocking the future.30 It was predicated on the notion of a dramatic struggle between good and evil, light and darkness, truth and falsehood, that was not only congruent with the historical vision of Foxe’s Actes and Monuments, but also of William Harrison, as Glyn Parry has shown. For Harrison too, history was saturated with mystical if not numerological significance. His ‘Great English Chronology’, upon which Holinshed drew in compiling the Chronicles, was an elaborate explication of the contemporary relevance of the providential patterns he traced so laboriously in previous centuries. In his eyes, these cast Elizabeth’s lukewarm and imperfect Reformation in an unfavourable if not sinister light.31 However, most of the puritan radicalism that infused Harrison’s unpublished work was carefully excised from Holinshed’s text, which is notably circumspect about Elizabeth’s struggles with the hotter sort of Protestants.32

PROPHECY AND POLITICS: THE ENIGMA OF ABRAHAM FLEMING

How far Fleming shared Harrison’s sentiments in this area cannot be determined with any certainty, but his published output attests to the intensity of his providential outlook and to an interest in prodigies that bears comparison with Batman’s Doome. A learned corrector, translator, and editor, Fleming ‘Englished’ and ushered into print a large number of religious works, including sermons on Deuteronomy by Calvin, an exposition on Proverbs by the Genevan minister Michael Cope, a treatise on the tribulations of the faithful by John Knox, and a meditation on the apocalypse by John Foxe. He himself composed several popular pocket-sized devotional manuals with the titles A Conduit of Comfort, The Diamond of Devotion, and The Footepath of Faith, literary productions that were the prelude to his ordination in 1588 and subsequent career as a chaplain and later as rector of the parish of St Pancras, Soper Lane.33 While there is seemingly little in these works to endorse David Wootton’s provocative thesis that he was a member of the Family of Love, which he described in the Chronicles as a ‘pestilent sect’ (1587: III, 1314), there is much that attests to his anti-Catholic zeal and evangelical fervour.34

Equally revealing are the two tracts by Frederich Nausea, bishop of Vienna, which Fleming translated in 1577 and 1580. The first, occasioned by the sighting of Halley’s comet, examined the significance of blazing stars and the ill that they portended to ‘peers, potentates, rulers of realmes and Common wealthes’, concluding with a call to contemporaries to shake themselves out of ‘the cradle of security’ and avoid the sword of divine vengeance that was surely hanging over their heads. The second, A Bright Burning Beacon, contained ‘a generall doctrine of sundrie signes and wonders, especially earthquakes’ and followed the minor tremor that had rocked London and the south-east of England in April. Fleming augmented Nausea’s discourse with a description of the damage this had caused and a list of similar calamities since the time of William the Conqueror, as well as an ardent prayer ‘for the appeasing of Gods wrath and indignation’. The book bears vivid witness to his conviction that momentous events of this kind were ‘foretokens of universall woes’—harbingers of the end of the world. The Lord was long-suffering and merciful, but the stubborn refusal of people to heed His ‘fatherly chastisements’ and to read the writing on the wall was making Him increasingly angry and impatient:

God hath spoken unto us these many yeares so many, by the troubles of his Church, by the slaughter of his Saints, beginning correction at his owne house, by monstrous birthes, by strange shapes, by inundations of waters, by contagions of aire, by fire in the Element, by foreigne warres abroad, by tumults at home, and now of late by an Earthquake at one instant shaking the whole Realme…

Because men and women had disregarded the warnings thundered out by His clerical envoys, He had sent the ‘elements’ and ‘dombe creatures’ to preach repentance to them. But these trumpet calls for moral amendment had also been ignored: too many of us, lamented Fleming, are ‘contented to wallowe in the puddles of our owne pollution and filthinesse’. The sins of English society, which included rampant sabbath-breaking and the wickednesses committed in the capital’s theatres, were hauling devastating judgements down upon the nation. Its fate now hung precariously in the balance. Mimicking a long succession of impassioned prophetic preachers at Paul’s Cross, Fleming declared that it was time for ‘all wise Virgins to trim their lampes against the coming of the Bridegroome’. The end was nigh.35

It is against this backdrop that the prodigies Fleming interpolated into Holinshed’s Chronicles, particularly the ‘Continuation’ from the year 1576, must be assessed. While he sometimes could not restrain himself from adding moralizing remarks about such phenomena, on other occasions he reported them in a neutral fashion. Almost invariably, there is no attempt to decipher the connection between such wonders and other occurrences. This reflected the precept that meddling with God’s secret counsels was unwise and unwarrantable.36 These were ‘veiled within the coverture of his divine Majestie, so it standeth not with the dulnesse of man his wit, to beate his braynes in the curious ensearching of hidden misteries’. The historian’s role was ‘rather plainley to declare, what was done, then rashly to inquyre why it shoulde be done’: this was to be left to ‘the frivolous deciding of busie heads’ (1577: I, Desc.Ir., 13v–14r). But it also afforded a degree of insurance against the charge of interfering with the arcana of State. To posit specific links between preternatural signs and recent events was a risky business, which might, in Fleming’s own words, ‘kindle occasion of displeasure’.37 In a culture in which history could be a hot potato and in which discussion of domestic news was carefully regulated, adopting a self-denying ordinance was prudent. As Carl Watkins has commented, portents woven into medieval chronicles could function as ‘a celestial rebuke, a way of criticizing a ruler without threatening the entire divinely ordained hierarchy because God rather than man had (theoretically) delivered the reproach’.38 They were an oblique and elliptical way of expressing dissent.

It may be in this light that we should view Batman’s Doome Warning all Men to the Judgemente. As scribblings in his commonplace-book show, episodes like the plague of mice that beset the marshes of Dengie in Essex in 1581 and were devoured by an influx of owls had allegorical and topical significance. Foretelling the arrival of ‘some undermining and swift warlike people’, they were a coded reference to the French match and the Spanish invasion it was feared would follow soon upon its heels. A disguised protest against policies that seemed to Batman to threaten the tranquillity of the realm and to pave the way for the re-entrance of Rome, his book has been interpreted as a ‘subtle sequel’ to The Discoverie of the Gaping Gulfe (1579), John Stubbe’s daring indictment of the negotiations for Elizabeth’s proposed marriage to Francis de Valois, duke of Anjou.39

Could it be that Fleming read similarly ominous messages into the prodigies that he recorded in the Chronicles? Did he too perceive them as evidence of divine anger at recent political and ecclesiastical developments? Here another of Fleming’s publications, a pamphlet about the ‘straunge and terrible wunder’ of the devil’s appearance during a violent tempest that struck the parish church of Bungay in Suffolk in August 1577, is highly suggestive. ‘Drawen into a plain method’ from a manuscript account of the incident, this too provided Fleming with an opportunity to implore the populace to take heed of God’s multiple warnings lest it ‘bee consumed with a Sodomiticall or a Babylonicall destruction’. Ostensibly little more than a circumstantial description of the terrible incident, which had killed two members of the congregation and caused serious structural damage to the building, combined with a conventional moral exhortation, it seems puzzling that it should have attracted the attention of the Privy Council, which ordered the bishop of London to make ‘dilligent inquyrie’ after the author and printer of this unlicensed book, together with those responsible for another regarding a fatal outbreak of gaol fever (or typhus) at the trial of the Catholic bookseller and binder Rowland Jenkes in Oxford in July of the same year.40 It looks very much as if the authorities believed that these tracts, both of which Fleming summarized concisely in the Chronicles (1587: III, 1270), were carefully camouflaged forms of political commentary. A marginal remark in Batman’s Doome provides insight into how some godly Protestants interpreted the Oxford epidemic: it ‘foreshewed Gods heavie displeasure, for delaying punishment on such wilfull Papists’.41 The precise message Fleming’s text was thought to carry is more elusive, but the fierce factional conflict between local puritans and conformists that provided the context for the Bungay incident and the climate of anti-Catholic anxiety associated with the rise of recusancy and the activities of seminary-trained missionaries may well be relevant. Was this frightening apparition of Satan a metaphor of anxiety about the Church of England’s future and the reluctance of its supreme governor to take due steps to perfect the Reformation and to suppress the agents and disciples of the papal Antichrist?42

The tentative suggestions made in the preceding paragraphs are impossible to prove. Fleming was a highly accomplished ventriloquist, accustomed to concealing his personal opinions behind the mask of the translator and employing the words of others to articulate views at one remove. Author/editor of a curiously diverse oeuvre and later a recipient of the patronage of John Whitgift, the chief overseer of the second edition of the Chronicles remains an enigmatic figure, full of as many ambiguities and contradictions as the book itself.43 Setting aside the murky question of authorial intention, however, the capacity of its readers to interpret providential events in unorthodox and oppositional ways must still be acknowledged. Holinshed is not merely a multivocal text; it is also a polyvalent one. If it leaves its audience to form its own judgement, this is less because it sought to leave space for quasi-democratic and proto-liberal discussion and debate than because early modern chroniclers subscribed to the view that it was not their place to seek to penetrate God’s will.44

CONCLUSION

The providentialism that lurks within Holinshed’s Chronicles is thus a multi-striped and chameleon-like creature. Its complexion was coloured by a range of intellectual and cultural influences. It drew eclectically from medieval works of universal history, de casibus tragedies, and the moralistic journalism of the late sixteenth century. It juxtaposed and hybridized classical ideas about fortune and chance with the Protestant doctrine of divine omnipotence and with prophetic apocalypticism. Far from epitomizing an essentially moribund tradition of discourse and an outmoded mechanism for explaining historical causation, it is underpinned by theological assumptions that experienced a spirited resurgence in the post-Reformation period.

The foregoing analysis has left dangling one unanswered question. According to the proponents of the ‘historical revolution’ thesis, the terminal decline and death of the chronicle in the late sixteenth century was intimately linked with the erosion of the explanatory frameworks upon which it was predicated. But if providentialism was a dynamic and vibrant ideology in English culture more widely, how then do we account for its demise? For Daniel Woolf, the chronicle did not so much decay as dissolve into a variety of different literary forms. In a context of rapid transformations in the culture of communication facilitated by the arrival of mechanized printing, the functions it served were increasingly superseded by other types of texts which in the short term helped to invigorate it: by almanacs, plays, newspapers, antiquarian treatises, ‘politic’ histories, private journals, and spiritual diaries and autobiographies.45 One of these functions was the recording of God’s judgements as edifying examples for the benefit of posterity. As this essay has demonstrated, especially in their 1587 incarnation, Holinshed’s Chronicles constantly mutate into the many genres with which they cross-fertilized. They stand as an emblem of a metamorphosis in historical culture that was arguably less about advances in method than the changing milieu within which the memory of the past circulated in early modern England.46 And religious conviction was at the heart of this metamorphosis rather than an obstacle to it. To echo David Womersley, our understanding of Tudor historiography is impoverished if we perpetuate teleological narratives about the birth of our discipline that celebrate its ‘steady self-emancipation from the bondage of religion’.47


CHAPTER 26

WAR

PAUL E. J. HAMMER

MUCH of the text of the Chronicles, in both editions, was devoted to the discussion of war. In many ways, in fact, these are histories of endless wars. However, war was not only the stuff of history, but also central to the authors’ purposes in compiling the Chronicles. In their view, war demonstrated the true character of men and the success of English soldiers on the battlefield therefore served as a barometer of the whole realm’s power and prestige. This concern with the connection between manliness and war perhaps seemed especially urgent when the first edition of Holinshed’s Chronicles was published in 1577. Although Elizabethan England had officially been at peace for more than a decade, it now seemed to face the imminent prospect of war on many fronts. Indeed, by the late 1570s England was in the midst of a far-reaching process of rearmament and military reorganization. This effort reflected both the urgency of the various international and domestic threats which faced the fledgling Protestant English State and the pressing need to remedy basic weaknesses in the realm’s military capacity which had become painfully apparent in the late 1550s and early 1560s. These reforms expanded upon earlier efforts to modernize England’s military resources (especially during the reign of Henry VIII) and marked a sustained drive to keep pace with the profound changes in weaponry and tactics which were continuing to transform European warfare after a century or more of ferment. On land, England’s famous longbow was now increasingly being displaced by firearms and the pike, while at sea sailing ships became ever more heavily armed with cannon. By the time the Chronicles first appeared in print, many (perhaps most) readers would have been conscious that they were living through an international ‘reformation’ of war which was just as profound as that in religion.1

WAR, ‘VALIANCIE’, AND HISTORY

In the 1577 edition, the ubiquity of war was emphasized by the presence of woodcut images every few pages. The very first page of The History of England, for example, shows a picture of the mythical king Japhet carrying a kind of halberd and wearing a helmet. Illustrations of Britain’s supposed subsequent early kings also portray most of them in equally martial guise. The story of Brute (Brutus), the first great extended account of the History, is illustrated with numerous anachronistic woodcuts of battles, including one image which shows a clash involving soldiers firing arquebuses at each other! (Chronicles 1577: I, Hist.Eng., 14). Such incongruities occur repeatedly in the images illustrating the early history of England (and also of Scotland and Ireland) as a range of woodcuts showing battles involving pikes, firearms, and armoured cavalry are recycled (often with only minor changes), maintaining a steady diet of visual imagery to accompany the long and dense text. These anachronistic accompaniments to the text disappeared in the 1587 edition when the copious illustrations of the first edition were removed in favour of a greatly extended text, occasional new tables, and a much less cluttered layout. Surprisingly, however, the much larger second edition saw relatively few changes to the actual accounts of wars described in the first edition.

Whether illustrated or not, the many accounts of war in both editions of the Chronicles played a crucial role in the minds of the authors who compiled them. As ‘The Preface to the Reader’ explained, the work was written for ‘the encouragement of theyr worthie countrie men, by elders’ advauncements and the dauntyng of the vicious … to whiche ende I take [it] Chronicles and Histories ought chiefly to be written’. The authors therefore ‘spared no paynes or helpe of frendes’ to search out ‘the worthie exploytes of our countrey men’ (1577: I, sig. ¶4r; 1587: III, sig. A3r). Inevitably, a large proportion of these ‘worthie exploytes’ involved war. This emphasis upon famous exploits in battle was further enhanced in the 1587 edition by the way in which its expanded text was studded with frequent quotations from Christopher Ocland’s patriotic Anglorum praelia, first published in 1580. The focus of this work—originally intended as a patriotic Latin primer for schoolboys—can be seen from the title of the English translation, which appeared in 1585 as The Valiant Actes and Victorious Battles of the English Nation.2

For the Elizabethan readership of the Chronicles, the most evocative of England’s martial exploits involved the Hundred Years War against France, which had been begun in triumph by Edward III (with whose reign Ocland’s work also begins) and ultimately lost under Henry VI. These were the glory days of English military potency in Europe, when English archers armed with the longbow were renowned and feared, and when England attained an ascendancy over France which Henry VIII spent much of his reign trying to revive. In many ways, Henry VIII yearned to be a second Henry V, just as Henry V himself—the victor of Agincourt—had sought to emulate the success of his great-grandfather, Edward III. As the Chronicles reminded their readers, ‘thys king’s [Edward III’s] victoryes in Fraunce … were such as might seeme incredible, if the consent of all wryters in that age confyrmed not the same’ (1577: II, 1000; 1587: III, 412). Under Edward III and his son the Black Prince, Henry V, and even during the reign of Henry VI, England enjoyed a succession of ‘famous’ victories—Sluys, Poitiers, Calais, Crecy, Agincourt and others—that made it seem an heroic age to subsequent generations and set a standard of martial success which later kings found difficult to match.

The Chronicles emphasized that the victories of the Hundred Years War were glorious, but they also reflected the triumph of an enduring model of English ‘manhood’ which still persisted to the then-present day. The authors consistently sought to name the lords or gentlemen involved in any action, not only to memorialize those who had performed ‘worthie exploytes’, but also to remind the latter-day descendants of these men of their ‘elders’ advauncements’. Sometimes the connection between worthy soldiers of the past and their Elizabethan descendants was made explicit: the earl of Tankervile was captured at Caen, for example, ‘by one surnamed Legh, ancestor to sir Peter Legh now living … [and] for the taking of the said earle, and for other manlike prowes shewed here and elsewhere in this journie, king Edward … gave to him a lordship in the countie of Chester called Hanley, which the said sir Peter Legh now living dooth injoy and possesse, as successor and heire to his ancestor’ (1577: II, 930; 1587: III, 370). Such explicit naming of names had an obvious commercial benefit because it helped to stir interest in the work among gentry families who could afford the substantial price of both editions of the Chronicles. However, the Chronicles were insistent that war revealed the true character of men and that the spirit of victorious soldiers under Edward III or Henry V still lived on in their descendants. During one clash in Henry VIII’s war against France in the 1540s, ‘the Frenchmen found small resistance (as before ye have have heard) till they approched to the Englishmen, by whose accustomed manhood, some part of the vittels of that convoie was saved’ (1577: II, 1590; 1587: III, 966). During the Scottish war of Protector Somerset, the garrison at Broughty Craig was saved ‘by the valiant prowes of sir Andrew Dudlie, and the hardie manhood of such English souldiers as served there under him’, while the bitter French siege of Haddington was foiled by desperate English defenders who ‘for want of matches … were constreined to teare their shirts and use the same insted of matches’. A marginal note helpfully advised the reader: ‘The valiancie of the Englishmen’ (1577: II, 1635, 1636; 1587: III, 993, 994). At Boulogne, the French were similarly thwarted by ‘the valiant prowesse of English souldiers’ (1577: II, 1640; 1587: III, 998). Even in the bitter defeat at Le Havre in 1563, ‘the valiant English souldiers shewed well the woonted valure of their woorthie ancestors, giving such an hardie onset upon their adversaries, that greater manhood had not lightlie appeared in any incounter, than was used by those martiall capteins, and theire warlike bands at that present, to the high honor of their countrie’ (1577: II, 1827; 1587: III, 1201). The clear implication is that England might have suffered military reverses in recent times—and with Mary’s loss of Calais in 1558 had actually witnessed the final extinction of the French territories won during the Hundred Years War—but its soldiers retained the spirit to be militarily formidable and victorious once again.

If English soldiers were habitually ‘valiant’, the most hard-fought wars were perhaps those in which Englishman fought Englishman. This was exemplified in the description of the battle of Towton, the largest and bloodiest battle of the Wars of the Roses:

this battle was sore foughten, for hope of life was set aside on either side, & taking of prisoners proclamed a great offense, so everie man determined to vanquish or die in the field.

This deadlie conflict continued ten houres in the doubtfull state of victorie, uncerteinlie heaving and setting on both sides … It was reported, that men alive passed the river upon dead carcasses, and that the greate river of the Wharfe whereinto that brooke dooth run, and of all the water comming from Towton, was coloured with bloud. [1587: III, 664–5]

Similar ‘valiancie’ was repeatedly attributed to men on both sides of this civil war, with all that entailed for the ferocity of the fighting. At Barnet, for example, ‘the earle [of Warwick] … remembering his ancient fame and renowme, manfullie stucke to it’ before finally being overwhelmed by Edward IV, ‘followed and assisted by a number of most hardie and faithfull men of warre, who shewed notable proofe of tried manhood in that instant necessitie’ (1587: III, 684–5).

Manly character—or lack of it—was also used to explain England’s eventual defeat in the Hundred Years War. Although the outcome of battle ultimately represented ‘the strenable force of destinie, or rather God’s ordinance’ (1577: II, 1491; 1587: III, 828), wars were also lost by very human failings. In an addition for the 1587 edition, a Frenchman was reported as boasting that French diplomatic cunning repeatedly trumped the ‘dull braines’ of doughty English soldiers through treaties (1587: III, 697). More importantly, though, the English slid towards defeat during the reign of Henry VI because military preparedness failed in England itself and martial virtue was abandoned in favour of self-enrichment and petty rivalries: ‘the cheefe and onelie cause undoubtedlie, was the division within the realme, everie great man desiring rather to be revenged on his foe at home, than the common enimie abroad, as by that which followeth you may plainelie perceive’ (1577: II; 1277; 1587: III, 630). In such a climate of pervasive moral corruption, even the ‘manfull courage and sore fighting’ of the famous earl of Shrewsbury and his son could not avert ‘the warres being foulie ended in forren partes’ (1587: III: 640, 641).3

THE WARS OF TUDOR ENGLAND

Despite the attention devoted to the Hundred Years War, a substantial proportion of the Chronicles described the wars fought under the Tudor monarchs. Under Henry VII, the chief battles (Bosworth and Stoke) were fought in civil wars and the various expeditions sent to Brittany and France proved frustrating, not least because ‘the Frenchmen by experience knowing the Englishmen (so long as they be fresh and lustie) in maner to be invincible thought not good to match with them in open battell, till they were somewhat wearied with lieng and lingering abroad in the field’ (1587: III: 769). Ultimately, Henry VII chose to make peace with France in return for an annual pension and to end hostilities with Scotland by marrying by his daughter Margaret to James IV. Henry VIII, however, was more determined to match himself against the glories of the Hundred Years War and the long accounts of his reign in both editions of the Chronicles contained detailed descriptions of the various wars which he fought against France and Scotland.

The substantial accounts of Henry VIII’s wars against France (in 1512–13, 1522–3, and 1544–6) suggested that these campaigns were worthy successors to those of the Hundred Years War. In 1513, for example, it was repeatedly emphasized that the Holy Roman Emperor Maximilian himself came to serve under Henry and ‘ware saint George’s crosse’ as a paid soldier of the king (1577: II, 1483, 1484; 1587: III, 821, 822). The towns of Thérouanne and Tournai, which Henry captured during this campaign, were also portrayed both as significant fortresses and worthy conquests—in contrast to Thomas Cromwell’s scathing comment in the 1523 Parliament about ‘the winning of … ungracious dogholes’.4 Henry’s final war against France in the 1540s resulted in the capture of the French port of Boulogne, which had resisted his father in 1492. The loss of Boulogne was taken as a personal affront by Francis I and resulted in bitter fighting around the Pale of Calais and the attempted launching of a ‘French Armada’ in 1545.5 Despite the embarrassing sinking of the Mary Rose, the few Frenchmen that landed on English soil were ‘with losse and shame driven backe againe to their gallies’ (1577: II, 1602; 1587: III: 969). More generally, the intensification of the war also encouraged widespread English privateering against French (and often merely foreign) shipping: ‘the ships of the west countrie and other coasts wafted abroad on the seas, and tooke to the number of three hundred & od French ships, so that the Graie friers church in London was laid full of wine, the Austine friers & Blacke friers full of herring, and other fish that was taken’ (1577: II, 1600; 1587: III, 968).

Despite such details, the Chronicles lamented the paucity of English materials from which to produce an account which would reflect the worthiness of these actions, especially of the fighting around Boulogne:

here I cannot but lament the negligence used in that season: for there is not one English writer to be found extant, that hath written anie thing effectuallie of exploits atchived in that jornie; so as we are driven to borrow of the adversaries that have written thereof, wanting other helps of our owne nation to furnish one booke heerin according to our wished purpose. But neverthelesse, to give occasion to those that yet live, and can best doo it, to set forth hereafter a more perfect discourse therof, I have thought it not amisse to recite in part what I have read and learned of such things as then were accounted worthie of relation and now like to be buried in the dimme booke of oblivion … in the assiegement of those two townes, Bullongne and Muttrell … [1577: II, 1589; 1587: III, 965]

As a representative of ‘manie other valiant and politike feats (no doubt) … atchived during this siege’, the Chronicles recounted a sortie by Lord Mountjoy and fourteen companions to attack a dangerous French gun position under the cover of smoke produced by supporting cannon fire (1577: II, 1590; 1587: III, 966).

Henry VIII’s reign also saw the revival of repeated open warfare between England and Scotland. The Scots were repeatedly described in the Chronicles as the nation most like the English and it is striking how often their courage and hardiness in adversity was mentioned. Even when English troops inflicted a catastrophic defeat upon the Scots at Flodden in 1513, ‘though the victorie thus remained with the Englishmen, yet they bought it deere … for the Scots fought verie stoutlie’ (1577: II, 1493; 1587: III, 829). In the 1540s, the alleged ‘wilfull obstinatenesse’ and ‘double dealing’ of the Scots and their subsequent unwillingness to accept Henry’s plans for a marriage between his son Prince Edward and the infant Mary, Queen of Scots resulted in a destructive new conflict in the north. In a major English assault during 1544, the employment of some 500 men armed with arquebuses (usually called hackbuts by the English) proved too much for the Scottish army to resist: the Scottish leaders promptly fled to the safety of Edinburgh Castle, while ‘their soldiers … were disparkled, and feared the English forces as the lambe dooth the woolfe, the doe the dog, or the hart the lion: to use the words of Anglorum praelia verie fitlie describing this battle, and saieng: Exhorrent, ut dama canes, ut cerva leones’ (1587: III, 962). Nevertheless, the over-matched Scots eventually received military assistance from France and continued to resist until Henry’s death in 1547.6

In terms of weapons and tactics, the Chronicles described the successful combination of the new gunpowder weapons with the traditional English longbow during the first half of the sixteenth century. Whenever the defenders tried to sortie out of the town during Henry VIII’s siege of Thérouanne, ‘the archers were ever readie to beat them into the citie againe’ (1577: II, 1478; 1587: III, 817). At Flodden, English archers maintained such a ‘sore and sharpe storme’ of arrows that the Scots eventually began ‘to breake their arraie, & to fight not closed togither in order of battell, but insunder one separated from another, so that their standards began to shrinke here and there’ (1577: II, 1492; 1587: III, 828). Even at the siege of Montreuil in 1544, ‘the shot of the English archers … so curried and galled’ the Frenchmen ‘that they were driven to retire, and that in such hast, as they left diverse of theire companie captines in the Englishmen’s handes’, in addition to their dead (1577: II, 1590; 1587: III, 966). Nevertheless, the intense siege warfare of the 1540s increasingly favoured cannon, pikes, and firearms over the famous longbow, not least because such large bows were more cumbersome when used in trenches and were less effective than the new weapons in the close-range combat which characterized sieges. By the mid-Tudor period, the quintessential English weapon was becoming less useful as a primary weapon of war, especially in prolonged sieges which involved extensive earthworks. Over time, this helped to encourage the ‘decay’ of archery lamented by Harrison. This regret for a lost era was most explicit in the main text of the Chronicles in the account of Edward III’s great victory at Crecy in 1346:

thus was the whole puissance of France vanquished, and that cheeflie by force of such as were of no reputation amongst them, that is to say, the English archers, by whose sharpe and violent shot the victorie was atchived, to the great confusion of the French nation. Of such price were the English bowes in that season, that nothing was able to withstand them; whereas now our archers covet not to drawe long and stronge bowes, but rather to shoot compasse, which are not meet for the warres, not greatlie to be feared, though they come into the field. (1577: II, 929; 1587: III, 373).

By the mid-sixteenth century, ‘sharpe and violent shot’ was delivered chiefly by firearms and by cannon. Indeed, the power of cannon (especially when facing unmodernized fortifications) occasioned a lament for the inhuman nature of a weapon which levelled masonery and men with equal disregard for the worth of its target:

for what is the weake frame of a man’s bodie to mightie forts and strong castels, builded of timber and stone, beside the iron worke therewith compact, oftentimes redoubling the strength of the same? And yet these (we see by experience) ruinated, battered, and laid levell manie times with the thundering shot of this dreadfull artillerie: an engine of no great antiquitie, and not used among ancient warriours in former ages, but a late devise of a Franciscan frier; pitie it is that ever he was borne to set abroch such a pestilent invention. [1587: III, 1139]

The allusion here to the ‘Franciscan frier’ is a reference to the common story that a German monk known as Berthold Schwarz invented the first black powder weapons in Europe. This is probably a myth (the monk’s name means ‘Berthold the black’), but explicitly ascribing this ‘pestilent invention’ to a monk—a new addition to the text in 1587—enabled the second edition of the Chronicles to link the terrible and indiscriminate nature of cannon fire with the supposedly devilish nature of Romish religion.

During the opening years of Edward VI’s reign, when Protector Somerset oversaw a dramatic expansion of Henry VIII’s ‘rough wooing’ of Scotland, English armies were able to achieve dominance over the Scots by continuing the old king’s policy of recruiting specialist mercenaries from the Continent to supplement native English troops (who now also included large numbers of veterans of Henry’s wars). The most significant of these foreigners was the Spaniard, Pedro de Gamboa, ‘capteine of two hundred harquebutters, Spaniards and Italians on horssebacke’ (1577: II, 1625–6; 1587: III, 987). Gamboa and his men proved so important to Somerset’s campaign in 1547 that Gamboa even won an English knighthood. As royal finances deteriorated, however, England found it increasingly difficult to hire expert (and expensive) foreign mercenaries. Indeed, from the outset, Elizabeth’s government made a point of not hiring foreigners to supplement English troops. This meant that the armies which Elizabeth sent to Scotland in 1560 and to Le Havre in 1562–3 lacked the stiffening of experience and expertise which had sustained English troops under Henry VIII and Somerset between 1542 and 1550 and forced them to learn many lessons of war in painful and bloody fashion. Although many of the officers had seen combat in the 1540s and ’50s, the recruits who served under them were raw and these armies were therefore militarily inefficient and fragile. It would not be until the late 1580s, when the war with Spain forced Elizabeth to establish permanent garrisons in the Low Countries, that English armies would again begin to enjoy the benefits of deploying substantial numbers of veteran troops.7 In the interim, Elizabeth’s government sought to avoid open war and to encourage potential officers to prepare themselves as fully as possible for the possibility of leading raw troops in battle. For some gentlemen, this meant serving abroad as private volunteers in the wars of religion in France or the Low Countries. More commonly, though, officers in the new trained bands were expected to prepare for the defence of the realm by regularly training with their men and by studying the art of war in books.8 In this gentlemanly military education, the descriptions of war in the Chronicles played no small part. Not only did the Chronicles offer a highly patriotic view of the innate ‘valiancie’ of English soldiers, but the detailed accounts of past campaigns also provided readers with plenty of the sort of raw materials which all contemporary experts believed to be essential for developing the kind of judgement needed in war. A very typical view was expressed by Thomas Proctor:

And yet not alwayes in all thinges, doth exercise or labour bringe knowledge & perfection, but theare must be skill withall, which in this matter, is for the most parte to be obtayned by collection & judgement of the reportes, historyes & Chronicles written of warres.9

Almost certainly, the first edition of the Chronicles was one of the books which Proctor had in mind when he wrote this preface to his own work in 1578.

The Chronicles offered Elizabethan readers detailed accounts not only of Somerset’s war in Scotland between 1547 and 1550, but also Mary’s disastrous intervention in the Franco-Habsburg war in 1557–8 and the expeditions which Elizabeth sent to Scotland in 1560 and to Le Havre in France in 1562–3. While the narrative of Somerset’s campaign derived substantially from William Patten’s The Expedicion into Scotlande of the Most Woorthely Fortunate Prince Edward, Duke of Soomerset and parts of the account of the 1560 expedition were drawn from Churchyarde’s Chippes, much of the most dramatic material relating to these mid-century wars came from a laudatory account of William Lord Grey written by his son after his death in 1562.10 In many ways, ‘the valiant lord Greie’ is cast as the great hero of England’s mid-Tudor wars. In 1547, Grey led the English cavalry on a dangerous charge against the Scottish pikemen which halted the enemy’s advance, but received ‘a pike through the mouth … [and] verie dangerouslie more then two inches in the necke (1577: II, 1624; 1587: III, 986). In 1560, Grey was general of the army sent to besiege the French forces at Leith. Above all, however, Grey was commander of the English garrison which held out at Guisnes after the shockingly rapid surrender of Calais in 1558. While Mary’s government is described as displaying many of the same kinds of failings which had resulted in England’s defeat in the Hundred Years War (‘by negligence of the councell at home, conspiracie of traitors elsewhere, force and false practise of enimies, holpen by the rage of most terrible tempests of contrarie winds and weather’), Grey’s defence of Guisnes was pointedly emphasized as a means of demonstrating that English ‘valiancie’ remained undimmed, despite the humiliation of Calais (1587: III, 1136). Although outnumbered and heavily outmatched by the artillery which the French deployed against the fort’s walls, Grey and his men fought desperately. By the time a truce was called, both sides had lost hundreds of men. When Grey’s son went to parley with the French, ‘naked and newly slaine carcases, some of them spralling yet and groning under their feet, were onelie the earth they trod on’ (1577: II, 1776; 1587: III, 1139). Despite ‘the desperateness of their case’, Grey himself wanted to fight on, but his surviving soldiers were determined not to die ‘like oxen to be thrust to the butcher’ and flatly refused to continue fighting (1577: II, 1776; 1587: III, 1140). This remarkable mutiny finally forced Grey to surrender Guisnes upon honorable terms for his men, although he and his son and other gentlemen were forced to accept the prospect of ransoming themselves at great cost.

A comparable narrative trajectory was offered for the earl of Warwick’s expedition to Le Havre in 1562–3, which also ended in English defeat and surrender. As at Guisnes, the surviving defenders were ultimately forced to seek terms. Unlike in 1558, however, the decimation of the English force at Le Havre was less a result of the intensity of the fighting than of an outbreak of plague. Although English troops ‘shewed well the woonted valure of their woorthie ancestors’, their ability to continue fighting finally collapsed ‘more undoubtedlie through the extreme mortalitie that so outragiouslie afflicted the soldiors and men of warre … than by the enimie’s inforcements, although the same was great and advanced to the uttermost of the adversarie’s power’ (1577: II, 1827, 1833; 1587: III, 1201, 1205). As in the accounts of other campaigns, the text of the Chronicles made a point of recording the deaths of officers or noteworthy actions by individuals during this expedition. Captain Horsey, for example, ‘shewed woorthie proofe of his most valiant courage, winning to himselfe such commemdation, as the same will not be forgotten, whilest anie shall remaine alive that beheld his manfull dealings’ (1577: II, 1827; 1587: III, 1201). By contrast, the ‘valiant’ earl of Warwick himself was badly wounded during a truce, when ‘a lewd soldior of the French (contrarie to the law of armes) shot [him] through the thigh with an harquebuse’ while he was ‘standing at a breach in his hose and dublet in sight of his enemies’ (1577: II, 1832; 1587: III, 1204).11

The conspicuously patriotic tone of the military accounts in the Chronicles was similarly evident in the pages describing the English expedition into Scotland in 1560, culminating in the long and bloody siege of Leith. This included an all-out English assault on 7 May which proved to be a bloody failure. The description of this event was essentially the same in both editions of the Chronicles. In the 1577 edition, the marginal note simply stated ‘The English men repulsed’, while the corresponding note in the 1587 edition asserted ‘The English men repelled by the policies and devises of the French’. The chief reason for this disaster, however, was spelled out in the text: ‘by reason of the unfitnesse of the Ladders, beeing too shorte by two yardes and more’ (1577: II, 1811; 1587: III, 1192). Despite such costly bungling and the continued French control of Leith, the expedition ultimately proved successful in encouraging a political settlement which resulted in the withdrawal of all French and English forces, allowing England’s Scottish Protestant allies swiftly to take control of the government and enact a Protestant Reformation in Scotland. This made the campaign ‘one of the most necessarie expeditions, and most beneficiall services that had beene made and put in practise in manie yeares before’. It also opened the way for a new Anglo-Scottish amity, based upon their similarities in religion and culture, which would last ‘manie yeares (if the Scots shall not seeke their owne wo) being full unable to advantage themselves by warres against us, as to the wiser and best sort of them I trust is not unknowne’ (1577: II, 1814; 1587: III, 1193). This recent campaign, in other words, provided hope for the future because it had involved cooperation between Scottish and English Protestants against the French, while the history of past conflicts seemed to suggest that the Scots should not risk war against England unaided. For English readers, this was a reassuring final assessment of a campaign which had actually been a near-run thing and whose military outcome perhaps owed more to the outbreak of religious civil war in France than English military competence.

Perhaps because they served only as private individuals (rather than as members of official English expeditionary forces), neither edition of the Chronicles described the service of English volunteers in the religious wars of the 1560s, ’70s, and ’80s in France or the Low Countries. The account of the formal English intervention in the latter conflict in the 1587 edition was also surprisingly short on details of fighting. Much of the space devoted to the war in the Low Countries instead focused upon the elaborate ceremonial occasions relating to the earl of Leicester’s command there. Whether for lack of space or information or to avoid causing offence in describing such recent events, the Chronicles deliberately eschewed offering much detail on the fighting then underway in the Low Countries, ‘leaving it to the imagination of the reader’ to consider how bravely English troops had been fighting there. The authors artfully claim it is better to omit discussion of the recent fighting altogether, rather than record it ‘not with convenient dignitie’ (1587: III, 1490).

By contrast with this skittishness about describing contemporary military events, the Chronicles were often frank about the brutal, inglorious aspects of war. In the immediate aftermath of the battle of Agincourt, Henry V famously ordered the slaughter of French aristocrats who had been taken prisoner: ‘when this dolorous decree, and pitifull proclamation was pronounced, pitie it was to see how some Frenchmen were suddenlie sticked with daggers, some were brained with pollaxes, some slaine with malls, other had their throats cut, and some their bellies panched’ (1577: II, 1179; 1587: III, 554). The results of battle could also be shocking. In the wake of Somerset’s victory over the Scots at Pinkie in 1547,

after this notable strewing of their footmen’s weapons, began a pitifull sight of of the dead corpses, lieng dispersed abrode, some their legs off, some but hought, and left lieng halfe dead, some thrust quite through the bodie, others their necks halfe asunder, manie their bodies cloven, with other thousand kinds of killing. After that, and further in chase all for the most part killed, either in the head, or in the necke, for the horssemen could not well reach them lower with their swords. And thus with bloud and slaughter of the enimie, this chase was continued five miles in length (1577: II, 1627; 1587: III, 988).

There were also descriptions of small-scale incidents of brutality. During the siege of Leith in 1560, a small party of Frenchmen ‘apparelled like women … and counterfeiting some like demeanor to the apparell wherein they were disguised’ captured an inattentive English scout ‘and chopped off his heade, which they set upon the top of one of their church steeples’ (1577: II, 1807; 1587: III, 1188). After Henry VIII’s army had captured and burned Thérouanne in 1513, English stragglers were either killed outright by the infuriated French or ‘cast … into the fire’ (1577: II, 1455; 1587: III, 822). These men may have been the sort of opportunists who were apparently common when English forces went abroad, who ‘were come over … not offering their service anie waie, other than by stragling abroad to seeke pillage, whereby they fell oftentimes into the hands of the enimies, both to the dishonor of their countrie, & losse of their owne lives’ (1577: II, 1820; 1587: III, 1197). These stragglers were also liable to execution as deserters by their own countrymen. On 21 May 1560, for example, ‘a soldiour of capteine Drurie’s band was hanged for going to Edenburgh, contrarie to a proclamation, inhibiting anie soldiour so to doo without speciall licence’ (1577: II, 1812; 1587: III, 1192). Such exemplary executions were recorded regularly in the Chronicles, especially in the more detailed narratives of wars under the Tudors. These military executions usually seem to have involved a mixture of severity coupled with conspicuous mercy. A typical instance occurred at Le Havre, when ‘one of capteine Cockson’s souldiors was hanged in the markett place: and an other that was brought thither likewise to be executed had his pardon, at the sute of certeine French gentlemen’ (1577: II, 1820; 1587: III, 1197).

THE REARMAMENT OF ELIZABETHAN ENGLAND

When Elizabeth I became queen in November 1558, England was still bitterly contemplating the costs of her predecessor’s decision in 1557 to enter the latest Franco-Habsburg conflict in support of Philip II of Spain. Since Philip was then the husband of Mary I and king-consort in England, this may have seemed a necessary decision for Mary, but England was still recovering from the terrible strains imposed by Henry VIII’s wars in the 1540s and the exhausting consequences of Protector Somerset’s invasion of Scotland in 1547. Mary’s entry into the Habsburg war against France resulted in the loss of Calais, England’s last foothold on the Continent and the last remnant of the glory days of the Hundred Years War. This humiliating blow was compounded by the manner in which Calais was lost. As the Chronicles noted, ‘the said towne was woon from the French king by K. Edward the third … and, being in possession of the kings of England two hundred and eleven yeares, was … lost within eight daies: being the most notable fort that England had’ (1577: II, 1373; 1587: III, 1136). Although the Chronicles sought to gloss them in far more positive terms, Elizabeth’s own early military efforts in Scotland in 1560 and Le Havre (called Newhaven by the English) in 1562–3 served to re-emphasize the fragility of English military power. While the Scottish expedition concluded with a highly satisfactory political settlement, the occupation of Le Havre (partly aimed at forcing the return of Calais) resulted in a disastrous new defeat and the effective termination of English hopes of recovering Calais.

By the late 1560s, the combination of souring relations with Spain, the opening of the Dutch Revolt, and the outbreak of Catholic-inspired rebellion and plots at home drove Elizabeth’s government to plan military reforms with fresh urgency, despite a chronic shortage of money. Many of these reforms are proudly described in the second book of William Harrison’s ‘Hystoricall Description of Britaine’, printed as the opening volume of the 1577 Chronicles. In the section on the ‘Navie of England’, Harrison proclaims that ‘no Prince in Europe’ had more beautiful ships and boasts that Elizabeth’s warships were so equipped and designed that they could ‘encounter with three or foure of them of other countries’ (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 87r). Harrison lists twenty-one of these warships by name, including the Elizabeth Jonas, whose name celebrated Elizabeth’s providential escape from danger during Mary’s reign as that of a latter-day Jonah (ibid.). Modern research has confirmed the fighting power of the royal warships built by Elizabethan England, especially those constructed in the 1570s and ’80s which combined ‘race-built’ lines for greater seaworthiness with an armament based upon large batteries of heavy cannon. Equally important were ‘the great masses of treasure, daylye employed upon our Navie’ (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 87v). The Elizabethan government’s willingness to devote substantial annual expenditure on the royal fleet ensured that a steady stream of new ships were constructed during the 1570s, while older ships were extensively rebuilt to reflect the new design priorities.12 Consistent expenditure on the fleet also meant that all its ships received proper maintenance and could be readied for war quickly.

Reforming England’s military power on land was a far larger and more difficult task. While the queen controlled her own warships and paid to ensure their continued readiness for action, she had no soldiers permanently in her pay, except for a few small garrisons (Berwick, with its nominal force of 500 men, was by far the largest).13 Soldiers were called up only when war seemed imminent and were provided and trained by local county officials or individual aristocrats. Initially, therefore, the privy council concentrated on restocking royal arsenals with fresh weapons and munitions. Beginning in 1572, however, the council began to demand that the best men in local militias be equipped with modern weapons and trained regularly in their use. The first test of the new policy was in London, where:

by the commaundement of the Queene’s Majestie hir Counsell, the Citizens of London assembling at theyr severall Halles, the Maisters collected and chose out the most likely and active persons of every theyr companies, to the number of three thousande, whome they appoynted to bee pikemen and shotte. [T]he pikemen were forthwith armed in faire corslets and other furniture … the Gunners had every of them hys Calliver, with the furniture, and Morians on theyr heads. [1577: II, 1862; 1587: III, 1228]

The following year, the scheme was expanded and extended across the realm. As a result, while the traditional county militias continued to exist, more and more local resources were now directed towards equipping and training that select portion of the militias which became known as the trained bands.14

In the 1577 version of his ‘Hystoricall description’, Harrison was eager to champion the success of the Elizabethan rearmament programme: ‘where as it was commonily sayde after the losse of Calais that Englande should never recover their Ordinance, there left, that same is at this time prooved false’ by the full armouries of the queen, individual noblemen and even small villages (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 87r). Englishmen were also becoming increasingly proficient in the use of pike and shot. Nevertheless, Harrison was far less sanguine about the ‘decay’ in the use of the longbow, England’s iconic and battle-winning weapon for the previous 200 years.15 While archers still served in English armies, Harrison lamented the declining effectiveness of the longbow on the battlefield and the rude derision which it now elicited from foreigners who formerly feared its deadly impact:

Certes the Frenchmen and Rutters deriding our new archerie in respect of their corslets will not let in open skirmish yf any leysure serve to turne up their tailes and cry shoote Englishe, and all bycause our strong shooting is decayed and layed in bedde. But if some of our English men nowe lyved that served king Edward the third in his warres with Fraunce, the breeche of suche a Verlet should have been nailed to his bumme with ane arrowe & an other fethered in his bowels before he should have turned about to see who shotte the first. [1577: I, Desc.Brit., 86v]

If English weaponry had been modernized under Elizabeth, the ability of these new weapons (which were used by all nations alike) to demonstrate the distinctive manliness of England, as the longbow had done for so long, remained open to serious question.

This theme of war and weapons as an expression of national manly character was also evident in Harrison’s brief description of England’s ‘castelles and holdes’. Drawing upon English history, Harrison argued that castles located within a realm tended to promote political dissension and civil war, while fortresses on a nation’s borders were a necessary defence against invasion. In this regard, Henry VIII merited special praise as ‘the moste provident Prince that ever reigned in this lande for the fortification therof agaynst all outwarde enemies’ (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 83r). Nevertheless, Harrison saw castles as essentially un-English: ‘it is not the nature of a good Englishman to regarde to be caged up in a coope, & hedged in with some walles, but rather to meete wyth hys enemie in the playne fielde at handstrokes’ (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 83r).

By the time the second edition of the Chronicles was published in 1587, England was actually at war with Spain in the Low Countries and at sea, even though neither side ever formally declared war against the other. The new edition of the Chronicles was massively expanded from that of 1577, including Harrison’s Description. Although the new version ‘Of the Navie of England’ repeated virtually everything from the first edition, Harrison added lengthy and explicit references to classical sources to argue that ‘the ancient vessels far exceeded ours for capacitie … [but] you shall easilie find that ours are of more value than theirs’ (1587: I, Desc., 200). The size of vessels, therefore, was less important than seaworthiness, range, and firepower—in all of which English warships excelled. Harrison underlined Elizabeth’s commitment to naval defence and the great power of her fleet by explicitly noting that ‘hir grace dooth yearelie build one ship or other to the better defense of hir frontiers from the enimie’. As a result, he reassured readers, ‘if they [the queen’s ships] should all be driven to service at one instant (which God forbid) she should have a power by sea of about nine or ten thousand men, which were a notable companie, beside the supplie of other vessels apperteining to hir subjects to furnish up hir voyage’ (1587: I, Desc., 201).

Further expansions can be seen in new versions of Harrison’s descriptions ‘Of castles and holds’ and ‘Of armour and munition’. The latter section, in particular, was dramatically larger than the brief 1577 version. As with the section on the queen’s fleet, new material was added which can perhaps be seen as an attempt to reassure readers about the ability of England to withstand the threat from Spain, despite the latter’s reputation as the greatest military in western Europe: ‘so that if this good order may continue, it shall be unpossible for the sudden enimie to find us unprovided’ (1587: I, Desc., 198). Indeed, in the general musters of 1574 and 1575 ‘our number amounted to 1172674, and yet were they not so narrowlie taken, but that a third part of this multitude was left unbilled and uncalled’ (ibid.). Another new section detailed ‘the names of our greatest ordinance’: ‘Demie Culveriin weigheth three thousand pounds, and hath foure inches and a halfe witihn the mouth. Culveriin hath foure thousand pounds, and five inches and a halfe within the mouth’ (ibid.). These technical descriptions (accompanied by a numerical table which permitted easy comparison) underlined the accuracy and desire for comprehensiveness in Harrison’s material, but they also enabled him to imply that Elizabeth’s arsenals were bursting with deadly weapons ready to defend the realm. Such information, however, was secret and Harrison therefore resorted to a neat rhetorical trick which enabled him to avoid offering details while suggesting extreme plenitude: ‘I might here take just occasion to speake of the prince’s armories. But what shall it need? Sith the whole realme is hir armorie, and therefore hir furniture infinit’ (1587: I, Desc., 199).

The recurrent theme here of English military preparedness and Elizabeth’s own determination to defend her realm was also reflected in the description ‘Of the coynes of Englande’. In the 1577 version, the problem of a debased coinage was described as having been addressed by Elizabeth ‘utterly abolishing the use of copper Coins, and converting the same into fine Sylver, as peces of halpeny, fardyng, of a peny’ (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 117r). In the 1587 version, however, Elizabeth’s reminting of the coinage in 1561 was pointedly described as ‘utterly abolishing the use of copper and brasen coine, and converting the same into guns and great ordinance, [and] she restored sundrie coines in fine silver’ (1587: I, Desc., 218). This change in the text was small, but telling, because it again underlined the commitment and capacity of England to defend itself against its enemies.

Although the expanded 1587 account ‘Of armour and munition’ repeated the 1577 lament that ‘our strong shooting is … laid in bed’ and included the fantasy of Edward III’s archers giving a painful lesson to latter-day French and German mockers of the longbow, it also added a lengthy new closing section which highlighted the evil domestic consequences of the turn from bows to guns. Along with swords and daggers of ever greater length, guns encouraged violent crime and highway robbery. As a consequence, honest travellers were forced to protect themselves by carrying guns of their own (‘with a case of dags at his sadle bow, or with some pretie short snapper, wherby he may deale with them further off in his owne defence’). According to Harrison, highway robbery was now so rampant that innkeepers were routinely in cahoots with thieves to target travellers. The result was a pervasive culture of crime and a regular resort to the gallows (‘a Tiburne tippet’), ‘which happeneth unto them commonlie before they come to middle age. Wherby it appereth that some sort of youth will oft have his swinge, although it be in a halter’ (1587: I, Desc., 199).

THE IMPACT OF THE PORTRAYAL OF WAR IN THE CHRONICLES

For Elizabethan readers, the Chronicles offered not only a compendious series of narratives of past wars, but accounts which had a distinct moral purpose in their reporting of war, aiming at ‘the encouragement of theyr worthie countrie men, by elders’ advauncements and the dauntyng of the vicious’. For an Elizabethan readership which faced the strong prospect of war in the near future in 1577—and which was actually at war by 1587—the Chronicles provided patriotic encouragement about the innate ‘valiancie’ of English soldiers and their ability to match the deeds of the Hundred Years War, even if the enemy was now more likely to be Spanish than French. The Chronicles also helped to instruct their readers in the nature of modern warfare, when the cannon and the pike and arquebus were increasingly supplanting the fabled longbow as the vital weapons of war. However lamentable the longbow’s ‘decay’ might seem in patriotic terms, the recognition of the changing nature of war was essential for Elizabethan England’s continuing process of rearmament—not least for those gentlemen who were expected to use the new weapons as officers of the trained bands. By studying the wars of Henry VIII, Protector Somerset, Mary, or the early years of Elizabeth’s reign, readers could better understand the nature of contemporary warfare and what it took to be an effective soldier. By reading about the glory days of Edward III and Henry V, gentlemen readers, in particular, could hardly avoid being reminded of their forebears, whose names and deeds—now freshly commemorated in print—they would be expected to honour through their own future conduct. In short, the Chronicles not only helped to explain war to its Elizabethan readership, but also undoubtedly shaped the attitudes and actions of the men who fought in the new wars which would continue until the end of Elizabeth’s reign in 1603.


CHAPTER 27

THE INTERNATIONAL CONTEXT

STEVEN GUNN

ELIZABETHAN ENGLAND AND EUROPE

The international political context of Holinshed’s Chronicles was grim. By 1577 France and the Netherlands had each suffered a dozen years or more of religious civil war. By 1587 England had been drawn into what had become a general Western European conflict and was facing invasion from Spain, the greatest power of the age. There were rays of light elsewhere in Europe, but they would have done little to comfort those charged with the safety of England. Italy, riven by warfare until 1559, was now at peace, but largely a Spanish protectorate. Germany, troubled by its own religious divisions from the Peasant War of 1525 to the Religious Peace of 1555, now for the most part stood aside from the struggles further west. The Ottoman Empire, which had overrun Hungary, threatened Austria and Venice, and spread its influence across North Africa in the first half of the century, had now stumbled, with a failed siege of Malta in 1565, naval defeat at Lepanto in 1571, and a series of wars against its eastern rivals, the Safavids of Iran. But the effect was to release pressure on the Habsburg king of Spain, Philip II, and his cousins who ruled in Vienna. England faced this situation with shaky public finances, an army of doubtful value, a developing but far from invincible navy, and an unwed queen, who entertained marriage negotiations, of varying degrees of seriousness, with Swedish, Austrian Habsburg, and French candidates in turn.

For a century after the Hundred Years War, France was the strongest monarchy in Europe, but from 1562 it fell apart. Decades of war against the Habsburgs, aristocratic factionalism, and the rapid growth of France’s Reformed Protestant Church bred tension. Sudden royal deaths—Henry II in 1559, then his son Francis II in 1560—made the situation explosive. A series of civil wars ensued, lasting to the assassination of King Henry III in 1589 and beyond. From the start they were marked by popular violence between the adherents of the rival confessions, a phenomenon that reached a ghastly peak in the St Bartholomew’s Day massacres of Protestants in 1572. Most Elizabethans were merely horrified—or indifferent—bystanders, but some became deeply involved. In 1562 English forces under Ambrose Dudley, earl of Warwick, occupied Le Havre, partly to help Normandy’s Protestants, partly in the hope of recovering Calais, lost in 1558. Both French parties combined to besiege the English, Warwick’s plague-ridden army had to withdraw, and peace was made in 1564. Official policy thereafter was more cautious, though loans were extended to the Protestant leadership in 1568–9 and 1575. Unofficially much more was done, as English enthusiasts for the international Protestant cause, some highly placed in the Elizabethan regime, kept supplies of weaponry, cash, and volunteer soldiers flowing to their allies in France.1

For practical reasons, England was still-more engaged with events in the Netherlands. In normal times the great bulk of English trade passed between London and Antwerp, and on its safety rested the prosperity of London’s merchants, the large slice of crown revenues derived from customs duties, and the livelihood of the many English men and women who kept sheep, spun yarn, and wove cloth, the nation’s greatest export. After the peace of 1559, the Netherlands entered the same downward spiral as France. Post-war fiscal strain, assertive aristocrats, and pullulating popular Protestantism posed similar problems for both countries, but the political issue in the Netherlands was different. Their ruler was an absentee Spaniard, Philip II, and it was feared that he planned to rule not according to the provinces’ traditional liberties, but through Spanish soldiers and a Spanish inquisition. When his response to religious disorder in 1566 was to dispatch the duke of Alba with a large army to reassert control and execute or exile dissidents, such fears were confirmed.

Spanish power, residual dynastic loyalty, and Catholic concern about heresy were such that the rebels, or patriots as they styled themselves, found it hard to maintain a foothold even in the defensible, watery provinces of Holland and Zeeland. In 1577 their cause was on the up, for the tragic reason that the Spanish army, starved of funds, had mutinied and bloodily sacked Antwerp, temporarily uniting opinion behind a withdrawal of Habsburg troops. Confessional and political divisions soon re-emerged, however. French intervention, led by Henry III’s younger brother and Elizabeth’s suitor the duke of Anjou, alienated all parties. By 1585 the patriots were again fighting for survival. Up to this point English involvement had been similar to that in France, a blend of official brinkmanship and unofficial enthusiasm, but both on a larger scale. Tit-for-tat trade disputes with the Habsburg authorities, voyages around the Spanish global empire that mixed illegal trade with privateering, and attempts to redirect English commerce to North German ports alternated with friendly Anglo-Spanish negotiations and offers to arbitrate between Philip and his disgruntled subjects. As religious and political tensions rose, refugees flowed in both directions. English Catholics gathered at Leuven, Douai, Paris, Reims, and the Spanish court. French, Dutch, and Walloon Protestants settled in much larger numbers in Sandwich, Norwich, Southampton, and London. Meanwhile English and Welsh volunteers, averaging 3,000 or so at any one time by the early 1580s, poured into the Netherlands, recruited by godly noblemen and bankrolled by godly merchants.2

In 1585 events forced Elizabeth to show her hand. William of Orange, the patriots’ leader, had been assassinated, Antwerp was about to fall to Spain, and recurrent Spanish support for plots involving Mary, Queen of Scots or Irish rebellions had proved Philip’s ill-will. Reluctantly she threw England into the war, sending Sir Francis Drake to raid the Spanish West Indies and Robert Dudley, earl of Leicester, with an army to support the Dutch. Leicester’s arrival was a mixed blessing. He annoyed Elizabeth by accepting the title of governor-general, which she had forbidden him to do, and upset the more staid patriot leaders by aligning himself with more radical elements. Some of his officers even sold the forts they were defending to the Spanish. The implications for England were equally serious. Philip resolved to knock her out of the war and began invasion planning, fortified by the high seas fleet which had come with his acquisition of the Portuguese crown in 1580. The execution of Mary, Queen of Scots in February 1587 confirmed his intention, and detailed instructions to his commanders for the Armada campaign were issued in September.3

Mary’s fate was the culmination of England’s engagement in the third civil conflict to trouble her closest neighbours, that in Scotland. Here English military and naval intervention in 1559–60 helped secure the withdrawal of French troops, the triumph of the Scottish Protestant lords, and Mary’s recognition of Elizabeth’s right to the English throne. Mary’s turbulent reign and contested deposition and the troubled minority of her son James VI caused headaches for Elizabeth and her councillors, who sent ambassadors, money and, occasionally, troops to bolster allies who would keep Scotland friendly and Protestant. In 1577, though the anglophile James Douglas, earl of Morton was in place as regent, more instability still lay ahead. In the seven years that followed, Morton was ousted and executed, the Catholic duke of Lennox rose to favour but was then driven into exile, and the Protestant Ruthven raiders kidnapped the king, only for him to escape their tutelage and send their leader to the block. By 1587 matters were calmer. James was firmly established as an adult ruler and had, by the Treaty of Berwick of 1586, agreed to adhere to Protestantism and the English alliance in return for a sizeable pension.4

CONTEMPORARY HISTORY

The compilers’ decision to chronicle English history up to the eve of publication meant that many of these developments featured in the 1577 Chronicles and more in the edition of 1587. What was discussed is interesting, what was omitted equally so. Readers were warned that in treating the reign of Elizabeth one could not ignore ‘the great stirres and alterations which have happened in other forren nations’ (Chronicles 1587: III, 1160), but in practice coverage was patchy and the course of events often had to be reconstructed by the reader. The troubles of Scotland, France, and the Netherlands were each attributed to a compound of political and religious tensions. English intervention in each was justified by a duty to help neighbours against foreign domination or religious persecution, and by a right to defend England’s own safety when events nearby placed it in jeopardy.

Treatment of the Scottish expedition of 1559–60 was particularly positive. Undertaken at the suit of the Scottish nobility, some of whom were ‘minding a reformation’ in ‘matters of Religion’, it aimed ‘to expell the Frenche, who soughte to subverte the auntiente state of that Realme, and to annex the same unto ye Crowne of France’ (Chronicles 1577: II, 1803). The result was ‘one of the most necessarie expeditions, and most beneficiall services that had beene made and put in practise in many yeares before’: the queen had secured ‘a perfite peace with the Scottes’, removed ‘the French, hir daungerous neighbours, that were about to nestle themselves so neare hir elbowe’, and neutralized the threat that ‘the Duke of Guise, Uncle to the Queene of Fraunce and Scotlande’ might seek to replace her with his niece, Mary, Queen of Scots (1577: II, 1814). Subsequent English interventions in the ‘great warres betwéene the nobilitie of Scotland divided into factions’ were also recounted in detail, some in the English Chronicle, some in the Scottish. The latter registered the complaints of Mary’s supporters that the architects of her deposition were ‘clients and followers of the English’, while justifying Elizabeth’s meddling as ‘a carefull neighbour and loving godmother’ to James (1587: II,. Scot., 399, 421, 423). All was drawn to a happy conclusion in the Treaty of Berwick, ‘a firme league of amitie’ between Elizabeth and James for ‘the greater securitie of their persons, upon whose safetie the safetie of the whole people dooth depend, and for the preservation of the true, ancient, and christian religion, which they now professe’ namely ‘the true, pure, and sincere religion of the gospell’ (1587: III, 1553).

The treatment of France was more open-ended. The first phase of her ‘civill dissention and warres’ had to be explained to make sense of the occupation of Le Havre. It sprang from factional rivalry, pitting ‘the house of Guise and other of that faction’ against ‘the Prince of Condee and other that tooke part with him’, a rivalry coloured by religion, as Guise’s enemies were ‘zealous for a reformation to bee had in matters of Religion’. The authority of the French crown was compromised by the struggle, allowing Elizabeth to intervene for many good reasons: so that ‘the due authoritie, honor, and dignitie might be restored to the King’; so that the Channel ports might not come under the control of those wishing ‘to sette things in broyle also within thys hir Realme of Englande’; so that English merchants might have redress for depredations done upon them; and so that those ‘that professed the Gospell’ might be delivered ‘out of the bloudy hands of their cruell adversaries, that sought their hastie destruction’ (1577: II, 1816–17). The story of the brave alliance with ‘the Frenchmen Protestantes’ and their charismatic generals ‘the Counte de Montgomerie’ and ‘the Frenche Admirall, Monsieur de Chatillon’, known to posterity as Admiral Coligny, was easier to recount than what happened next, as ‘the parties’ were reconciled long enough to expel the English by force of ‘the multitude of the Frenchmen that were now assembled togyther’ and the ‘greate mortalitie of pestilence whiche entred the towne’ (1577: II, 1819–26, 1831). Peace, reported matter-of-factly, came as a relief (1577: II, 1834).

Thereafter concerted treatment of French affairs lapsed. Ceremonious embassies and exchanges of chivalrous orders came and went, but without rationale or context. Allusion to St Bartholomew was tangential, generalized in ‘the infinit & most horrible massacres, and bloodie persecutions’ which ‘that holie father, maister pope, the sonne of sathan’ ‘dailie exerciseth throughout all christian lands’ (1587: II, Ir., 183). The reader would know that religious division persisted in France only because the devastation of the countryside caused by ‘the civill tumultes’ raised the cost of living for English ambassadors, because Henry of Navarre and the prince of Condé issued a usefully trenchant repudiation of papal excommunication, and because the duke of Guise ‘disturbed the good and generall peace of France’ in 1584–5 to prevent French intervention in the Netherlands (1577: II, 1858; 1587: III, 1401, 1415).

In dealing with the Netherlands, in contrast, the Chronicles mirrored the trajectory of English engagement in the conflict by intensifying discussion as the years went by. There was no account at all of the troubles of 1566 or Orange’s invasions of 1568 and 1572. Instead the narrative presented in 1577 was one of difficulties for English merchants. First the ‘Counsell of King Philip at Bruxels’ banned English traders on pretext of plague at London, necessitating the first great convoy to Emden in 1564; then talks at Bruges dragged on without result; by 1568 Elizabeth, for reasons not stated, was ordering her ships ‘to stay the subjects of king Philip’ (1577: II, 1833, 1835–6, 1838). Matters became a little clearer when the sack of Antwerp was recounted, the pillage, capture, and ransoming of Englishmen there being the climax of their inconvenience amidst ‘that civill dissention, whiche hath so long continued betwixt the King of Spayne & his subjectes in those countreys’. It was a climax which also promised to be a conclusion, for as things stood Philip and the Netherlanders were ‘growen to a full agreement and perfect conclusion of peace’ (1577: II, 1873). Yet it had had an effect on Anglo-Spanish relations noted in Harrison’s Description, the Spaniards ‘of open friendes being nowe become our secrete enemies’ (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 86v).5

The 1587 edition had a lot more to say about the Netherlands, but a lot less confidence about the outcome there. The rationale for English military intervention was very effectively conveyed by reproducing the official justification issued in 1585. This explained the long history of Anglo-Dutch friendship, trade, and alliance and Elizabeth’s repeated requests that Philip ‘restreine the tyrannie of his governours and crueltie of his men of warre’, agents to whom he had entrusted power in the Netherlands on the advice of ‘his councellors of Spaine’. It pleaded self-defence against unnamed Spanish ministers who had planned to invade England from the Low Countries and named Spanish ambassadors who had attempted ‘manifest dangerous practises … to trouble our estate’. It drew a parallel with the beneficial effects for Scotland and England alike of the English intervention of 1559–60 against servitude to the French. It disclaimed any ambition for conquest or profit, wishing only for England’s neighbours to regain their ‘ancient lawfull liberties’. Erring ostentatiously on the side of propriety and open-mindedness, it barely mentioned religious persecution, nowhere blamed Philip for his subordinates’ actions and even recognized that his latest governor, the prince of Parma, was of a ‘naturall disposition more inclinable to mercie and clemencie’ (1587: III, 1414–18).

The 1587 Chronicles’ narrative of growing English involvement in the Dutch Revolt was less well-crafted than this ready-made account of its rationale. Under 1578 mention was made of Elizabeth’s friendly reception of John Casimir of the Palatinate, an experienced leader of German assistance to the French Protestants, but not of the fact that she soon afterwards paid him to fight for the Dutch (1587: III, 1271). Four years further on, readers were pitched suddenly into the midst of a complex phase of the quadrangular relationship between England, France, Spain, and the Netherlands by the near-wholesale inclusion of Arthur Golding’s translation of an Antwerp news pamphlet of 1582 recounting the duke of Anjou’s arrival to take up the role of ‘prince and sovereigne’ of the rebel provinces, accompanied by a glittering contingent from the English court.6 This gave a vivid impression of urban life in the Netherlands, with their fine town halls, marketplaces, and companies of rhetoricians, and a crash course in the personalities of the revolt, individual and corporate—Orange and his adviser Marnix van St Aldegonde, the States of Brabant, the Four Members of Flanders—but it can only have been bewildering to a reader with no prior knowledge. The episode, though censored to weaken the impression of Elizabeth’s enthusiasm for Anjou’s venture, ended with hearty endorsement of Anjou’s beginning in government ‘with great authoritie and modestie’; but at his next appearance he was a villain, ‘The monsieurs ambition spreading like a canker’ as a marginal note put it (1587: III, 1329–44, 1350). An account of his failed coup at Antwerp was rounded off with a translated French pamphlet showing he had at least made a penitent end.7

As full-scale English intervention arrived, so the space intended for the Netherlands expanded, but the compilers’ predilection for ready-made texts and the attentions of the censors combined to deprive the reader of thorough coverage. The oration of the Dutch envoys appealing for Elizabeth’s help was included in French and English, but a substantial political, ceremonial, and military narrative of Leicester’s first six months in the Netherlands was cut down in most copies.8 Some pageantry glorifying the earl and his queen and a translation of his appointment by the States-General as their governor and captain-general survived the cuts, but military developments were swept aside with the formula that ‘sundrie militarie exploits or stratagems were with no lesse magnanimitie attempted, than with felicitie atchived against the enimie, during the time of his abode in those countries’ (1587: III, 1419–21, 1490). Brief mentions of Sir Philip Sidney’s campaigns and death ensued, before a celebration of Leicester’s return to England in November 1586 (1587: III, 1551–2, 1579–80).

STRESSES AND SILENCES

For all the vagaries of these accounts of England’s interactions with Europe, certain themes recurred. The threat of invasion was present and growing. It lurked already behind the claim of the rebels of 1569 that they must put things right ‘least otherwise forraine Princes might take it upon them, to the great perill of this Realme’ (1577: II, 1840). But it loomed much larger in the 1580s. Edmund Campion and other missionary priests were shown to be preparing for the day ‘when a foren power shall on a sudden invade this realme’ (1587: III, 1323). Multiple invasion plans with carefully chosen landing sites ran through the Throckmorton plot and they were revisited in the examination of the earl of Northumberland’s treason, the Babington conspiracy, and the petitions against Mary, Queen of Scots (1587: III, 1371–5, 1406–7, 1555, 1574–8, 1580–7). In 1586 invasion fright gripped Sussex when a suspicious fleet appeared, only to turn out to be traders from Holland.9 By 1587 a Spanish invasion was ‘long since pretended’ and it needed to be explained why Philip had not yet attempted it (1587: III, 1575). Behind the invasion plans stood the exiles, at Paris, Reims, and elsewhere; and behind them all stood ‘the pope, the ancient adversarie to hir majestie’, whose excommunication licensed invasion and revolt and who would ‘atteine the sum of his wish’ when England was conquered for popery (1587: III, 1322–3). ‘That Romish cockatrice’ had of course already sponsored several landings in Ireland (1587: II, Ir., 149, 153–60, 170, 182–3; III, 1314, 1356–7).10

England’s recent enjoyment of peace made these invasion plots all the more worrying: the Spanish ambassador, Bernardino de Mendoza, told Throckmorton that ‘in his opinion he found it verie easie to make great alteration here with verie little force, considering the disuse in men to warre’ (1587: III, 1374). Yet the Chronicles did not suggest England was unprepared. Musters and arms purchases were reported in 1559–60, 1572, and 1585, and the queen’s ships were shown scouring the Channel for pirates and supporting her armies in Scotland and France (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 87; II, 1802, 1814, 1862, 1865; 1587: III, 1354, 1402). The Description boasted that ‘there is no Prince in Europe that hath a more beautifull sorte of shippes then the Quéenes majestie of Englande’: ‘for strength, assurance, nimblenesse and swiftnesse of sailing’ they were the best in the world, and so strongly armed that each could defeat three or four ships of any other nation (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 87; 1587: I, Desc., 200).

Such strength at sea might engender confidence. Anjou’s French lords, seeing the queen’s ships, agreed that ‘of good right the quéene of England was reported to be ladie of the seas’; the envoys of the States-General argued that alliance with them would complete Elizabeth’s ‘absolute governement of the great ocean sea’ (1587: III, 1330, 1413). More distant maritime enterprises also featured in the Chronicles, though with nothing like the prominence they found in the works of Richard Hakluyt, which began to appear in the 1580s. Martin Frobisher’s searches for the North-West passage and Raleigh’s and Gilbert’s American expeditions all found a place, though a long and admiring excursus on Drake and the circumnavigation that ‘eternised his name’ was cut down by the 1587 censors and survived in full only in some copies—with the remarkable suggestion that ‘the barke that hath sailed round about the world’ might be displayed atop St Paul’s Cathedral (1587: III, 1262, 1270–1, 1369, 1401–2, 1554–5).11

Heroism was celebrated on land as at sea. In a generation which, to believe the complaints of Thomas Churchyard and Barnaby Rich, set little value on military men, the Chronicles praised common soldiers, veteran captains, and noble generals alike.12 At Leith and Le Havre ‘the valiante Englishe Souldyers shewed well the wonted valure of theyr worthy auncestors’ (1577: II, 1827). Individual captains were listed again and again, and some were picked out for their bravery or skill by marginal notes (1577: II, 1827, 1830). The leading English commanders of the age were generously commemorated. Sussex undertook ‘perillous enterprises … as to his owne danger so to the high praise of his heroicall prowesse’ (1587: III, 1216). Warwick was ‘a right hardy and valiaunt Captayne … both prudent and politike’ (1587: III, 1205). Leicester displayed ‘great experience, policie and wisedome in the direction of publike affaires of the land, as well touching the feates of warre, as other waies’ (1587: III, 1420).

Contemporary events outside those occurring in England’s immediate neighbours intruded into the Chronicles rarely. Muscovy and Portugal appeared occasionally as English trading partners, the Austrian and Danish courts as the recipients of embassies bearing the Order of the Garter (1577: II, 1766, 1837–9, 1873–4; 1587: II, Scot., 360; III, 1348). The one great exception to this neglect was Lepanto, and that for several reasons. The battle was on such a stupendous scale that it cried out for notice, for counts of ships and galley-slaves and casualties. It was commemorated by a thanksgiving sermon at St Paul’s, which made it in a sense an event in English history. And it could be made to teach a lesson very congruent with Elizabethan policy in Scotland, France, and the Netherlands: for Christians to combine against ‘that common enimie of us all’, it was necessary ‘that Princes woulde permitte their subjectes to live in libertie of conscience, concerning matters of faithe: and that subjectes agayne woulde bee ready in duetifull wise, to obey their Princes in matters of civill governemente’ (1577: II, 1860–1).

Readers could find out a good deal about England’s place in Europe from the Chronicles. But there was also a great deal about which they would find nothing, for many of the themes which now loom large in analysis of Elizabethan foreign relations were apparently too hot to handle. Most obviously there were the queen’s marriage negotiations. Of the major candidates, only Eric of Sweden’s suit was mentioned, and that not until 1587 and then in rather dismissive manner (1587: III, 1185). Anjou and the Archduke Charles of Habsburg each appear in the Chronicles, but neither with any indication that at one stage he had bid fair to be king consort of England.13

Almost as important were the many irritants in Anglo-Spanish relations that lay behind Philip’s increasing support for measures against England and England’s increasing inclination to support the Dutch revolt. Sir John Hawkins’ slave-trading to the Spanish colonies in the queen’s ships and the Spanish attack on him in 1568 were passed over, as was Elizabeth’s confiscation of Genoese money on its way to the Netherlands to pay the Spanish army in the same year. Dutch Protestant exiles in England did appear, alarmingly as Anabaptist heretics in London and, more gratifyingly, as praising Elizabeth at Norwich in 1578 for her willingness ‘to defend and protect the miserable and dispersed members of Christ obiect to everie kind of injurie’ (1577: II, 1871–2; 1587: III, 1293). But their activity in sustaining the underground churches in the Netherlands could be deduced only from the account borrowed from Foxe of Dr John Storey’s raiding ships at Antwerp for Protestant books come from England (1587: III, 1225), and their ‘Sea-beggar’ raids on Habsburg shipping until Elizabeth expelled them in 1572, sparking their takeover in Holland and Zeeland, went quite unmentioned. So did the flood of English volunteers who followed and the extensive debates over more formal English intervention in 1576–7. For any mention of the fighting of the 1570s, ‘when the warres were at the hottest in those low countries betwéene the states and king Philip’, one had to turn to the Scottish history, which recounted ‘manie warlike exploits performed by the Scots’ in the Dutch service, and indeed revealed the presence of English troops alongside them (1587: II, Scot., 414, 422–3).

The Chronicles, then, even in 1587, did not offer a full view of Elizabethan foreign relations or a teleological account of the coming of the war with Spain which was becoming hotter and hotter as they made their way from the presses to their first readers. Yet they did provide those readers with the materials to access both the queen’s public explanation of events and the world view of those of her ministers keenest to propel England into war. This consisted not only in a sense of the implacable hostility of Rome and a hope in the strength of England’s navy and the valour of her troops, but also in two other convictions which would help shape English foreign policy for two generations to come. One was that it was England’s duty to save Protestantism abroad, in ‘those parts beyond the seas, where the gospell of God is mainteined, the which cannot but be exceedinglie weakened, by the defection of this noble Iland’ (1587: III, 1581). The other was that this made Spain England’s greatest enemy, a Spain that deserved defeat because of the many vices rolled up in the ‘Black Legend’. In this analysis Spain aspired to universal monarchy, aiming that ‘Spaine shall mount to so huge a greatnesse, as to be able of himselfe to give lawes to all the states of christendome’ (1587: III, 1577). The preferred Spanish style of rule was seen in the Indies, for they tried to subject the Dutch to ‘perpetuall servitude, worse than that of the Indians under the importable yoke of the detestable inquisition of Spaine’ (1587: III, 1412). Further aspects of the national character had been shown in Mary’s reign, when some Spaniards fought alongside the English like ‘good and hardie souldiours’, but others, dangerously armed, cavorted with whores in the cloisters of Westminster Abbey (1577: II, 1777; 1587: III, 1126). All in all it was a blessing that Mary had not had a child to fall under Philip’s regency, for this eventuality ‘might have opened such a window to the Spaniards, to have entred and replenished this land, that peradventure by this time Englishmen should have injoied no great quiet in their owne countrie’ (1587: III, 1124).14

THE RECENT PAST

Anglo-Spanish relations under Mary were not the only aspect of the recent past, events within the lifetime of the oldest compilers and readers, discussed by the Chronicles in considerable detail. The wars of Henry VIII, Edward, and Mary were all recounted in depth, with several effects. First, the context of English heroism was thickened. The ancestors of Elizabethan generals were shown to have shared their descendants’ martial qualities. John Dudley, father of Leicester and Warwick, with his ‘wonted valure’ and his ‘hygh manhoode, valiante prowes, and great experience in all warlike enterprises’, appeared to the enemy to be a ‘raging lion’, ‘such a terror and astonishment’ that they were reduced to ‘a sort of timorous cattell’ (1577: II, 1618, 1666; 1587: III, 975). Sir Edward Guildford, the earls’ grandfather, one of Henry VIII’s ‘whips to the Frenchmen’, was not far behind (1587: III, 874).15 Lesser captains could again be picked out, like Sir Nicholas Arnold for his defence of Boulogneberg or Sir Anthony Ager, killed in the attempt to retake Calais castle (1577: II, 1641, 1771). Some, like Sir James Croft, once captain of Haddington, by 1577 comptroller of the queen’s household, were now great men, so could be praised by protesting that greater praise, while deserved, might appear flattery; others, faithful captains cited as eye-witnesses in the Anglo-Scots war of 1557–9, were still leading companies on the border expeditions of the 1570s (1577: I, Hist.Scot., 487, 512; II, 1640).

Englishmen in general also did well in these campaigns, as in the fighting around Calais in 1542–6, ‘in which, for the more parte, the Englishmenne got the upper hande of their enimies’, or in the heroic defence of Guînes in 1558, the long account of which partially obscured the debacle at Calais (1577: II, 1591, 1773–7). Their occasional misbehaviour was admitted, but even the mutiny against Lord Grey de Wilton, one of the heroes of the Chronicles, which forced him to surrender Guînes, was justified with the argument ‘that theyr lyves in other service myght yet availe theyr Prince and Countrey’ (1577: II, 1776). The tone of glorification was heightened in 1587 by liberal quotation from the epic poem Anglorum Praelia (1580) of Christopher Ockland, ‘The late poet that versified the warres of the valorous Englishmen’ (1587: III, 539). The ready participation of Englishmen in the Dutch and French conflicts was made more understandable by various mentions of those who had gone abroad to fight for other rulers in this earlier generation (1577: I, Hist.Ir., 114, 137, 159; II, 1641).

Other aspects of Elizabethan warfare were prefigured in these conflicts. Henry VIII’s fine ships were noted and already by 1545 English privateering was vigorous enough to fill disused London friaries with captured wine and fish (1577: II, 1519, 1600). Invasion threatened that year too, though the French were driven off ‘wyth losse and shame’ (1577: II, 1602). Trade was already a central concern of English policy. English merchants ‘liked the matter nothing at all, that there shoulde bee any warres betwixte the Emperour, and the king of Englande’ and by the suspension of the Low Countries trade in 1527–8 ‘the common welth suffered great decay’ (1577: II, 1539, 1273). The pope already lurked behind many of England’s problems. In 1539 he ‘moved and stirred dyverse great Princes and potentates of Christendom to invade the Realme of England’, Irish rebels already looked to him for help in the 1530s, and in the 1540s he obstructed Anglo-Scottish union (1577: I, Hist.Ir., 95; II, 1573; 1587, II. Scot., 334).

The French were of course the major enemy in these wars, and the loss of Calais was keenly felt. It was ‘suche a buffet to Englande, as happened not in more than an hundred yeare before, and a dishonor wherewith this realme shall be blotted, untill God shall give power to redub it with some like requitall to the French’ (1577: II, 1769). Yet the war in which it was lost was seen as a Spanish war and one that breached the marriage treaty between Philip and Mary, ‘who for hys sake had entred into a needlesse warre against Fraunce’, ‘tangling hir selfe contrarye to promise in hir husbands quarrell’ (1577: II, 1767, 1782). The effect for Elizabethans must have been to raise doubts not only about Spain; not only about the Marian regime, whose ‘misgovernment’ denied her any ‘valiant victorie’, in contrast to the ‘singular’ and ‘manifold’ victories of Henry VIII; but also about royal marriages to foreign princes, the merits of which were extensively debated in the treatment of Wyatt’s rebellion (1577: II, 1724–32, 1735, 1740; 1587: III, 977, 1160–1).

The combination of English chronicles with published Continental histories succeeded in giving these sections a fuller and more coherent narrative of European politics and England’s part in them than the Elizabethan chapters delivered. The Italian wars and the onward march of the Ottomans were quite effectively covered, though Germany was effectively off limits. Yet this analytical approach blended at times awkwardly with gestures towards the edges of popular memory. For the authors the earliest events of Henry VIII’s reign were already fading into proverbial landmarks of history, like his first French wars, ‘the warres of Turwine and Turneie’ (1587, III, 1080).16 The great storm that prevented the relief of Calais had achieved a similar status as ‘the wind that blew awaie Calis, which was in the time of the reigne of quéene Marie’ (1587: III, 1579). There they joined the great sweep of British engagement with the Continent to which the Chronicles provided a guide.

BEFORE THE TUDORS

The reflective reader of the Chronicles, keen to apply their dictum that ‘the use of the historie, is to instruct succéeding ages’, could find parallels for many of the current issues in England’s relationship with Europe in her medieval past (1587: III, 1354). At least from the time of the Norman and Plantagenet kings, their England was one deeply engaged with her Continental neighbours, with Frenchmen, Flemings, and Bretons; with emperors, popes, and crusaders; and even with Cyprus, Sicily, and Constantinople. The importance of trade to political alliance could be seen, for example, in the relationship of Edward III and Ghent, its role in domestic stability in the Steelyard riot of 1493, while the disruptive presence of Flemish immigrants in England was evident at several points (1577: II, 825, 901, 1027, 1255–6, 1443). England’s intellectual life too was European, as scholastics studied at Paris, Wycliffites travelled to Bohemia, and aspiring humanists sought out Guarino of Verona at Ferrara (1577: II, 824, 1001–2, 1118, 1307–8, 1355, 1390).

In politics, dangerous exiles and duplicitous foreigners stalked the preceding centuries, while a tantalizing model of female rule was presented by Margaret of Anjou, ‘a woman of a greate witte, and no lesse courage, desyrous of honoure, and furnyshed wyth the giftes of reason, policye and wysedome, but yet to shew hir selfe not altogether a man, but in some one poynte a verie woman, oftentymes when she was vehemente and fully bente on a matter, she was sodeynly lyke a Weathercocke, mutable and tournyng’ (1577: II, 1256). The pernicious influence of the papacy could be pointed out at many turns and the occasional aspersion cast on ‘the Spanish subtilties’, but the overriding issue of the later Middle Ages was ‘the contention … aboute the right to the Crowne of Fraunce, betwyxte the Frenche menne and Englishe menne, whiche hangeth as yet undecyded tyll these our dayes’ (1577: II, 906; 1587: III, 794). The Hundred Years War gave plenty of opportunities to glorify ‘the worthie exploits of our countriemen’ (1587: III, sig. A3r). The litany of victories was lodged in the national memory by repetition: Sluis ‘a famous victorie’, Crécy ‘a noble victorie’, Neville’s Cross ‘the happie victorie’, Poitiers ‘this greate victorie’, Agincourt ‘this noble victorie’ (1577: II, 915, 935, 940, 961, 1180). The heroic past was connected to the present by mention of families whose muniments proved their ancestors’ prowess (1577: II, 930, 1000; 1587: III, 551, 563). English sea captains repeatedly came home with lavish spoils, most memorably one nicknamed ‘Robert Mendmarket’ for his ability to fill the shops with saleable goods (1577: II, 1156). Yet the Anglo-French conflict illustrated the dangers of warfare too. Destructive French raids, ‘specially where the Champion countreis stretch towards the sea coastes’ were described again and again, and the great invasion scare of 1386 foreshadowed those of 1545 and 1588 (1577: II, 904, 1053–6).

By assembling passages of commentary, as commonplacing techniques taught Elizabethan readers to do, it was also possible to construct a coherent analysis of the course and outcome of the struggle. The victories of Edward III were ‘glorious’, ‘yet they proved not so profitable in the ende’, for, while the ‘Englishe Gentlemen’ were ‘maynteyned by the French warres’ and thus reluctant to make peace, the wider English population grew weary of a war which ‘the French men prolonged of purpose, and refused to trye theyr fortune any more in pyght fieldes’ (1577: II, 1000, 1083). New opportunities were afforded to Henry V as ‘the Princes and nobles of the [French] Realme fell into devision and discord among themselves’, but English rule in France was problematic (1577: II, 1185). Gascon loyalism might rest on the calculation ‘that the englishe yoke was but easie in comparison to the French bondage’, but Norman revolt suggested that it was improbable that ‘the universall people bredde in France, will heartily love or inwardly favour an English borne childe’ (1577: II, 1130, 1252). Under Henry VI England in turn was crippled by ‘the devision within the realm, every great man desiring rather to be revenged on his foe at home, than on the common enimie abroade’ (1577: II, 1269). Imbalances were accentuated by the French skill in negotiation: in the summing-up attributed to a courtier of Louis XI, because ‘the ingenious wits of the Frenchmen excell the dull braines of Englishmen … in all battels you have béene the gainers, but in leagues and treaties our wits have made you loosers’ (1587: III, 697). Meanwhile the growing strength of the French kingdom made things ever harder for the English: by Louis’s acquisitions at the expense of the Angevins and Burgundians ‘the crown of France was … much encreased in dominions, to the great reinforcement of that realme’ (1577: II, 1352).

England’s long struggle with the Scots loomed large in the Chronicles, but those who read the Scottish volumes would also have been struck by something else. Scotland’s interaction with Europe was not only lively, but very different from England’s. The Scots had their own trade to Antwerp, marked by a house still visible at the time of writing, their own role in the crusades, their own scholars studying at Paris, in Germany, and with ‘that famous Clearke Erasmus Roterodamus’ (1577: I, Hist.Scot., 286, 319, 329, 365, 415, 465). They had ongoing relations with the Scandinavian kingdoms, especially Denmark, a potential alternative to England as a source of support in establishing the Reformation (1577: I. Hist.Scot., 382–3, 400–1, 409; 1587: II, Scot., 288, 356, 369). Above all they had ‘the auncient bande betwixt Scotland and France’ (1577: I, Hist.Scot., 443). This led to the creation of the French king’s guards of Scottish archers and men-at-arms, still serving ‘even in this our age’, to the entrenchment of numerous Scottish families among the nobilities of France and Italy after ‘service in the warres of Italy’, and to the immortalization of individual heroes like Robert Patillocke of Dundee, a captain commemorated by a statue in France as ‘le petit roy de Gascoigne’ (1577: I, Hist.Scot., 414, 458; 1587: II, Scot., 244, 261, 278, 284, 333, 340).

NEWS, PROPAGANDA, AND HISTORY

If, lastly, we turn from the historical content of the Chronicles to the sources on which they drew, they illustrate how British engagement with Europe was increasingly mediated by printed material of various sorts. The printing of newsletters, panegyrics on royal successes, and justifications of government policy—categories that often overlapped—developed much faster in France and the Netherlands in the sixteenth century than in England or Scotland.17 The Chronicles’ verbatim report of the defiance of Charles V by French and English heralds in 1528 and the emperor’s response, for example, may well have been drawn from one of the eight news pamphlets on the subject published that year at Antwerp and Amsterdam, while the first item of English occasional print included would seem to be Henry VIII’s justification for invading Scotland in 1542, ‘drawne forth and published in print to the whole worlde by the sayde king in a little Phamplet’ (1577: I, Hist.Scot., 447–55; II, 1541–8).18 Thereafter English and Scottish printed items were laid under contribution where possible, as were William Patten’s extended account of the Scottish campaign of 1547, used ‘not much digressing from his owne wordes’, and James VI’s religious declaration of 1584 (1577: II, 1633; 1587: II, Scot., 441–2). Other recent events, however, such as the Anglo-Scottish war of 1557–9, were freshly commemorated in print by the compilers, working from such ‘odde notes’ as they could get from eye-witnesses when they could ‘finde none that hath written any thing at all’ (1577: I, Hist.Scot., 487).

Foreign news publishing might be denounced as excessive, as exemplified by the ‘insolent triumphs and immoderate rejoising of the French for the recoverie of Calis’, which admittedly consisted of at least twelve news pamphlets, thirty-five poems, and a view of the town (1587: III, 1136).19 But by 1587, England was starting to catch up, the queen’s progresses chronicled in ‘thréehalfepenie pamphlets’ and printed news available about Lord Grey de Wilton in Ireland and the treasons of Campion, Throckmorton, Parry, Northumberland, and Mary, Queen of Scots (1587: III, 1287, 1314, 1328, 1370, 1382, 1404, 1580). Part of the acceleration of the 1580s was a boom in the publication of books and pamphlets about France, three times as numerous in that decade as in the 1560s or 1570s, rising to a peak just after the second Holinshed edition, in 1589–93.20 At least one of them was used in the Chronicles, while translated French works might take the reader further afield, as in the memorial sermon on Gregory XIII, ‘full of papisticall adulation’, included for satirical effect (1587: III, 1397–401). What lurked in the background of this world of print, meanwhile, unreproduced in the Chronicles but often alluded to, was the stream of ‘infamous libels against hir majestie printed and published beyond the seas’ by her Catholic exile opponents (1587: III, 1370).

More substantial printed works also came into England from abroad, including histories and memoirs that might shape Englishmen’s understanding of international events, just as the censors of the Holinshed volumes feared that the passages they removed might adversely affect England’s relations with the Dutch and Scots or the standing of her justice in foreigners’ eyes.21 Many foreign printed chronicles were not very different in approach from the English chronicles of Hall and Stow. The Holinshed team may have borrowed some features from them, particularly the aggregative composition and more or less dense source referencing of the vernacular chronicles assembled for the press by authors they acknowledged as sources, such as Jean Bouchet, Jean de Bourdigné, Guillaume Paradin, and Denis Sauvage, and others whose works they may perhaps have known, such as Jan Reygersbergh or Marcus van Vaernewyck.22 Recent archaeological findings, such as the opening of William the Conqueror’s tomb in 1542, were also exploited (1577: II, 332).

Sleidan, Giovio, and above all Guicciardini were different from these foreign chroniclers, and proved particularly useful to the 1587 compilers. They provided information about themes untouched by previous English chronicles, such as the expansion of the Ottoman empire under Selim I which formed the background to the treaty of London of 1518 (1587: III, 846–7). More important, they injected a new style of analysis into the treatment of international politics: as the compilers wrote of Guicciardini, he ‘maketh passage to knowledge, as oile giveth maintenance of light to the lampe’ (1587: III, 834). It was he, for example, who gave them the crisp statement of the many strengths of Charles VIII’s ‘newlie amplified’ France, or the deft summary of Wolsey’s aim for Henry VIII’s manoeuvres between France and Spain, ‘that bearing such a hand upon the controversies and quarrels that ran betwéene other princes; all the world might acknowledge to depend upon him and his authoritie the resolution and expectation of all affaires’ (1587: III, 748–9, 886). His politic analysis complemented that of the memoir material—Commynes, De La Marche, Du Bellay, Rabutin—on which the compilers also drew. In such texts, forged in the world of courtly counsel in the confrontation of Louis XI’s France and Charles the Bold’s Burgundy and tempered in the meeting with Italian diplomacy in the early Italian wars, the Chronicles’ authors and readers could find insight into the cosmopolitan, secular, and pragmatic ideas wielded by the makers of Elizabethan foreign policy, the principles of ‘the affaires and policies of obteining and kéeping of kingdoms’.23 Thus they were equipped not only to make their own politic analysis of the often annalistic material about past international politics presented in the Chronicles, but also, perhaps, to think their way beyond the silences, confusions, and preoccupations of the Chronicles’ treatment of contemporary events to make sense of the British kingdoms’ position in Europe for themselves.


CHAPTER 28

TUDOR KINGS AND QUEENS*

SUSAN DORAN

THIS chapter examines the representation of Tudor monarchs in Holinshed’s Chronicles of England. As is well known, the two editions contain important differences arising from the substantial revisions and additions by Abraham Fleming, editor-in-chief of the 1587 version. In addition to bringing the narrative up to date, he introduced moralizing asides, verses, and sententiae as well as substantial new material on international politics, military campaigns, court ceremonies, and the nefarious behaviour of popes and cardinals.1 However, when it comes to accounts of the Tudor monarchs, Fleming’s modifications have generally been thought less extensive. Yet all are significant and, in my opinion, impose a more authoritative voice and consistent ideological viewpoint on the narrative than has been recognized.2 Regarding the representation of the Tudor monarchs, therefore, I cannot agree with Annabel Patterson’s verdict that ‘the effect of his additions was to increase the multivocality of the work’.3

HENRY VII

The reference to the ‘Tudors’ in my title is pithy but anachronistic. As Cliff Davies recently pointed out, Holinshed’s Chronicles, like other sixteenth-century writings, never use the dynastic name by which the Tudor monarchs are known today, and Henry VII is always referred to as the earl of Richmond before his accession, not by his patronymic.4 Although titles are consistently preferred to family names, there are hints that Henry’s patrilineal descent was something of an embarrassment to the chroniclers. The 1587 edition refers to him as ‘Henrie the seaventh, sonne to Edmund earle of Richmond, which Edmund was brother by the moothers side to Henrie the sixt’ (Chronicles 1587: III, 762), a misleading style of address because it fails to mention that ‘the moothers side’ was not of English royal blood and overlooks the fact that Henry’s claim to the throne came through his mother, Margaret Beaufort. Indeed, Margaret is given short shrift in the Chronicles; even her death in 1509 goes unrecorded until Francis Thynne mentions it late in the second edition when cataloguing the dukes of England; there she is simply called the daughter of John Beaufort, duke of Somerset, not the Lancastrian heir.

In point of fact, Henry VII’s hereditary right is played down in Holinshed, and his accession legitimated in other ways. Both texts present it as an act of election, noting that after Lord Stanley ritually crowned Richmond on the battlefield ‘the people rejoyced, and clapped theyr hands crying up to heaven, King Henry King Henry … as though he had ben elected king by the voice of the people, in auncient tymes past in dyvers realmes it hath bene accustomed’ (1577: II, 1423). This public acclamation contrasts with the silence of the London crowd two years earlier when the duke of Buckingham sought in vain for public approval of Richard III’s accession. Moreover, the chroniclers record that at his official coronation Henry was ‘anoynted, and crowned king, by the whole assent as well of the commons as of the nobilitie’ (1577: II, 1425).5 Finally, the Chronicles imply an act of election by quoting in full the statute passed in December 1485, which Fleming’s edition labels ‘An act for the establishing of the crowne in the line of Henrie the seaventh’ (1587: III, 463).6

However, Henry’s right to rule is presented as divinely sanctioned as well, for without it election could have no efficacy (as is seen later in the attempted elevation of Lady Jane Grey); and of course the victory in battle over the tyrannical Richard implicitly signified God’s approval. But Fleming also underlines the importance of divine providence. Reproducing from Hall’s chronicle the story of King Cadwalader’s prophecy that his progeny would once again rule England, he adds to it a ‘propheticall inspiration’ of Henry VI that the young Richmond would rule after him.7 And ‘so it came to passe’, writes Fleming, ‘by the appointment of God … to whose government, gift and disposing, all realms and all dominions are subject’ (1587: III, 763). God’s purpose was also worked out, thought Fleming, when Henry married Elizabeth of York: ‘This was brought about by God Almighty, the Author of peace, and such was the end of civil strife’, declares the editor quoting a (Latin) quotation from Christopher Ocland’s Anglorum Praelia (p. 763).8

Holinshed’s Henry VII displays many qualities of a model king: he is politically adept, brave in battle, chivalrous towards women and his enemies, charitable to the poor, pious in religion, and generally just towards his subjects. The 1587 text paints a still more attractive portrait, as when Fleming inserts the following moralizing commentary on Henry’s repayment of loans from the City of London:

A vertue verie laudable in this good king, and so much the more noteworthie as it is rare; speciallie in mightie men and great estates of the world, that count what soever they can catch their owne, as though the pursses of the people were theirs to possesse at pleasure & use at lust, without conscience or care of restitution. [1587: III, 770]

Similarly, Fleming is at pains to justify Henry’s harsh reprisals after the battle of Stoke by adding the comment that the punishments were carried out ‘not by extremitie of rigor inclining to tyrannie, but by due moderation of justice’ as prescribed in the Bible (1587: III, 767).

Nonetheless, both texts admit that Henry grew rapacious with age, though they blame this development on the king’s new councillors, Edmund Dudley and Richard Empson. Unlike their predecessors, Archbishop John Morton and Reginald Bray, who were ‘refrainers of that kings unbrideled libertie’, Henry’s new councillors followed his will unquestioningly (1577: II, 1458). Readers are, therefore, guided to conclude that the more oppressive government of Henry’s later reign resulted mainly from his servants’ failure to offer good counsel. In any event, Holinshed moves quickly over this reprehensible episode in Henry’s life, preferring to dwell on the king’s attempts at restitution shortly before his death. As for Dudley and Empson, they might have offered bad counsel but they were not, in Holinshed’s view, evil councillors and consequently did not deserve their fate in the next reign. Although the indictments against them are printed in full so that readers could learn why they were so hated, the chroniclers repeatedly emphasize that their trial and execution were borne of malice (1577: II, 1465, 1468).9

As Scott Lucas explains, Holinshed’s portrayal of Henry VII borrows extensively from Hall, whose account is itself based on Polydore Vergil’s 1534 edition of the Anglica Historia. Their king is wise, cautious, moderate and circumspect; and they maintain that he so abhorred ‘pride and arrogancie, that he was ever sharpe and quicke to them that were noted with that fault’. Each text claims he mingled justice with mercy, although they go on to admit that ‘such as were scourged wyth amerciamentes, cryed oute and sayde, it was rather for the respect of gaine, than for any politike provision’ (1577: II, 1462). Yet, overall Holinshed is the more generous towards Henry, and tempers Hall’s criticisms derived from Vergil. For instance, Holinshed treats Henry’s deathbed contrition for his covetousness as a genuine act of repentance, whereas Hall and Vergil attribute it mainly to the king’s concern for his posthumous reputation, which according to Hall, lay at the heart of all his behaviour, an observation absent from Holinshed.10

The more flattering portrait of Henry seems unlikely to be a mere ploy to please his grand-daughter Elizabeth. More plausibly, the editors felt driven to counter criticisms of Henry and paint him as a good Christian king because of the Chronicles’ overall structure in which his legitimate accession and just rule are contrasted with the usurpations and tyranny of Henry IV and Richard III.11 This contrast is implicit throughout the fifteenth-century narrative and symbolized by the manner of each monarch’s death. Whereas Henry VII expires peacefully, using his last hours to carry out acts of restitution and mercy, while his subjects hold processions and pray ‘for his restoring to health & long continuance of the same’ (1577: II, 1461), Henry IV dies hated by his subjects, frustrated in his wish to go on a crusade, and tormented by a guilty conscience over his usurpation. Richard III, meanwhile, dies ‘with infamy & dishonor’ and only receives a decent burial thanks to his enemy’s ‘princely regard and pitifull zeale’ (1577: II, 1423–4). Whatever historians now make of Bosworth, it did signify something important for Holinshed—the end of a disastrous dynastic conflict that began with the usurpation of Henry IV and ended with the tyranny of Richard III—and consequently the post-Bosworth king is presented as a model ruler.

HENRY VIII

The Chronicles are more ambivalent about Henry VIII. Predictably, the contributors are impressed by his commitment to war and do not stint their praise of his ‘manly prowes and greate strengthe’ as displayed in ‘warlyke feates’ (1577: II, 1468). Throughout both editions Henry is an exemplary warrior king, to be admired not only for his personal bravery but also for leadership qualities such as the rallying of troops and strategic planning during campaigns. The focus is largely on the major wars against France and Scotland, but there are also accounts of military preparations, naval engagements, skirmishes on the Anglo-Scottish borders, and relatively minor campaigns in France and the Netherlands. As Hammer explains, the wars provide the chroniclers with edifying examples of martial valour that, in true humanist fashion, they want recorded for posterity. Henry VIII is admired too for the classical virtues of magnificence and liberality, expressed through the spectacles at court and meetings with foreign potentates. The chroniclers, though, ignore the cost of these wars and extravagances, until they come to the next reign. Only then do they register disapprovingly that the currency’s devaluation through Henry’s debasements was ‘to the greate dishonour’ of the realm and ‘to the deceit and no little hinderance of all the Kynges majesties good subjectes’ (1577: II, 1708–9).

Other aspects of Henry VIII’s conduct are favourably presented as well. During the annulment proceedings we learn that this ‘wise prudent Prince’ acted reluctantly on the dictates of his conscience after John Longland and other clerics had raised doubts about his marriage to Katherine (1577: II, 1551). As Anne Boleyn makes her appearance relatively late in the narrative, there is no hint that the divorce was prompted by Henry’s wish to make her his queen out of either dynastic or personal concerns. In the ensuing conflict with Katherine, Henry is depicted as reasonable and sorrowful, rather than frustrated and angry, while she is called wilful and ‘stiffe’ in her refusal to accept God’s law (1587: III, 927). To allay any readers’ doubts about the justice of Henry’s case, the determinations of the universities are printed and approvingly cited in the second edition. In all the early legislative acts curbing papal and clerical power, Henry is portrayed as responding impartially and wisely to the wishes of his Parliament, and not at all as a ruthless director of policy for his own self-interested ends. Henry’s apparent sincerity is underlined by his godly actions: to further learning, he re-endows Cardinal College; to promote religion, he commands the bishops to prepare a new translation of scripture.

More surprisingly perhaps, both editions also speak with one voice—and an uncritical one at that—when delineating the king’s later religious policy. The editors simply replicate material from Hall who refrains from making Henry accountable for the ungodly acts of his reign. Consequently, the narrative of the trial and execution of John Lambert vindicates the king and treats the sacramentarian unsympathetically. Recycling Hall, Holinshed reports that Lambert put up a poor defence for a man esteemed to be well learned and, when generously offered a royal pardon if he would recant, ‘hee woulde not consent thereto, and therefore he was there condemned’ (1577: II, 1571–2). This version of the Lambert affair differs radically from Foxe’s accounts in the Acts and Monuments, where bishops and king taunt and rage against the future martyr who is forced into silence. Foxe’s marginal notes, moreover, draw attention to his critique of Henry’s behaviour: ‘The king fierce upon Lambert’ and ‘The king condemneth the Martyr of Christ, John Lambert’.12 No hint of this appears in Holinshed.

Both Holinshed texts similarly follow Hall rather than Foxe in their account of the Act of Six Articles. As in Hall, Henry is relieved of all blame for the ‘bloudie statute’ when Holinshed implies it originated in Parliament and that the king initially tried to mitigate its effects by granting a pardon to many of the 500 or so indicted unjustly under its terms.13 By contrast, Foxe gives Henry considerable agency in policy-making: his king is generally unable to discriminate between good and bad advice; accordingly, in 1539, ‘beyng to much seduced and abused, [he] began to withdrawe hys defense from the reformation of true Religion’ and allowed his prelates to decree ‘the whip with 6. Strings’.14

Given Fleming’s ardent Protestantism and his penchant elsewhere for quoting, paraphrasing, or citing the martyrologist, it is striking that the 1587 text ignores Foxe’s treatment of Henry’s later religious policy. This seems to be a deliberate act of self-censorship that needs explanation. Of course, it is always possible that Fleming simply wanted to avoid offending the queen. He may also have held back from censuring Henry ‘for reverence of his roialtie’ and ‘bicause we are to judge honourablie of our rulers, and to speake nothing but good of the princes of the people’ (1587: III, 872); this at least was Fleming’s purported motive for passing briskly over the embarrassing contents of Henry’s book denouncing Luther and defending the papacy. More probably, though, Fleming’s restraint resulted from his anxiety about putting ammunition into the hands of Catholics at home and abroad.15 After all, Nicholas Sander’s notorious Schismatis Anglicani reviling the Tudors had only recently been printed abroad, and in the dangerous 1580s, Protestants could not afford to show any disapproval of Henry’s religious policies that might be exploited by the Jesuits and seminary priests.16

Nonetheless, there are sections of Holinshed where readers might detect an implicit criticism of Henry. Before 1529 he is shown allowing policy-making and the administration of justice to fall into the hands of Cardinal Wolsey, the larger than life figure that all sixteenth-century chroniclers loved to hate. Following Hall and Vergil, Holinshed shows Wolsey manipulating the king and initiating actions that are in the cardinal’s interests rather than those of the realm. The Chronicles’ conclusion that Wolsey took ‘the whole rule himself for that he saw how the king made small account of any other but onely of him’ casts Henry in a poor light (1577: II, 1499). Yet, even after Wolsey’s fall, Henry is often absent from the narrative when important decisions are taken, and readers are again left with the impression that others are pulling the strings to the disadvantage of the realm. The Act of Six Articles is treated in this way, and the execution of Thomas Cromwell is another instance. As in Hall and Foxe, Holinshed’s Cromwell is a godly reformer destroyed by a malignant conspiracy of unnamed conservative clerics. Henry allows it to happen for reasons that are nowhere explained.

As for Anne Boleyn, no one is fingered for her fall. Unlike Cromwell, she is not said to be the victim of faction, and readers are not told how she offended the king or what charges were brought against her. However, there is a strong presumption of her innocence in the longer 1587 account, and the final judgment against her is consequently presented as unjust. Relying on Stow’s Chronicles, Fleming records that on entering the Tower, Anne beseeched ‘God to helpe hir, as she was not guiltie of that whereof she was accused’ and that at her trial she put up a convincing defence ‘whereunto she made so wise and discréet answers, that she seemed fullie to cleere hir selfe of all matters laid to hir charge’ (1587: III, 940). Later on, when recounting the duke of Somerset’s trial, Fleming returns to Anne’s execution, asserting her innocence in the text and a marginal note (1587: III, 1069). Whether or not the king should be held responsible is left to the reader, but Henry certainly comes across as mutable in executing the woman upon whom he has showered so many recent honours, and heartless in ignoring her pleas for mercy and remarrying within a week of her death.

Revealingly, Holinshed’s summary of Henry VIII’s reign is very short. The second Tudor king receives just 99 words of praise in the first edition and 137 words plus ten lines of verse in the second, a strong contrast to the nearly 500 words in the first edition and 600 words and eleven lines of Latin verse in the second which summarize the virtues of his father. The encomium on Henry VIII is also somewhat subdued. Nothing is said about his personal piety, break from Rome, or care of his subjects. He is not described as just, merciful, or charitable. Instead, praise is reserved for his patronage of learning and the ‘greate magnificence and liberalitie’ which led to his international prestige. Rather than being called prudent or wise, he is described as ‘ryght fortunate in all his dooings so that comonly what soeuer he attempted, had good successe’. As for his physical appearance, ‘Of personage hee was tall and mightie, in his latter dayes somewhat grosse, or as we terme it, bourly’ (1577: II, 1612). Did the reference to a deterioration in his outward form perhaps signify for the chroniclers a change for the worse in his inward nature?

EDWARD VI

Holinshed’s narrative of Edward’s reign is largely an amalgam of Grafton’s 1569 A Chronicle at Large, Foxe’s 1576 Acts and Monuments, and contributions from John Stow and William Patten. Fleming occasionally adds his own comments. However, despite the mingling of information and judgements from men whose religious views, we now know, varied widely, a surprisingly coherent portrait emerges of the king, his Lord Protector, and the duke of Northumberland.

In the years before 1552, the young king is little more than a figurehead. Only in matters of religion is Edward described as playing an active role, for it is he who, ‘myndyng fyrste of all to seeke Gods honour and glorie’, issued the earliest proclamations and injunctions introducing religious reform (1577: II, 1615).17 Edward’s character and influence, however, come across strongly in the narrative of the last year of his reign. There, the lengthy description of his foundation of the London hospitals in response to Bishop Nicholas Ridley’s sermon on charity provides evidence that Edward ‘was so carefull of the good governement of the realme, and chieflie to doo and prefer such things as most speciallie touched the honor of almightie God’ and that his death robbed England of a king who promised to be one of the best in England’s history (1577: II, 1712). Even worse, intrudes the Protestant Fleming, it robbed England of a godly ruler, whose ‘life would haue béene wished equall to the patriarchs … But he was too good a prince for so bad a people’ (1587: III, 1082).

Before Edward’s emergence as a major player, Holinshed’s two heroes are the dukes of Somerset and Northumberland. Somerset is several times called the ‘good duke’ and deemed one of the godly. Following Foxe, Holinshed describes him as a man ‘very gentle and pitifull’, and demonstrates the truth of this assertion in the narrative. Wishing to avoid a bloody war, Somerset invites the Scots to join ‘a friendly bonde and unitie’ with England, and at Pinkie he is so ‘moved with pitie of the sight of the dead bodyes, and rather glad of victorie than desirous of slaughter’ that he calls the battle to a close (1577: II, 1622). The narrative also contradicts some of the main indictments against Somerset that are listed in the text. The charge that ‘he esteemed nothing the grave counsaile of the Counsaylers’ is gainsaid by the descriptions of him governing alongside the council. The charge that he was ‘ambicious, and sought his owne glory’ is effectively denied when we are told that he refused a public celebration of his victory in Scotland and recommended prayers be offered to God instead (1577: II, 1699). Somerset’s arrest in October 1549 and later trial in 1552, therefore, come across as unjustified. The first is presented as the work of a conspiracy by a group of disaffected—but unnamed—lords and councillors; the second as the result of unfounded suspicions and rumours. That his trial was a travesty of justice is indicated by Somerset’s behaviour at his arrest, the unpopularity of his condemnation within London, and the unease of the king with the verdict.

While Holinshed draws heavily on Grafton in the story of Somerset’s fall, Fleming’s additions inject a note of tragedy that derives from Foxe. Like Foxe, Fleming figures Somerset as God’s instrument for the promotion of the Gospel and his death as a blow to the godly cause. While he treats the duke’s reprieve in February 1550 as providential, it has for Fleming a terrible poignancy as he thinks it ‘had béene better not to have happened, than with such infelicitie in so short a time to have ended’ (1587: III, 1060). When describing Somerset’s execution, Fleming supplements the description of Stow with that of Foxe, and likens the occasion to the crucifixion: ‘It happened here, as the evangelists write, it did to Christ, when the officers of the high priests & Phariseis comming with wepons to take him, being astonied ran backe, & fell to the ground.’18 Somerset’s death, concludes Fleming, was recognized at the time, and rightly so, as a bad omen for the future, ‘For all men did sée in the decaie of this duke, the publike ruine of all England, except such as indeed perceived nothing’ (1587: III, 1068).

Given his reputation as a carnal gospeller, it is perhaps odd that Northumberland is also presented as an admirable figure in both editions of Holinshed. In the lengthy accounts of the French and Scottish wars under Henry VIII and Edward VI, Northumberland (then Lord Admiral Lisle) is commended as a military hero. In contrast with earlier chronicles, Holinshed writes at length about Lisle’s participation in the 1544 incursions into Scotland and assault on Leith, while his successful raid on Le Treport in Normandy, a year later, earns him Latin plaudits from Fleming. Similarly, unlike earlier chroniclers, Holinshed gives him equal credit with Somerset for the victory at Pinkie, a battle where he is singled out for his ‘manly courage’, military intelligence, and leadership role.

As for Northumberland’s involvement in factional intrigues against the ‘good duke’, Holinshed admits that ‘contemporary murmurings’ held him partially responsible for Somerset’s downfall. However, following Grafton, the narrative exculpates him. Then the earl of Warwick, he is not shown instigating the 1549 coup but only engaging with the conspirators after they had already assembled in the city with their armed retainers.19 The bad feeling which afterwards developed between him and Somerset is blamed on ‘carie tales and flatterers’ with no suggestion that Northumberland was envious of or involved in a power struggle with the erstwhile Lord Protector (1577: II, 1703).20 Finally, Northumberland plays no distinctive role in the events of 1551–2; the council and lords together put Somerset on trial and ordered the Christmas pastimes which were designed to distract the king and prevent him from extending a pardon to his uncle.

Northumberland is similarly absolved of responsibility for the attempt to alter the order of succession in 1553. As in Grafton, it is Edward who is held up as the author of the scheme which, although illegal, is devised for godly reasons.21 Moreover, the whole political nation—councillors, prelates, nobles, and royal judges—with the sole exception of one lawyer (James Hales) accept the legality of Edward’s will, while on the king’s death the whole council acclaim Jane as their next monarch. Consequently, Northumberland’s words on his arrest that Fleming took from Stow appear perfectly legitimate:22 ‘I have doone nothing but by the consents of you and all the whole councell’ (1587: III, 1088). Northumberland’s dignified defence at his trial (reported in Grafton, Stow as well as the 1577 text) is equally convincing. Even at the moment of his execution, the duke’s honour remains untouched. Unlike Foxe, but following Grafton and Stow, Holinshed omits Northumberland’s recantation, attendance at mass, and scaffold speech exalting Catholic doctrine. This reticence (and wish to salvage the duke’s reputation) was probably out of consideration for his son, the earl of Leicester, who was one of those to whom the Chronicles were dedicated. In 1584, moreover, the Catholic pamphlet known as ‘Leicester’s Commonwealth’ had mocked the earl for his descent from ‘a traitorous Papist’, and Fleming would not have wanted credence given to that accusation.23

MARY

Given her status as England’s first regnant queen, we might expect Holinshed to comment on Mary’s gender. Yet, in the first edition it barely affects her political authority: she is prepared to fight for the throne against Northumberland and Jane; she displays a stronger stomach than her male advisers when challenged by Wyatt’s rebellion, and two of her public speeches are printed in full. The statute relating to the regal power of a woman, which was enacted in her second Parliament, receives no mention.

Although this narrative remains unchanged in the second edition, Fleming’s numerous and extended insertions—taken mainly from Foxe and to a lesser extent Stow—serve to turn Mary’s gendered body into a synecdoche for the weakness of her rule, the sterility of her religion, and the vulnerability of England to Spanish control. The 1587 text hints at troubles ahead when Fleming inserts Stow’s description of the coronation procession with its observation that Mary’s crown was ‘so massie and ponderous, that she was faine to beare up hir head with hir hand’, thereby signifying that the weight of royal authority was too heavy for her shoulders (1587: III, 1091).24 Afterwards, as in Foxe, Mary’s false pregnancy is equated with the deceptions characteristic of the Church of Rome and with her subjects’ gullibility in believing both. Mary’s barrenness is likewise compared to the fruitless prayers, processions, and masses which were offered for the safe delivery of her imaginary child. Although there is a farcical element here, Fleming rams home the seriousness of, and England’s providential escape from, the threat of Spanish and Catholic oppression. So after detailing the statute which was to establish a regency under Philip were Mary to die in childbirth, Fleming offers thanks to God:

who so mercifullie against the opinion, expectation, and working of our adversaries, hath helped and delivered us in this case: which otherwise might have opened such a window to the Spaniards, to have entred and replenished this land, that peradventure by this time Englishmen should have injoied no great quiet in their owne countrie. [1587: III, 1124–5]

Fleming’s other insertions (taken mainly from Foxe) transform Mary from the well-meaning, if deluded or misled, figure of the first edition into an agent of Antichrist and a persecutor who spilled more Christian blood in England than anyone else had since the reign of King Lucius.25 Although ready to condemn Gardiner as Achitophel and criticize ‘the malignant nature’ of Pole, Fleming, like Foxe, is far more outspoken in blaming Mary for the burnings than all other chroniclers (1587: III, 1164).26 This allows him to present Mary’s ‘privat misfortunes and calamities’ and her short, unhappy and unsuccessful reign as evidence of God’s ‘manifest displeasure’ and ‘wrathfull indignation’ towards both her and the realm. Fleming can then contrast her loss of Calais to her blessed brother’s victory at Pinkie, and the misery of her rule to the long, happy reign of her sister, Elizabeth (1587: III, 1161). The conclusion to Mary’s reign sums up Fleming’s attitude to the Catholic queen and her Protestant successor:

she [Elizabeth] in sparing the bloud, not onelie of Gods servants, but also of Gods enimies, hath doubled now the reigne of quéene Marie hir sister, with such aboundance of peace and prosperitie, that it is hard to saie, whether the realme of England felt more of Gods wrath in queene Maries time, or of Gods favour and mercie in these so blessed and peaceable daies of queene Elisabeth. [1587: III, 1161]

ELIZABETH

Holinshed’s Elizabeth is a providential monarch whose rule is the antithesis of that of her half-sister. Already embedded in the first edition, this perspective is boosted in the second. To emphasize Elizabeth’s providential status, Fleming adds a nine-page coda to the reign of Mary, repeating the ‘notable and needfull discourse of master Fox … concerning the mischeefous persecution and miraculous preservation of ladie Elizabeth’. Later, when recounting the many Catholic plots he never fails to underline ‘how mightilie God had defended his chosen Elisabeth’ (1587: III, 1322, 1327). God, he claims, also poured blessings on her reign, sending England ‘a calme and quiet season, a cleare and lovelie sunshine’ and a quiet time after the ‘former broiles of a turbulent estate’ (1587: III, 1170).

Fleming also highlights strong differences between the two queens, not only in their religious policies but also their exercise of justice. The ungodly Mary is shown allowing a serious act of injustice to go unpunished when those ‘honest’ jurymen who acquitted Nicholas Throckmorton are committed to jail and heavily fined, whereas the godly Elizabeth is depicted intervening to secure justice in the relatively trivial matter of a fishmonger overcharging his customers. To illustrate Elizabeth’s more merciful regime, Fleming inserts a telling passage in the description of Norfolk’s execution. Because it was the first beheading on Tower Hill since Mary had died, he writes, the scaffold had become so ‘rotten and ruinous’ that it needed replacing: ‘For queene Elisabeth having with mercie governed hir commonwealth, there was no punishment inflicted there upon anie for the space of fourtéene yeares.’ Readers are thereby invited to remember the numerous victims beheaded there under Mary, including the ‘two innocents’ Jane and Guildford Dudley. Moreover, unlike them, Norfolk is shown to have deserved his condemnation. The duke’s speech on the scaffold (not in the 1577 text) demonstrates that he was not condemned unjustly, as implicitly were Mary’s victims. Confessing ‘his offense against the quéenes majestie’, the duke apologizes for ‘the violating of his promise made to the quéene’ that he would deal no more with the Queen of Scots. We also learn that Norfolk’s execution was not religiously motivated (as we suspect was the case with Jane), for he publicly declares his Protestant beliefs (1587: III, 1229–30).

Fleming’s supplementary material serves to highlight another important contrast between the two queens. Whilst Mary’s sole concern appears to be her husband, Elizabeth’s love is shown to extend towards all her subjects. ‘Could a mother speake more tenderlie for hir infant, than this good quéene speaketh for hir people?’ he asks rhetorically (1587: III, 1221). The narrative appears to substantiate this difference. Mary tangles ‘hir selfe contrarye to promise in hir husbands quarrell’ against England’s interest, whereas Elizabeth tries to avoid war and only sent forces to Scotland and France to safeguard England’s security. Mary locks herself away to deliver a non-existent child, while Elizabeth goes out abroad to greet and talk with her subjects. Fittingly, Mary dies unloved, even by her husband, whereas Elizabeth continues to be beloved by her subjects as is evidenced by their prayers for her preservation and their acclaim during her processions and progresses.

To substantiate this portrait of Elizabeth, Fleming follows the first edition in omitting to register the occasions when the queen and her subjects were at loggerheads. Neither version records the 1563 and 1566 parliamentary petitions imploring Elizabeth to marry and/or name a successor; neither lists the bills for religious reform of the same years that Elizabeth would not allow passage through Parliament. Fleming follows this practice in the ‘continuation’ excluding Archbishop Grindal’s suspension, the furore over the Anjou marriage, and the parliamentary campaign against Archbishop Whitgift. Even the parliamentary cries for Mary, Queen of Scots’ execution are missing until he reaches 1586.

Nonetheless, the Chronicles do include events recorded in Stow and Grafton that seem to belie Fleming’s rosy picture of God’s benevolence towards a godly queen and her realm. To take the 1560s alone: the fighting in Scotland goes far from well; the English garrison is forced to withdraw from Newhaven; and plague strikes London in 1563, resulting in 20,136 deaths. Indeed in that year, writes Stow, there occurs ‘a three folde plague, pestilence, scarcitie of money, and dearth of vittayles, the miserie whereof were too long here to write’ (1577: II, 1833). Other ominous occurrences include the destruction of the spire of St Paul’s by lightning, the damage wrought by tempests, and a surge of monstrous births. Granted respect for historical accuracy determined the inclusion of these unsettling events, how did Fleming square them with the ‘world of blessings’ ushered in by the new queen? As far as the wars were concerned, there was nothing to explain. The queen’s political objectives were secured in Scotland, winning her international acclaim, while in France her honour was preserved because ‘Englishmen verily in thys service shewed, that they were nothing degenerated from the auntiente race of theyr noble progenitors’ (1577: II, 1837). As for the natural disasters, Fleming presents them not as God’s warning to Protestant England but a punishment to sinners everywhere. He is at pains to inform readers that, according to Schardius, the 1563 plague spread beyond England, killing some 300,000 in Germany:

A grievous scourge of God (saith mine author) howbeit verie few thereby so terrified, that they reformed their wicked lives. Which plague in Germanie I therefore doo here repeat, bicause by all likelihoods it is to be gathered, that as it raged in the same yeare both there and here; so the cause maie be all one. [1587: III, 1206]

Why let a few uncomfortable facts get in the way of Protestant providentialism!

CONCLUSIONS

The two editions of Holinshed’s Chronicles differ considerably in their accounts of recent political history. In part this is due to variant editorial practices. Raphael Holinshed essentially followed the self-professedly unintrusive approach as set out in his preface:

I have collected the same out of many and sundry Authours, in whome what contrarietie, negligence, and rashnesse, somtime is founde in their reportes, I leave to the discretion of those that have perused theyr workes: for my parte, I have in things doubtfull rather chosen to shewe the diversitie of their writings, than by over ruling them, and using a peremptory censure, to frame them to agree to my liking. [1577: I, sig. ¶4r–v; 1587: III, sig. A3r]

The result is a chronicle that includes multiple, and sometimes contradictory, materials. ‘A reader of Holinshed’, wrote Stephen Booth, ‘is likely to evaluate one action on the basis of three or four mutually exclusive standards in the course of reading only three or four sentences.’27 By contrast, Fleming reworked the original text to create an overarching interpretative framework and allow an authoritative voice to emerge. Although he continued to add material from ‘many and sondry authors’, his was not merely another voice among many. Rather, Fleming refashioned the text to reflect his own individual perspective, providential viewpoint, religious preferences, and particular enthusiasms. I am not suggesting here that no other opinions can be heard—indeed Fleming admits in his preface that it would be impossible ‘out of uncerteinties to raise certeinties, and to reconcile writers dissenting in opinion and report’—but that Fleming’s own voice usually drowns out the others.28 The unity of vision he imposes is strongest when he edits the reigns of Mary and Elizabeth but is also evident in his version of the reigns of Henry VII and Edward VI. Only in the reign of Henry VIII does the editorial voice appear muted, perhaps because Fleming couldn’t make up his mind about the king or, more likely, because the political situation inhibited him from articulating criticisms.

Is Fleming’s chronicle an example of Tudor propaganda? Taking a narrow view which defines propaganda as an official or governmental strategy to disseminate a particular message, his opus does not fall within that category. As Cyndia Susan Clegg has ably demonstrated, the Chronicles did not provide an official version of history.29 However, if we accept either Deborah Shuger’s assessment that ‘a discourse that sacrifices truth to present the issues as a clear contest between good versus evil is usually considered propaganda’, or Bertrand Taithe and Tim Thornton’s claim that propaganda operates as a message in several directions which ‘can be both a conscious trait and an unconscious, instinctive, reinforcement of self-identity and the promotion of a form of knowledge held as truth’, then the sixteenth-century section of the 1587 edition can legitimately be classified as propaganda.30 Its take on the English Reformation is essentially binary; its messages are located in a perceived historical truth; and it reaches out for unanimity within a group it tries to define, namely literate Protestant Englishmen.

But is it also designed to promote the Tudors as a providential dynasty which bound the wounds of a nation after a destructive civil war and purified the Church thereafter? In other words, can we consider the Chronicles to be part of a wider project that Kevin Sharpe has called ‘Selling the Tudors’? Did Holinshed and Fleming aim to place the Tudors in ‘a dynastic and providential narrative’ that made their reigns the ‘triumphant end-point’ of the nation’s history?31 I don’t think so. In the first place, there is no dynastic narrative.32 The Chronicles downplay Henry VII’s ‘Tudor’ connection and seem not to have any awareness of a house of Tudor. As we have seen, in the 1587 edition Henry VII is presented as close kin to the Lancastrian Henry VI and not as the founder of a new dynasty. Furthermore, if readers followed their normal reading practices, picking out the sections that interested them, cross-referencing to other texts, and appropriating passages for their commonplace books, they may even have failed to notice that between a quarter and a third of the Chronicles was devoted to the family of Henry VII.

More importantly, despite indubitable providentialism, the Chronicles fail to end on a triumphant note or with an encomium to the Tudors or even to Elizabeth. The last entries in the 1577 edition are somewhat downbeat, relaying the mortalities from plague, events in the Netherlands, the death of the first earl of Essex, and a proclamation allowing free commerce between England and Portugal. No summary of Elizabeth’s character and achievements rounds off the narrative of her reign, only a list of the leading men of letters. The 1587 edition ends on a more positive note. Its last entries are designed to show ‘hir highnesse naturall care and mercifull providence over hir liege people’ (1587: III, 1588); and so Fleming recites the popular announcement of the sentence against Mary Stuart, the proclamation to remedy the dearth of corn, and the orders for the relief of poor people. Nonetheless, he too forgoes the chance to offer a summary of Elizabeth’s achievements, concluding her reign and his book with a prayer for the preservation of the queen, the long lives of her councillors, and the godliness of her subjects. In his last sentence, moreover, he turns away from the ruler and instead offers a hymn to ‘the commonwealth of England, a corner of the world, O Lord, which thou hast singled out for the magnifieng of thy majestie’ (1587: III, 1592). This finale did little to evince a sense of a separate Tudor dynasty, a triumphant recent history, or even a confidence in the future benefits of Elizabethan rule.

It is impossible to assess how far Holinshed shaped popular assumptions about the Tudor monarchs. Its approach fed into William Shakespeare and John Fletcher’s King Henry VIII (All is True) but Stow’s less expensive Chronicles, which went into twenty-five editions between 1565 and 1631, almost certainly had a wider readership.33 Holinshed’s influence on future histories of the Tudor past also seems limited. The last important early modern chronicle, John Speed’s The History of Great Britaine, cited Stow and Foxe in its margins at least as often as Holinshed, and in many instances Speed’s views of the Tudor monarchs and their ministers are closer to Stow than to Holinshed. By then, moreover, Holinshed’s Chronicles had become unfashionable.34 Later histories—such as John Hayward’s The Life and Raigne of King Edward VI and Francis Bacon’s History of the Reign of King Henry VII—may have gleaned narrative detail from Holinshed but they took a new approach to the writing of history and put forward alternative readings of the Tudor monarchs.35

Nevertheless, the Chronicles did lay down for future generations many myths about the Tudors: the end of dynastic conflict and destructive civil war through the marriage of Henry VII and Elizabeth of York; the cautious, wise, if sometimes harsh, rule of Henry VII; the glorious martial activities of Henry VIII; the godly king Edward VI and good Protector Somerset; the sterile and bloody rule of Mary; and the loving care that Elizabeth bestowed on her subjects. It is only in the last quarter of the twentieth century that these assumptions have come under scrutiny and been widely challenged. The myths were of course enshrined in other chronicles, as well as in Foxe’s Acts and Monuments, but Holinshed’s versions, nonetheless, played an important role in their creation. Holinshed’s incorporation of so many documents and extracts from printed books, and the Chronicles’ supposed neutral tone, gave them an academic credibility. Holinshed therefore served as an important source for the reigns of the Tudors, especially Mary and Elizabeth. Those days are now over, but Holinshed has retained its significance by moving from a source to a text, ripe for deconstruction.
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CHAPTER 29

HISTORY PLAYS AND THE ROYAL SUCCESSION*

PAULINA KEWES

HOLINSHED’S Chronicles gave rise to more plays than any other work, old or new, in the early modern period. Among them were not only countless histories and historical tragedies but also romantic tragi-comedies such as Cymbeline (c.1609) and the more homely domestic tragedies such as Arden of Faversham (c.1590). Most of these mingled chronicle lore—drawn mainly from the second edition of Holinshed, as well as from Foxe, Grafton, Hall, or Stow—with material from ballads, narrative poems (notably Mirror for Magistrates), or romances. There were also adaptations, several of them by Shakespeare, of prior plays based on the Chronicles which imported extra details from this and other sources.

My concern is with some of the earliest dramatizations of Holinshed for the public stage and with their political resonance. Those originated with the Queen’s Men, a company founded in 1583 by two Privy Councillors, Sir Francis Walsingham and the earl of Leicester, which effectively popularized the history play in our period, bringing theatrical versions of the past to audiences in London and further afield.1 Shakespeare reworked no fewer than four of their scripts: the anonymous The Famous Victories of Henry the Fifth (c.1586–7), The True Tragedie of Richard the Third (c.1590–1), The True Chronicle History of King Leir (c.1589–93), and The Troublesome Reign of John, King of England (1589–90), recently attributed to George Peele.2 Like so many imaginative works of the Elizabethan fin de siècle, these and other Queen’s Men’s offerings gave voice to the collective unease about the still unresolved succession. Indeed, one could hardly imagine a more transparent reference to England’s predicament under her ageing queen than the following lines spoken by Leir: ‘A sonne we want for to succeed our Crowne, / And course of time hath cancelled the date / Of further issue from our withered loynes: / One foote already hangeth in the grave’, to which one of his courtiers replies: ‘My gracious Lord, I hartily do wish, / That God had lent you an heyre indubitate, / Which might have set upon your royall throne.’3 Of course, the fact that Leir is a man and has three daughters safely distanced the stage king from real-life queen.

To allude to the country’s uncertain future was one thing, to suggest a solution quite another. Who should succeed Elizabeth and on what terms were the key questions driving the fierce if surreptitious pamphlet debate sparked by the execution, in 1587, of the chief dynastic claimant, the Catholic Mary Stuart.4 Common to both playwrights and pamphleteers was the use of stories and examples from the past, above all the national past.5 However, whereas the polemical writers adduced historical precedents in defence of a specific candidate and preferred constitutional option—say, election or hereditary succession—the playwrights of necessity practised indirection. But precisely because prose historiography, which was itself deeply polemical, served as the databank and point of departure for tracts and drama alike, we can begin to infer the drift of individual plays by assessing how far they depart from the chronicle sources. The next step is to compare their depiction of pivotal moments in the nation’s past with competing interpretations advanced in the pamphlet literature.

Late Elizabethan dramatists did not compose their scripts with succession tracts to hand. Yet their interpretation of constitutional principles implicit in the chronicles was keenly attuned to arguments canvassed by the controversialists which, we shall see, were also adumbrated and hotly disputed by the contributors to the second edition of Holinshed. The readership of the tracts which circulated only in clandestine printed or manuscript copies was severely limited. By contrast, the public nature of the drama made it a potent vehicle for disseminating political ideas and imaginatively experimenting with novel constitutional solutions. What those ideas were and how they shaped the public view of the succession will be the twin themes of this chapter.

HOLINSHED AND THE SUCCESSION

Holinshed’s Chronicles yielded a massive and massively documented record of the parallel constitutional pasts of England, Scotland, and Ireland accompanied by corresponding descriptions of each. Abandoning the standard Anglo-centric structure of national historiography, the 1577 Holinshed fostered a comparative perspective. Bringing the story up-to-date and expanding the descriptive component by adding a chapter on Parliament which stipulated that ‘This house hath the most high and absolute power of the realme, for thereby kings and mightie princes have from time to time beene deposed from their thrones’,6 the second edition, the one widely exploited by poets, playwrights, and polemicists, opened up a unique vista for contemplating the succession. The reader’s inferences and speculations about England’s immediate future would have been shaped by the exceptionally detailed narrative of recent—and some very recent—events. The reader could in turn consider these alongside earlier political crises both at home and elsewhere in the archipelago, and further explore them within the framework supplied by the synchronic descriptions of the three kingdoms.

The Holinshed of 1587, which chronicled events right up to December 1586, positively impelled one to think about the succession. With its exhaustive relation of the trial and execution of the Babington conspirators, prosecution and sentence of the Scottish queen, and relentless parliamentary pressure on Elizabeth to allow the sentence to be carried out, the Chronicles registered the concluding stages of what Patrick Collinson has dubbed the Elizabethan Exclusion Crisis.7 They also anticipated the onset of a new national emergency. By the time the book, which ended with Mary’s fate still in the balance of Elizabeth’s prerogative, reached the market, the Scottish queen was safely dead. That was no guarantee, however, that the papists would desist from their treasonable doings.8 What would happen if Elizabeth were assassinated now? Or if she were to die a natural death any time soon?

One nightmarish possibility which the hated Catholic fifth-column were known to have been pursuing would be the election of a popish successor. In a passage that the Chronicles reprinted verbatim from an anonymous pamphlet, A True and Summarie Reporte of the Declaration of Some Part of the Earle of Northumberlands Treasons (1585), we learn that:

in a letter sent to the said [Cardinal William] Allen from Rome, touching audience given by the pope to the ambassadors of certeine forren princes, betweene the pope & whom a league was agreed on against the queenes majestie, there were inclosed certeine articles conteining in effect, that the realme should be invaded with twentie thousand men at the charge of the said pope and princes, that hir majestie should be deposed, and some English catholike elected king. That it was confessed that the comming over of so manie priests into the realme, was to win great numbers to the catholike partie, to joine (if opportunitie served) either with forren invasion, or with tumult at home. [Chronicles 1587: III, 1406; my emphasis]

The report of an invasion designed to place a Catholic on the English throne and masterminded by the pope, his royal stooges on the Continent, and the papists at home, with fugitive priests acting as intermediaries, read after Mary’s beheading, would have seemed all too real. This was not least because of the notorious intervention of the Holy League in the French Wars of Religion and the recent excommunication by Pope Sixtus V of the Huguenot heir to the French throne, Henry of Navarre and of his cousin Prince of Condé whose joint response to the excommunication could be found a few pages earlier.9

An even more frightening scenario came to light during the investigation of those involved in the Babington plot. The Chronicles’ account of their confessions moves beyond establishing ‘the Scotish queene to be the principall comforter, directer, and imbracer of these treasons’ and asks point blank to whom the Catholics would turn once she is gone. Having little hope of her Protestant son James, we are told, they will endeavour to concoct and publicize a false claim for a Spanish prince or else seek papal investiture of their chosen candidate:

being past expectation (as they terme it) of anie good from the king hir sonne, and not regarding the interest of anie other to the succession of this state, if she by death or otherwise maie not be advanced unto this kingdome: they are then determined to set the crowne on the house of Spaine, either by pretense of some putative title, to which effect some pamphlets have beene alreadie composed; or rather (to avoid all controversies) by some grant and investure from the see apostolike: for the dispatch wherof (as the conspirators confesse) doctor Allen an English fugitive, and some others attend in Rome to sollicit the pope. Which being once performed, some of the graver and more reverend sort (as they call them) of our fugitive divines, must secretlie make their repaire hither, and in auricular confession persuade the principall catholikes of this land, and such as are able to swaie the rest, to favor, mainteine and advance that title of Spaine against all others, under paine of damnation. By meanes whereof it is intended that Spaine shall mount to so huge a greatnesse, as to be able of himselfe to give lawes to all the states of christendome. [1587: III, 1579]

Having argued for years that Mary’s lineal title is impregnable, the papists, ever the opportunists and equivocators, would have no compunction about abandoning the principle of indefeasible hereditary right to serve their confessional ends.

Delineated in this way, the Catholic programme for the post-Mary era uncannily prefigures the gist of the most explosive succession tract, the Jesuit Robert Persons’s A Conference about the Next Succession to the Crowne of Ingland (1594–5), which forcefully insisted that all dynastic titles are doubtful, and that Englishmen should therefore exercise a degree of choice in deciding the identity of their future ruler—spurious arguments designed to stir up trouble and further the claim of the Spanish Infanta. It also foreshadows the subversive message of Cardinal Allen’s Admonition to the Nobility and People of England and Ireland (1588) prepared at the time of the Great Armada, which adjured everyone to assist the invading Spaniards against the ‘Usurper and Pretensed Quene’.10 The sole difference was that in the original edition of the Conference Persons kept quiet about the pope’s deposing power, only adding a relevant chapter to a Latin translation which he would personally present to Clement VIII.11

Naturally, the reader of Holinshed was expected (and urged) to loathe the papists’ seditious courses. However, two prominent features of the Chronicles militated against outright rejection of ideas of election and resistance. For the book evokes the tenets not only of Catholic but also of Protestant doctrines of resistance, albeit in a muted and under-articulated way, and so hints at once at the positive and negative potential of election. Loudly condemning the plans to advance Mary Stuart or else elect a Catholic successor to Elizabeth, the Chronicles tacitly endorse the legitimacy of the rebellion of the Protestant Dutch against Spain and their offer in 1585 of sovereignty over the United Provinces to England’s queen ‘under certeine good and equall conditions, chieflie concerning the preservation of the exercise of the reformed religion, and of the ancient privileges, liberties, franchises, and customs, and next of the administration of the affaires, policie, and justice of the warres in the said countrie’ (1587: III, 1413). The oration of the Dutch delegates in which the offer has been made is printed immediately after the rehearsal of Northumberland’s alleged misdoings and revelation of the schemes for election of a Catholic to the English throne, and is followed in its turn by Elizabeth’s public reply, ‘A declaration of the causes mooving the queene of England to give aid to the defense of the people afflicted and oppressed in the low countries’ (1414–19). The proximity of these documents in the text throws into sharp relief the complex entanglement of succession, resistance, and religion at the time the Chronicles were published. It also attests to the controversial resonance previously neutral terms (like election) must have acquired in the context of recent developments at home and abroad. This semantic shift inevitably influenced how other parts of the book were read.

Secondly, like many earlier chronicles—its own first edition among them—the 1587 Holinshed labelled as election the elevation of numerous English kings. Some, it emerges, were elected in and by Parliament (Edward III, Henry IV), others by citizens gathered in the Guildhall (Richard III), or by a skeletal council (Edward IV). Although greater legitimacy seems to accrue to parliamentary votes, the book does not promote a consistent view of medieval elections as either good or bad in principle. Rather, the legitimacy of particular instances of election is sometimes questioned by the chronicler, sometimes by a historical actor. Thus in repenting of his rebellion against Queen Mary, Sir Thomas Wyatt compares himself, inter alia, to Henry IV. Previously billed matter-of-factly as an ‘elected king’, Henry is now condemned as a rebel and usurper, for whose treason God punished his offspring until the third generation (1587: III, 507; cf. 1103).

Even discounting the multiplicity of contributors, sources, and texts reproduced verbatim, we can hardly expect the Chronicles to have maintained ideological coherence in the face of rival demands of faith, morality, constitutional propriety, national pride, and foreign policy. The work furnished several frameworks within which to ponder the succession. There was the nation’s distant and not-so-distant past and the pasts of Scotland and Ireland supplemented by sketches of their present political make-up. There was religion and the impact it had had so far on the course of dynastic succession at home and abroad. There was the Continental dimension, notably the current developments in France and the Low Countries in which England was fast becoming embroiled. Finally, the transcripts of recent trials, petitions, orations, pamphlets, and parliamentary speeches injected up-to-the-minute political vocabulary and ideas. The reader’s thinking about the succession would have been shaped in equal measure by accounts of medieval depositions and elections, the failed Protestant coup against Mary Tudor, the ousting of Mary Stuart by her Protestant subjects, the Catholic attempts on Elizabeth, the French wars of religion, and the Dutch revolt against Spanish rule. For those familiar with recent pamphlet polemic and with works of political theory originating in Scotland and on the Continent, especially France—the writings of Buchanan, Bodin, Languet, du Plessis-Mornay, or du Haillan—the Chronicles’ recital of national history would have been yet more portentous. Think what someone aware of the Vindiciae contra Tyrannos or De Jure Regni apud Scotos and, later, of Persons’s Conference might have made of the language of election pervading Holinshed’s narrative of Edward III’s parliamentary installation or of the threat reportedly issued to Richard II by the nobility which brought together resistance and election (1587: III, 340, 463).

POPISH ELECTIONS

If Holinshed describes the claims of this or that contender as underwritten by some form of election, whether legitimate and ethically justified or not, the suppression of that fact by a playwright is surely significant. Why did Shakespeare, for example, omit any reference to the barons’ election of the French Dauphin Lewis in place of King John even though his sources named election among the justifications advanced on Lewis’s behalf? No less intriguing are cases where the accession of one and the same ruler—say, Henry VII—is construed as an instance of a providentially ordained dynastic succession by Shakespeare and as an aristocratic election by another writer.

How, then, do theatrical redactions of the Chronicles represent election? Is it akin to rebellion and usurpation or could it be a viable alternative or perhaps supplement to heredity? How far are the portrayals of election shaped by confessional concerns? I want to look in detail at two plays from the Queen’s Men’s repertory, Peele’s The Troublesome Reign of King John and the anonymous True Tragedie of Richard the Third, both of which depict elections to the English throne, and both of which Shakespeare appropriated, in King John (1595–6) and Richard III (1593) respectively.

The Troublesome Reign was first performed c.1589–90, within two or three years of Mary Stuart’s execution, and within a year or two of the Armada. Holinshed was its main source, with additional information from Foxe and Matthew Paris. The quarto edition, which was published in 1591 when fears of another Spanish onslaught were rife, peddled it as a two-part drama to capitalize on the success of Marlowe’s 1–2 Tamburlaine (1587–8; pub. 1590).12 Part One, which introduces the notorious Bastard of Falconbridge (illegitimate son of Richard Coeur-de-Lion), shows King John at once fending off the claim of his nephew Arthur of Brittany whose champion is King Philip of France and expropriating the Church to fund the war against France—there are some spirited anti-Catholic antics here. Part Two, which opens with Arthur’s accidental death, focuses on the twin threats to John’s rule: the baronial revolt designed to replace him with the French Dauphin Lewis and the king’s excommunication relayed by the papal legate Pandulph. John’s reluctant resignation of the crown to the papacy is followed by his poisoning at Swinstead Abbey, submission to the dying king of the barons now thoroughly disenchanted with Lewis, and symbolic coronation of John’s young son, the future Henry III. In both succession tracts and imaginative literature, as Lily B. Campbell, Marie Axton, and others have noted, the contest between Elizabeth and Mary Stuart was frequently compared to that between John and Arthur.13 This analogy which turns on the relative validity of the lineal claims of the two princes with regard to their country of birth does indeed underlie Part One of The Troublesome Reign. What interests me is how Part Two deals with succession politics in the aftermath of Arthur’s (is it Mary Stuart’s?) death.

Opposed to John’s misrule and alienated by his responsibility for Arthur’s apparent murder, the barons turn for succour to the French Dauphin, whose dynastic title to the English crown, by marriage to John’s niece Blanche, is weak. In line with the chronicle sources, this transfer of allegiance is persistently labelled in the play as election.14 How pure are the barons’ intentions? At first, one might be led to believe that they rise so as to liberate the country from John’s tyranny. Yet we quickly learn that they are also swayed by private motives and seek justification for their action in the papal injunction against the king. According to the Bastard’s report, the election of Lewis, to which most of the country has now subscribed, was indeed engineered by Cardinal Pandulph:

The nobles have elected Lewis king,

In right of Lady Blanche, your niece, his wife.

His landing is expected every hour.

The nobles, commons, clergy, all estates,

Incited chiefly by the cardinal—

Pandulph, that lies here legate for the Pope—

Thinks long to see their new-elected king. [2: 2.75–81]

The presentation of Lewis’s election as authorized by the pope firmly associates Catholicism with resistance. By contrast, the Bastard’s passionate condemnation of rebellion aligns the doctrine of non-resistance with Protestantism. It is closely modelled on the Homilie agaynst Disobedience (1570), itself a rejoinder to Pius V’s bull excommunicating Elizabeth, which had dwelt extensively on the example of King John.15 However bad a king, subjects have no right to rebel: punishment ought to be left to the ultimate judge—God: ‘Why, Salisbury, admit the wrongs are true; / Yet subjects may not take in hand revenge / And rob the heavens of their proper power, / Where sitteth He to whom revenge belongs’ (2: 3.117–20). Even so, by the late 1580s, when England was openly aiding the Protestant Dutch against their Spanish overlord, the call for unconditional obedience would have rung rather hollow. In the aptly named True Difference betweene Christian Subjection and Unchristian Rebellion (1585), the Church of England divine Thomas Bilson had tied himself in knots trying to sanction Elizabeth’s military support for the revolted provinces while disallowing Catholic sedition at home. Published three years later, A Short Apologie for Christian Souldiours (1588)—translation of Book IV of the Vindiciae contra Tyrannos—also served to bolster the intervention. And it is as well to remember Holinshed’s similarly justificatory, if also internally conflicted, stance. By contrast, Catholic publicists predictably tore into the regime for its ‘patronage of rebellious, and seditious persons’.16

The iniquity of Catholic subversion is reinforced by the play’s styling of King John as a proto-Protestant martyr. ‘For Christ’s true faith endured he many a storm’, says the prologue to the Gentlemen Readers, ‘And set himself against the man of Rome’ (1.6–7). Of course John is both a tyrant and a martyr. What counts, however, is that he dies penitent. Acknowledging his sinfulness and abuse of power, he prophesies the Reformation and the freeing of England from the popish yoke by a descendant worthier of such a task: Henry VIII (2: 8.104–8). But is the point of the play merely to employ John in a manner identical to Bale’s King Johan and Foxe’s ‘Book of Martyrs’?17 The audience, it seems to me, is presented with a double mirror. The obvious frame of reference, one that Bale, Foxe, and others had popularized, is that of thirteenth-century history doctored to fit a Protestant agenda. But several anachronistic touches as well as the fortuitous coincidence of the names of some of the protagonists and those of key political figures of the day (Philip II of France—Philip II of Spain) serve to link the play’s reading of the national past with current events across the Channel.

The second mirror, then, is that of contemporary France. Perhaps the most explicit fusion of the English past and the French present comes in the scene of the meeting between the barons and the French Dauphin at Bury St Edmund’s. Their alliance is designed to recall the French Holy League.18 Formed in 1576 and revived in 1585 under the leadership of the Guise family, the League, which had sought to exclude the ‘heretic’ Henry of Navarre in favour of a weaker dynastic claimant Charles, Cardinal of Bourbon, and which after the latter’s death in 1590 pressed for election by the Estates General of a French Catholic, enjoyed the backing of the pope as well as being sponsored by the king of Spain. English Catholic exiles such as Cardinal Allen were involved with the League. In The Troublesome Reign, the agreement between the English barons and the French Dauphin is tellingly described as a ‘religious league, / A holy knot of Catholic consent’ and as a ‘holy league’ (2: 3.199–200, 217). That Lewis immediately forswears himself, and that he continues to fight against John even after the latter’s submission to the pope is indicative of foreign and Catholic duplicity. John’s poisoning by a monk at Swinstead Abbey (which Holinshed, contrary to Bale and Foxe, did not treat as an established fact)19 provides a timely parallel to the recent fatal stabbing of Henry III by another Roman cleric, Jacques Clement. As the audience would have been well aware, Henry’s assassination had been welcomed by Pope Sixtus V who in 1585 had excommunicated Navarre, and who at the launching of the Great Armada had endorsed Pius V’s Regnans in excelsis at least according to Allen’s Declaration, a pamphlet ready for distribution in the event of a successful landing of the Spanish troops.

Let us retrace the action of 2 Troublesome Reign with these associations in mind. Arthur dies; although John denies responsibility—as Elizabeth did with respect to Mary Stuart—he is held culpable by the barons. Considering themselves released from their oath of allegiance by John’s excommunication, they rebel and enlist foreign aid. Philip of France sends in troops under the leadership of his son Lewis, whose title to the English crown is tenuous, and who is elected to it with Rome’s backing on the ground that he will free the country from tyranny as well as restoring it to the papal fold. The double parallel prompts the spectators to interpret recent and current threats to England—the abortive Spanish invasion assisted by expatriate Catholics such as Allen, the repeated attempts on Elizabeth’s life, the fear of a new Armada, the apparent growth of Catholic recusancy—through the lens of John’s conflict with the papacy, with its attendant domestic discord, and of Henry III’s and now Henry IV’s struggle against the foreign-backed Holy League.

The play’s suggestive evocation of recent events in France and England serves to cast the Catholic Church as fomenter of treason, rebellion, and king-killing. Espoused by both the French Leaguers and the Hispanophile English priests such as Persons and Allen, the Catholic doctrine of resistance is comprehensively lambasted in The Troublesome Reign. The intensely negative image of election is part and parcel of the play’s attack on Catholic sedition, which Peele excoriates no less severely elsewhere.20 Predicated on the exclusion of the hereditary heir—John’s son Henry—Lewis’s accession would have spelled both a foreign and a papal yoke for England. Similarly, if the Holy League were to defeat Navarre in the ongoing civil war, France would fall prey to popery and likely Spanish domination. England must brace herself against future invasions, assist fellow Protestants on the Continent, and suppress Catholics at home lest they form a potentially deadly fifth column. Not for nothing does the defeated Lewis admit, ‘it boots not me / Nor any prince nor power of Christendom / To seek to win this island Albion / Unless he have a party in the realm, / By treason, for to help him in his wars’ (2: 8.25–9).

The Troublesome Reign ends on a happy note. A foreign enemy has been repulsed, unity reigns, and the accession of Henry III, who orders the immediate destruction of Swinstead Abbey, bodes well for the future. The Bastard of Falconbridge stage-manages Henry’s inauguration (which, perhaps disconcertingly, has already been authorized by Pandulph!): ‘in sight of Lewis, heir of France, / Lords, take the crown, and set it on his head / That by succession is our lawful king’ (2: 9.40–3). The Bastard also spells out the moral of the story in lines that finally come clean about the equivalence between thirteenth-century France and contemporary Spain which the play has intermittently invited the audience to deduce: ‘If England’s peers and people join in one, / Nor Pope, nor France, nor Spain can do them wrong’ (2: 9.53–4).21 Yet that optimism is misleading, for now England has no known heir. Should her queen die, the country would almost certainly descend into a ghastly civil war.

In contrast to The Troublesome Reign, to which it is heavily indebted, Shakespeare’s King John eschews topical parallels with the current situation in France. Replete with allusions to the Armada, the play casts a mere fleeting glance at Henry III’s assassination. There is no hint that the French dauphin is claiming the English throne by election. This is the more surprising since, in recasting the old play, Shakespeare went back to the chronicle sources that drew attention to election. Rather, schooled by the papal legate, Lewis asserts his lineal right on behalf of his wife Blanche and invades England, where he is joined by the revolted barons, to take it by force. Shakespeare’s barons, moreover, are possessed of a good deal more integrity than their counterparts in The Troublesome Reign, and they themselves ruefully question the propriety of their conduct. ‘Noble Dolphin’, says Salisbury even as he pledges allegiance to the foreign prince:

… albeit we swear

A voluntary zeal and an un-urg’d faith

To your proceedings; yet believe me, prince,

I am not glad that such a sore of time

Should seek a plaster by contemn’d revolt,

And heal the inveterate canker of one wound

By making many … 22

In Shakespeare’s play, anti-Catholicism is somewhat toned down, in style more than substance, by comparison with The Troublesome Reign. Certainly, the audience is supposed to detest papal (and, by implication, Spanish) interference in England’s affairs. But for all that the crown might be usurped, a king deposed by papal injunction, his subjects rebellious, and a country conquered by a foreign foe, King John does not trade in quasi-constitutional alternatives to hereditary kingship. Shakespeare’s circumspection may have had something to do with the appearance, in the interim, of a series of Catholic tracts purveying increasingly provocative scenarios for the succession. None of these was more incendiary than Persons’ Conference, with its programmatic defence of election and approving relation of how ‘[the Barons] called into Ingland Lodovick the Prince of France … and chose him for their king and did sweare him fealtye with general consent in London the yeare of our Lord 1216’.23

The Troublesome Reign was not the only late Elizabethan play in which election was purposely tarnished by association with papal intermeddling and the foreign yoke. Another offshoot of Holinshed, Marlowe’s suggestively titled The Troublesome Reign and Lamentable Death of Edward the Second, King of England (c.1592; pub. 1594) also casts election as unconstitutional and inextricably linked with Catholic resistance theory, even if its manipulation of the audience’s sympathies is far more complex and ambivalent.24 In his anti-popish tirades—‘Why should a king be subject to a priest?’—Edward sounds positively like The Troublesome Reign’s King John; in challenging him, the archbishop of Canterbury could be mistaken for Cardinal Pandulph:

CANTERBURY

You know that I am legate to the Pope.

On your allegiance to the See of Rome,

Subscribe as we have done to his [Gaveston’s] exile.

…

MORTIMER [to CANTERBURY]

Curse him if he refuse, and then may we

Depose him and elect another king.

EDWARD

Ay, there it goes, but yet I will not yield,

Curse me, depose me, do the worst you can.25

That election is the obverse of deposition is brought home again and again as Edward, on the cusp of resigning the crown, obsessively fears that his enemies ‘seek[s] to make a new-elected king’ (Sc. 21, l. 78), and that his successor will have no blood ties to him. (This, we recall, is how the king has been blackmailed into abdication in Holinshed.) ‘Traitors, begone’, he taunts them, ‘and join you with Mortimer! / Elect, conspire, install, do what you will’ (ll. 87–8). Edward can’t believe that his enemies intend nothing worse than to replace him with his firstborn son. Like The Troublesome Reign, moreover, the play establishes unmistakable correspondences with contemporary France. Henry III is evoked in the figure of the English Edward, an analogy that was ubiquitous on both sides of the Channel on account of the two kings’ homoeroticism and favouritism: Gaveston is recurrently denounced as a ‘minion’—domestication of the French ‘mignon’.

Anxieties similar to those evinced in plays about King John and Edward II also pervade the most significant extant Elizabethan dramatization of Anglo-Saxon history, the anonymous Edmond Ironside (c.1595).26 Whereas John’s and Edward’s glaring deficiencies as rulers provoke baronial risings in, respectively, The Troublesome Reign and Edward II, dissatisfaction with the rule of Edmond is emphatically not behind the disloyalty to him of those of his countrymen who line up behind the Danish Canutus. Rather, the evil counsellor Edricus Duke of Mercia is driven purely by private advantage and the archbishop of Canterbury by his allegiance to Rome. Building on Holinshed, with a few details thrown in from Grafton and Foxe, Ironside depicts election alongside blood inheritance as a recognized rule of succession in the pre-Conquest era. Where Foxe mentions, in one breath, the rival elections of Ironside and Canute, and Grafton emphasizes the element of choice and consent, the play comes closest to and amplifies Holinshed’s account.27 It draws a stark contrast between the illicit election of the foreigner and the unassailable hereditary claim of the native prince who, with the help of a few anachronistic touches, is made to look like a model Protestant.

Even though Edmond triumphs over Canutus in both open battle and single combat, he inexplicably volunteers to share the country with the Danes rather than expelling them. Given this disturbing dénouement, it has been plausibly hypothesized that Edmond Ironside either did have, or was designed to have had, a sequel.28 The chronicle certainly offered scope, matter, and ready-made moral and political lessons for one. It is difficult to speculate about the content of the putative 2 Edmond Ironside. Irrespective of what followed the supposedly amicable partition of England at the close of the first instalment, the depiction of the Danish–Saxon relations alerts the viewer to the pitfalls of submitting to a foreign prince, especially one of a different religion. The archbishop of York’s assertion of loyalty to Edmond too serves to convey this message. ‘[O]h lett mee dye whenas I leave my kinge’, he exclaims, ‘A trew borne prince for anie forriner’ (ll. 854–5). How topical is Ironside? To argue that Canutus stands for Philip II, and that the Danes are Spaniards in disguise, would be manifestly wrong. Nor will it do to equate Canute with the Scottish James. Yet some such fleeting connections are what the play invites one to discern. At the same time, though marred by its connection with the Catholic hierarchy, the status of election in Edmond Ironside appears a shade less negative than in The Troublesome Reign or Edward II.

HENRY VII: AN ELECTED KING?

Does any play about the national past unreservedly promote election as beneficial to the commonwealth? We are all familiar with Shakespeare’s presentation as providential of the accession of Richmond/Henry VII and the Union of Lancaster and York in the final sequence of Richard III. There is barely a clue in Shakespeare that Richmond might not be the rightful successor, his ascent to the crown being figured as the work of God not man (even if some of that figuring is done by Richmond himself) and graphically ratified by the visitation of his ghostly supporters.29 However, a forerunner and essential source of Shakespeare’s Richard III,30 the anonymous Queen’s Men’s script The True Tragedie of Richard the Third tells a very different story about the genesis of the Union.31 Shakespeare’s eulogy of divine-right kingship stands in sharp contrast to The True Tragedie’s endorsement of aristocratic election as a legitimate means of regulating the succession and guarantee of good royal government. Here Richmond’s elevation entails a contract of sorts. Calculated to allay the troubling implications of his violent capture of the crown, Richmond’s vow that under his rule England will be governed on the same principles as republican Rome boosts his credentials as a man capable of healing the rifts Richard’s tyranny has inflicted on the body politic.

In the chronicles, Henry VII’s title had been variously expounded as stemming from contract and election, military conquest, heredity, divine providence, parliamentary recognition, marriage to Elizabeth of York, and papal dispensation. In 1622, Sir Francis Bacon wryly commented on Henry’s awareness of just how shaky his title was and on his consequent machinations to safeguard his grip on power:

he did not press to have the [parliamentary] act penned by way of declaration or recognition of right; as on the other side, he avoided to have it by new law or ordinance; but chose rather a kind of middle way, by way of establishment, and that under covert and indifferent words; ‘that the inheritance of the crown should rest, remain, and abide in the King, etc.’: which words might equally be applied, that the crown should continue to him; but whether as having former right to it (which was doubtful) or having it then in fact and possession (which no man denied) was left fair to interpretation either way. … And in this form was the law drawn and passed. Which statute he procured to be confirmed by the Pope’s Bull the year following, with mention nevertheless (by way of recital) of his other titles both of descent and conquest. So as now the wreath of three was made a wreath of five. For to the three first titles, of the two houses or lines and conquest, were added two more; the authorities parliamentary and papal.32

Obviously none of the Tudor historians could afford to be as cynical as Bacon. However, even Hall’s report of how the Union of Lancaster and York had come about raised problems.33 The second edition of Holinshed, which proleptically asserted Richmond’s royalty, billed Bosworth as ‘The battell betweene king Richard, and king Henrie the seventh’ in a marginal note (1587: III, 758), and went on to recycle Hall’s vignette of Richmond’s symbolic crowning on the battlefield. Inspired by the widespread rejoicing, Lord Thomas Stanley, Richmond’s stepfather, ‘tooke the crowne of king Richard which was found amongst the spoile in the field, and set it on the earles head; as though he had beene elected king by the voice of the people, as in ancient times past in diverse realmes it hath beene accustomed’ (1587: III, 760). A simple rhetorical ruse—‘as though’—works to signal Richmond’s popularity even as it judiciously distances what transpired at Bosworth from popular elections happening long ago and far away.

Elizabethan playwrights, then, had much to choose from in framing the genesis of the Union of Lancaster and York. Unlike the anonymous author of The True Tragedie who opted to emphasize election, Shakespeare stressed dynastic succession and divine ordinance. It is true that at one point in The True Tragedie Richmond claims the crown by birth: ‘My right it is, and sole inheritance’.34 The nature of his presumed lineal title (which derived from his mother), however, is never explained even though at that very moment long genealogical passages were becoming de rigueur in history plays.35 On the contrary, the way he addresses his stepfather—on at least eight occasions he calls Stanley ‘father’ (and is called ‘son’ at least a dozen times in return)—diminishes the sense of his having any blood claim. It is also true that, like Marlowe’s Navarre in The Massacre at Paris (1592–3), Richmond declares Providence to be on his side: ‘Our quarels good, and God will helpe the right’ (sig. G2r). Such professions, however, are made to look subordinate to what is effectively a covenant between Richmond and his aristocratic supporters. Before Bosworth, he is shown humbly acknowledging their capacity to decide his and the country’s fate and giving to them what amount to electoral promises:

… here Earle Richmond vows,

If their kinde promises take but effect,

That as they have promised I be made King,

I will so deale in governing the state,

Which now lies like a savage shultred grove,

Where brambles, briars, and thornes, over-grow those sprigs,

Which if they might but spring to their effect,

And not be crost so by their contraries,

Making them subject to these outrages,

Would prove such members of the Common-weale,

That England should in them be honoured,

As much as ever was the Romane state,

When it was governd by the Councels rule,

And I will draw my swoord brave country-men,

And never leave to follow my resolve,

Till I have mowed those brambles, briars and thornes

That hinder those that long to Do us good. [sigs. G2v–G3r]

The anonymous playwright takes care, unhistorically, to show that Richmond did not benefit from any foreign assistance in gaining his victory.36 The earl is advertised that, thanks to his military triumph no less than his upstanding qualities, the peers—tellingly, not the populace—have now elected him to be England’s king:

Then know my sonne, the Peeres by full consent,

in that thou hast freed them from a tyrants yoke,

have by election chosen thee as King,

first in regard they account thee vertuous,

next, for that they hope all forraine broyles shall cease,

and thou wilt guide and governe them in peace,

then sit thou downe my sonne, and here receive

the Crowne of England as thy proper owne,

sit downe.

Thus advanced, Henry thanks his ‘loving friends and my kind country-men’ for the trust reposed in him. He then ‘vow[s] in presence of you all, / to root abuses from this common welth’ (sig. H4v).

Predicated on the negotiation of a mutually binding contract, elective kingship as it is painted in The True Tragedie of Richard the Third will secure harmonious relations between the ruler and the nobility. Their assistance and counsel will not be ignored. Indeed Henry promptly seeks and obtains permission for his marriage to Elizabeth of York, at once strengthening his dynastic title and ensuring it will be transmitted to his heirs.37 Lest the audience be left in any doubt whether they should apply the play’s constitutional proposal to the case in hand, the Epilogue traces the course of hereditary succession from Henry VII to Elizabeth, the last of the line. As in the closing pages of Holinshed, and Peter Wentworth’s unpublished verses—‘For help is none, yf her grace fayle: / but Englandes state, (for aie) will quayle’38—praise of the old queen combines with intense misgivings about the future. The final conditional sentence says it all: ‘For if her Graces dayes be brought to end, / Your hope is gone, on whom did peace depend’ (sig. I2r).

The True Tragedie grew out of the same environment, drew its plot from the same historical source—the second edition of Holinshed—and was mounted by the same company, the Queen’s Men, as The Troublesome Reign. And yet the two plays provide radically disparate views of aristocratic election. In The Troublesome Reign it is a flawed constitutional expedient and a corollary of Catholic resistance theory. In The True Tragedie, which carefully avoids raising the prickly question of religion, it seems to offer an auspicious solution to an acute succession crisis precipitated, as in Peele, by usurpation and tyranny: Richmond frees the land from a tyrant and is rewarded for it with the crown. How to account for these differences? Perhaps we should look for an answer to The True Tragedie’s Epilogue. Its strongly articulated anti-Catholicism, coupled with the stress on the impending demise of the royal line, could be read as an indication that in the absence of a known and acceptable hereditary successor, the English should turn to someone whose blood right may be tenuous but whose merit and personal qualities make him ideally equipped to protect the country’s sovereignty and religion. And also that, as Wentworth recommended in his Pithie Exhortation to her Majestie for Establishing Her Successor to the Crowne,39 whoever is admitted to the crown must have his title examined and affirmed by representatives of the commonwealth, preferably Parliament.

Why, then, is election a good thing in one play and a bad thing in another? The seemingly contradictory views of diverse constitutional solutions stem in large measure from their association with either Protestantism or popery. Election and contract are depicted favourably if conducive to the preservation of national concord, liberty, and reformed religion. If endorsed by the pope and invoked to justify resistance to a native prince, they are typically denounced as treasonable, seditious, and unpatriotic, though even this simple dichotomy can be subtly unsettled, as, for instance, in Marlowe’s Edward II.

Persons’s Conference about the Next Succession was but the latest in a long line of sixteenth-century resistance tracts to argue from historical evidence that the Scottish, French, and English monarchies respectively had once been elective and limited, and that vestiges of their elective past survived in contemporary coronation oaths. Holinshed and other historians made plain that alongside heredity, conquest, adoption, and nomination, throughout English history quasi-elective solutions had often determined, or had been invoked to determine, the outcomes of succession crises. Hence the chronicles may well have been of greater service to those such as Persons who were intent on constructing a deeply unorthodox version of England’s constitutional history than to legitimists who sought to refute it. The various theatrical recensions of Holinshed’s Chronicles prove not only that late Elizabethan playwrights were alive to the constitutional issues at stake but also that, far from voicing unqualified support for hereditary succession, they too canvassed the possibility of choosing a monarch on merit rather than merely accepting his or her blood claim. The sensitivity of national history, however, dictated that more abstract and searching exploration of the pros and cons of election—not only aristocratic but also popular—be reserved for plays about foreign and ancient pasts.40




CHAPTER 30

SHAKESPEARE AND MEDIEVAL HISTORY

IGOR DJORDJEVIC

LITERARY works based on the notoriously poly-vocal 1587 Chronicles do not always reflect the poly-vocality of their source,1 but Shakespeare’s histories manage to rearticulate the various voices and points of view even though they retell the stories from a perspective that is not always the collaborative product of multiple authorial intent-shaping intellects. Of the nine plays based on English medieval history, one (King John) is set in the early thirteenth century, while the rest recount the turbulent events in England and France between 1399–1485 (Richard II, 1&2 Henry IV, Henry V, 1&2&3 Henry VI, Richard III). This chapter will focus on these eight.2

The precise date of composition, the order in which they were written and first produced, and whether Shakespeare authored them alone or in collaboration, are issues of no consequence in this discussion. All eight are undisputed members of the Shakespearean canon and exemplify Shakespeare’s reading of the ‘grand narrative’ of Holinshed’s Chronicles. To say so is not to indulge in critically objectionable ‘tetralogical thinking’ because a grand narrative does shape Holinshed’s account of English history 1377–1485,3 so it is natural to find it played out across the histories—even if Shakespeare did, perhaps, write them one at a time, some in collaboration, in no particular order, and without anything close to a Tillyardian ‘Tudor myth’ in mind. Shakespeare’s understanding of history as a text subject to (re)interpretation allows his plays to reconstruct the chronicle and to be in turn repeatedly re-enacted on stage.4 These continuous dramatic echoes and stage reinterpretations of historical events play an equally fundamental part in early modern English ‘commonwealth discourse’ as the Chronicles themselves.5 Whether the plays participated in a sixteenth-century nation-building ‘project’,6 or if they were the accidental terminus of a more haphazard and halting process of national self-consciousness that after two centuries finally arrived at a fully mature and eloquent expression, we shall most likely never know. Elizabeth herself said that the plays existed ‘aswell for the recreacion of our loving subjects, as for our solace and pleasure’.7 Both sovereign and subject certainly found much comfort and recreation in Shakespeare’s histories because they stage a thematic movement that shapes Holinshed’s Chronicles 1377–1485: from the death of a frequently chaotic, violently chivalric, medieval world to the birth of the ‘Peaceable and Prosperous’ early modern commonwealth of their day.

Some seventy years after E. M. W. Tillyard and Lily B. Campbell introduced tetralogical thinking, the teleological ‘Tudor myth’, and the idea of the eight plays as ‘mirrors of Elizabethan policy’,8 New Historicist- and Cultural Materialist-inspired critical readings have largely refused ideology—both conservative and liberal. Recent criticism has settled in a comfortable awareness of Shakespeare’s political ambivalence, and cast the playwright as neither an overt propagandist for the Tudor dynasty nor a rebellious proto-liberal, neither a monarchist nor a republican, but as an author whose works reflect and participate in the various traditions of his time, including the historiographic.9 Shakespeare’s ambivalence lured others to explore the marginalized beyond the stage worlds, in the ‘silences and shadows’ of history itself, to recover the lost ‘presences and potentialities’ of women and the common people.10

This chapter begins by tracing how the history plays recover thematic unities from the Chronicles. An astute reader, Shakespeare translated into the medium of drama four major political themes and messages taught by Holinshed and his successors who enlarged the 1587 text: the ideal and decorum of English kingship, the role of France in English public discourse, the idea of Englishness, and the idea of the commonwealth. These ideologemes11 place both Holinshed’s narrative and Shakespeare’s histories in the context of Tudor uses of historical memory, reflecting how sixteenth-century English people conceived of their nation’s coming into being—both as a patria defined by ethnicity and culture, and as a polity, a commonwealth.

The second part explores Shakespeare’s rearticulation of the historical role of the commons in Holinshed’s English medieval history, and especially how popular displeasure and political critique are expressed. Wat Tyler’s and Jack Cade’s armed rebellions, the only two on such a grand scale in a hundred years, are atypical—in Holinshed’s account—of this period of history, and are not revisited here.12 I focus on Holinshed’s account of the typical expressions of popular displeasure that recurred during the many years of royal misrule but never culminated in open revolt. In the Chronicles these day-to-day grumblings and critiques of misgovernment are expressed through reported speech tropes that ventriloquize anonymous ‘brutes’, ‘rumours’, ‘common fame’, or ‘constant fame’, and their origin—if mentioned at all—is hidden behind vague attributions to ‘some men’ or ‘wise men’.13 Shakespeare defuses the Chronicles’ obfuscatory rhetorical figures and anatomizes them; he gives them bodies, faces, and voices. Characters appear on stage and many are given names. Holinshed’s reported speech becomes direct speech, the past tense becomes present, oblique text becomes spoken word, and the dramatically enacted ideas of royal critique gain a greater immediacy than ever existed in the chronicle.

SHAKESPEARE AND HOLINSHED’S NATION

Like his contemporaries, Shakespeare saw a didactic—at times prophetic—purpose in historiography (2HIV, 3.1.75–81).14 Although he created Gaunt, who as a ‘prophet new-inspired’ taps the collective memory of the English nation to deliver a devastating critique of an inept king, Shakespeare was not in the business of prophecy. Gaunt’s ecstatic speech (RII, 2.1.31–68) defines the ideal of kingship and decorous exercise of royal power that pervades both tetralogies. In Shakespeare’s view, this is how the late medieval English people wished to see their patria and its ruler. Gaunt’s attack on Richard as an indecorous king rests on the ideal that is at once martially chivalric and religious: the king is knight-in-chief, a holy warrior for truth and the Cross, one who selflessly and tirelessly labours for the common weal and earns his subjects’ good opinion. Gaunt’s patriotism reflects English conventional views of kingship for over two centuries. Shakespeare could have found this idea of kingship in the Chronicles’ account of England’s century-long suffering between 1377 and 1485, but it also permeates almost two centuries of late medieval and Renaissance political ‘mirrors’ and counsel-books such as Thomas Hoccleve’s Regement of Princes (1411–12), William Worcester’s Boke of Noblesse (1475), Sir John Fortescue’s Governance of England (1471–6), Sir Thomas Elyot’s Boke Named the Governour (1531), Sir Geoffrey Fenton’s Forme of Christian Pollicie (1574), and Sir Thomas Smith’s De Republica Anglorum (1583).15

Gaunt’s highly idealized view is not the only vision of kingship articulated in Shakespeare’s histories. At the idealist extreme is Richard II’s musing on the dictum of the divine right of kingship, whereby ‘Not all the water in the rough rude sea / Can wash the balm from an anointed king’ (3.2.50–1). At the opposite, worldly extreme, we find the future Richard III exemplifying Machiavellian virtù and expressing a monomaniacal drive to attain the crown by any means (3HVI, 3.2.125–95). Between these two political poles illustrating the conflict between homiletic monarchism and realpolitik lie nuanced visions expressed by other kings and pretenders, all of which echo the Chronicles.

Neither Holinshed’s nor Shakespeare’s pretenders to and usurpers of the throne ever seem to dispute Gaunt’s idealized notion of kingship. Bolingbroke, whose private motivations remain a mystery for the audience in Richard II, continuously upholds this vision in his public rhetoric: from his initial comment on the powerful, time-altering breath of kings (RII, 1.3.206–8), to his awestruck duet with York at the sight of Richard as roi-soleil on the ramparts of Flint castle (3.3.61–70) at the very moment of his triumph—troops marching in silent display as a clear message that Richard has no choice but to descend into the ‘base court’ (3.3.179). Even after Richard has transferred all royal epithets to his successor, Henry is a ‘silent king’ (4.1.280), giving the audience little to work with.

The Henry IV plays, however, emulate the Chronicles’ character-development of Bolingbroke as king, and endow him with a previously unseen psychological depth.16 Once crowned, Shakespeare’s Henry shares his thoughts about how he became king, at times in the spirit of a mirror for princes, merging high idealism with practical expediency and emphasizing the semiotics of public performance (1HIV, 3.3.29–91; 2HIV, 4.3.312–48). Hal, the future paragon of English kings, believes his ‘lineal honour’ and right to the throne exculpate him from his father’s sins (2HIV, 4.3.172–8). Even the anti-king Richard III speaks and plays the ‘ideal’ part in public, but his metatheatrical involvement of the audience in his escapades effectively banishes from its collective mind all traces of Gauntian semiotic idealism according to which one’s public actions and words signify a true royal essence.

Just as Holinshed does not suppress the succession crisis and his awareness of the House of Lancaster’s tragic future even when narrating the great promise of Henry V’s early days (Chronicles 1587: III, 548), so Shakespeare does not forget Richard II’s wrongful death. It is not forgotten at the outset of Henry’s great expedition, in Cambridge’s final words (HV, 2.2.151–3) that cryptically echo Holinshed (1587: III, 548–9). Nor is it forgotten at the eve of the most mystical date in English history, the battle of Agincourt, when Henry’s promise to honour Richard’s desecrated royal body and soul sounds like a desperate new dynastic covenant offered to divine-right-dispensing Providence in a vain attempt to pre-empt what Holinshed’s readers and Shakespeare’s audience alike in hindsight must have known to be inevitable: the extinction of the regicidal blood line and the passing of the royal title to the House of York (HV, 4.1.289–302).

In the Chronicles and Shakespeare’s histories Englishness is an idea definable by antithesis, emerging from the English crown’s battles against the various ‘others’ throughout the fifteenth century on the British Isles and in the Hundred Years War against France.17 Apart from Henry V, where the archipelagic peoples seem united against a Continental foe despite their anxious bickering and stereotyping of each other, in the histories the Welsh, the Scots, and the Irish are repeatedly presented as threats to the peace of the English kingdom, and their actions characterized by varying degrees of savagery and unreliability. Sometimes the emphasis is on cultural and linguistic differences, recognizable in Hotspur’s mockery of Welsh beliefs as ‘such a deal of skimble-skamble stuff’ (1HIV, 3.1.150) or Glendower’s daughter’s inability to communicate with her husband and the English audience without a translator (3.1.187–262). Other times, the stubbornly unassimilative is an ineffable mystery, as in MacMorris’s anxious exclamation ‘What ish my nation?’ (HV, 3.3.66), or looms as a perennial off-stage threat of Irish rebellion. Scotland appears as both a backstabbing pawn of France and a barbarous nation whose violence plagues England through men like Douglas. But the archipelagic savage is exemplified most clearly in the Welshwomen’s unspeakably horrific mutilation of the fallen English soldiers (1HIV, 1.1.42–6) based on Holinshed’s original phrasing (Chronicles 1577: II, 1134; 1587: III, 520) rather than Fleming’s sententious and gruesome interpolation (1587: III, 528).18

Englishness for Holinshed and Shakespeare includes chivalric, honourable conduct in war and peace, and a sense of national unity that transcends class divisions. Frenchness, on the other hand, is summarized by Joan of Arc’s acerbically apt definition of Burgundy as the exemplar of a fickle nation: ‘Done like a Frenchman, turn and turn again’ (1HVI, 3.7.85). Shakespeare’s Hotspur, Henry V, Talbot, Humphrey of Gloucester, Salisbury, and Bedford are the aristocratic standard-bearers of an English nationalism characterized by chauvinistic particularity, plain-dealing, and service to the common weal. That the English are indeed a nation is manifested in their base countrymen’s passion for the same ideals. The French aristocrats, however, consistently display an arrogant contempt for their compatriots of lower estates, and long are tragically unable to forge a ‘band of brothers’ united in the face of a common enemy. In the Chronicles and Shakespeare’s plays the French learn from their mistakes and eventually unify against the foreign foe, but the English grasp the lesson behind the cautionary exemplum of selfish politicking that undermined the interests of the patria only after their own internecine catastrophe.

Holinshed’s account of mid-fifteenth-century shifts in English policy rearticulates the changed role of France in English public discourse. ‘France’ during most of the war signified a geographical locus, a territorial prize to be conquered and defended by the Plantagenet claimants of its throne. By the 1450s most at the English court realized that whatever gains they had achieved militarily under Henry V and throughout the decades of French disunity, were now irretrievably rolled back as a result of Burgundy’s defection. There was practically no realistic chance of ever militarily reclaiming the lost territories—let alone the crown of France. But such politic realism was not matched by the development in public discourse.

As the Chronicles show, ‘France’ is continually mentioned in the political wrangling of the 1450s–1460s, but the noun no longer signifies a locus; it becomes a rhetorical topos, an abstract value for measuring the patriotism of the agents on the political stage. In the wake of defeat, the court factions engage in a blame-game, and the culpability for the loss of the French territories irremediably discredits one and elevates the other. The new high ethos of the Yorkists in Holinshed’s narrative results from the fact that they were not in power at the time of France’s loss and it is amplified by the dignified pathos with which their audience is reminded of their nation’s humiliation (1587: III, 630–1). Although Holinshed’s and Shakespeare’s Yorkists never cease to muse on the lost glories of France, and publicly proclaim their desire to rekindle the war and reclaim their lost patrimony, these are transparent rhetorical tricks intended for local consumption. York’s angry musing about how Henry merely ‘Weeps’ and ‘wrings his hapless hands’ while his French domains are ‘shared and … borne away’ (2HVI, 1.1.225–8) may define him rhetorically as a more decorously martial heir of Henry V’s empire by conquest, but his previous and later actions in the saga also show a man who has no scruples about sacrificing ‘national’ heroes like Talbot and Gloucester on the altar of personal ambition. Old Clifford’s patriotic invocations of Henry V’s name and glorious memory prove to be intended for similarly cynical, local, political gains: to disperse Cade’s followers and to divert their attention from their legitimate grievances (2HVI, 4.7.164–207). The same is certainly true of Richard III’s patriotic oration to his men at Bosworth that ‘others’ Richmond’s army of ‘bastard Bretons’ whom their fathers had ‘beaten, bobbed and thumped’ in past wars (RIII, 5.6.45–71). In short, as the country of France transforms into a memory and an imperialist pipe dream, it becomes another abstract quality to add to the set of national values treasured by any ‘true English hart’ (1587: III, 548), alongside chivalry, honour, respect for the law, and the service to the English commonwealth.

The commonwealth ideal propagated by Holinshed’s Chronicles is founded upon a long political tradition traceable at least to the late fourteenth century, and which continues well into the seventeenth. Put simply, this vision conceives England as a commonwealth, at times anthropomorphically. The king is the head, but all estates play constitutive roles, and the whole is sustained by a common purpose. That purpose is what medieval and early modern writers variously referred to as the ‘common weal’, the ‘public weal’, or the ‘common good’. Although modern English separates the semantic fields of monarchy and republic, and some may even consider the two words antonyms, in early modern usage the terms were not at all incompatible, because the etymological Latin root of the word republic (res publica) was understood to correspond to the English term common weal.19 Thus, Smith’s De Republica Anglorum does not propose an English ‘republic’; it describes the constitution and practical operation of the English State similar to what late medieval theorists like Sir John Fortescue termed a ‘dominium politicum et regale’—not a system of government by consent, but one where the king’s courting of popular assent was seen as proof of his duty to take counsel.20 The early moderns called this a ‘mixed commonwealth’, combining royal power with a consultative body such as Parliament, and contemporary scholarship terms it a ‘monarchical republic’.21 While the sovereign exercises absolute power and is answerable only to God, he is not a tyrant. Diverse fifteenth- and sixteenth-century texts reveal a political tradition that expects the crown to seek counsel, and conventionally employs tropes of ‘care’ and selfless labour for the common good to characterize it. The governed, in turn, are consistently shown to offer their constitutive assent, often termed their ‘good opinion’, once the exercise of royal power has been deemed to be in the interests of the commonwealth. Holinshed shows how even Edward IV, who won the crown on the battlefield, was first ‘by the lords in the … councell assembled, named, elected and admitted for king and gouernour of the realme’, and then acclaimed by the common people assembled in St John’s Field by means of a ‘loving consent which the commons frankelie and fréelie had given’ (1587: III, 661). Constitutional scholars are still debating the extent to which the sixteenth-century Parliament can be considered a ‘representative’ body, but it is clear that the ‘idea of the Lower House’s representative function’ was current in Elizabethan England.22

Shakespeare’s stage-world adopts Holinshed’s vision of the English commonwealth where the good opinion of the governed is critically important to all who desire political power. The gardeners in Richard II, for example, develop an allegorical vision in which the duties of the king as gardener-in-chief are matched by the different plants’ proper place and size in relation to the royal tree (RII, 3.4). Henry VI’s first words as king describe an anthropomorphic commonwealth whose bowels are plagued by the parasitical worm of civil dissension (1HVI, 3.1.72–4). The trope of the commonwealth’s distempered body is employed by king and rebel alike (2HIV, 3.1.37–42, 4.1.53–66), whenever one faction casts the other in the role of disease and seeks to play the land’s healer.

The ‘cares’ of kingly rule and the incessant ‘labours’ for the common good are also continually alluded to by ruler and rebel alike in the histories. When the governed appreciate the speaker’s words to be true and reflective of his labours in their best interests, they confer complimentary epithets upon him—as with the legendary ‘good duke Humphrey’ of Gloucester. Richard II, on the other hand, is remarkably tin-eared to his subjects’ interests and scorns Bolingbroke who courts the commons’ favour (RII, 1.4). Although a usurper, Henry IV proves to be more attuned to the changing nature of his polity, and offers sound political counsel to his son how to deal with his subjects. Hal adopts his father’s advice and takes it one step further. Over the course of the Henriad, Henry V emerges as one who listens to the vox populi and ‘can drink with any tinker in his own language’ (1HIV, 2.5.18–19), a magnificent prince who unites the worlds of Hotspur’s honour and Falstaff’s sack by confessing his taste for ‘the poor creature small beer’ (2HIV, 2.2.10–11), and a loving ruler who descends into the mass to give his brothers-in-arms a ‘little touch of Harry in the night’ (HV, 4.0.47).23 Shakespeare’s Henry V is a character developed over three plays, and the composite embodies an ideal balance between awesome royal power and empathetic alertness to the interests of the governed, which neither the absence of the eulogizing Chorus and consequently ‘more crudely patriotic’24 (if not less ambivalent) royal portrait of the Quarto, nor the much-discussed temporal anxieties surrounding the fifth Chorus’s anticipations of Essex’s triumphant return from Ireland in the Folio, manage to undo completely.

Not surprisingly, no other ruler in the histories manages to emulate his example. Henry V is at the centre of the eight-play sequence: as a beloved memory invoked in the martial horror of the first tetralogy, and the glorious future that will redeem his father’s and his own failings in the second. He is a hero from ‘a lost heroic age’ whose truth, no surprise, ‘evaporate[s] in ambiguity as soon as we reach them’.25 Henry and his achievements are the constructs of a nation’s nostalgic yearning that, like all reveries, is unsettled by rational analysis. Henry’s successors all allude to service to the commonwealth, and all make their efforts known to the commons through various forms of propaganda, but none manages to achieve the universal success and public acclaim awarded to him. The amplified laus concluding his reign in the 1587 text declares Henry ‘a king, of life without spot, a prince whome all men loved, and of none disdained’, an exemplary commander, a ‘humane’ ruler ‘both loved and obeied’ for his ‘severe’ justice, ‘a terrour to rebels, and suppressour of sedition, his vertues notable his qualities most praise-worthie’ (1587: III, 583). There is only one English Alexander in the pantheon of national memory, and his reign alone in Shakespeare’s plays is remembered as a golden age.

A COMMONWEALTH OF RUMOUR-MONGERS

One of the ways in which early modern people conceived history, metaphorically and possibly literally, was as ‘a power of resurrection, a means of raising the dead’.26 The ‘wooden O’ of Shakespeare’s theatre, thus, is not a void but a life-source, a mystical womb in which the spirits of the dead are re-embodied.27 Whether the dramatic resuscitation and resurrection of the English dead belongs to a conscious project of nation-creation, or is at best a reflection of Shakespeare’s minimalist interest in ‘watching how people behave’ in a world where politics is reduced to a quest for power, is hard to say.28 It is probably a bit of both. Whatever his motivations may have been, Shakespeare’s trumpet raises not only the agents of history, the protagonists of the historiographic res gestae from the Chronicles, but also the spirits of the faceless, nameless multitudes that inhabit the long whispering gallery of history, Holinshed’s rumour-mongers and peddlers of ‘brutes’, and gives them bodies, faces, and names where none existed before.

Shakespeare’s anatomization of Rumour in 2 Henry IV reflects his reading of the Chronicles. Rumour and gossip, the popular ‘brutes’ that punctuate Holinshed’s fifteenth-century history, are anatomized throughout Shakespeare’s histories and are therefore less the product of his dramatic or artistic innovation in one play than his willingness to adopt a ready-made device from his source. The marginalized voices recovered by critics from the mediation of Shakespeare’s histories and the Renaissance stage29 were in fact first ‘recovered’ from the silenced and undifferentiated multitude of the Chronicles by the playwright himself. In the wake of Patterson’s landmark study Reading Holinshed’s Chronicles, the critic who is aware of the multivocality of Shakespeare’s source no longer can credit him with the ‘invention’ of multivocal historiography; there is indeed ‘ventriloquism’ at work in Shakespeare’s plays, but the voices we hear are neither of an ‘intellectual’ Shakespeare, nor of a group that seeks to ‘disturb’ the perspective of ‘visible history’, thus creating a ‘scandal of historiography’.30 These are the voices heard in the Chronicles. If 2 Henry IV is a ‘memory play’,31 so are all of Shakespeare’s histories. The role of rumour—whether allegorized or personified in a cast of speaking commoners—is the same in the plays as in the Chronicles. These anatomized rumours certainly offer competing visions of the past, but not always for subversive reasons, nor to articulate views that are inherently ‘disruptive of authority’.32 The multiplicity of accounts occurs in the chronicle narrative specifically when the truth of the event is unknowable, or when the one truth (whose existence, though unknown, is never denied by the chroniclers) is potentially too dangerous to articulate overtly.33 These places most commonly provide variable death-scenarios (frequently attributed to unidentified ‘writers’ or ‘constant fame’) for kings and other important persons: Richard II (1587: III, 516–17), Humphrey of Gloucester (1587: III, 627), Richard of York (1587: III, 659), and Henry VI (1587: III, 690). Rumour indeed embodies one version of history, but it cannot be said that it is not a causal agent and that ‘rumors do not necessarily seek the truth’.34 In Shakespeare’s source, rumour is very much a causal agent of history because it reflects the opinion of fifteenth-century commons whom all the actors on the political stage courted incessantly throughout the turmoil, and it is seldom invented. I say ‘seldom’ because Sir Thomas More’s History of King Richard the Third plays a crucial role in the chronicle and often unabashedly relies on hearsay which he terms ‘conjecture’ (1587: III, 712). But More’s narrative is atypical of the chronicle’s rhetorical structure, and our awareness of its ambivalence should not discolour our understanding of the role of the popular ‘brute’ in the rest of the chronicle into which it is inserted.35 Rumour is the voice of the crowd that is heard intermittently, but one that is quite able to ‘tell its own story’.36

After their defeat in the Rising of 1381, Holinshed’s commons begin to reflect the historical process of their growing political awareness and their increasing—though still limited—participatory role in medieval government.37 But Holinshed’s historical commons no longer directly initiate events nor are nameable characters. Observing from the side-lines, their perspective begins to influence the reader’s perception of all events. Their new role is the result of Holinshed’s conversion of the commons and their opinions (expressed through parliamentary debates and popular rumours) into rhetorical devices that allow him to articulate what he presents to be the interests of the commonwealth.38 This textual role would have reminded Holinshed’s readers of the common people’s love for rumour, gossip, news-mongering, and other forms of chatter as aspects of political culture in their own time. Recent studies of the rumours and the reactions they produced, the interactions between the ‘purveyors of rumors’ and their ‘consumers’ who in turn became ‘rumour peddlers’ themselves, reveal a far more vibrant popular political culture than past models of ‘popular conservatism’ and ‘popular resistance’ ever imagined in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries.39

If rumour (capitalized or not) is a synonym for the popular ‘brute’, it is not necessarily subversive or disruptive of authority because it is consistently employed to articulate the commons’ awareness of their present, their political judgement, their memory of their own troubled past, and their understanding of history’s lessons independent of the ‘official’ version handed to them by their superiors. Because overt commentary on matters of State, especially by those uninitiated in arcana imperii, was frequently considered unacceptable, the chroniclers may have deliberately chosen a style that delivered their didactic commentaries on royal governance multivocally, cloaking it with figurative language and reported-speech tropes. Rumour and the popular ‘brute’ used in this way are not signifiers for the figments of a disgruntled rabble’s imagination, but tropes chosen by chronicler and playwright alike to communicate a ‘truth’ that is unknowable when royal ‘authority’ itself is contested and disputed. In a time of usurpers, what does it mean exactly to say that ‘rumor is by definition disruptive of authority?’40 If an anti-king has seized the throne, is it necessarily ‘subversive’ to find variant narrative versions of the usurper’s rise to power, or should we treat the emergence of such speech as a ‘conservative’ population’s profoundly ‘reactionary’ desire to return to the stability based on traditional notions of order? Postmodern theoretical constructs fail to decode Holinshed’s and Shakespeare’s political stances primarily because they conceive of political discourse on a binary model that pits ‘conservatism’ against ‘liberalism’. Early modern political discourse transcends binaries and habitually employs the topoi of resistance and obedience for a variety of purposes.41

Rumour is for Shakespeare what it was for Holinshed and his associates: the voice and opinion of the community of subjects as the only arbiter of true authority in the commonwealth. Their opinions and ‘brutes’ consistently articulate the stable national interests and ideals whenever the views of the governing elite are insincere or conflicted, and in that evaluative role they approximate a ‘jury’.42

Are Holinshed’s and Shakespeare’s commons a fickle, unintelligent rabble, or are they capable of discerning the truth? Both portrayals exist in the Chronicles and the histories, but because neither dominates, it cannot be said that either work was reflexively antipopulist or proto-liberal. The popular voice enters Holinshed’s narrative after 1381 and grows in importance and number of occurrences steadily until the ascent of the first Tudor, which an example from 1388 illustrates well. While Richard travelled to Becket’s shrine at Canterbury ‘a brute was raised, and a slander (belike) contrived to bring him into further hatred of his subiects, that he meant to steale over into France, unto the French king, having promised to deliver up into his hands the towne of Calis, with the castell of Guines, and all the fortresses which his predecessors had possessed in those parties, either by right from their ancestors, or by warlike conquest’ (1587: III, 458). As Holinshed shows, not only the barons but even the populace beginning to measure Richard according to the ideal of national kingship—protecting the imperium in France—and willing to believe that he is capable of betraying even that duty of his office, the reader understands that there is no salvation for Richard. True to their source, Shakespeare’s plays have fewer occurrences of anatomized popular ‘brutes’ in the Henriad, but place more and more emphasis on the commons’ opinions in the first tetralogy.

The commons’ grumbling and displeasure after 1381 are spread out over many pages in the Chronicles, but they shape the chronicle-reader’s view that Richard’s deposition was in the interest of the commonwealth. Holinshed’s description of the multitude’s reaction to Bolingbroke’s exile, ‘lamenting and bewailing his departure, as who would saie, that when he departed, the onelie shield, defense and comfort of the commonwealth was vaded and gone’ (1587: III, 495), not only implies the present ‘discomfort’ of the realm, but more importantly identifies its preferred defender and comforter. In Richard II, the steady stream of discontent and oblique political analysis is distilled into one scene in which the Gardener and his man allegorically depict the disorder in the realm as an untended garden. The dissolution of all social bonds of obedience and the descent of the kingdom into chaos, predicted by analogical reasoning (3.4.41–5), is forestalled, the Gardener says, because Bolingbroke has already stepped in as the realm’s healer, and then gives the audience and the eavesdropping queen the news about Richard: ‘Depressed he is already, and deposed / ’Tis doubt he will be’ (3.4.69–70). Like Holinshed’s commoners, the choric gardeners give correct assessments of the political situation, but they also seem to possess knowledge that none of the agents of the political crisis had shared on stage up to this point.

The extensive propaganda war between Henry IV and the rebellious Percies aimed at gaining the support of the silent multitude of subjects in the Chronicles is reflected in 1&2 Henry IV in the adversarial scenes between the king and his opponents. The king claims to be defending his royal prerogative, while the lords purport to have been ‘forced’ to rebel in the interests of the commonwealth (1HIV, 1.3, 5.1.65–82; 2HIV, 4.1.66–261). As in the Chronicles, the cynicism of both factions’ commonwealth discourse is revealed through a commoner’s point of view. Gadshill, a representative of Falstaff’s ‘low’ world of taverns and petty crime, satirizes the fallen ‘high’ world of corrupt royal officials who ‘pray continually to their saint the commonwealth; or rather, not pray to her, but prey on her; for they ride up and down on her and make her their boots’ (1HIV, 2.1.79–82). This is certainly not an illiterate, ignorant commoner, nor is this malicious rumour; it is the view of a subject who understands his world.

Whereas Richard II and 1&2 Henry IV seem to rely on chronicle passages that whisper the opinions of the faceless and nameless commons, the soldiers in Henry V appear to be anatomizations of questions Shakespeare must have asked himself upon finding the English commons’ almost complete silence in the narrative of Henry V’s reign. The fireside scene explores the shared anxieties of subject and ruler in times of war. Henry’s testing of his men relies on the conventional topos of royal, chivalric discourse: the ‘contentment’ of dying in the king’s company for a ‘just’ cause (HV, 4.1.125–7). The soldiers demur because the war’s ‘cause’ is ‘more than [they] know’ (4.1.128), and respond to Henry’s implicit princely vision of war as a chivalric clash of arms with a completely different set of topoi: of war as butchery and dismemberment, the way the common soldier knows it. The views of Holinshed’s silent commons are literally anatomized in Williams’s speech: in the apocalyptic vision of the battle’s aftermath each common soldier’s severed body part grows a mouth that demands a ‘heavy reckoning’ from the king because he had led those who had no choice but to obey to their deaths, and left their families destitute (4.1.133–45). Shakespeare’s Henry is an extremely able orator modelled on Holinshed’s portrait, as his many great speeches in the play attest. But if he was interested in refuting the pathetic appeal of Williams’s oration shored up by real-world topoi of severed limbs and cries of wounded soldiers, poor wives, and orphaned children, he needed to respond in the same mode, according to the same elocutional decorum. Instead, Henry inexplicably commits the error of a novice debater: his response ignores Williams’s method of proof by pathos, and launches into a sententious counter-oration, proving by correspondence that his relationship to his soldiers and his responsibility for their spiritual welfare is analogous to that between father and son, or between master and servant, which, he maintains, exculpates him from any wrongs committed or suffered by his men. This argument blatantly ignores what many in Shakespeare’s audience would have heard unaddressed in his speech: the fact that many, if not most, soldiers of their day were pressed into service and had no choice, much as Williams insinuates. Whether this was also true of Henry’s army in 1415 is beside the point; in Shakespeare’s historical reimagining Falstaff presses the dregs of society into service before the Battle of Shrewsbury in ways that would have been too familiar (1HIV, 4.2.12–48). Many watching Henry V would surely have understood that not all the men at Agincourt went there in search of plunder like Nim, Bardolph, and Pistol.43 The result of Henry’s oratorical error is predictable. Seeing his twinned nationalist and social ‘egalitarian’ ideologies of unity against a foreign foe and the great leveller Death rejected, Henry finds himself quarrelling about what he entered France to avoid: the essential inequality of subject and king.44 Henry may have executed three nobles who shared Williams’s opinion at Southampton, but he has neither a remedy for the commons’ critique nor a counterpoint. This is also part of Shakespeare’s ambivalent portrayal of Henry V based on the Chronicles. On the whole, his subjects may like him as a person and ruler, but they certainly do not approve of all his policies, including the resumption of the war with France.

In the first tetralogy, the commons’ rhetorical role is very similar to the one in the Chronicles where their opinions serve to praise someone like Humphrey of Gloucester who is ‘verie loving to the poore commons, and so beloved of them againe’ (1587: III, 627), or to condemn Queen Margaret and her allies whose actions are seen to be aimed ‘not against forren foes and enimies of their countrie, but against their owne countriemen, and those that had deserved verie well of the common-wealth’ (1587: III, 626). In 2 Henry VI the commons play crucial roles even outside the Cade scenes, because they help build Gloucester’s ethos as the last bulwark of reason and sound governance preventing the demise of the kingdom, and in passing judgment on the evil counsellors of the inept king. They are suppliants and petitioners, giving Gloucester a chance to shine forth as a Solomonic judge (1.3); their baser instincts and a penchant for carnivalesque buffoonery during the false ‘miracle’ at St Albans set up Gloucester as the only man able to see beyond deceptive posturing in a fallen world (2.1); and the Captain’s indictment and execution of Suffolk for crimes against his sovereign and his nation (4.1) in terms traceable to the Chronicles (1587: III, 629), makes a commoner the mouthpiece and defender of the English commonwealth. In 3 Henry VI, when they are not utilized as types—as in the fathers-and-sons Towton tableau emblematizing the horrors of civil war (2.5)—the commons, like the gamekeepers, are shown to be jaded victims of factional propaganda campaigns, and maintain their duty only to the ‘king’ regardless of who he may be at any moment (3.1). Shakespeare’s commons, like Holinshed’s, prove eternally loyal to the institution of monarchy as the safeguard of the common weal, but when the ‘right’ of kingship is in dispute, their reluctance to judge subverts the proclaimed legality of both claims.

Such political relativism naturally leads to Richard III’s world in which nothing is what it seems; it is a world characterized by ‘some maner of muttering among the people, as though all should not long be well, though they neither wist what they feared, nor wherefore’ (1587: III, 721). But Shakespeare’s commons in Richard III are a shrewd lot whose interpretive abilities are unmatched by anyone in the Henry VI plays. They are, therefore, slightly different from More’s initially confused interpretive community that cannot always see beyond the deceptions of the ruling class (1587: III, 722). Shakespeare’s commoners are based on More’s faceless, nameless mass, but he anatomizes only the best exegetes from More’s world in which politics are ‘kings games, as it were stage plaies, and for the more part plaied upon scaffolds, in which poore men be but lookers on’ (1587: III, 732).

The first commoner on stage is Brackenbury, Clarence’s jailer. Faced with Clarence’s ominous dream-vision, Brackenbury is typical of More’s commoners in refusing to attribute any meaning to signifiers in his dangerous world. His semiotic sobriety and politic prudence shape his few speeches: first in musing on the fate of fallen princes ‘between [whose] titles and low name, / There’s nothing differs but the outward fame’ (RIII, 1.4.78–9), and later upon the arrival of the murderers with a commission for the surrender of the prisoner, ‘I will not reason what is meant hereby, / Because I will be guiltless of the meaning’ (1.4.90–1).

The two murderers are abler exegetes who see through the nobles’ semiotic obfuscation, and play a much more important rhetorical role than Brackenbury. On the first level, the two commoners are the anatomized voice of historical memory that the noble factions continually try to control: they confront Clarence’s hypocritical hiding behind divine-right discourse by reminding him of his past war against an anointed king, his murder of the crown prince, and his perjuries against his sovereign and God (1.4.196–220). Clarence promptly confesses his errors because there is no counter-argument to memory’s indictment. On the second level, the two murderers emerge as the dual voice of historical judgment and the common weal, as they pass sentence on Clarence: ‘Thy brother’s love, our duty, and thy faults / Provoke us hither now to slaughter thee’ (1.4.219–20). If Clarence had ever entertained the typically chivalric hope that his name would be inscribed in the ‘Book of Fame’ upon his death, the words of the murderers must be taken for a cruel awakening; the Book of Fame is at best fictional, and the only historical memory of villainy or fame sure to be preserved is inscribed by the disinterested community of the governed.

The next scene populated by commoners (2.3) introduces this group of disinterested observers with long memories. The citizens discuss their ‘giddy’ and ‘troublous’ world, bemoan the fate of their land governed by a child (Edward V), and recall in great detail the historical precedent of Henry VI’s reign. The citizens are not fools; although they may not know the full truth of the political crisis, they are realistic and understand their unpredictable times. As one says, ‘All may be well, but if God sort it so / ’Tis more than we deserve, or I expect’ (2.3.36–7).

Shakespeare’s Scrivener (3.6), however, is the supreme example of the anatomized common voice from the Chronicles, and is modelled on a passage in which More ventriloquizes the reading of Richard’s proclamation (regarding Hastings’ arrest and quick execution) by a faceless, nameless multitude. The public proclamation was made, More writes, ‘within two hourse after that he was beheaded, and it was so curiouslie indicted, & so faire written in parchment, in so well set a hand, and therewith of it selfe so long a processe, that everie child might well perceive that it was prepared before’ (1587: III, 724). Obviously, not everyone in the realm had fallen for Richard’s and Buckingham’s manipulative antics. Some were clearly capable of a sophisticated analysis that refuted the veracity of the text after considering its physical appearance and the moment of its publication. The Scrivener says: ‘Who is so gross / That cannot see this palpable device? / Yet who so bold but says he sees it not? / Bad is the world, and all will come to naught, / When such ill dealing must be seen in thought’ (RIII, 3.6.10–14). His choric commentary reveals the playwright’s adoption of More’s point that the commons’ familiarity with and scepticism towards propaganda were crucial factors in the story of Richard’s rise and fall. Because Brackenbury, the murderers, the citizens, and the Scrivener have all consistently shown their superior exegetical abilities by decoding the obfuscations of their social betters, it is not surprising that when a nameless and voiceless multitude is assembled in 3.7, first off-stage to listen to Buckingham’s triple oration, and then later on-stage, they do so in stolid silence, obviously reluctant to participate vocally in Richard’s charade.45

Shakespeare’s commoners playing parts in emblematic scenes, such as the gardeners in Richard II and the fathers and sons at Towton in 3 Henry VI, do not always have ‘independent lives’ because they are ‘pressed into the service of an allegorical commentary on the crisis of the state’.46 This is also true of the commons in the Chronicles; there the chroniclers press them into service as rhetorical devices for delivering oblique critiques on matters of governance. The difference between the two authorial press gangs is that the chroniclers seem incurious about the commons’ identities, while the playwright gives them bodies, faces, names, and loud voices. Shakespeare’s plays thus reverse the processes of Renaissance historiography like Holinshed’s that can suppress, leave ‘un(re) counted, unrepresented and forgotten’,47 parts of historical memory. Instead, by virtue of their imaginary and necromantic power of historical reconstruction,48 Shakespeare’s plays raise the spirits and bodies of the dead in a way that allows us to remember not only a litany of English nobles acting in a sublime res gestae, but also a catalogue of hitherto nameless and forgotten commons whose displeasure and good opinion also helped forge the early modern English commonwealth.


CHAPTER 31

SHAKESPEARE AND BRITISH HISTORY

RICHARD DUTTON

You can’t know Albion, he says, unless you can go back before Albion was thought of. You must go back before Caesar’s legions, to the days when the bones of giant animals and men lay on the ground where one day London would be built. You must go back to the New Troy, the New Jerusalem, and the sins and crimes of the kings who rode under the tattered banners of Arthur and who married women who came out of the sea or hatched out of eggs, women with scales and fins and feathers … These are old stories he says, but some people, let us remember, do believe them.

[Hilary Mantel, Wolf Hall (New York: Henry Holt & Co., 2009), 77–8]

HOLINSHED, CHRONICLE HISTORY, AND STRANGENESS

Shakespeare’s Jacobean return to Holinshed for some of the bare bones of King Lear and Cymbeline has long been recognized.1 But estimates of the Chronicles’ influence on these plays—the only ones to deal with ‘the Matter of Britain’, the mythical prehistory of the British isles—have diminished over the years, as other sources have taken on greater significance. I want to argue, however, that it is short-sighted to assess Holinshed’s influence on these plays purely on the basis of the narrative information that Shakespeare derived from them. That kind of thinking turned source-study into what Stephen Greenblatt famously derided as ‘the elephants’ graveyard of literary studies’.2 What Holinshed more importantly imparted to Shakespeare and his contemporaries was a peculiar freedom about the handling of history.

Especially in respect of the prehistory of the British Isles what the Chronicles offered was a definitive compendium of foundation myths, tales told not because they were necessarily true in themselves but because they embodied cherished truths about the origins of the islands’ political culture. Like the Greek tales of Herakles and Oedipus, Orestes and Electra, they are not set in stone, but each telling invites further reworkings. That these ‘British’ tales are presented, moreover, on a continuum with the documented histories of the Saxons, Picts, and Normans, the Plantagenets, Stuarts, and Tudors suspends the distinctions we normally draw today between fiction and fact, myth and history. It elides, in particular, the line between the spirit of fantasy inherent in romance and the cautious yearning for verifiable fact at the heart of history.

Sir Philip Sidney notoriously mocked the historian as one ‘laden with old mouse-eaten records, authorizing himself (for the most part) upon other histories, whose greatest authorities are built upon the notable foundation of hearsay; having much ado to accord differing writers and to pick truth out of their partiality’.3 He could have had the first edition of Holinshed’s Chronicles in mind, since The Defence of Poesy seems to be later than 1579.4 But Sidney, in his determination to valorize the poet, does scant justice to Holinshed and his ilk, refusing to recognize how often their ‘mouse-eaten records’ take on the spirit of romance which he himself was to capture perfectly in the Arcadia: it was certainly no accident that Shakespeare would marry the two so dramatically in King Lear. Raphael Holinshed does indeed authorize himself by the work of earlier writers and at times (we will see this particularly in relation to Cymbeline) has difficulty reconciling conflicting sources. Sometimes he seems not even to try to reconcile them, leaving this to the reader. This only underscores the arbitrariness and unreliability of all history writing which—however much it strives for objectivity—is inevitably partial, incomplete, man-made: not the past, barely even a shadow of the past. This is never more so than when Holinshed is dealing with ‘the Matter of Britain’. So much of that story derived from the inventive pen of Geoffrey of Monmouth. But, as Renaissance scholars progressively discovered, it was subject (in its later phases) to correction—or, at the very least, revision—by the Romans from Julius Caesar onwards, who had actually encountered the ancient Britons. On Holinshed’s pages the effect is sometimes akin to that of two instruments only occasionally playing the same tune.

This mixture of romance and history (often overlaid with blatant fictions) characterizes that most distinctive of Elizabethan genres, the chronicle history play, the form in which Shakespeare first made his reputation—and to which he distinctively returned in King Lear and Cymbeline. The title page of the 1608 quarto of Lear is unusually specific about this: ‘M. William Shak-speare: his true chronicle historie of the life and death of King Lear and his three daughters. With the unfortunate life of Edgar, sonne and heire to the Earle of Gloster, and his sullen and assumed humor of Tom of Bedlam’. The ‘Tom of Bedlam’ takes us to a feature of chronicle histories which the composers of their title pages had found irresistible since the first play was printed under such a designation, George Peele’s Edward I (1593): ‘THE Famous Chronicle of king Edward the first, sirnamed Edward Longshankes, with his returne from the holy land. ALSO THE LIFE OF LLEUELLEN rebell in Wales. Lastly, the sinking of Queene Elinor, who sunck at Charingcrosse, and rose againe at Potters-hith, now named Queenehith’.5 The historical facts of Edward’s return from the crusades and his conflict with Llewellen of Wales (though fictionalized out of recognition) rub shoulders with what various commentators call the old wives’ tale of Queen Eleanor’s ‘sinking’ at Charing Cross, a romanticized memory of Edward’s extreme ritualized grief after her death. Printers perhaps felt that such fantastic materials sold playbooks, and we may suppose that dramatists felt they would appeal to audiences too, so recurrent a feature are they of this kind of play.

One of the most reprinted of such plays was the two-part Edward IV, published in 1599 as:

CONTAINING His mery pastime with the Tanner of Tamwoorth, as also his love to fayre Mistresse Shoare, her great promotion, fall and misery, and lastly the lamentable death of both her and her husband. Likewise the besiedging of London, by the bastarde Falconbridge, and the valiant defence of the same by the Lord Maior and the Cittizens.

The Falconbridge rebellion and siege of London are historical realities, as was Edward’s mistress, Jane Shore (though her tale here is heavily sentimentalized), but the ‘mery pastime with the Tanner of Tamwoorth’ is pure fantasy, derived apparently from a ballad. Critics have long sought to separate Shakespeare from their own embarrassment about such materials, even as they recognize that characters like Falstaff and Pistol are really part of that tradition. In respect of King Lear, in particular, the folio Tragedie has traditionally taken generic pride of place, effectively effacing the quarto Chronicle Historie and its unfortunate associations with ‘inferior’ works. F. D. Hoeniger, for example, counterpoised ‘the anonymous third-rate dramatist of The Chronicle History of King Leir’ with the author of King Lear and expressly denied that Shakespeare’s play is ‘what the Quarto title suggests, a chronicle history’.6

On the contrary, I want to argue that both King Lear and Cymbeline are exactly what the quarto title-page of the former proclaims it to be. And that in this they follow the spirit of Holinshed’s Chronicles, even as they ignore or redirect their historical narratives. This claim will seem the more unusual in respect of Cymbeline, which—like all of Shakespeare’s late plays—has suffered from a degree of generic indeterminacy, usually being treated as a ‘romance’, or a ‘tragicomedy’, or a sui generis ‘late play’. Romance is certainly appropriate, but it must be seen in the specific context of its integration with an historical record—the mix of chronicle history. I suggest that, at the heart of this mix, there is invariably an element of the improbable—be it the sinking of Queen Eleanor, the merry pastime with the Tanner of Tamworth, or the assumed humour of Tom of Bedlam. And the key quality associated with that improbability is strangeness—a disorientating sense of things being other than they should be. We catch it in the very last of the chronicle histories to be published in the early modern period, John Ford’s Perkin Warbeck (1634), a play built on disturbing improbability, which was advertised as ‘The Chronicle Historie of Perkin Warbeck. A Strange Truth’.

The same quality is evoked at the beginning of Cymbeline, as the First Gentlemen tells the Second the improbable tale of the loss of the king’s two sons:

Howsoere ’tis strange,

Or that the negligence may well be laugh’d at:

Yet is it true Sir.7

Strangeness (even laughable strangeness) and truth are part of the same equation. It is often associated with the effects of awe and wonder intended by the stagers of elaborate court masques, which seem to be echoed in Shakespeare’s late plays.8 The effects in chronicle histories are indeed parallel to an extent (and they intersect in Cymbeline), but at times they are distinctly different. I suggest that in these plays ‘strangeness’ served to flag to audiences something of the contemporary relevance of the historical material within which the ‘strange’ elements were located. It did so, however, in codes we lost long ago and have only partially recovered.

In this respect Cymbeline, just like Lear, is a chronicle history. It has long been thought odd that Heminge and Condell chose to place it among the tragedies in the first folio, rather than with The Winter’s Tale and The Tempest among the comedies. But that is where they chose to place Lear, a decision nobody queries (though they had the option of placing it among the histories,) and with Cymbeline they were simply being consistent.

KING LEAR AND HOLINSHED

The chronicle history strangeness of Shakespeare’s Lear is, for the most part, in direct proportion to its remoteness from the Holinshed original. Holinshed may be said to have provided the narrative spark of an ageing king with three daughters, whom he subjects to a ‘trial of love’.9 His favourite younger daughter refuses to follow her elder sisters in their flattery of him, resulting in a division of the kingdom between the two elder daughters and their husbands, who eventually strip the old man of his authority and dignity. On closer examination, however, it is apparent that Shakespeare did not simply follow Holinshed, who makes clear that ‘Leir’ held the love-test because ‘he thought to understand the affections of his daughters towards him, and preferre hir whom he best loved, to the succession over the kingdom’ (Chronicles 1587: I, Hist., 12). In both versions he is predisposed to favour Cordeilla/Cordelia, but Shakespeare’s Lear always intends to divide the kingdom among the three daughters—the test is to determine which shall inherit the richest portion. In Holinshed the division itself is a consequence of Cordelia’s failure of the test.

A review of the other sources shows how few specifics Shakespeare in fact derived from Holinshed.10 The Queen’s Men’s chronicle history of King Leir, in many ways the single most traceable source for Shakespeare’s play, is itself based substantially on Holinshed’s Chronicle and so might reasonably be said to reproduce and reinforce its influence. And yet it is many of the features that originate with the play itself, and not with the Chronicles, which leave the most pronounced traces. These include the prototypes (Perillus and the Messenger) of the figures we know as Kent and Oswald, and a scene in which Lear and Cordelia kneel to ask blessings of each other—which topples into absurdity in the old play as they continually kneel and rise again, yet in Shakespeare becomes pure pathos. But the traces also include some of the language of the old play, which lingered in Shakespeare’s consciousness even as he revised the original out of all recognition. Resonant phrases like ‘pelican daughters,’ ‘pattern of patience’, ‘Lear’s shadow’, ‘The Gods are just’, ‘I gave you all’ and ‘Proper deformity shows not in the fiend/So horrid as in woman’ can all plausibly be traced to suggestions in King Leir, though none of them traces back to Holinshed.11

Other sources, too, leave very specific traces in ways that Holinshed does not. John Higgins’s 1574 additions to The Mirror for Magistrates (predating Holinshed) specify the reductions in Lear’s retinue, as well apparently as pairing for the first time Goneril with Albany and Regan with Cornwall.12 Spenser’s brief telling of the Lear story in The Faerie Queene (1590; Book 2, Canto 10, stanzas 27–33) coined the version of Cordelia’s name with which we are most familiar. Even Cordelia’s refusal to answer her father ‘otherwise than I thinke, and as my conscience leadeth me’ is based not on that Holinshed original (1587: I, Hist., 12) but on a passage concerning Ina, king of the West Saxons, who is recorded as subjecting his own three daughters to ‘a trial of love’ in William Camden’s Remaines of a Greater Worke, Concerning Britaine (1605). Lear’s madness does not feature in any extant version of the story earlier than Shakespeare’s play. Holinshed tells us that he ‘began to waxe unweldie through age’ and that he suffered ‘griefe’ and ‘miserie’, which accords with his depiction in King Leir; Spenser calls him ‘wretched’. But in all these versions Lear, though feeble, is able to give his elder daughters the slip and flee to join Cordelia in France. Only in King Lear does his ‘escape’ take the form of madness on the heath with the Fool, Edgar, and Kent. This may have been prompted by the case of Bryan Annesley, a former gentleman pensioner of Queen Elizabeth, who went senile. In October 1603 his eldest daughter applied to Sir Robert Cecil, James I’s chief minister, to have her father declared lunatic, so that she and her husband might have control of his estate. Annesley’s younger daughter, Cordell, successfully counter-sued, anxious both to prevent the estate being seized and to avoid the ignominy of lunacy being associated with her father. When he died the following year most of his estate went to Cordell. As R. A. Foakes puts it, her ‘name and conduct curiously echo the folk-tale and anticipate the play’.13 So it is not impossible that Shakespeare also drew on this non-literary ‘source’.

But it was in deciding to add an entire, alien, second plot that Shakespeare placed most distance between himself and the Holinshed original, in the process most distinctively aligning the play with the form of the chronicle history play as it had flourished in the 1590s. The Gloucester story derives substantially from the tale of the Paphlagonian king in Philip Sidney’s Arcadia.14 This might, of course, have been handled as a parallel but separate element in Shakespeare’s play, as for instance the two plots in The Changeling are handled, barely touching each other. But Shakespeare chose to make his two plots cross and interpenetrate each other, changing the Holinshed narrative out of all recognition. Edmund’s presence in the play drives a rift between Goneril and Regan, with consequences for them and for the nation that are no part of the original story. His hoodwinking of Gloucester and Edgar adds multiple dimensions to Lear’s own story, which in Holinshed only extends as far as the king fleeing to France, where he is reconciled with Cordeilla and her husband, a prince of Gallia. Their forces return to Britain, defeat and kill the husbands of the wicked daughters (the daughters themselves are not mentioned) and Leir is restored to the throne, living three more years of peaceful old age. (This is where King Leir concludes the action.) Cordeilla succeeds him as queen in her own right, ruling for five years before being deposed, imprisoned, and finally committing suicide.

None of this happens in King Lear—or perhaps it would be truer to say that it does happen, but in nightmarishly altered fashion. The forces of Cordelia and her husband, the king of France, do invade Britain in Lear’s cause, but they are defeated by Albany, who places defending the nation above the rights of the legitimate king.15 Albany latterly attempts to resign the crown to Lear, but the old man is already beyond such matters. Cordelia never rules the kingdom and is murdered, rather than committing suicide, though Edmund had given orders to hang her and then ‘lay / The blame upon her owne despaire’ (Q, L3v).16 No wonder Dr Johnson complained so bitterly that ‘Shakespeare has suffered the virtue of Cordelia to perish in a just cause, contrary to the natural ideas of justice, to the hope of the reader, and, what is yet more strange, to the faith of chronicles’.17

Indeed the Arcadia seems to have prompted Shakespeare to deviate further and further from ‘the faith of the chronicles’. An adjacent tale in Sidney’s romance, that of Plangus, might well have suggested to him the stratagems by which Edmund fixes guilt upon Edgar. Perhaps more critically, however, between these tales there occurs a dialogue in terza rima between Plangus and Basilius, which focuses on the ethics of suicide, on the justice enforced by the gods, and on the slaughter of the innocent. Such debates can be found elsewhere, but it may be that Shakespeare derived from this the distinctively nihilistic strain in Lear—‘As flies are to th’ wanton boyes, are we to th’ Gods’ (H2v), ‘Howle, howle, howle’ (L3v) etc.—which has no counterpart in Holinshed. Holinshed emphasizes the providential course of natural justice overcoming ‘the unkindeness, or (as I may saie) the unnaturalnesse’ (1587: I, Hist., 13) of selfish individuals, a theme strongly endorsed in King Leir, notably in an added scene in which an assassin cannot bring himself to kill the king. That is certainly a thread in King Lear’s complex pattern, but not one that is simply endorsed by the play. The complexities of Shakespeare’s ruminations on nature, virtue, and justice in the play have indeed been traced as far afield as John Florio’s translation of Montaigne, which exhibit a scepticism wholly alien to Holinshed.18 More famously, the language of demonic possession which Edgar speaks as Poor Tom is derived from Samuel Harsnett’s Declaration of Egregious Popish Impostures (first edn, 1603) (see n. 2 above). This source significantly extends the play’s frame of reference concerning madness, but also helps to fix the play’s contest between virtue and vice as one between forces of light and darkness.

Just when it seems that Shakespeare’s thoughts could hardly be further from Holinshed, and we might be tempted to conclude that he had not directly consulted the Chronicles at all in composing King Lear, we find unlikely evidence that he very probably did. The idea of Gloucester throwing himself off a cliff certainly derives from the tale of the blind king in Sidney’s Arcadia. His son explains how ‘he hath bin driven to such griefe, as even now he would have had me to have led him to the toppe of this rocke, thence to cast himself headlong to death, and so would have made me (who received my life of him) to be the worker of his destruction’ (ed. cit., 143), though he actually avoids even a charade of that fate.19 But a specific feature of Gloucester’s ‘fall’ seems to derive from Holinshed, only two pages before the account of Leir. The passage concerns the race of giants encountered by Brute (Brutus) the Trojan and his followers when they first came to ‘Albion’:

Among these giants … there was one of passing strength and great estimation, named Gogmagog, with whome Brute caused Corineus to wrestle at a place beside Dover, where it chanced that the giant brake a rib in the side of Corineus while they strove to claspe, and the one to overthrow the other: wherewith Corineus being sore chafed and stirred to wrath, did so double his force that he got the upper hand of the giant, and cast him downe headlong from one of the rocks there, not farre from Dover, and so dispatched him: by reason whereof the place was named long after, The fall or leape of Gogmagog, but afterward it was called The fall of Dover. For this valiant deed, and other the like services first and last atchived, Brute gave unto Corineus the whole countrie of Cornwall. [1587: I, Hist., 10]

Holinshed cites Geoffrey of Monmouth as the source of this legend, though in fact Geoffrey locates Corineus’s overthrow of Gogmagog at Plymouth rather than at Dover. Whatever Holinshed’s reasons for changing the location, it suited Shakespeare’s geography for the play, which emphasizes the triangular shape of Britain, with Albany/Scotland and Cornwall (supposedly named after Corineus) representing two corners and Kent the third. Dover stands at the tip of Kent, looking towards France, whence any threatening foreign force was likely to launch an attack—as indeed Cordelia’s does. It may have been pure chance that this passage caught Shakespeare’s eye, but it suggests that the wider context of the Lear story was of interest to him. In ‘the Matter of Britain’ Lear is one of the successors of Brute the Trojan who, emulating his father Aeneas, crossed the seas to found a new dynasty—in his case in the islands of Albion, renamed Britain after him.20 A striking feature of this legend is its repeated emphasis on the dangers of dividing the kingdom, as Lear does. Holinshed inherited this theme from Geoffrey, whose Historia clearly states that it is ‘against the ancient traditions of the island that the single sovereignty of the crown should be divided’.21

Brute himself defied this advice, dividing Britain (approximately England, Scotland, and Wales) between his three sons, while ceding Cornwall to Corineus, This rendered the country vulnerable to foreign attack and sowed seeds for discord among the various rulers—a tale freely dramatized in the old play of Locrine (1595), which Shakespeare probably knew.22 That history was also rehearsed in Anthony Munday’s 1605 Lord Mayor’s Show, The Triumphs of Reunited Britannia, of which Shakespeare must have heard.23 The dangers of dividing the kingdom are also the theme of the reign of Gorboduc, who came later than Leir. His division of the country between his sons, Ferrex and Porrex, was the subject of Sackville and Norton’s Gorboduc, performed before Elizabeth herself in 1562—and still familiar forty years later, when Lord Mountjoy’s followers performed it in Dublin Castle in 1601. The dangers of an unsettled succession, of a ‘Britain’ divided against itself, and of foreign invasion encouraged by such weaknesses, were realities throughout Elizabeth’s reign and the dramatists repeatedly mined ‘the Matter of Britain’ to express the tensions they generated. In looking back over Holinshed’s version of this material Shakespeare was returning to a familiar theme, even if his treatment of that material was to be radically different from anything that had gone before.24 Only someone who knew the Chronicles in detail would recognize the echoes of Corineus and Gogmagog in Gloucester’s ‘fall’, but in the Fool’s ‘prophecy’ Shakespeare made unequivocally clear what era he was dealing with: ‘This prophecie Merlin shall make, for I live before his time’ (folio text, 3.2; TLN 1749). The court of King Arthur, whom Merlin served, supposedly existed considerably later than that of Leir. This little piece of postmodern knowingness—which only exists in the folio text—prompts us to take stock of our relationship to a very particular history.25

CYMBELINE AND HOLINSHED

There is much more evidence of Shakespeare’s use of Holinshed in writing Cymbeline than there is in his writing King Lear. Yet here again, over the twentieth century its significance as a source was eclipsed as other sources were discovered and found more interesting. So in W. G. Boswell-Stone’s section on the play in his Shakespeare’s Holinshed (1896) we find him confidently asserting that ‘Holinshed’s Chronicles contain all the historical or pseudo-historical matter which appears in Shakespeare’s Tragedie of Cymbeline’, as if this is a matter of some substance.26 Yet by 1955, when James Nosworthy produced his Arden 2 edition of the play the significance of ‘all the historical or pseudo-historical matter’ is much reduced in scale: ‘There can be no reasonable doubt that he was indebted to Holinshed’s Chronicles, but the debt is a relatively slight one, for the historical matter serves merely to round off a play that is mainly concerned with specifically comic or romantic themes, namely the wager story and the story of Belarius and the kidnapped princes.’27 That being so, Nosworthy (with one exception, to which I will return) found it ‘pointless to reprint the sporadic sections of Holinshed which deal with Cymbeline and Guiderius, all of which are included in Boswell-Stone’ (189), preferring instead to devote most of the available space to printing Frederyke of Jennen, a variation on the tale in Boccaccio’s Decameron (2.9) which seems to lie behind the wager plot in the play.28

There is some justice in Nosworthy’s dismissal of Holinshed’s influence on the play as ‘relatively slight’: the great majority of it relates to the crammed eighty-six lines in 3.1, in which Cymbeline receives the Roman legate, Caius Lucius, and refuses to pay tribute to Augustus Caesar. Little of the rest of the play even purports to be history. But the issue is compounded by two further layers of concern: Holinshed’s questionable accuracy and Shakespeare’s cavalier use of what he found in the Chronicles anyway. The reign of the historical Cunobelinus in the first century ACE was touched on by serious contemporary Roman historians, notably Julius Caesar, Suetonius, and Dio Cassius, long before English and Welsh chroniclers like Robert Fabyan, Geoffrey of Monmouth, and Matthew of Westminster independently got to work on it. Contributors to the Chronicles knew all of these authorities (and more), which differed on key details, and had considerable difficulty in reconciling them. This had not been an issue in King Lear, where Holinshed admits to no conflicting evidence: Shakespeare had to look to other sources to find it.

So, for example, there was no consensus on how long Cymbeline reigned: ‘Touching the continuance of the yeares of Kymbelines reigne, some writers doo varie, but the best approoved affirme, that he reigned thirty-five years and then died’ (1587: I, Hist., 32). Holinshed does not explain how he determines which of his sources are ‘the best approoved’ and in effect asks us to take his judgement on trust. The most serious issue on which his authorities disagreed was the question of whether and when the ancient Britons were obliged to pay tribute to the Roman emperor:29

although our histories doo affirme, that as well this Kymbeline, as also his father Theomantius lived in quiet with the Romans, and continuallie to them paied the tributes which the Britains had covenanted with Julius Cesar to pay, yet we find in the Romane writers, that after Julius Cesar’s death, when Augustus had taken upon him the rule of the empire, the Britains refused to paie that tribute: whereat as Cornelius Tacitus reporteth, Augustus (being otherwise occupied) was contented to winke…[1587: I, Hist., 32]30

For Holinshed there are ‘our histories’ and ‘Romane writers’, and they are often at odds in a way that he can only awkwardly reconcile.

So, on the issue of tribute to Rome, he had already recorded Fabyan’s account of Kymbeline being ‘brought up at Rome and there made knight by Augustus Cesar, under whome he served in the warres, and was in such favour with him, that he was at libertie to pay his tribute or not’ (1587: I, Hist., 32). Later he recognizes that Kymbeline may have been involved in a clash with Rome under Augustus, but does not want to believe it because ‘our writers’ stress how much he valued peaceful relations with Rome: ‘But whether this controversie which appeareth to fall forth betwixt the Britans and Augustus, was occasioned by Kymbeline, or some other prince of the Britains, I have not to avouch …’ (1587: I, Hist., 33). Later again, however, Holinshed is explicit that Guiderius, Kimbeline’s elder son, refused to pay tribute to Rome, though it is unclear whether this might be the ‘controversie’ which he had earlier mentioned: ‘This Guiderius being a man of stout courage, gave occasion of breach of peace betwixt the Britains and the Romans, denieng to paie them tribute, and procuring the people to new insurrections, which by one mean or other made open rebellion, as Gyldas saith’ (1587: I, Hist., 33). In fact, Saint Gildas’s On the Ruin and Conquest of Britain describes the revolt of Boadicea (Boudicca) but says nothing about Guiderius. This seems all too typical of Holinshed’s history of this era, riddled with self-contradictions, evasions, and outright untruths.

But if Holinshed’s history is questionable, what Shakespeare makes of it is bafflingly contrary. Against all of Holinshed’s reluctance to conclude that Kymbeline denied tribute to Rome and went to war over it, his Cymbeline does exactly that, precipitating the clash between Rome and Britain in one of the play’s many plot lines. This happens during an audience with the Roman legate, named by Shakespeare Caius Lucius, who demands tribute of 3,000 pounds, a sum said to have been agreed earlier between Julius Caesar and Cassibellan. The scene is based on a passage in Holinshed (interestingly in the History of Scotland rather than of England), but one with a very different import:

About the same time also there came unto Kimbaline king of the Britains an ambassador from Augustus the emperor, with thanks, for that entring into the government of the British state, he had kept his allegiance toward the Romane empire: exhorting him to keepe his subjects in peace with all their neighbors, sith the whole world, through means of the same Augustus, was now in quiet, without all warres or troublesome tumults. [1587: II, Scot., 45]

Holinshed’s ambassador greets Kymbeline as an ally in the pax Augusta, whereas Shakespeare’s Lucius demands tribute and precipitates a war.

For this war, which has no historical foundation, Shakespeare then jumps forward in the History of Scotland.31 The exploits of Belarius and his adopted sons, Guiderius and Arviragus, against the Romans (recounted by Posthumus in 5.3; TLN 2930–79) are patterned closely on those of a Scottish husbandman named Haie who, with his two sons, routed the Danes at the battle of Loncarty in 976 ACE (1587: II, Scot., 155). Despite this victory, involving his long-lost sons, Cymbeline decides that:

Although the Victor, we submit to Caesar,
And to the Romane Empire: promising
To pay our wonted Tribute. [5.6; TLN 3792–4]

Tempting though it is to agree with Dr Johnson that this is a part of the play’s ‘unresisting imbecility’, this decision returns the play to the Holinshed narrative, in which Kymbeline is a loyal subject and admirer of Rome. Shakespeare plays fast and loose with the history he found in the Chronicles, but finally leaves it in good order—a marked difference from his practice in King Lear.32

BEYOND NARRATIVE

If we confine ourselves to observing only what Shakespeare does and does not follow in these Holinshed narratives we settle for an exercise in frustration. Shakespeare in fact does much more with his reading of the Chronicles than simply tinker with—or dramatically invert—the narratives as he finds them, though it is not easy to codify his practice or to assess what is at stake. In Cymbeline, for instance, it seems unmistakably the case that he drew many of the names of his characters from persons who feature in Holinshed, though to no fixed pattern and with no apparent reference to historical actuality. So Cloten seems to be named after ‘Cloton’, a king of Cornwall who was one of the competing kings in the island after the line of Brute failed. There is nothing in the ‘history’ linking him with the clod-like behaviour of Shakespeare’s character, nor indeed with the patriotic fervour to refuse Roman tribute on the grounds that ‘Britaine’s a world / By it selfe’ (3.1; TLN 1390–1), though the notion of the British Isles as ‘another world’, cut off by the ocean from Continental Europe, is voiced more than once in the Chronicles.33 Such dissonances may have been apparent to audiences familiar with the original from his appearance as ‘Clotyn, Duke of Cornwall’ in Gorboduc and probably elsewhere. As Munday’s Triumphs of Reunited Britannia suggests, the ‘matter of Britain’ that we particularly associate with Holinshed was widely familiar, not least in the legends and pageantry of the City of London, which made much of its supposed foundation as New Troy or Troynovant, later renamed Lud’s Town after King Lud, Cymbeline’s grandfather (cf. Cymbeline 3.1; TLN 1411). Precisely what Shakespeare intended to achieve in this wilful displacement of the familiar is not easy to assess. It is tempting to dismiss the adoption of resonant (or potentially resonant) names like Cloten as exercises in plausible local colour. But it is possible that there is more to it than that.

Like Cloten, the pseudonyms adopted by Belarius and his ‘sons’—Morgan or Mergan (Belarius), Polidore or Paladour (Guiderius), Cadwall (Arviragus)—could all be derived from the Chronicles. Morgan is a variant of Margan, son of Gonorilla and the duke of Cornwall and joint king of Britain after them, in Holinshed’s Leir narrative; Cadwallo is a legendary king of the Britains around the time of the Saxons; Polidore could derive from Polydor Virgil, whom Holinshed references on numerous occasions—though Virgil’s Historia Anglica had been the first serious challenge to the veracity of Geoffrey of Monmouth and other medieval chroniclers whom Holinshed was often still inclined to credit. They may be no more than a trio of archaic or exotic names, but between them they point to Galfridian history well beyond the Cymbeline story and to the very principle of history writing itself.

This pattern appears to be repeated elsewhere. Imogen/Innogen is named after the wife of Brute (1.1), and her woman, Helen (2.2) might be named after the daughter of King Coell, the mother of Emperor Constantine. Lucius (the ambassador) and Sicillius (named as the father of Posthumus, 1.1.) are both names of legendary kings of Britain.34 But the physician, Cornelius (1.5), evokes the Roman historian, Tacitus, who, like Polydor Virgil, is often cited by Holinshed (see above, p. 539), though his circumspect histories are very different in style from the colourful medieval chronicles on which Holinshed primarily relies for his early history of Britain.

If we are going to make any sense of this jumbling of historical names and roles it seems likely that we need to align it with the distortions of the received narrative (in both Lear and Cymbeline) which we have already found so baffling. One underlying principle in both seems to be a determination to transcend history itself. This is clearest in Lear, where the most radical consequence of the introduction of the Gloucester/Edmund/Edgar plot is total disruption of the royal line flowing from Brute. The deaths of Lear and Cordelia end the dynasty that should flow down to the time of Cymbeline and beyond, erasing, for instance, the Margan whose name Belarius adopts.35 The old royal line is replaced by Edgar, Lear’s fictional ‘godson’.36

One way of understanding this, as various critics have noted,37 is to see in it a quasi-miraculous shift from myth to history, from the line of Brute to the Saxon era of the actual King Edgar, who in Holinshed is described as the first historical king of Britain (although, as an Englishman, he uses the term ‘King of England’):

He caused diverse kings to bind themselues by oth to be true and faithfull unto him, as Kinadius or rather Induf king of Scotland, Malcolme king of Cumberland, Mascutius an archpirat, or (as we may call him) a maister rover, and also all the kings of the Welshmen, as Duffnall, Girffith, Huvall, Iacob, and Iudithill, all which came to his court, and by their solemne othes received, sware to be at his commandement. And for the more manifest testimonie therof, he having them with him at Chester, caused them to enter into a barge upon the water of Dée, and placing himselfe in the forepart of the barge, at the helme, he caused those eight high princes to row the barge up and downe the water, shewing thereby his princelie prerogative and roiall magnificence, in that he might use the service of so manie kings that were his subjects. And there upon he said (as hath him reported) that then might his successours account themselves kings of England, when they injoied And for the more manifest testimonie therof, such prerogative of high and supreme honor. [1587: I, Hist., 159]

The era is described as one of peace and prosperity, with Britain not only safe from invasion but annexing much of Ireland:

The state of the realme in king Edgars daies was in good point, for both the earth gave hir increase verie plentiouslie, the elements shewed themselves verie savorable, according to the course of times: peace was mainteined, and no invasion by forraine enimies attempted. For Edgar had not onelie all the whole Ile of Britaine in subjection, but also was ruler & sovereigne lord over all the kings of the out Iles that lie within the seas about all the coasts of the same Britaine even unto the realme of Norwaie. He brought also a great part of Ireland under his subjection, with the citie of Dublin, as by authentike records it dooth and may appeare. [1587: I, Hist., 162]

No such time-leap happens in Cymbeline, but a similar shift between myth and history is implicit in a tale where ‘the Matter of Britain’ collides momentously with Roman historiography. Holinshed’s text struggles hard with the seismic shock, and Shakespeare compounds the effect by annexing to it the whole tale of Iachimo, more in the style of Renaissance Italian novellas than of any history book.

The slippage from fable to fact, from era to era, from the received narrative to a version never encountered before: these are key characteristics of both King Lear and Cymbeline. And they are best understood, I suggest, if we recognize that the other temporal dimension they both embrace is the here-and-now. The quarto King Lear is explicitly ‘as it was played before the Kings Majestie at Whitehall upon S. Stephans night in Christmas hollidayes’ (1606), when one of the political issues of the day was James’s wish to further the union of the English and Scottish crowns with one of their parliaments. For Cymbeline, it seems very likely that the tale of a king of England saved in battle by sons raised in Wales (and near Milford Haven, associated with the Welsh royal line of the Tudors) relates to the formal investiture of Henry, heir to James’s throne, as Prince of Wales in 1610.38 It seems highly likely that the ‘slippages’ of the chronicle history function to alert audiences to those contemporary relevances. The Sidneian irruptions and time-shifts in the traditional Leir tale, and the overlaying of the story of Cymbeline with so many romance elements, serve with other markers to indicate that the history we are watching is not part of a dead past but an analogue of a very live present. That is precisely what the Fool’s out-of-time joke in the folio Lear points to: ‘This prophecie Merlin shall make, for I live before his time.’

The dukes of Albany and of Cornwall almost certainly were present at that court performance of Lear, since those titles were held, respectively, by Princes Charles and Henry. There would have been an inevitable frisson of recognition in the performance as history/fiction telescoped into the modern era, an effect Shakespeare probably anticipated (it happened often enough with the aristocrats in his English histories) and which would survive, diluted, into public performances and print.39 A similar effect was probably created by the sequence in which Belarius and the disguised princes defeat the Romans—a moment marked as ‘strange’ (‘This was strange chance: / A narrow Lane, an old man, and two Boyes’, TLN 2980/1). The Haie in Holinshed was an ancestor of James, Lord Hay, one of the royal favourites who accompanied King James south from Scotland. There is no verbal marker of this in Shakespeare’s text, but Hay and his own circle (including the king) surely noticed it, and word would spread. If so, Jacobean audiences would have recognized that the three ‘Welsh’ figures in the play shadow three ‘Scottish’ ones in their own world, Hay and the two royal princes.

I will not attempt to trace the political import of the ‘strangeness’ of these plays, as many have done before me. My point is a more formal and generic one. It is in the nature of these plays to transgress—to blur history and fable, to ignore the laws of time, to mix the serious with the comic (and romantic), to confound the familiar expectations of their audiences, and so to thrust the past jarringly into the present to be re-examined in the light of current concerns. Whatever Heminge and Condell may have had in mind when they placed King Lear and Cymbeline both among the First Folio’s tragedies, the reality is that they are chronicle histories. And the presiding spirit of chronicle history for Shakespeare was always Holinshed.


CHAPTER 32

SPENSER AND HOLINSHED

RICHARD A. MCCABE

HOW poets read history and the uses to which they should put it were amongst the most important concerns of early modern criticism.1 The matter was complex because even the term ‘historia’ was ambiguous. It could refer to fact or fiction, to history in the modern sense, or to narrative romance.2 It was generally agreed that an epic poem should have some basis in historical fact, but without being tied to what Sir Philip Sidney termed the historian’s ‘bare was’.3 Some measure of fictionalization was not merely expected but required. Controversy raged as to whether Lucan’s relative fidelity to fact made him a poet or a mere chronicler in verse, but Virgil, who was held to have distorted history on a grand scale, was generally celebrated for his ‘invention’.4 In classical rhetoric the term ‘invention’ (the Latin ‘inventio’) involved the finding of material suitable to one’s theme but, as Sidney’s own usage repeatedly demonstrates, the modern sense of creative inventiveness was gradually gaining prominence. Sidney’s emphasis on the maker’s craft entailed the shaping, or as Spenser would say ‘fashioning’, of whatever was ‘found’. But Sidney was acutely aware that ‘invention’ informed historiography also; witness the ‘long Orations put in the mouthes of great Kings and Captaines, which it is certaine they never pronounced’.5 As was readily apparent to any classically educated reader such as Spenser, Holinshed’s Chronicles of England, Scotland, and Ireland (1577) afforded many examples of a similar kind.

Spenser began mining the Chronicles for material at least as early as 1580 and thereafter the work became one of his major historical sources, but by no means his only one (Prose, 17).6 He read Holinshed in close conjunction with contemporary historians and antiquaries such as John Leland, George Buchanan, Humphrey Llwyd, and William Camden, and political theorists such as Niccolò Machiavelli and Jean Bodin. For him, as for Tasso, historical poetry was closely allied to dialectic and allegory afforded the perfect hermeneutic for engaging the reader in the debate.7 Spenser’s many debts to the detail of Holinshed’s Chronicles have been amply noted, particularly in regard to the Matter of Britain, but his greatest debt, and the one upon which I wish to concentrate, is to their modes of argument.8 When Spenser began work on The Faerie Queene only Holinshed offered a vision of English history that both culminated in Elizabeth, and contextualized that outcome within the wider framework of the ‘three kingdoms’, Continental Europe, and the worldwide contest for imperial domination through trade and conquest—see Gunn (Chapter 27 above) and Schwyzer (Chapter 35 below). With its global range of geographical reference—from the Orkneys to the Americas—and multiple narratives thematically united in the persona of Gloriana, The Faerie Queene breeds the spirit of the Chronicles. It embraces their sense of the racial and linguistic diversity from which Tudor England was born, and echoes their concern with maintaining a hard-won national identity in the face of religious dissention, regionalization, and colonial expansion.

POET HISTORICALL

In the ‘Letter to Raleigh’ that accompanied the first edition of The Faerie Queene (1590), Spenser stated his intention to follow in the footsteps of ‘all the antique Poets historicall’ (715). He was hereby making a very important statement about his relationship to his historical sources, and to English national history in particular. He was giving notice that he was concerned not just with the detail of the written record but with its nature, with the uneasy blend of fact and fiction apparent in the often ill-sorted materials from which Holinshed compiled his Chronicles. It was not just that one man’s history was another man’s propaganda—that much was obvious—but that everyone’s history was a narrative construct deeply inflected by the stance of the narrator, and Holinshed’s narrators were often mutually antagonistic. Not surprisingly, the relationship between poetry and history became in itself a major preoccupation of Spenser’s poem. In the second book of The Faerie Queene, for example, Prince Arthur and Sir Guyon enter the chamber of Eumnestes, an ‘old oldman, halfe blind, / And all decrepit in his feeble corse’ but with a mind characterized by ‘lively vigour’ (II.ix.55). This relentless tension between matter and mind, entropy and creativity, characterizes Spenser’s vision of the heroic poet’s role in constantly refashioning the nation’s past in accordance with present concerns and future aspirations. As the etymology of his name suggests, Eumnestes (‘well-remembering’) represents memory and his chamber is,

… hangd about with rolls,
And old records from auncient times derivd,
Some made in books, some in long parchment scrolls,

That were all worm-eaten, and full of canker holes. [57]

The old man sits amid these tattered papers ‘tossing and turning them withouten end’ in an ‘endlesse exercise’ (58–9) strongly suggestive of the ‘endlesse worke’ in which the narrator himself is engaged (IV.xii.1). Spenser’s account of the condition of Eumnestes’ materials owes not a little to William Harrison’s description of the ‘bookes utterly mangled, defaced with wet, and weather, and finally imperfite through want of sundrie volumes’ from which he struggled to compile his Description of England. The miscellaneous sources he collected ‘from sundrie places and shires’ were moreover ‘so discordaunt nowe and then amongest themselves … that I had oft greater trouble to reconcile them, then to penne the whole discourse of such pointes as they contayned … as one disirous to set forth the truth absolutely, or such things in deede as were most likely to be true (Chronicles 1577: I, sig. *2r; 1587: I, sig. A4r). Harrison here performs the function of Spenser’s Anamnestes (‘recall’) who assists his decrepit master by retrieving from the debris materials ‘lost, or laid amis’ (II.ix.58). But the slippage in Harrison’s final sentence from ‘absolute’ to probable truth is very telling. The Chronicles are full of such reservations, and nowhere more so, as we shall see, than when dealing with the origins of nations, with prehistory and pseudo-history. The text that readers encountered in 1577 is highly self-reflexive. In the case of the Irish Chronicle, for example, there are elaborate accounts of how the narrative was constructed and patched together from different sources. No fewer than ten authorities together with unspecified ‘Recordes and Rolles divers’ are listed on the verso of the title page and Holinshed’s ‘Epistle Dedicatorie’ struggles to supply a coherent account of their relationship to the narrative that Richard Stanihurst produced from Edmund Campion’s papers. The opening paragraphs of Stanihurst’s Description of Ireland complicate the matter even further. When the Chronicles were reissued in 1587, the Irish component was wholly rearranged by John Hooker who engages in an even more complex negotiation with his reader as translator, redactor, revisionist, and alleged eye-witness (see Lennon, Chapter 39 below).9 What emerges from all such paratexts and prefaces is a sense of the inventedness of history, of the essentially literary quality of classical and contemporary historiography to which Philip Sidney calls attention.

In Eumnestes’ ‘library’ Arthur and Guyon find and read, respectively, the ‘Briton Moniments’ and ‘Antiquitee of Faery lond’. The reading of two separate books seems to imply that a distinction between the two principal senses of ‘historia’ is being observed, that Arthur reads history, and Guyon romance. But the context erodes this distinction since both readers are themselves the creations of fiction. There were those who still believed in the historicity of Arthur, of course, chief amongst them being John Leland, whose defence of the Briton king was translated into English by Ralph Robinson and dedicated to Arthur Lord Grey of Wilton, Spenser’s master from August 1580 to August 1582.10 But Spenser tells Ralegh quite expressly that he has chosen Arthur primarily as a literary figure, ‘being made famous by many mens former workes … In which I have followed all the antique Poets historicall, first Homere, who in the persons of Agamemnon and Ulysses hath ensampled a good governour and a virtuous man’ (715). What counts is not historicity but ‘ensample’. The Arthurian ‘historye’ that Spenser proceeds to relate is not to be found in Geoffrey of Monmouth or in Holinshed’s redaction of Geoffrey. Neither Britomart nor Artegall, the alleged progenitors of the Tudor line, have any place in Arthurian myth outside Spenser; which is to say that within The Faerie Queene (in marked distinction to the formal genealogies drawn up by the likes of Arthur Kelton) Elizabeth I is related to Arthur solely through a poetic device that serves as the expression of a political ideal.11 The queen’s Arthurian descent is an evident fiction.

Theoretically, history was the province of memory and fiction of imagination. Arthur and Guyon therefore pass through the chamber of Phantastes to reach that of Eumnestes. But, as Kathy Eden has demonstrated, the traditional distinction between memory and imagination was prone to collapse because of the memory’s retention of images from art as well as life.12 Sidney attributed the efficacy of Christ’s parables to the power of fiction to ‘more constantly … inhabit both the memory and judgment’ than actual events.13 The point recurs in Spenser when ‘aged’ Mnemon’s authority is invoked by Paridell in confirmation of Britomart’s tale of Troynovant (III.ix.47). One romance is here made to ‘remember’ another in circumstances that expose both as artistic ‘invention’. And the reader is persistently pointed in the same direction. Mediating between the chambers of Eumnestes and Phantastes is that of Reason where Spenser locates ‘all artes, all science, all Philosophy, / And all that in the world was ay thought wittily’ (53). In redacting Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Matter of Britain he ‘wittily’ fragments a narrative whose major pretence is to seamless continuity. Though apparently faithful to the detail of Galfridian ‘history’, Spenser efficiently deconstructs it, attributing the fragments to a variety of problematical sources—anonymous old books, prophetic wizards, impressionable romance heroines and louche philanderers. A productive tension is hereby engineered between matter and form. What Geoffrey proffered as truth is revealed to be something different, and perhaps more important. What that might be is suggested in the ‘Letter to Raleigh’ when Spenser asserts that:

the Methode of a Poet historical is not such, as of an Historiographer. For an Historiographer discourseth of affayres orderly as they were donne, accounting as well the times as the actions, but a Poet thrusteth into the middest, even where it most concerneth him, and there recoursing to the thinges forepaste, and divining of thinges to come, maketh a pleasing Analysis of all. [716–17]

Released from the tyranny of linear chronology, the poet was freer to invent patterns and interpret themes, to explore the ‘meaning’ behind the ‘bare was’ of chronicled events, to invent a sense of telos by recasting chronicle as prophecy. But even working within a linear structure, the historian might well do something similar. While acknowledging the traditionally didactic uses of history in his preface to Stow’s continuation of the English Chronicle, Abraham Fleming also takes note of ‘manifold matters of recreation, policie, adventures, chivalrie, &c: abundantlie ministred; and all under the golden reigne of blessed queene Elisabeth, the sweet floure of amiable virginitie’ (1587: III, 1269). As twin branches of rhetoric, poetry and history easily converged in polemic.

The structure of the first edition of Holinshed’s Chronicles must have proved very suggestive to Spenser. Moving from Brutus to Elizabeth, the English Chronicle begins with a myth of heroic origin and ends with a myth of heroic outcome, and the two are intimately linked by the chroniclers’ choice of detail. Adorning Templebar as Elizabeth made her first royal entrance into London, we are told, were the images of ‘Gogmagot the Albion’ and ‘Corineus the Briton’ jointly holding a ‘table’ setting forth the legitimacy of her claim to the throne and declaring her to be sent, like Deborah, ‘from heaven, a long comfort to us thy subjects all’ (1577: II, 1774–5).14 Spenser would later respond in The Faerie Queene by writing Corineus’s defeat of Gogmagot (Goëmot) directly into his account of Elizabeth’s ‘famous ancestryes’ (II.x.1–10), and by presenting this event as an essential prerequisite to Brutus’ foundation of Troynovant or London (III.ix.49–51). And Holinshed transforms the queen’s entry into London into a sort of secular apotheosis by the simple expedient of incorporating extensive poetic materials from The Queen’s Majesty’s Passage through the City of London to Westminster the Day before her Coronation, largely written and designed by Spenser’s former schoolmaster, Richard Mulcaster. This tendency for historiography to issue in panegyric is intensified in the edition of 1587 which approvingly quotes Christopher Ocland’s epic Eirenarchia sive Elizabetha. De Pacatissimo Angliae Statu (1582), a sort of Latin equivalent to The Faerie Queene, in praise of Elizabeth’s ‘mercifull hart’, ‘manie times remitting and pardoning offenses intended and practised against her owne person’ (1587: III, 1221). As this quotation directly precedes the account of the execution of Christopher and Thomas Morton for treason in 1570, it provides an exact template for the portrayal of ‘Mercilla’s’ execution of Mary, Queen of Scots (Duessa) in the fifth book of The Faerie Queene. The stark juxtaposing of mercy and retributive action came to Spenser ready-made, setting the bleak facts of politics against the idealism of eulogy. The Chronicles showed Spenser how the history of the nation might be made to culminate in the vision of one idealized individual—a structural principle that informs not only his ‘Briton moniments’ but the larger epic into which they are inscribed—but also how political vision must ultimately negotiate with political expediency.

THE MATTER OF MYTH

Buchanan and Camden are now commonly praised over Holinshed because of their dismissal of the Matter of Britain. Theirs is regarded as the progressive, professional attitude because of its preference for tangible evidence over romantic fable.15 Spenser valued the scholarship of both and deployed the analytical tools they honed in his dissection of Gaelic mythology, but found more congenial matter for his own mythopoesis in Holinshed.16 While the Chronicles frequently cast doubt on the veracity of Galfridian and Berosian pseudo-history, they reproduce the traditional tales with great attention to detail thereby implicitly recognizing the crucial importance of legend to national identity. They can therefore be read as locating the roots of national consciousness in a shared canon of heroic tales, in the sort of false memory syndrome that has propelled so many political movements. Spenser labours the point in A View by associating Gaelic myths of origin with contemporary hostility to English colonialism. Only when prevented from telling their traditional legends of Spanish origin can the Irish be inducted into the ‘English’ legend of progressive ethnic assimilation, a legend of remarkable utility to the colonist. The ‘English’ people, Harrison’s ‘Description’ explains, were not aboriginally ‘all of one’ but ‘of divers countries, as Angles, Saxons, Germans, Switzers, Norwegiens, Jutes otherwise called Jutons, Vites, Gothes or Getes, and Vandals, and all comprehended under the name of Saxons, because of Hengist the Saxon and his companie that first arrived here before anie of the other’. Similarly so-called ‘Roman’ armies ‘did commonlie consist of manie sorts of people, and were (as I may call them) a confused mixture of all other countries and nations then living in the world’ (1587: I, Desc., 5). We hear exactly the same emphasis when Spenser’s Irenius calls attention to the successive invasions of the Iberian peninsula by Carthaginians, Romans, Goths, Huns, Vandals, Scythians, and Moors, ‘so that of all nacions under heaven I suppose the Spaniarde is the most mingled moste uncertain and moste bastardlie’ (Prose, 91). Although this remark is primarily intended to render Spanish kinship less alluring to the Irish, Irenius adds that the imputation of ‘mingled’ ancestry is no ‘derogacion’ per se since ‘theare is no nacion now in Christendome nor muche farther but is mingled and Compounded with others’ (Prose, 92). In fabricating their tales of ethnic purity ‘the Irish do heerein no otherwise, then our vaine Englishmen doe in the Tale of Brutus, whom they devise to have first conquered and inhabited this Land, it being as impossible to proove, that there was ever any such Brutus of England, as it is, that there was any such Gathelus of Spaine’ (Prose, 82).17

This passage is often seen as brusquely dismissive of The Faerie Queene’s central myth, but I read it rather as complementary to Spenser’s allegorical purpose. It was generally understood that poetic ‘devices’ could be interpreted properly only when recognized as such. Just as the Chronicles often turn to euhemeristic interpretations of ancient legends that explain ‘whereof the [ancient] poets had their invention’ (1587: I, Hist., 4), Spenser’s readers must turn from his ‘invention’ to its moral and political use. The ‘Letter to Ralegh’ challenges them to do just this, but even within the body of the poem Spenser reminds the queen that:

all this famous antique history,

Of some th’abundance of an ydle braine
Will judged be, and painted forgery,
Rather then matter of just memory. [II Proem, 1]

This statement is strategically placed at the outset of the book in which Spenser first employs the Matter of Britain in order to recount Elizabeth’s ‘ancestry’—and he was fully aware that similar criticisms had been levelled against his source. It was common knowledge that the existence of the ‘very ancient book written in the British language’ from which Geoffrey professed to have translated his history of Britain had been challenged even in his own day, and its ‘fabulous’ nature is aptly suggested when Prince Arthur happens upon ‘an auncient booke, hight Briton moniments, / That of this lands first conquest did devize’ (II.ix.59) in the transparently allegorical precincts of the Castle of Alma.18 Spenser has allowed his hero to recover Geoffrey’s lost original, but the ambiguous use of ‘devise’ reminds us that both the document and the discovery are to be understood as poetic ‘inventions’—for Geoffrey, one suspects, as well as Prince Arthur.19 Spenser has inscribed Geoffrey’s legends of the ancient Briton kings into his own ‘Legend of Temperance’ thereby translating Galfridian pseudo-history into political allegory. And ‘legend’ is clearly the operative word. As Drayton recognized, Spenser emphasized the worth of poetic ‘invention’ by labelling his fictions ‘legends’ (in the Latin sense of ‘matters worthy to be read’).20 His relentless emphasis on the fictionality of his ‘history’ points to the way it should be read and the uses to which it should be put. In effect, Spenser utilizes the Augustinian distinction between ‘fallax’ and ‘mendax’, the creatively fictive and the deliberately misleading.21 Since ‘legends’ are exemplary tales that inculcate principles through the delights of narrative, the ‘Briton moniments’ are shown to excite Arthur’s ‘secret pleasure’ at the ‘wonder of antiquity’ (II.x.68). The results of such ‘wonder’ are immediately made clear.22 ‘How brutish is it’, the prince concludes, wittily playing on the name ‘Brute’, ‘not to understand, / How much to her we owe, that all us gave / That gave unto us all, what ever good we have’ (II.x.69). Patriotism is the offspring of narrative pleasure. The prince enters the Castle of Alma in search of his own identity, and the ‘auncient booke’ he finds there helps him to appreciate what it is to be a Briton, to be the member of a race that aspires to the sort of heroism that its tales encapsulate. Spenser is primarily indebted to Holinshed less for any particular myth of origin than for the sense of how such myths relate to national consciousness, to the continuing relevance of the ‘Arthurian’ to Elizabethan life.23

The tripartite format of the Chronicles of England, Scotland, and Ireland entails the retelling of a number of interrelated myths of origin from a variety of differing viewpoints labouring, and conspicuously failing, to reconcile Geoffrey of Monmouth, Hector Boece, ‘Berosus’, the Lebor Gabála Érenn (The Book of the Takings of Ireland) and a host of earlier classical authorities. While the English Chronicle records the Brutan myth of national origin in considerable detail, Holinshed cautions the reader that because ‘the originall in maner of all nations is doubtfull, and even the same for the more part fabulous (that alwaies excepted which we find in the holie scriptures) I wish not any man to leane to that which shall be here set downe as to an infallible truth, sith I doo but onlie shew other mens conjectures’ (1587: I, Hist., 1). Stanihurst repeats this warning at the outset of the Irish Chronicle on the grounds that the Irish have fabricated a heroic ancestry ‘according … to the order of all other nations and people that seeke to advance the glorie of their countries, in fetching their beginning with the furthest from some one of ancient antiquitie’ (1587: II, Ir., 46). Like Campion before him, he was deeply distrustful of Gaelic chronicle, yet he recognized a universal tendency in Irish practice—appropriately so, as he would later translate Virgil’s Aeneid.24 While sceptical of the veracity of ancient legends, the Chronicles were clear about the relationship of myth-making to nation-making.

So was Spenser. Hence Irenius’ allegation in A View that the Irish used ancient myths of heroic origin as a prophylactic against modern-day accusations of ‘barbarism’ (Prose, 90). What Irenius therefore proposes to do is sort fact from fiction using the most up-to-date methods of analysis pioneered by the like of Boemus, Buchanan, and Camden (Prose, 84–6), an understandable aim in view of his conviction that bardic verse, a primary vehicle of ancient Gaelic legend, exercised precisely those powers of ‘praxis’ that Sidney attributed to great poetry.25 This too was an opinion that Spenser first encountered in Holinshed. ‘The Romans’, Harrison claimed, ‘judging all nations beside themselves to be but rude and barbarous … ascribed the word Bardus unto their fooles and idiots, whereas contrariwise the Scythians and such as dwell within the northweast part of Europe, did use the same word in verie honourable maner, calling their best poets and heroicall singers, Singebardos’ (1587: I, Desc., 21). To prove his point he quotes in full Lucan’s famous account of the inspirational force of bardic and druidic verse at Pharsalia I, 447–62. His conclusion is chilling: even if everything that Celtic verse alleges is untrue, its listeners are so happily deceived (‘felices errore suo’) as to risk their lives for it. It would be hard to overestimate the effect of this on Spenser: the source that provided his first acquaintance with Gaelic myth also supplied a dire warning of its potency. It left him in the ironic position of simultaneously employing Galfridian pseudo-history for the purposes of strengthening English national identity, while dismissing Gaelic pseudo-history in an attempt to combat its Irish equivalent. The former must be cultivated as ‘fallax’, the latter discredited as ‘mendax’. But both activities are born of the same conviction, that of the political efficacy of myth.

One instance exemplifies these dual purposes very well. All Anglophone accounts of Gaelic myth written in the sixteenth century are more or less muddled and Irenius’s version (which seems to depend not on primary Gaelic sources but on Stanihurst’s inadequate redaction in Holinshed) particularly so. Spenser’s ‘Gathelus’ was properly Goídel Glas who was credited by Irish chroniclers not with the conquest of Ireland, as both Stanihurst and Spenser have it, but with the invention of the Gaelic language which Spenser so feared as an instrument of social ‘degeneration’. Goídel Glas was an ancestor of the Milesians who, having originated in ‘Scythia’, first settled in Spain and later set out from there to conquer Ireland. Stanihurst’s reaction to the story in his History of Ireland adumbrates that of Irenius: the tale is ‘incredible … by reason of the sundrie arguments of improbabilitie, aswell in the miscount of yeares as other unlikelihoods found therein’. Nevertheless, ‘sure it is’ that ‘in the daies of Gurguntius king of the Britons’ a party of Spaniards was indeed granted permission to settle in Ireland as dependents of the crown and subdued the country’s former inhabitants ‘substantiallie aided by the Britons’ (1587: II, Ir., 49). Stanihurst’s interpretation of the tale originates with Geoffrey of Monmouth and its colonial utility was recognized at the outset of the Norman conquest of Ireland when Giraldus Cambrensis (despite his misgivings about the general veracity of Geoffrey’s history) cited it as one of the ‘five-fold rights’ of the English monarchy to Ireland.26 Not surprisingly, Prince Arthur’s ‘Briton moniments’ inform him that King Gurguntius:

gave to fugitives of Spayne,

Whom he at sea found wandring from their waies,

A seate in Ireland safely to remayne,

Which they should hold of him, as subject to Britayne. [II.x.41]27

Thus an ‘incredible’ myth of Gaelic origin is read as a ‘sure’ foundation of English sovereignty—which is to say that Gaelic storytelling has been deconstructed to reveal what it allegedly occludes, a dim ancestral remembrance of allegiance to the English crown.28

THE MODERN ARTHURIAN

Although he could not have known it at the time, what Spenser read in Holinshed in the late 1570s was fated to acquire a peculiarly personal relevance. In recording English military activities at Leith in 1560, the first edition of the Chronicles draws attention to how one ‘maister Arthur Grey, with certayne of his demilances’ charged the enemy ‘with greate courage, drove them into the Towne, and made no small slaughter of them’ even though he was ‘shotte through the shoulder’ during the encounter (1577: II, 1807). Three years after this account was published, Grey became Lord Deputy of Ireland and appointed Spenser to his secretariat. But in joining Grey’s staff Spenser became acquainted not just with one of Holinshed’s minor heroes but with one of his principal contributors. Grey supplied Holinshed with an extensive account of his father’s activities in the French Pale from 1544 to 1558.29 He presents William Grey, as a sort of chivalric hero who enjoyed a particularly close relationship with Henry VIII—precisely the sort of relationship that the son failed to establish with Elizabeth. One anecdote is particularly instructive in this regard. When the news broke that William Grey had destroyed the French fortifications at Chatillon in contravention of international law but in accordance with Henry’s private wishes, a councillor suggested that ‘hee that had donne it were worthy to looze hys head’. According to Arthur Grey’s report of the matter, however, ‘the king straight replyed that hee had rather looze a dozen sutche heads as hys that so judged then one sutche servantes that had doon it; and dyd commanunde that my lord’s pardoon were presently made’.30 Comparison of Grey’s holograph with the account that appeared in print illustrates the extent to which unsubstantiated subjective narrative of this sort was presented in the Chronicles as objective fact. A son’s laudatory account of his father became the standard authority for one of the most controversial acts of Henry’s foreign policy, and one that promoted a peculiarly disturbing attitude towards international law. In due course Arthur Grey’s highly controversial governorship of Ireland was written into the second edition of Holinshed (1587), complete with official justifications for his own alleged contravention of the law of nations at Smerwick when over 600 disarmed mercenaries were put to the sword. What evidence, one wonders, had the Chronicles for their account of the massacre? Grey’s own?

Spenser’s service to Grey gave him a unique insight into the way in which event became inscribed into record—literally so since he took dictation from Grey. As the Lord Deputy’s principal private secretary he penned many of crucial documents that now constitute the official State papers of the governorship.31 But the matter is mediated to the public in the View through the apparently impartial testimony of ‘Irenius’ who speaks in the first person fictive to lend impartiality to the first person authorial, while the dialogue form creates the further illusion of dialectic, of discovering the ‘truth’ of history through rigorous debate. Spenser’s secretarial career, I would argue, changed his relationship to Holinshed. He had a personal investment in the events recorded in the Irish Chronicle of 1587 and the evident passion of Irenius’s defence of Grey is largely born of that investment—as indeed is the conflicted and complex character of Artegall (‘equal to Arthur’), The Faerie Queene’s ‘salvage knight’, whose struggle to reform Ireland is unappreciated at the fairy court.32 Just as Grey struggled to make a hero of his father despite severe domestic criticism for his part in the fall of Calais, Spenser strove to make an Arthurian hero of Grey despite the debacle of the Munster famine and the many accusations of mismanagement and corruption.

The 1587 edition of the Chronicles provided Spenser with a perfect template for the transformation of failures into heroes. While the first edition ends with a brief account of the recent death in Ireland of the much maligned first earl of Essex, the second supplants it with ‘the paterne of a good erle’, a ‘son of Mars’ and ‘protector’ of true religion whose activities in Ireland were in the nature of a religious crusade. Essex is replete with all four cardinal vertues (described over several folios), and his combination of ‘humanitie and compassion’ are compared to Geoffrey of Monmouth’s ‘Elidorus pius, Elidor the godlie’—yet another indication of the many polemical uses to which Galfridian myth is put in Holinshed.33 According to the earl’s funeral sermon, as recorded in the Chronicles, ‘the heroicall vertues with their naturall use were most firmelie fixed in his heart, and practised by his hand’. The emphasis is unrelenting: his epitaph, ‘comprised in heroicall verse’, terms him ‘heros’ outright (1587: III, 1263–7). For a writer such as Spenser, already actively contemplating the translation of the colonial into the heroical, the precedent must have been highly suggestive. In any case, in a separate passage that closely adumbrates the rhetoric of Spenser’s View, Lord Grey is similarly exonerated of all guilt. He was, according to John Hooker’s ‘Supplie of the Irish Chronicles’:

a man of great nobilitie, and of as honourable and ancient descent, one that feareth God in true religion, and dutifull to hir majestie in all obedience. And albeit he had deserved well of that Irish nation, and had sowed the good seeds of notable services, as well for his martiall services, as for his civill government; yet he reped … but darnell and cockle. For they had among them not onlie conspired his death, for which some paid deerelie; but made also sundrie complaints against him … [1587: II, Ir., 177]

All the central elements of Spenser’s defence of Grey in both A View and ‘The Legend of Justice’ are here—the religious zeal, the personal honour, the political loyalty, the civility and, of course, the slander and ingratitude with which they were allegedly greeted—and the famine that devastated Munster as a result of his campaigns is similarly laid to the fault of Catholicism. ‘This tragedie of Mounster’, Hooker concludes, is ultimately the responsibility of the pope (1587: II, Ir., 183).

READING THE IRISH CHRONICLE IN 1577

Anyone taking up an appointment as secretary to the Lord Deputy in 1580 would need to inform themselves of the conditions in Ireland. Although it is sometimes suggested that Spenser may have visited the country prior to his arrival in Grey’s entourage, there is no clear documentary evidence to this effect.34 For most Englishmen at the time, Richard Stanihurst’s contribution to the first edition of Holinshed’s Chronicles provided the most extensive, systematic, and readily available source of information about the country. When they appeared three years later, the woodcuts in Derrike’s Image of Ireland (1580) helped them to visualize what Stanihurst had described.35 And Spenser had compelling professional reasons to consult both works since both are dedicated to Grey’s predecessor, Sir Henry Sidney, to whose son, Philip, the poet dedicated The Shepheardes Calendar in 1579. Holinshed’s Irish Chronicle was of urgent interest to Spenser in 1580 for its account of the alleged ‘degeneration’ of English settlers in Ireland, a subject that preoccupied A View. Indeed the details are often the same: just as Stanihurst’s Description deplores ‘L. Bermingham Baron of Atheney, nowe degenerate and become meere Irish, against whome hys auncestors served valiauntly in the yere 1300’ (1577: I, Desc.Ir., 22v), Irenius deplores ‘the Lo. Bremingham, whoe beinge the moste anciente Baron I thinke in Englande is now waxen the moste Salvage Irishe’ (Prose, 117). In Stanihurst too Spenser would first have encountered the use of Ovidian poetics to represent cultural assimilation as moral ‘degeneration’: ‘the very English of birth’, Stanihurst asserts, ‘conversant with the savage sort of that people [the Gaelic Irish] become degenerate, and as though they had tasted of Circes poysoned cup, are quite altered’ (1577: I, Desc.Ir., 28v). The imagery would later feed into Spenser’s description of the enervating Bowre of Blisse (II.xii).

But it was Stanihurst’s insistence on the linguistic aspect of national identity that appears to have made the most immediate impact. Stanihurst was from an Old English family and his attitude to Gaelic culture in 1577 was essentially hostile although it later mellowed in exile.36 His account of the origins and nature of the Irish language are very different from those mediated through the myth of Gathelus in Gaelic culture. For him English is the language of ‘curtesie’ and ‘cleane contrary’ to Gaelic in that respect (1577: I, Desc.Ir., 28r). The Old Englishmen’s retention in their speech of ‘the dregs of the olde auncient Chaucer English’ was proof positive of their ethnic identity, however it might embarrass them in Elizabethan England (1577: I, Desc.Ir., 3r). Just two years later ‘E.K.’ interpreted Spenser’s infusion of Chaucerian diction into his Shepheardes Calender as a patriotic gesture affirmative of national identity. The poet, he claims, has ‘laboured to restore, as to theyr rightfull heritage such good and naturall English words, as have ben long time out of use and almost cleare disherited’. Spenser is preferred to those who have ‘made our English tongue, a gallimaufray or hodgepodge of al other speches’ by ‘borrowing here of the french, there of the Italian, every where of the Latine’.37 Down to its choice of the image of the ‘gallimaufrey’, E.K.’s complaint accords very closely with Stanihurst’s in its sense of the link between linguistic infiltration and cultural corruption. Stanihurst deplores those who ‘have so acquainted themselves with the Irish, as they have made a mingle mangle, or gallamaulfrey of both the languages’ on the grounds that, ‘the body that before was whole and sounde, was by little and little festered, and in maner wholy putrified’ (1577: I, Desc.Ir., 2v).38 The central metaphor of A View, one remembers, is of a sick State needing physic, and lying at the heart of the malady is the corruption of the tongue: ‘the speache beinge Irishe the harte muste nedes be Irishe for out of the abundance of the harte the tongue speakethe’ (Prose, 119).

Even a cursory reading of A View is sufficient to indicate Stanihurst’s enormous impact upon Spenser’s attitude to the native Irish. He would even have encountered in its pages a brief dialogue on Irish affairs between ‘Irenæus an Englishman and Critobulus a Germane’—and one, moreover, that considers how Ireland ‘may be reformed’ and made ‘civil’ (1577: I, Desc.Ir., 5r–8r). But most significant of all was the impact on his imaginative consciousness. Spenser first made use of the Chronicles as the source for a proposed ‘Epithalamion Thamesis’:

a worke beleeve me, of much labour, wherein notwithstanding Master Holinshed hath muche furthered and advantaged me, who therein hath bestowed singular paines, in searching oute their [the rivers’] firste heads, and sourses: and also in tracing, and dogging oute all their Course, til they fall into the Sea. [Prose, 17]

No copy of the original ‘Epithalamion’ (if it was ever written) has survived, but the marriage of Thames and Medway provides the climactic event for the fourth book of The Faerie Queene and much of the material that Spenser would have gathered from Harrison’s Description of England is to be found there. But as the wedding is attended by Irish as well as English rivers, it seems highly likely that Stanihurst’s Description of Ireland was consulted as well. The topography of The Faerie Queene is greatly indebted to the Irish Chronicle, and not just in those instances which are expressly ‘set’ in Ireland. This is not to deny the obvious effects of Spenser’s own residence in the country, but rather to acknowledge the well-known phenomenon whereby colonists ‘see’ what they are conditioned to see. Under such circumstances the idea of a landscape can be as potent as the experience. Stanihurst asserts the utilitarian ‘commodity’ of the Irish countryside in all its mineral and agricultural potential, but he also represents it as in some measure mysterious and magical. He devotes a whole chapter to ‘the strange and wonderful places in Ireland’ (1577: I, Desc.Ir., 15v–18r). This dual perspective was possible because, although born in Ireland, Stanihurst was largely unacquainted with the world beyond the Pale—indeed the notes of tolerance (or at least forbearance) scattered through his prose are persistently undermined by references to ‘the Irish enemie’. Even while he casts doubt upon them, he is therefore impelled to repeat some of the most incredible marvels and wonders catalogued by Giraldus Cambrensis in the twelfth century at the point of first contact. His dichotomous attitude reflects the Chronicles’ approach to ‘myth’ generally. Stories are seen to capture what logic cannot, and Giraldus’s fantastic tales evoke the fascination of a culture simultaneously alien and seductive.

READING THE IRISH CHRONICLE IN 1587

Informative and influential as Stanihurst was for someone contemplating a dual career in colonial administration and heroic poetics in 1580 (and with the intention of translating the former into the latter), there was one major drawback. The heroes of Stanihurst’s history were the Old English Geraldines, the family that Grey was appointed to suppress. Giraldus Cambrensis was himself a Geraldine, and Stanihurst approvingly quotes his opinion that the good of the Geraldines is that of the country (1577: I, Desc.Ir., 20r). But in the interval between the publication of these opinions in 1577 and Spenser’s arrival in Ireland in 1580, the earl of Desmond, the most powerful Geraldine of the day, had joined his kinsmen in open rebellion. So far as Grey was concerned, the good of the country necessitated the suppression of the Geraldines. The earl’s vast estates were forfeited by Act of Attainder in 1582 thereby paving the way for the plantation of Munster in which Spenser became an undertaker. From that point onwards he had a vested interest in rewriting the history of Ireland contra Stanihurst. Contemporary readers of the second instalment of The Faerie Queene easily identified in book five’s Grantorto a caricature of Geraldine power.39

The intellectual context for the revisionist historiography of both ‘The Legend of Justice’ and A View of the Present State of Ireland was created by the second edition of Holinshed’s Irish Chronicle. Indeed A View begins on the keynote struck in that edition. ‘Yt is the fatall destinie of that Lande’, remarks Irenius, ‘that no purposes whatsoever are mente for her good, will prosper or take good effecte’ (Prose, 43). ‘It is a fatall and an inevitable destinie incident to that nation, that they cannot brooke anie English governor’, observes Hooker who was deeply committed to the New English cause (1587: II, Ir., 153). His translation of Cambrensis’s Expugnatio Hibernica, which he positioned as an introduction to Irish history in the 1587 edition of the Chronicles, was designed to serve not, as Stanihurst would have it, as a glorification of the Old English Geraldines but as a justification of the New English enterprise of reconquest. The passage upon which Stanihurst placed such emphasis is retained but polemically annotated:

It is verie true, that these Geraldines even ever since have continued in this land of Ireland, and did dailie grow and increase to much honour … but when they leaving English government, liked the loose life of that viperous nation [the Irish], then they brought in coine and liverie, and a number of manie other Irish and divelish impositions, which hath beene the ruine of their honour, the losse of their credit, and in the end will be the overthrow of all their houses and families. [1587: II, Ir., 41–2]

As an Old Englishman, Stanihurst took great pride in the Irish parliament, noting how it loyally passed the Act for the Kingly Title in 1541 establishing Henry VIII and his heirs as kings rather than merely lords of the country (1577: I, Hist.Ir., 110).40 Hooker, by contrast, regarded the Irish parliament as obstructive and corrupt. He drafted a lengthy prescription for its reform along the lines of the English Parliament and represented its opposition to the imposition of ‘cess’ as an infringement of royal prerogative (1587: II, Ir., 121–9, 145). Spenser wrote in the same tradition, and probably under Hooker’s influence, when he dismissed the Act for the Kingly Title as politically redundant, and his attack upon the earl of Ormond’s Palatinate (Prose, 74–5) is modelled upon Hooker’s attack on that of Desmond (1587: II, Ir., 141–2)—both institutions are presented as one-time instruments of reform that have degenerated into agents of corruption.

DEFERRALS OF CLOSURE

Spenser’s famous ‘deferrals of closure’ are usually seen as imitative of Ariosto, but the influence of historiography is equally strong. As his commitment to ‘continued’ allegory suggests—‘continued’ not least in the sustained critical engagement it demands of the reader—Spenser was more interested than his Italian predecessor in exploring the relationship between the two senses of ‘historia’, most obviously, perhaps, by examining the role that Arthurian legend played in contemporary Tudor politics. The work of a ‘poet historicall’, as Spenser conceived it, most closely resembled that of the chroniclers in its determination to achieve continuity between past and present, to manufacture immediate political relevance from even the most remote myths of origin. In reading the ‘Briton moniments’ Spenser’s Arthur is conspicuously carried, like Holinshed’s readers and Spenser’s own, into his own time: ‘After him Uther, which Pendragon hight, / Succeeding There abruptly it did end, / Without full point or other Cesure right’ (II.x.68). As the lack of punctuation after ‘succeeding’ cleverly indicates, the narrative continues in the reader—both readers, since the prince simultaneously reads and is read. Similarly, Merlin’s prophecy to Britomart breaks off in anxiety with the advent of Elizabeth—‘But yet the end is not. There Merlin stayd, / As overcommen of the spirites powre, / Or other ghastly spectacle dismayd’ (III.iii.50)—just as the second edition of Holinshed breaks off in mid-narrative with a prayer that God may protect his Protestant queen ‘with the target of his power against all the pernicious practises of satans instruments’ (1587: III, 1592).

By such narrative strategies both Holinshed’s and Spenser’s readers are made aware that the conclusion to the national story depends on them, that they will ‘write’ the next chapter in their own actions and consequently that ‘historia’, in both senses of the term, is a vital mechanism of political consciousness. And precisely because history is ‘continuous’, because new events and new cantos continually recontextualize all that has gone before, the second edition of The Faerie Queene stands in the same revisionary relationship to the first as does the second edition of Holinshed to its predecessor. Both the Chronicles and The Faerie Queene exploit their readers’ investment in the authors’ struggle for narrative coherence, in their mutual desire for an ending that the very nature of the subject frustrates. Although he is unlike the historiographer in ‘thrusting into the middest’ of his material, Spenser is identical in breaking off at the same point, in deferring from narrative to event. But there is no escaping narrative. Events get recorded and every reader is one day read if only in epitaph. Spenser read about Lord Grey before he met him, inscribed his letters while in his service, and memorialized him after his death, revisioning in ‘historicall’ poetry and polemical prose a heroism first recorded in chronicle. Criss-crossing the permeable borderlines of fact and fiction, his engagement with Holinshed through the lens of allegorical romance constitutes an awareness both of the mythical roots of national identity and the historical determinants of mythopoetic vision.


CHAPTER 33

DANIEL AND HOLINSHED

GILLIAN WRIGHT

SAMUEL Daniel was one of the most historically minded of Elizabethan and Jacobean poets. History of various flavours—English and Roman, political and cultural, public and personal—informs much of his poetry, from The Complaint of Rosamond (1592), a retelling of the story of Rosamond Clifford and Henry II, to the Ovidian Letter from Octavia to Marcus Antonius (1599), and Musophilus (1599), a dialogic meditation on human learning and cultural change. But of all his poems, it is his magnum opus, The Civil Wars, which most powerfully testifies to the intellectual depth and seriousness of Daniel’s engagement with history. Nowhere is that engagement more profound than in his use of the Chronicles of Raphael Holinshed.

THE CIVIL WARS: SUBJECT, SOURCES, METHODS

The Civil Wars, a poem of epic structure and aspirations, takes as its subject the internecine conflicts which followed the deposition and death of Richard II and culminated in the accession of Henry VII. First published in a four-book version in 1595, the poem was expanded in 1599 and 1601 and reached its final (though still unfinished) form—an eight-book version—in 1609. Furthermore, in both the 1601 and, especially, the 1609 versions of the poem, Daniel extensively revised the texts of books which had been published in previous editions.1 The Civil Wars thus represents not only Daniel’s most extended but also his most deeply considered poetic engagement with historical material. His many years of work on the poem also stimulated the habits of historical reflection which would later distinguish his prose Collection of the Historie of England (1618), a ‘politic history’ which has garnered high praise from scholars of English historical writing.2 The Civil Wars is thus a key text both within Daniel’s own literary career and also within the development of English historiography.

One consistent feature in each edition of The Civil Wars is Daniel’s reticence about the sources for his historical material. The 1595 edition of the poem is rare among Daniel’s published works in not including preliminary material such as an address to the reader or a dedication to a patron.3 This first issue of The Civil Wars thus lacks any introductory account either of Daniel’s historical sources or of his methods of evaluating and reworking the various source texts available to him. In fact, explicit citation of sources occurs at only one point—albeit a crucial one—in the 1595 Civil Wars. At Book I, stanza 62, when describing the momentous quarrel between Thomas Mowbray, duke of Norfolk, and Henry Herford, duke of Bolingbroke, Daniel adds a marginal note: ‘Froissart, Pol. Virg. & Hall deliver it in this sort’.4 The 1601 edition retains this note (at I, 65), while adding ‘but Walsingame reportes it otherwise’. The apparent implication of these marginal citations is that Daniel’s historiography depends primarily on older, more prestigious sources, favouring Latin and French histories such as Polydore Vergil, Walsingham, and Froissart, and citing just one English precedent, Edward Hall’s highly regarded Union of the Two Noble and Illustre Famelies of Lancastre [and] Yorke (1548). More recent English-language histories such as Holinshed’s Chronicles are conspicuously absent from Daniel’s acknowledged sources in these early editions of the poem.

In the 1609 edition of The Civil Wars, however, Daniel’s acknowledgement of sources undergoes a significant change. The marginal note to the Mowbray/Bolingbroke stanza disappears, while in an ‘Epistle Dedicatorie’ addressed to the countess of Pembroke—a new addition to the text in 1609—Daniel includes, for the first time, a direct explanation of his sources and methodology in The Civil Wars. Yet this explanation is strikingly brief and, typically for Daniel, raises at least as many questions as it answers:

In which Worke, I have carefully followed that truth which is delivered in the Historie; without adding to, or subtracting from, the general receiv’d opinion of things as we finde them in our common Annalles: holding it an impietie, to violate that publike Testimonie we have, without more evident proofe; or to introduce fictions of our owne imagination, in things of this nature. [The Civil Wars (1609), sig. A2]5

Daniel’s claim, in the 1609 edition, that his history follows ‘the general receiv’d opinion of things as we finde them in our common Annalles’ is at odds with the derivation implied by the marginal citations of 1595, 1599, and 1601. Eschewing non-English sources, however prestigious, the ‘Epistle’ associates The Civil Wars with the more popular ‘common Annalles’: unnamed, but potentially including Hall’s Union, Grafton’s A Chronicle at Large and Meere History of the Affayres of Englande (1569), and Stow’s Annales of England (1592), as well as Holinshed’s Chronicles. Furthermore, Daniel’s apparently innocuous allusion to ‘the general receiv’d opinion of things’ elides the many, often substantial, differences between the ‘common Annalles’ of the sixteenth century. While it is true that early modern chronicles did often reproduce material from one another, as well as drawing on shared medieval sources, they are by no means absolutely identical. Discrepancies between chronicles, both large-and small-scale, do occur, and would have made the task of a professedly derivative historian such as Daniel considerably more complicated than his deceptively bland statements in the ‘Epistle Dedicatorie’ are willing to admit. In short, the composition of The Civil Wars would have required Daniel to exercise two critical functions which the ‘Epistle Dedicatorie’ is at pains to disavow: choice between, and evaluation of, his poem’s historical sources.

Given such silences and misdirections on the part of its author, an accurate assessment of Daniel’s sources and methods can only be achieved through detailed comparison between The Civil Wars and its precedents in the chronicles. In fact, stanza-by-stanza comparison of The Civil Wars with the various sources named or implied in the various editions of the poem reveals that Daniel’s principal sources were indeed, as the ‘Epistle Dedicatorie’ claims, the English ‘common Annalles’ and not the Latin and French chronicles. Daniel takes the broad outline of the poem—the providentialist structure which saw the civil war divisions between Lancaster and York as reaching resolution through the unifying House of Tudor—from Hall’s Union, variously conflated with and complicated by the similar providentialism of Lucan’s Pharsalia.6 In the stanzas where a single source for the historical matter of The Civil Wars can be identified, it is most often either Stow’s Annales or Holinshed’s Chronicles. Holinshed is by some distance Daniel’s most frequent historical source.

The remainder of this chapter surveys and assesses Daniel’s use of Holinshed’s Chronicles in The Civil Wars. In the next section, I locate Daniel’s use of Holinshed in its literary-historical context, discussing how The Civil Wars fits into the afterlife of the Chronicles and also into Daniel’s own poetic career. Subsequently, I consider in more detail how Daniel’s use of material from the Chronicles compares with his use of other sources—principally Hall and Stow. I also consider how Daniel’s engagement with the Chronicles changed during his many years of work on The Civil Wars, looking in detail at two sections where a greater reliance on Holinshed in 1609 witnesses to significant alterations in the political ideology of this version of the poem. Finally, though briefly, I address the key question of why Daniel found Holinshed’s Chronicles to be such a stimulating source. Why did Daniel find so much more inspiration in the Chronicles than in, for instance, the Annales or the Union? Was his greater reliance on Holinshed simply due to the more copious detail to be found in the famously agglomerative style of the latter’s Chronicles?7 Or did some of the idiosyncratic qualities in Holinshed’s Chronicles in turn facilitate Daniel’s own distinctive approach to history? Was Daniel’s use of Holinshed merely convenient, or did engagement with Holinshed decisively shape his poetic historiography?

DANIEL, HOLINSHED, AND LITERARY HISTORY

The precise date when Daniel began working on The Civil Wars is unknown. Since, however, Stow’s Annales is among the principal sources for all versions of the poem, it can reasonably be assumed that Daniel embarked seriously on the composition of his epic in 1592 at the earliest. This places Daniel among the first literary or theatrical writers to respond to the second edition of Holinshed’s Chronicles.8 His use of Holinshed follows closely on the work of Shakespeare and his collaborators in the Henry VI plays in the early 1590s, and in turn helped to mediate Shakespeare’s reception of Holinshed in Richard II and the two parts of Henry IV in the middle of the decade.9 By 1609, when the final edition of The Civil Wars—still drawing on Holinshed—was published, the genre of the great chronicle was becoming obsolete, and the process whereby chronicles ‘dissolve[d] into a variety of genres’, including ‘antiquarian treatises and classically modelled histories’ and ‘historical drama, verse, and prose fiction’, was well underway.10 Daniel himself, through his work on The Civil Wars and the prose Collection (to which the 1609 ‘Epistle Dedicatorie’ makes proleptic reference) was an important figure within this transitional process. His composition of The Civil Wars thus spans the main period of Holinshed’s popularity as a source for poets and dramatists.

The first publication of The Civil Wars falls within an unusually busy period in Daniel’s writing career. Although Daniel’s first published work, a translation of Paolo Giovio’s Dialogo dell’ imprese militari et amorose, had appeared as early as 1585, the spur to his emergence as a published poet appears to have been the inclusion of twenty-eight of his sonnets to Delia in a pirated edition of Sidney’s Astrophil and Stella in 1591. Two issues of Delia … with the Complaint of Rosamond appeared in 1592, and were followed in 1594 and 1595 by two further, ‘augmented’ editions of Delia—again with The Complaint of Rosamond but now also with the addition of his closet drama, The Tragedy of Cleopatra. However, after the appearance of The First Fowre Bookes of the Civile Warres in 1595, there was a three-year gap before Daniel’s next publication, a further edition of Delia, Rosamond, and Cleopatra, in 1598. After the 1595 Civil Wars, the next collection by Daniel to include substantially new material—Octavia, Musophilus, and the fifth book of The Civil Wars—was the Poeticall Essayes of 1599. The 1595 Civil Wars thus marks the culmination of the first phase of Daniel’s publishing career: the period during which he began to assert the range of his literary interests and establish his public reputation.

There are many reasons for seeing The Civil Wars as Daniel’s most significant poetic enterprise. With its far-reaching historical scope and epic aspirations, the poem represents a much more ambitious project than anything Daniel had previously attempted. In career terms, The Civil Wars was the principal text through which Daniel hoped to place himself on the literary map and establish his credentials as one of the select number of contemporary English poets whose work could stand comparison with the classical masters. In broader literary-historical terms, the poem can also be read as both product of and witness to the preoccupation with nationhood which characterizes so much 1590s writing in different genres.11 Of all the literary genres and models available to him, Daniel chose to imitate Lucan’s Pharsalia, whose epic treatment of the Roman civil wars could be plausibly, if somewhat loosely, reworked to lend dignity to the intestine conflicts of the English Middle Ages.12 The Pharsalia provided Daniel with a structure, a rhetoric and a vocabulary to lament and analyse the particular horrors of warfare within the confines of one nation. But structure, rhetoric, and vocabulary alone are not enough to make a poem, and to substantiate his Lucanian epic Daniel also needed a clear and copious guide to the English history of the fourteenth, fifteenth, and early sixteenth centuries. For this historical matter, he turned to the chroniclers: above all, to Holinshed.

DANIEL AND THE HISTORIANS

Froissart, Pol. Virg. & Hall deliver it in this sort.

[The Civil Wars (1595), marginal note to I, 62]

…but Walsingame reportes it otherwise.

[The Civil Wars (1601), marginal note to I, 65]

Although Holinshed’s Chronicles are not explicitly cited in the 1595 and 1601 Civil Wars, they lurk in the subtext at least of the latter. At the equivalent moment in Holinshed’s narrative—the quarrel between Mowbray and Bolingbroke—Walsingham’s chronicle is the named marginal source (Chronicles 1587: III, 493). Daniel’s treatment of the sources for this crucial stanza thus represents a double denial of Holinshed: not only is his name (like Stow’s) suppressed from Daniel’s marginal gloss, but the version of the quarrel which Holinshed, following Walsingham, had endorsed is rejected in favour of the alternative version found in Froissart, Polydore Vergil, and Hall. This elision and repudiation of Holinshed, at such a critical point in the narrative, might appear to suggest that Daniel held the Chronicles in low regard and made little use of them in The Civil Wars. Such an impression, however, would be highly misleading.

On a closer reading, what is most striking about Daniel’s marginal citations for this critical stanza is how non-evaluative they are. Daniel’s 1595 note makes no comment on the quality of Froissart’s, Polydore’s, or Hall’s testimony—he merely records the consensus among them.13 At the same time, obviously, the very fact that Daniel so ostentatiously records the chroniclers’ agreement on the origins of the Mowbray/Bolingbroke dispute, while citing sources for no other event in the entire Civil Wars, inevitably calls the authority of his own account into question. This effect is accentuated by the revision of 1601, which, in documenting a single divergence from the consensus, brings the alternative tradition descending from Walsingham into the open. Indeed, since Daniel offers no arguments either to vindicate Froissart, Polydore, or Hall or to discredit Walsingham, the reader is likely to conclude that sheer weight of numbers, rather than doubts as to the latter’s credibility, has determined the poet’s choice of authorities.

In fact, however, Daniel’s citation of sources for the Mowbray/Bolingbroke quarrel is something of a red herring. In all probability, the poet’s choice between these two rival traditions was determined by considerations of narrative rather than the credibility of his sources. Daniel’s preference for the Froissart/Polydore/Hall version of this key event—the trigger, on his account, for all the subsequent decades of conflict—is a logical if not inevitable consequence of his use of a Hall-based providentialism as the framing narrative structure of The Civil Wars.14 Hall’s version of these events also held the advantage, for Daniel, of exploring the motivation of both Mowbray and Bolingbroke as they take their fateful actions. Hall is at pains to stress that Bolingbroke, in airing his doubts about Richard II’s government, does so ‘more for dolour and lamentacion, then for malice or displeasure’, whereas Mowbray, in reporting these comments to the king, deliberately exaggerates and misrepresents them, hoping to win royal favour by casting his opponent in a prejudicial light (Union, fol. ii r–v). Holinshed’s version, by contrast, merely reports the two dukes’ mutual accusations without commenting on why they acted as they did (1587: III, 493). Interest in the human motives underlying historical events is a consistent feature in The Civil Wars: so consistent that it evidently takes precedence over any preconceived notion of the reliability of sources.15 Hall’s emphasis on Bolingbroke’s good intentions is also consonant with Daniel’s characterization of the pre-invasion duke as a man keenly concerned for the public good.16 Daniel’s choice of Hall’s Union—which, rather than Froissart or Polydore, is the true source for the original version of this stanza—is thus likely to have been made in part for structural reasons, in part because Hall’s account of events, from his point of view, offered a better story.

Indeed, the somewhat cavalier attitude to sources which underlies Daniel’s apparently scrupulous attention to authority is revealed by the further revisions to this stanza in 1609. The 1609 version of The Civil Wars presents a radically rewritten account of the Mowbray/Bolingbroke quarrel which, while still putting a favourable gloss on Bolingbroke’s motivation, removes all references to faithlessness or self-interest on Mowbray’s part and attributes responsibility for the rift between Bolingbroke and the king to Richard himself (1609: I, 60). This construction of events differs from all the standard chronicle accounts, and appears to be Daniel’s own invention. The disappearance of the marginal citation from the 1609 version of the ‘quarrel’ stanza is a silent admission of this departure from the sources. Equally silently, the rewritten version of this passage contradicts Daniel’s claim, in the 1609 ‘Epistle Dedicatorie’, that his representation of the civil wars merely follows ‘the general receiv’d opinion of things as we finde them in our common Annalles’ (1609: sig. A2v). Rather than scrupulously following a clear and established consensus, The Civil Wars draws eclectically on the full range of possibilities offered by the great chronicles. Such is the complexity of Daniel’s engagement with his sources that it is not uncommon for a single stanza to draw on several different source texts, as well as including his own original comments or inferences. As the example of the ‘quarrel’ stanza shows, Daniel’s criterion for choosing between different possibilities seems to have been not so much the authority of his sources as their correspondence to, or capacity to facilitate, his own narrative interests. Although in the case of the ‘quarrel’ stanza, Hall’s Union offered the version of events best suited to these interests, this was by no means always the case. Elsewhere in The Civil Wars, it was most often Holinshed’s Chronicles which gave Daniel the opportunity to pursue his distinctive approach to English medieval history.

THE CIVIL WARS AND HOLINSHED’S CHRONICLES

Daniel’s use of Holinshed’s Chronicles in The Civil Wars takes many forms. Most often, of course, Daniel uses the Chronicles in a comparatively straightforward manner—following their historical matter without change or complication. On many other occasions, however, Daniel’s use of Holinshed is demonstrably more idiosyncratic. As with his use of Hall in the ‘quarrel’ stanza, Daniel’s choice of Holinshed (where the latter’s account differs from the testimony of the other chroniclers) can be seen to follow patterns of narrative, moral, and political interest typical of The Civil Wars as a whole. Similarly, Daniel’s own characteristic interests are often apparent in his manipulation, interpretation, abbreviation, or expansion of material from the Chronicles.

Two examples from an early section of The Civil Wars demonstrate Daniel’s distinctive engagement with the text of Holinshed’s Chronicles. In Book I, in his first reference to Richard II’s uncle, the duke of York, Daniel remarks approvingly that the duke’s ‘mild temperatness / Did tend unto a calmer quietnesse’ (1609: I, 25.7–8). This comment follows Holinshed, who is the only chronicler to comment explicitly on York’s peaceful disposition. Holinshed, however, construes the duke’s lack of involvement in public life in terms not of ‘temperatness’ but of laziness: ‘for the duke of Yorke was a man rather coveting to live in pleasure, than to deale with much businesse, and the weightie affaires of the realme’ (1587: III, 485). Daniel’s positive gloss on Holinshed in this instance contrasts with his more negative spin on the Chronicles a few stanzas later when describing the Appellant crisis of 1386–7. Here Daniel’s description of the Lords Appellant as ‘arm’d … and fully bent / To suffer no repulse, nor no excuse’ (1609: I, 36.3–4) is a more uncompromising version of Holinshed’s claim that the Lords were attended by ‘a sufficient armie for their owne safeties’ (1587: III, 463). In each of these cases, Daniel has drawn his facts from Holinshed, but has placed his own interpretation on them. Both his favourable representation of York and his stern depiction of the Lords Appellant are consistent with The Civil Wars’ habitual preference for peaceful methods and favourable representation of peace-loving characters.

Several other patterns can be detected in Daniel’s appropriations from Holinshed and the other chroniclers. One of the most distinctive, as already noted, is Daniel’s emphasis on the personal motivations underlying political actions. Typically, Daniel is especially interested in detecting complex and contradictory motivations or in uncovering the political calculations which underlie acts of apparent generosity. Of all the chronicles, it is most often Holinshed that provides the basis for such analytical passages in The Civil Wars. A case in point is Daniel’s sceptical treatment of Henry IV’s clemency towards those nobles accused of the murder of Gloucester. Daniel is clear in attributing this clemency to self-interest rather than virtue, seeing it as resulting from Henry’s concern for his own safety rather than a genuine wish to show mercy (1609: III, 13.5–8). This explanation has a precedent only in Holinshed, who writes that ‘the king thought it best, rather with courtesie to reconcile them [the nobles], than by cutting them off by death, to procure the hatred of their freends and alies, which were manie, and of no small power’ (1587: III, 513). Holinshed’s emphasis on the new king’s political cunning affords Daniel exactly the opportunity he relishes to complicate Henry’s motives while accounting for his success in retaining the throne.

Comparably, a sentence in the Chronicles provided the basis for one of Daniel’s most extended and celebrated passages of psychological analysis in The Civil Wars: his sympathetic exploration of the earl of Warwick’s sense of betrayal and offended pride after news of Edward IV’s marriage to Elizabeth Grey reaches the French court.17 Many of the chronicles note that Edward’s marriage was a humiliation for Warwick, and identify it as the key motive for his defection to the Lancastrian side. Only Holinshed, however, dwells on the earl’s obsessive ruminations on the injury to his own reputation, commenting that ‘he was not a little troubled in his mind, for that he tooke it his credence thereby was greatlie minished, and his honour much stained’ (1587: III, 668). Responding to Holinshed, Daniel not only creates an extended internal monologue for the earl (1609: VIII, 84–9), but also uses this crisis of loyalty as the pretext for a debate between Warwick and his confessor on the ethics of political ambition (1609: VIII, 94–111).18 Using an in utramque partem debate to explore the merits of two contradictory courses of action is one of Daniel’s favourite strategies in The Civil Wars, where it often serves to dramatize the internal conflicts or mixed motives of an individual or a group. The debate between Warwick and his confessor, which dominates the conclusion of The Civil Wars, is one of the most psychologically perceptive passages in the poem and represents one of the clearest examples of Daniel’s reflective approach to historical narrative. While both the fact and the substance of the debate are Daniel’s own invention, without basis in the chronicles, the creative stimulus for these climactic stanzas comes from Holinshed’s succinct but insightful analysis of the earl’s emotions.

Developing and enlarging on a hint or detail in Holinshed, as exemplified by the Warwick stanzas, is another characteristic pattern in Daniel’s construction of The Civil Wars. A speculative suggestion in Holinshed (1587: III, 503) that the servants who advise Richard to abdicate the throne may have been acting on others’ orders becomes, in The Civil Wars, a certainty which then incites two stanzas of anguished heart-searching on the king’s part (1609: II, 105–6). The two set-piece in utramque partem debates in Books II and III—the contrasting advice of Montague and Carlisle to Richard (1609: II, 28–46) and of the cautious and incautious rebels to the Abbot of Westminster (1609: III, 29–48)—both take their cue from passing references in the Chronicles (1587: III, 500, 514). However, the most substantial and poignant example of Daniel’s creative expansion of Holinshed is his dramatic account of Bolingbroke’s triumphant entry into London after gaining control over King Richard (1609: II, 62–93). This lengthy passage has a partial basis in Holinshed’s description of the ‘joy and pompe’, ‘presents, welcommings, lauds, and gratifications’ with which the duke is greeted on his return to the capital (1587: III, 501). Holinshed, however, makes no comment even on Bolingbroke’s reaction to his reception, still less on how this all-too-visible indication of the changed political order is perceived by Richard himself or his supporters. By contrast Daniel, attentive as ever to individuals’ experience of public events, not only observes how Bolingbroke ‘Did feele his blood within salute his state, / And lift up his rejoycing soule’ (1609: II, 64.3–4) at the welcome he receives from the Londoners, but subsequently notes the presence in the duke’s party of the ‘pensive … unregarded … drooping’ figure of the captive Richard (1609: II, 65.1–2). He also adds a detailed description, without precedent in the chronicles, of the young Queen Isabel’s reactions to the arrival of the duke’s procession, and invents an emotional reunion between Richard and Isabel (1609: II, 66–93). Daniel has seized the opportunity provided by Holinshed to develop several of his own characteristic ideas and narrative emphases: analysing the personal emotions underlying public actions, contrasting the perception of a single event by both winners and losers, and attending to the emotional and material consequences of political events for women.19

Contrastingly, another pattern in Daniel’s use of Holinshed is to introduce an element of ambiguity into matters treated by the Chronicles (and other sources) as clear and certain. The most significant example of this deliberate muddying of the narrative waters occurs in Daniel’s account of Bolingbroke’s return from exile in France. Unlike the chronicles, including Holinshed, The Civil Wars leaves the issue of the duke’s true intentions—to claim his duchy or to conquer the kingdom—ostentatiously undecided (1609: I, 93–8). This change to the received account has extensive implications for Daniel’s treatment of the duke’s actions and the Lancastrian succession, and would also influence Shakespeare’s depiction of the same events in Richard II.20 Another, later example of ambiguity in The Civil Wars shows more clearly how this aspect of Daniel’s narrative, though distinctive and innovative, seems to have been inspired by a careful, comparative reading of Holinshed against other chronicle sources. In Book II, Daniel’s account of how Richard and his supporters are captured by the earl of Northumberland and taken to Flint Castle is based on a conflation of Stow’s Annales and Holinshed’s Chronicles.21 But while it is clear in both the Annales and the Chronicles that the offer of safe conduct conveyed by Northumberland from Bolingbroke is a trick, only Stow makes it similarly clear that Bolingbroke himself is complicit in the deception (Annales, 509). In Holinshed’s account, while Northumberland’s treachery is certain, Bolingbroke’s is not (1587: III, 500). Daniel’s version of the story not only follows Holinshed in leaving open the question of Bolingbroke’s guilt, but departs from both sources by initially making Northumberland’s duplicity equally uncertain. He then accentuates the issues of trust and treachery still further by expanding a brief allusion in Holinshed to ‘[c]onferring’ between Richard and his followers into a lengthy debate between Montague and Carlisle on the pros and cons of taking Northumberland at his word. Only after Richard has made his crucial mistake, siding with Carlisle in trusting Northumberland, does the earl’s deceit become apparent. Daniel’s changes from source in this important passage intensify the dramatic tension of his narrative, while also denying the reader the benefit of hindsight—a factor which Daniel elsewhere insists has a distorting effect on historical analysis (1609: I, 98.5–8). His account of this crucial episode, significantly, also maintains The Civil Wars’ careful ambiguity about the extent of Bolingbroke’s ambitions and the honesty of his expressed intentions. These emphases, so typical of Daniel’s reflective, sceptical approach to history, unquestionably represent his own reading of the sources; but insofar as they have any precedent in the chronicles, it comes from Holinshed.

HOLINSHED AND THE REVISION OF THE CIVIL WARS

In most respects, Daniel’s patterns of appropriations from the Chronicles remain relatively constant in all editions of The Civil Wars. In sections newly added in 1599, 1601, and 1609, for instance, he continues to draw on a wide range of chronicle sources, albeit with a bias towards Holinshed. His account of Richard’s persecution of the earl of Arundel, extended in 1601 (I, 57–8), follows Holinshed, as does much of the new material in Books III and IV and also Book VIII. The single exception to this habitual favouring of Holinshed occurs within one distinct area of revision to The Civil Wars: namely, the increased use in 1609 of marginal prose notes to clarify matters of factual detail more allusively described in the poetry. The most frequent source for the facts, figures, names, and places specified in these marginal notes is not Holinshed but rather Stow’s Annales.22 However, here as elsewhere in The Civil Wars, Daniel’s choice between the available sources seems to owe more to the needs of his narrative than to any assessment of the relative trustworthiness of the chroniclers. The terse style and factual detail typical of Stow’s Annales form an ideal source for the concise information appropriate to marginal clarifications. On the rare occasions when Holinshed provides clearer detail than the Annales, Daniel prioritizes clarity and follows Holinshed.

Holinshed also plays an important role in the key ideological change produced in The Civil Wars by the revisions of 1609: namely, the more positive representation, in this final edition, of Bolingbroke’s accession to the throne and his subsequent rule as Henry IV. In the earlier editions of the poem, Daniel’s representation of Bolingbroke, initially favourable, changes markedly once the implications of his return to England become clear. The point at which this change starts to become apparent, in the 1595–1601 editions, is the meeting between Bolingbroke and Richard at Flint Castle. Previously, justifying his intentions to the Genius of England, Bolingbroke had insisted that his return from exile was motivated only by his desire to defend his country’s liberties and to claim his own ‘right’ (1595: I, 91)—by implication, the duchy of Lancaster, illegally expropriated by the king. Northumberland’s capture of Richard, while clearly showing that some of Bolingbroke’s supporters were ready to betray their monarch, had left the duke’s own intentions still open to question. However, in the 1595–1601 versions of the poem, Bolingbroke’s speech of self-explanation to Richard when they meet at Flint Castle is an ominous sign of things to come. Though he stresses the unjust treatment he has received at Richard’s hands, Bolingbroke makes no reference to the duchy of Lancaster. Instead, his concern is with the kingdom of England which, he makes plain, will subsequently be ruled on his terms:

To whom the Duke thus said: my Lord I know
That both unlookt for, and unsent unto
I have presumed to come hither now;
But this your wrong and rigor drave me to,
And being come I purpose now to shew
You better how to rule, and what to doe:
You have had time too much to worke our ill,
But now redresse is planted in our will.

[1595: II, 64]

Although Bolingbroke does not yet speak of deposition or abdication, the future he anticipates in this stanza allows a suspiciously restricted role for the nominal king. This version of the duke’s speech at Flint Castle closely follows Stow, albeit with a greater emphasis both on the wrongs and injustices of Richard’s past conduct and on the future role of Bolingbroke in ‘shew[ing]’ Richard how to rule well. According to Stow:

The duke bowing lowe to the ground answered, my Lord, I am come before you sent for me, the reason why I will shewe you. The common fame among your people is such, that yee have for the space of twentie or xxii. yeeres, ruled them very rigorously, but if it please our Lorde I will helpe you to governe better. [Stow, Annales, 511]

In the 1609 version of The Civil Wars, however, Daniel’s account of the duke’s speech undergoes substantial changes. In the 1609 text, Bolingbroke’s expressed concern is, once again, with his own hereditary ‘right’—the duchy of Lancaster. Of the future government of England, no mention is made:

‘To whom, the Duke began: My Lord I knowe
‘That both uncall’d, and unexpected too,
‘I have presumed in this sort to showe
‘And seeke the right which I am borne unto:
‘Yet pardon I beseech you, and allow
‘Of that constraint, which drives me thus to doo.
‘For, since I could not by a fairer course
‘Attaine mine owne, I must use this of force … ’

[1609: II, 59]

This altered version of the duke’s speech is based on a different source—Holinshed’s Chronicles:

The duke humblie thanking him said; My sovereigne lord and king, the cause of my comming at this present, is (your honor saved) to have againe restitution of my person, my lands and heritage, through your favourable licence. [1587: III, 501]

Whereas the duke’s speech in 1595 is a harsher version of Stow, in 1609 it is a gentler version of Holinshed. Far from browbeating or bullying Richard, as he had in 1595, the Bolingbroke of 1609 asks the king’s pardon and diplomatically attributes his own actions only to an unspecified ‘constraint’ rather than ‘your wrong and rigor’. Admittedly, the apparent mildness of the duke’s speech in 1609 is somewhat undercut by the subsequent description, unchanged from 1595, of Richard’s humiliating journey to London, ‘Most meanely mounted on a simple Steed: / Degraded of all grace and ease’ (1609: II, 61.4–5; cf. 1595: II, 66.4–5). Nonetheless, the change from Stow to Holinshed as the source text for the Flint Castle stanzas has significant implications for Daniel’s overall depiction of the transition between the two rulers. By softening Bolingbroke’s speech to Richard, Daniel postpones the former’s admission of his ambitions to rule the country until after his triumphant return to London. As a result, whereas the 1595–1601 versions of the poem had associated Bolingbroke’s seizure of power with the ambition and duplicity evident in the Flint Castle episode, in 1609 these associations are weakened, and Bolingbroke’s disclosure of his own ambitions is made subsequent—perhaps consequent—to his acclamation by the London crowds. Daniel’s revision to this ideologically important section of the poem is consistent with his greater emphasis, in the 1609 edition of The Civil Wars, on the role of popular support in lending legitimacy to Bolingbroke’s accession. While this change of emphasis is achieved through numerous means at different points in the poem, in this instance it is underpinned by the testimony of Holinshed’s Chronicles.

A similar shift between sources underlies another, equally significant, revision to the 1609 Civil Wars: namely, Daniel’s account of the parliamentary process through which Bolingbroke’s claim to succeed Richard is formally articulated and endorsed. In the 1595–1601 editions of the poem, Daniel’s version of this process is very brief—just twelve lines in length (1595: II, 120–1.4)—and follows the sequence of events outlined by Stow (Annales, 512–3). Thus in these early texts of The Civil Wars, the first person to call for the accession of Bolingbroke is Arundel, the archbishop of Canterbury, who urges Parliament to choose a new monarch and names Bolingbroke as a suitably qualified candidate. In 1609, however, Daniel’s account of this crucial process is both rewritten and expanded. In the 1609 version, after Richard’s ‘resignement’ of the throne is published in Parliament, Bolingbroke himself takes the initiative in asserting his right to the throne ‘both by descent, / And by recoverie’ (1609: II, 112.4, 7–8). Official approval and endorsement of his claim swiftly follow:

Which being granted, Canterburie rose
And animates them, by the sacred word,
‘In this their course: and by his Text, he showes
‘How well they made their choyce of such a Lord;
‘Who, as a man was able to dispose
‘And guide the State: and how the royall sworde
‘Ought to be at a mans commandement;
‘Not at a childes, or one as impotent.’

[1609: II, 113]

The archbishop also implicitly criticizes Richard’s government of the country, blaming the current ‘ravenous expilation of the State’ on leadership that is ‘ill, / Distemp’red, faint, and weake’ (1609: II, 114.4, 7–8). He praises Bolingbroke, by contrast, as ‘this brave Prince; being fit to give them lawes, / Fit for his valour, fit for judgement sound’ (II, 115.3–4). This revised account of Bolingbroke’s accession is based on Holinshed’s Chronicles (1587: III, 505–7), which follow a similar order of events and, unlike Stow, quote the full text of Arundel’s sermon. Much abbreviated from Holinshed, Daniel’s 1609 text glosses over Arundel’s role—evident in the Chronicles—in stage-managing parliamentary approval of Bolingbroke’s claim to the throne, and also suppresses the fact that the archbishop himself is one of the new monarch’s oldest and staunchest allies.23 Arundel’s endorsement of Bolingbroke’s right to rule is thus allowed to carry the full weight of Church and even biblical authority; a marginal note, new in the 1609 edition, directly quote the Old Testament verse, ‘Vir dominabitur in populo’, on which the archbishop’s sermon is based.24 Thus rearranged in 1609, Arundel’s contribution to the accession becomes less obviously partisan, while offering the clearest statement in the poem so far of Bolingbroke’s qualifications as a monarch. While the irregularities of the new king’s accession are by no means forgotten, they are—to a greater extent than in previous editions—counterbalanced by more positive considerations.

Most significant of all in Daniel’s carefully selective summary of Arundel’s sermon are the personal qualities it identifies as rendering Bolingbroke—unlike Richard—suitable to exercise monarchical authority. Daniel’s Arundel highlights Bolingbroke’s ability to ‘dispose / And guide the State’, laying particular emphasis on his capacity to command the ‘royall sworde’ and enact legislation on behalf of the country. Bolingbroke’s competence as a ruler—in particular, his conscientious enforcement of the laws and his defence of the kingdom in war—is frequently stressed in the 1609 revisions to The Civil Wars, where it forms part of a broader re-evaluation of the role and legitimacy of the English monarchy.25 The 1609 Civil Wars, compared with previous versions of the poem, is less concerned to stress the hereditary rights of monarchs, while placing more emphasis on the ruler’s obligation to serve and care for his country. At the outset of the new king’s controversial reign, the 1609 edition uses Arundel’s sermon to initiate a consistent pattern of recognizing and honouring Henry IV’s commitment to fulfilling the duties of kingship, notwithstanding his tenuous hereditary claims to the throne. Holinshed’s verbatim account of the sermon, skilfully abridged, provides the ideal opportunity for Daniel to make the best possible case for the new king—and, by extension, for the less conservative ideology of monarchy espoused by the 1609 Civil Wars.

CONCLUSION: DANIEL AND HOLINSHED

Daniel wrott civill warres & yett hath not one batle in all his Book. [Ben Jonson, Conversations with Drummond]26

Ben Jonson’s notorious gibe against The Civil Wars, though technically inaccurate, nonetheless points towards one of the most characteristic aspects of Daniel’s approach to historical narrative. Daniel’s interest in The Civil Wars is not, primarily, in military strategy or even the detailed conduct of domestic warfare. Instead, Daniel’s principal concerns, in tracing his account of civil war from the 1390s to the 1460s, are with historical causation and the legitimacy of monarchy. His is an approach to narrative that typically devotes more attention to thought than to action, and takes more interest in analysing his protagonists’ motives, experiences, and reactions than in describing their deeds in external detail. Though the nature of Daniel’s historical explanations changed in numerous ways—both small and great—between 1595 and 1609, these preoccupations remained more or less unaltered in all editions of the poem.

As this discussion of The Civil Wars and its historical sources has shown, Daniel’s historiography, though broadly based on the English ‘common Annalles’, was always determined by his own narrative priorities. Consequently, the preference for Holinshed’s Chronicles manifested in each edition of the poem should be attributed to considerations of practicality rather than of principle. To a greater extent than either Hall’s Union or Stow’s Annales—the other substantial historical sources for The Civil Wars—Holinshed’s Chronicles enabled Daniel to pursue his own interests. The relatively spare narratives of the Annales and even the Union afforded less opportunity for Daniel to explore character and causation—and, in particular, to probe mixed and contradictory motives—than did the more expansive accounts provided by the Chronicles. Holinshed’s tolerance for alternative, complementary, or even incompatible narratives—the much-discussed ‘multivocality’ of his historiography—also seems to have struck a chord with Daniel, who had a similar predilection for weighing up the merits of rival explanations: often without, in the end, deciding between them.27 Holinshed thus provided much of the evidence underpinning several of Daniel’s characteristic emphases as a historian: in particular, his insistence on the difficulty—sometimes, the impossibility—of reconstructing personal motives and historical causes, and his resistance to the overdetermining effects of hindsight.

Though Daniel never explicitly names Holinshed in any edition of The Civil Wars, it is fitting that the 1609 text, with its claim to follow ‘the general receiv’d opinion of things as we finde them in our common Annalles’, comes closest of any version of the poem to admitting its dependence on the commonest—or at least the largest—annal of them all. The ideological innovations which are such a distinctive feature of the 1609 Civil Wars are, typically for the poem, clearly attributable to Daniel’s own interventions and reshaping of received material. However, on each occasion that Daniel’s ideological revisions to the 1609 Civil Wars involves a change of sources, the source drawn upon to support Daniel’s new interpretation of historical events is Holinshed’s Chronicles. Just as his revised accounts of the Flint Castle meeting and the accession of Bolingbroke depend on Holinshed, so too does the final assessment of Richard II, which he added in 1609 (III, 85–91) and which also plays an important part in constructing the image of kingship favoured in the final version of the poem. The cautious radicalism of the 1609 Civil Wars was thus made possible, in part, by Holinshed.

Throughout his work on The Civil Wars, Daniel continued to find new ways of using Holinshed’s Chronicles. Of all the texts which influenced the poem, the Chronicles were at once the most flexible, the most productive, and the closest to his own interests. For a reflective poet such as Daniel, they were the ideal historical source.


CHAPTER 34

LATER APPROPRIATIONS

BART VAN ES

THE previous chapters in Part V of this handbook under the title ‘Literary Appropriations’ have all stressed the formative influence of the Chronicles on coherent bodies of literature. Holinshed’s work shaped a distinct tradition of Elizabethan historical drama; it was a profound influence on Shakespeare’s depiction of the medieval past, helped shape Spenser’s conception of Britishness, and was an increasingly important source for Daniel’s historical thinking. The appropriation of Holinshed by later writers, which is the subject of this chapter, is a more piecemeal and nebulous business. For an important body of writers the reputation of the Chronicles dipped even before the end of the sixteenth century: they seemed old-fashioned, absurdly bulky, and were associated with an uncritical, mercantile readership. The first element of an account of Holinshed’s later appropriation must therefore be an acknowledgement of his semi-comic status in certain milieus (this is the subject of the first part of this chapter). Such a reputation of course depended on an ongoing pattern of practical use of the chronicle: by divines, political disputants, and by those who continued to write historical plays and poetry. This kind of reading, covered in the second part, can (as in the case of Samuel Daniel)1 be difficult to track because it is often unacknowledged by the borrowing author. Michael Drayton is the most prominent example of this tendency. Unlike Daniel, however, he reduces his reliance on the Chronicle over time and the second part of this chapter thus, to some extent, remains an account of the waning influence of Holinshed, both within and beyond the work of Drayton. As I suggest in the third part, however, it is reductive simply to present a picture of decline. Holinshed helped to create a kind of reader as well as a kind of writer. Although contemporary wits might disparage the mental habit of comparing chronicle histories and sifting the moral significance of pivotal dates, that interpretative endeavour remained a powerful element in seventeenth-century thinking. Such practices were especially important to the Low Church Protestant faction in the run-up to the Civil War. The most significant ‘later’ literary reader of Holinshed in this context is John Milton; it is with a discussion of his intensive study of Holinshed over the years 1639–42 and its diffuse impact on his later poetry that this chapter concludes.

MOCKING HOLINSHED

‘Raphael Holinshed’ was probably never, in literary circles, a name to conjure with. In spite of the size and ambition of the collaborative project that bore his name, the status of the secular chronicle compilation was not high amongst the self-selected body of Renaissance wits. Thomas Nashe, in 1592, wrote in ‘dispraise of lay Chronigraphers’, mocking their ineloquence and over-inclusiveness. While his attack on those who ‘write of nothing but mayors and sheriffs, and the dear year, and the great frost’ is unlikely to have aimed at Holinshed specifically, it was easy for Gabriel Harvey to assume that it did. The dubious honour of Harvey’s defence of Holinshed, whose name he sandwiched between Grafton and Stow, was hardly likely to raise his stake amongst Nashe’s readership. It was with a characteristically patronizing air that Harvey described Holinshed, amongst other ‘vulgar writers’, as containing ‘many things … commendable, divers things notable, some things excellent’.2

The opposition between Nashe (witty, playful, high-Church-leaning) and Harvey (stolid, self-consciously scholarly, Protestant) sets a pattern for seventeenth-century reception. From an early stage there was something potentially comic about Holinshed—if not the chronicle itself, then certainly its readers. John Davies’s 1599 Epigrams features a character named Geron whose ‘mouldy memory corrects, / Old Holinshed our famous chronicler, / With moral rules’. The great frost (also mocked by Nashe as a lay chronographer’s obsession) is once more a conspicuous event in the memory as Geron attempts the hopeless task of sifting the great and the trivial:

The rising in the North, the frost so great
That cartwheel prints on Thames’ face were seen
The fall of money and the burning of Paul’s steeple
The blazing star and Spaniards’ overthrow,
By these events, notorious to the people,
He measures times and things forepast doth show.3

Holinshed was potentially comic because of its bloated swallowing of random material and because of the veneration it excited in a certain naïve class of reader. When Davies’s namesake, John Davies of Hereford, named chroniclers as amongst the very worst offenders in his Paper’s Complaint of 1611 it was, once more, this indiscriminate quality of the chronicle compilation that was the object of scorn. ‘Kingdoms States’ and ‘Masques and Enterludes’, we are told, all form part of these bulky volumes. Paper itself is personified as it complains of these abuses:

They clap in Chronicles, like Butterflees
Of which there is no use; but spotteth me [i.e. paper]
With Medley of their Motley-Livery.
And so confound grave Matters of estate
With plays of Poppets, and I wott not what:
Which make the Volume of her Greatness boast
To put the Buyer to a needless Cost.4

The general attack here is on bulk (a ‘Chronicle as great / As some old Church-book (that would make one sweat / To turn it twice)’) and on the credulity of purchasers. Although the name Holinshed itself is not mentioned, the ‘folio’ that is treasured by its obsessive reader certainly hints in that direction. In the same spirit, Abraham Holland’s Continued Inquisition against Paper-Persecutors (appended to Davies’s work in the 1625 edition) complained specifically of ‘heavy Rimes’ that ‘would make one quite abjure all Poetry / and study Stow and Holinshed, and make / Tractates of Travels, or an Almanac.’5 The name ‘Holinshed’, for Holland, is almost a by-word for turgidity.

One form of ‘later appropriation’ that Holinshed suffered in the seventeenth century, then, was satirical.6 In Sir Aston Cokayne’s comedy The Obstinate Lady (1629–31), for example, the fantastic gallant Lorece pours forth the most outrageous geographical nonsense using ‘learned Holinshed’ as an authority. In his speeches the chronicler has the dishonour of being paired with Amadis de Gaul and Don Quixote as modern authorities and is credited with locating the South Indies as ‘separated from Armenia by the Caledonian Forest, from Asia Minor by the Venetian Gulf, and from China by a great brick wall’.7 Holinshed, here, is the kind of book that the superficially learned think impressive; the gentlemanly audience anticipated for the comedy, on the other hand, is expected to hold it in low esteem. It is in the same spirit that John Cleveland’s ‘Character of a Diurnal-maker’ (published in 1645 as an attack on London news books) castigates this ‘sub-almoner of history’ by observing that ‘not a worm that gnaws on the dull scalp of voluminous Holinshed, but at every meal devoured more chronicle than his tribe amounts to’.8 This does, admittedly, acknowledge a kind of substance to Holinshed. Yet, if so, that substance still exudes an air of stodgy, middlebrow, citizen’s pride. ‘The word historian’, Cleveland tells us a few pages later, ‘imports a sage and solemn author; one that curls his brow with a sullen gravity, like a bull-necked Presbyter’ (107).

Across the board, later literary allusions to Holinshed present him as ‘huge’, ‘monumental’, and above all ‘old’.9 His reputation was inevitably connected to that of the derided citizen chronologers. While the Chronicles were something very different from those older manuscript histories (which were kept up by corporations and individual merchants) seventeenth-century satirists clearly spotted something of this chronologer ancestry in Holinshed’s intellectual DNA.10 The Chronicles were part of a civic project concerned with the history of common people as well as kings. This could make them appear vulgar and even politically suspect to those with aristocratic leanings. It is with a knowing reference to this reputation that the future Jacobite Baron John Caryll told the audience of his English Princess (performed in 1666) to prepare its palate for neither ‘French romance’ nor ‘Indian rarities’ but instead ‘plain Holinshed and downright Stow’.11

HOLINSHED AND THE PRAGMATIC AUTHOR

The image of the earnest, low-Church, middlebrow Holinshed reader promulgated by writers from Nashe to Cleveland is obviously a caricature. Citations of Holinshed in printed texts of the late sixteenth and seventeenth century number over 1,000: they come from divines, antiquarians, heraldic commentators, later compilers, and many others.12 Certainly there were Catholics and high-Church Anglicans amongst this number, with the Jesuit Robert Persons as one notable case.13 Yet, even though the collaborators on the Holinshed project initially came from all parts of the religious spectrum, it is reasonable to characterize its core chronicle component as being of low-Church Protestant bent. David Womersley has recently illustrated the way in which Fleming, as editor of the relevant 1587 volume, pushed the narrative in a stricter Protestant direction than had been evident in Hall’s (already reformist) Union of the Two Noble and Illustre Famelies of Lancastre & Yorke (1548).14 It is, overwhelmingly, the parliamentary faction that turns to the Chronicles in the disputes up to and during the Civil War.15 Royalist and aristocratic readers make no boast of their familiarity with Holinshed. As Annabel Patterson has made clear, the Chronicles ‘came from and were directed towards the already large and largely literature middle class’.16 Judging from citation alone, this is broadly the pattern of use in the first half of the seventeenth century: the typical Holinshed reader is a practical moralistic compiler who approaches history with a patriotic Protestant bent.

In certain ways literary writing became a more culturally elevated pursuit under the Stuarts. Playwrights were drawn more often from the gentlemanly classes and the fashion for manuscript coterie poetry might also be said to have favoured a self-defining elite.17 Literary appropriation in a positive sense was, partly for this reason, more limited than it had been in the previous century. There were, in addition, further factors counting against the literary visibility of Holinshed in the new century. First, the chronicle play and the verse complaint based on the Mirror for Magistrates gradually faded from literary fashion. Classical history, romance, and humoural comedy all worked to make Holinshed appear a somewhat dated and exhausted source for the stage. Likewise, while the generation of verse writers including Baldwin, Warner, Churchyard, Spenser, and Daniel had considered English history amongst the most important subjects for poetry, those that succeeded them (even where they contemplated the passage of time) did not find the Chronicles nearly as conducive.18 Secondly, those who did continue to find British history an inspiration were often specialist readers and to informed seventeenth-century opinion Camden’s Britannia and Speed’s Chronicle and Theatre had quickly superseded Holinshed. Such writers often preferred to use these more up-to-date sources, or to stress the fact that they had gone independently to assess the evidence. Thirdly, Holinshed’s Chronicles, as the work of many hands, stood at a distinct disadvantage when it came to citation. When referring to the whole, ‘Holinshed’ was not a satisfactory single entity; equally, some of its individual authors (such as Stanihurst and Buchanan) excited suspicion. All these factors meant that the Chronicles very rarely appeared as principal historical sources.

If by ‘appropriation’ we mean the consistent literary exploitation of a text then the appropriation of Holinshed in the seventeenth century (beyond Daniel and Shakespeare) is limited. We do find, of course, that many historical or loosely historical dramas in the seventeenth century continue to call upon Holinshed as a narrative resource, at least at an initial stage of composition. The variety and number of these plays makes it difficult to generalize about the way in which authors used Holinshed. That problem is compounded by the way in which the Chronicles were used in combination with other sources, which themselves quoted verbatim sections from earlier texts such as Hall’s Union or Foxe’s Actes and Monuments. Plays such as Thomas Heywood’s If You Know Not Me You Know Nobody, Parts I and II (on the life of Queen Elizabeth) and the multiply authored Sir John Oldcastle use Foxe alongside Holinshed in a way that is difficult to separate.19 Likewise, in Heywood’s two parts of Edward IV Holinshed constitutes one very likely source, but one that was patched by numerous others including Stow’s Survey of London and Fabyan’s Great Chronicle in manuscript.20

The decline of the chronicle play in the seventeenth century was not as severe as is sometimes assumed.21 All the same, there were certain aesthetic and intellectual features of Holinshed that made its disappearance from view more rapid than that of the popular genres it had worked to shape. Thus, even where Holinshed’s influence is evident to modern scholars, it may not have been so to a contemporary reader or audience. Thomas Middleton, for example, almost certainly turned to the Chronicles for his drama on early British history, Hengist, King of Kent (1616–20).22 What is most conspicuous about this play’s treatment of sources, however, is the strategic way in which it hides the influence of Holinshed. Middleton does this through the use of an historical narrator, the Benedictine chronicler Ranulph Higden, whose speeches as ‘presenter’ are marked off from the main action, amongst other things, through the use of uneven octosyllabic couplets, which give an archaic effect:

What Raynulph, monk of Chester, can
Raise from his Polychronicon
That raises him as works do men
(To see the light so long parted-with again),
That best may please this round fair ring
With sparkling judgements circled in
I shall produce; if all my power
Can win the grace of two poor hours
Well apaid I go to rest.
Ancient stories have been best:
Fashions that are now called new
Have been worn by more than you.23

In this prologue Higden is recruited as a teller of stories, not—it should be noted—as an authentic source of truth. Ironically, this is a perspective on the Polychronicon that Middleton would have gained from Holinshed rather than through any direct contact with Higden (whose work he appears not to have read). As Holinshed’s 1587 account makes clear, Higden’s treatment of Hengist in large part expands on narratives he has from earlier historians. More than this, his peddling of ‘fables’ about the actions of saints (‘alleging Gildas for his author’) is explicitly dismissed (II, 84). Holinshed, then, may be said to have given Middleton both the character of Higden and the story that is attributed to him; it is a curious paradox that the Chronicles’ habit of giving all variants of a story is precisely what allows its influence to be obscured.

Something similar is at hand in The Valiant Welshman (1610–15), another drama depicting early Britain that is likely to have its source in the Chronicles. The relevant period of internecine and Celtic–Roman conflict is treated in the first narrative section of Holinshed (Chronicles 1587: I, Hist., 37–40). Yet the author (the uncertainly identified ‘R.A.’) refers in his printed address to the ‘Ingenious Reader’ only to his source in Tacitus’s Agricola. In a way comparable to Middleton’s Hengist, the play itself then transfers narrative authority to a fabulous and rather poetic figure: in this case the spirit of a revived ancient British bard. Holinshed is nowhere acknowledged. Yet the corresponding passage in the Chronicles does, in fact, give access to a semi-Medieval, semi-Celtic history of warfare very close to the action we find in R.A.’s play. It also provides an account of what are termed ‘the conjectures of writers’ (1587: I, Hist., 38) on the history of the Welsh kings that cites exactly R.A.’s prefatory passage in Tacitus.

Holinshed’s influence on the drama of the seventeenth century, for these reasons, remains difficult to isolate. Its influence blends with other chroniclers and more specific sources, and is further occluded by a growing tendency to depict the historical past through conspicuous narrators and meta-dramatic frames. This interest in highlighting agency in the presentation of historical material can also reflect a genuine growth of concern with the value of specific report. From that perspective the rather credulous approach of the Holinshed compilers would gain little respect. In the last of the pre-Civil War plays that Harbage defines as a ‘history’, John Ford’s Chronicle History of Perkin Warbeck (c.1633), it is telling that Holinshed does not figure, with Ford turning to such specific sources as Bacon’s History of the Reign of King Henry VII (1622) and Thomas Gainsford’s The True and Wonderfull History of Perkin Warbeck (1618).24

The patchy record of Holinshed’s use in English drama offers one useful way of charting the fortunes of Holinshed from the sixteenth to the early seventeenth century; the case of Michael Drayton (the most voluminous and persistent of the verse historians) provides another. From the beginning, the poet displayed a passion for English history of the Middle Ages. Piers Gaveston of 1593 was followed rapidly by Matilda and Robert of Normandy and then in 1596 the lengthier Mortimeriados, dealing with Mortimer’s rising against Edward II. England’s Heroical Epistles (1597) proved Drayton’s most successful historical collection. It adapted the format of Ovid’s Heroides (in which men and women exchange verse letters) to English history, covering lives from the time of Henry II to the early stages of Tudor rule. England’s Heroical Epistles was expanded over numerous subsequent editions; Mortimeriados was also enlarged and significantly revised for republication as The Barons Wars in 1603. This is a vast output of historical literature. Furthermore, during these early years Drayton also worked as a historical playwright, the jointly authored The First Part of Sir John Oldcastle being the only play to survive. Under James I the poet produced additional works of narrative historical poetry: ‘Ballad of Agincourt’ (1605), The Legend of Great Cromwell (1607), The Battaile of Agincourt and The Miseries of Queene Margarite (1627). Finally, in his most ambitious endeavour, the years 1612 and 1622 saw the publication of the two instalments of Drayton’s vast historical-geographic poem, Poly-Olbion, which described the land of England and Wales as it recounted its ancient stories.

For all these projects Holinshed needs to be considered as a source or influence. As with the account of English drama, however, that influence becomes more difficult to isolate the nearer we approach. It is very rare for Drayton to rely exclusively on Holinshed. It is also noticeable that he does not like to advertise his use of the Chronicle (though Drayton is fond of parading his sources) and that for geographically structured history he goes to Camden (and other sources such as Lluyd and Lambarde) and never Harrison’s ‘Description’ supplied as part of the 1587 text.25 Moreover, once Speed’s History is published in 1611 it supersedes Holinshed (for Drayton) as his standard unacknowledged resource. Raymond Jenkins’ work on Drayton’s last really ambitious historical verse project, The Battaile of Agincourt, showed that the author was not, as had previously been assumed, dependent upon Holinshed for this material. Important details (and differences between his version and that of Holinshed) show that the poet was using Speed to correct Holinshed, or indeed that he may not have used Holinshed at all.26

It is easy to conclude, on the basis of his apparent credulity in the history of the ancient Britons, that Drayton was rather amateurish in his approach to the historical record. This, however, was very far from being the case. His first historical poem, Peirs Gaveston (1593), was, as William Hebel observes, ‘unusual among Elizabethan historical poems as a product of independent and exhaustive research’.27 In his note at the conclusion of Gaveston’s tragedy Drayton notes a confusion amongst rival historians:

Divers have been the opinions, of the birth and first rising of Gaveston, (amongst the Writers of the latter times:) some omitting things worthy of memory, some inferring things without probability, disagreeing in many particulars, and cavelling in the circumstances of his sundry banishments; which hath bred some doubt amongst those who have but slightly run over the History of his fortune, seeing every man rove by his own aim in this confusion of opinions.28

Given this conflict amongst historians, Drayton concludes he will rely for his history only on those authors who ‘lived in the time of Edward the second, wherein [Gaveston] only flourished, or in the golden reign of Edward the third, when as yet his memory was fresh in every man’s mouth’. He is able to do this, he reports, because he had access to ‘some especial collections’ that had been gathered by John Stow. Hebel’s researches confirm this: for details on Edward’s infatuation Drayton worked closely with the early chronicles—the Annales Paulini, the Vita Edwardi, and de Trokelowe’s Annales—and there is a strong probability that he also used the fifteenth-century chronicle of Thomas Walsingham and perhaps the related chronicle of Capgrave. Yet, contrary to the impression given, Drayton has also used Holinshed.

Hebel suggests a ‘waning zeal in research’ as the reason behind Drayton’s increasing reliance on Holinshed in Gaveston’s closing stages. This may well be so, but the relationship between Holinshed and the kind of scrutiny that Drayton is engaged in is more complicated than such a phrase implies. For looking in Holinshed for the life of Edward we find extraordinary testimony for exactly the kind of conflict between sources that Drayton describes. Caxton, Polydor Vergil, Walsingham, Matthew of Westminster, and other chroniclers stand in dialogue, both in the main body of Holinshed’s Chronicles and in the margins of the text.29 The treatment of Edward’s part in an early battle during his father’s reign against Robert the Bruce is characteristic:

It should appear by Robert Fabian, that the king was present himself at this battle: but other affirm that Prince Edward was there as general and not his father, and that the battle was fought at Dunchell upon the river of Tay. But neither the Scottish chronicles nor Nicholas Trivet (whom in the history of this King Edward the first, we have most followed) make any mention that either the king or prince should be at the foresaid battle. [1587: III, 314]

Even when briefly casting an eye on this passage in the 1587 volume, the conflict in sources that Holinshed confronts is immediately apparent: ‘Polydor’ and ‘Nic Trivet’ stand one above the other in the margin. The page that narrates the first entry of Gaveston into Edward’s story (1587: III, 313) is likewise a model of the explicit presence of sources that Drayton would have found by beginning with Holinshed. The double column folio sheet is largely filled with a Latin quotation from ‘the book that belonged to the Abby of Abingdon’ dealing with Edward I’s efforts to impose order on the kingdom. In rapid succession six different sources are brought to bear as we are told of the conduct of a ‘lewd and wanton person, one Peers Gavaston, an esquire of Gascoine’ (1587: III, 313).

The elaborate plaintive treatment of Gaveston’s first banishment in Drayton at first sight owes nothing to Holinshed on the level of verbal borrowing. A single sentence about the young prince and his favourite having ‘riotously broken the park of Walter Langton Bishop of Chester’ becomes, in the poem, part of chorus of prejudiced report:

These curs that liv’d by carrion of the court,

These wide-mouth’d hell-hounds long time kept at bay,

Finding the King to credit their report,

Like greedy ravens follow for their prey:

Dispightfull Langton favourite to the King,

Was he which first, me in disgrace could bring.

[Peirs Gaveston, ll. 361–6]

This stanza is an example of Drayton’s literary expansion on the basis of original documents, rather than any reliance on Holinshed. Yet at a deeper level there is an affinity between Drayton’s picture of a battle for self-representation and the picture of conflicting testimony that we consistently find in the Chronicles. It has been Annabel Patterson’s argument that the compilers of Holinshed took as their responsibility the task of ‘representing diversity of opinion’; indeed that Holinshed ‘invited his readers to participate in the historiographical exercise’ precisely because of a refusal to judge.30 If, as seems very likely, Drayton began with Holinshed and then proceeded to the Tower records, then he is a powerful example of an author responding to this capacity in the text.

In Peirs Gaveston and his other early historical poetry we find Drayton routinely turning to Holinshed as an initial point of contact with a story. On some occasions, that initial contact would then prove the stimulus for further reading, research that could go a long way to obscuring the initial contact with the chronicle. This was common enough practice. It is another irony of Holinshed’s later reception, however, that the zeal for research that it inspired in its readership itself precipitated the decline in its status as a work of reference, even as the basis for such a preliminary narrative. For readers like Drayton—writing on English material—the chronicles of Speed (and also Daniel), as soon as they appeared, would have struck a note of greater sophistication precisely because they do make choices about what is the likeliest historical truth. As Daniel Woolf has argued, Speed’s history eclipsed the preceding chronicles because it in large part achieved its aim of providing a continuous and coherent narrative, rather than remaining as assemblage of opinion.31 It is this act of synthesis that is the major intellectual innovation: there is a danger of anachronism if we discover in Holinshed a space for ‘free’ debate, when what we really have is a more systematic version of the fairly indiscriminate presentation of all variant versions that we find in medieval chroniclers such as Harding or Higden. Holinshed, even in its second incarnation, shows relatively little sign of the so-called ‘discovery of anachronism’ with which Renaissance historiography is credited.32 Speed’s history of early Britain, for example, is radically different from that of Holinshed because it does not even consider the old Galfridian story of the colonization of the island by Brutus: it opens with Roman reports (citing Livy) on the wild Britons and notes this as the beginning of many if not all peoples; it then goes on to the earliest coins connected with the kingdom (the first British kings assessed in this way being recognized as only local rulers). Speed connects antiquarian researches with narrative history in a way that his predecessors failed to do. With at least reasonable consistency, he treats accounts of the early Britons with a sense of their cultural distinctiveness. He carefully weighs his sources (both literary and physical remains) and presents a nuanced account of Celtic Britain’s partial absorption into the Roman Empire. It is with comparable scholarly rigour that he assesses subsequent invasions. Although Speed accepts many stories that a modern reader would reject as incredible, the picture he provides of the island’s history is in outline not radically different from that provided by today’s historians.

It was above all for history on antiquarian topics (treating the origins of customs, institutions, and physical structures) that Holinshed fell short. The ‘Historical Description of Britain’ by William Harrison in Holinshed’s Chronicle was a breakthrough of sorts (on which see chapters by Parry and Houlbrooke in this volume). Yet it was much less advanced in its antiquarian thinking than Camden’s Britannia, which had been published in its Latin edition the previous year. Harrison had very largely based his description of the island on the notes provided Leland and Lambarde; he had done little travelling, let alone antiquarian research, for himself.33 For his vastly ambitious chorographic poem, Poly-Olbion, Drayton therefore took as his primary source Camden’s 1586 Britannia and (in the later stages) its English translation of 1610. Holinshed he studiously ignored.34 It was the fabulously learned John Selden who was asked to supply the poem’s annotations. His commentary is extensive: it covers Hebrew, Greek, and Latin sources as well all the important vernacular antiquaries and chronicles; Holinshed’s name, however, is not mentioned once.

Speed’s 1611 volumes (also because of the exceptional range of engravings: depicting the ancient peoples of Britain, the surviving coins, and the territories and townscapes of the island) would offer the dominant template for English history writing for the seventeenth and much of the eighteenth century. That was a time when Holinshed’s name must largely have been forgotten. The rapid appearance of a substantially more sophisticated and equally comprehensive history of the nation put paid to any long period of practical use of Holinshed. It was not until the development of scholarly interest in Shakespeare’s sources that the ‘later appropriation’ of the Chronicles really picks up again.

HOLINSHED AND THE LITERARY READER

The seventeenth-century turn away from Holinshed as a source for literary composition is not the whole story. One important factor that the case of Drayton’s Peirs Gaveston brings home to us is the potential way in which Holinshed could stimulate the interpretative efforts of an author. Equally important, however, is the kind of reader that Holinshed’s Chronicles produced. The opening section of this chapter, on the literary appropriation of Holinshed by his unsympathetic readers, revealed an important figure: the obsessive, tidy-minded, citizen chronicler who is continually aware of potential disparities in his text. For the satirically minded gentleman, that reader is clearly a comic figure, but for Drayton (whose sympathies lie with print and a Protestant instructive tradition) such a reader comes close to being ideal. It is revealing that when Drayton returned to the reign of Edward II for his later compositions Mortimeriados, England’s Heroical Epistles, and Barons Wars his efforts went to increase the emphasis on conflicting testimony that was already there in Peirs Gaveston. In the Epistles of 1597 we have not only Mortimer and Queen Isabel’s condemnation of Edward’s relationship with his favourite, but also two separate sets of ‘Annotations of the Chronicle History’ that support the arguments of both speakers. For Barons Wars, which appeared six years later, Drayton went back to Holinshed once more and this was in part to supply a dense framework of marginal notes providing contextual information on the narrative. In terms of mise en page the Barons Wars moves some way to resembling the Chronicles.

Drayton’s model for historical poetry was not so much a search for absolute facts, as a project for the recovery of testimony. This (whether it was a self-conscious objective or not) was also the practice of Holinshed.35 When, at the end of his career, Drayton described an ideal literary experience to his patron Henry Reynolds, he wrote of a favoured mode of accessing literature that centred on the process of remembering and retelling. In his ‘Epistle’ Drayton writes of the way the two have ‘Spoke our own verses ’twixt our selves, if not / Other men’s lines, which we by chance had got’ and of how the poet privileges those whose work ‘oft printed, set on every post, / To public censure subject have been most’ (‘To Henry Reynolds’, ll. 7–8, l. 185). This is the kind of reading that is facilitated by Drayton’s editorial machinery; it is also the kind of reading that Holinshed’s Chronicles equipped a generation of readers to pursue.

For this broad print-centred tradition of narrative poetry (also found in writers such as Churchyard, Warner, and Daniel) Holinshed was a vital influence operating on readers and writers alike. This is the kind of reading that John Taylor commonly refers to and commends. It is a mode in which a multitude of literary texts mingle with historical sources.36 At the beginning of Taylor’s own historical verse collection, A Memorial of All the English Monarchs, the poet tells his readers:

Tis but an Argument that’s written here,
That in such time such and such Princes were:
But he that means their actions more to know,
May read Boethius, Holinshed, or Stow,
Or our true labouring Modern Master How,
Which authors learned judgement do allow:
Or if you see how former times do run,
Read the laborious pains of Middleton.37

Taylor (a writer in the popular Protestant nationalistic tradition) here locates Holinshed between moral philosophy and erudition. That placement is, I suggest, also relevant for Holinshed’s most learned literary reader, John Milton. The poet studied Holinshed extensively over the years building up to the Civil War (1639–42), making annotations in his commonplace-book and working directly on plans for an historical epic.38 He turned to the Chronicles again as he composed his History of Britain during a second intense period of political crisis between 1647 and 1649 (215–18). On both occasions Milton applied his reading of Holinshed to contemporary developments and in the former he also planned to use the Chronicles as a literary source. Although the poet abandoned his plans for an Arthurian epic because he decided there was no basis in truth for these ‘legends’, he nevertheless continued to have a degree of faith in the older Geoffrey of Monmouth material that was found in Holinshed. The story of King Lear and his daughter Cordelia was especially important to him and he seems to have combined his reading of Holinshed with Shakespeare’s tragedy as he worked on the prose construction of this tale (217). Milton’s justification for his interest in such matters is worth quoting at length because it reveals something important about the literary tradition of reading Holinshed. The old stories of the ancient Britons, he confesses, have ‘by the greater part of judicious antiquaries been long rejected for a modern fable’:

Nevertheless there being others, besides the first supposed author, men not unread, or unlearned in antiquity, who admit that for approved story, which the former explode for fiction; and seeing that ofttimes relations heretofore accounted fabulous have been after found to contain in them many footsteps and reliques of something true, as what we read in poets of the flood, and giants little believed, till undoubted witnesses taught us, that all was not feigned; I have therefore determined to bestow the telling over even of these reputed tales; be it for nothing else but in favour of our English poets and rhetoricians, who by their art will know how to use them judiciously.39

There are remarkable affinities between this passage and the thoughts of literary readers of Holinshed such as Drayton and Taylor. The central concern here is with the preservation of narratives; while such a concern does not involve an abandonment of truth, the claims of verifiable history are not pressed to the point of exclusion. Different kinds of truth are appropriate for different forms of history and Holinshed is ideal as a source because it does not pre-determine the particular needs of its reader.40 It is likely to be for this reason that Milton, both as historian and poet, preferred Holinshed to the more up-to-date Speed.

Milton unites the strands of the reading tradition in the later appropriation of the Chronicles. The first of these is political. John Cleveland was right to align the chronicler with the ‘bull-necked Presbyter’. While Milton scorned Presbyterianism, he did share with other reformist Protestants a faith in the providential shape of history and found in it a confirmation of God’s support for free nations and His harsh judgement on those who failed, through moral laxity, to grasp the opportunities for national salvation. As David Womersley has shown, it is broadly in this anti-papal direction that Holinshed pushed his sources.41 Milton’s interest lay in key episodes that also interested others in the verse historical tradition, with a stress on the limited rights of monarchs and their duty to preserve the freedom and property of their subjects. While the Long Parliament debated Ship Money and other intrusions by Charles I upon their rights, Milton studied Holinshed’s account of the deposition of Richard II, making notes in the Political Index of his commonplace-book. He reads, as does John Davies’s Geron, with the intention of finding parallels. Having cited a passage in the Chronicles, Milton notes that ‘to say that the lives and goods of the subject are in the hands of the K. and at his disposition is … most tyrannous and unprincely’.42 As has been argued by Andrew Hadfield, Milton’s History of Britain was shaped by the homiletic tradition of British history that could be found in Holinshed: the lesson that he draws is that Britons have repeatedly been afforded the opportunity of liberty and that this is an opportunity that they have repeatedly failed to grasp.43

Alongside the political, Milton’s focus was obviously literary. Again Holinshed (at least initially) seemed to him a particularly fertile source. Famously, seven pages of notes in the Trinity manuscript record the sketches that the poet made from late 1639 to mid 1641 on nearly a hundred possible literary projects. In these plans British history sits alongside the biblical, with quotations from Holinshed accompanying those from the Old Testament. Pages three and four list thirty-three topics from the Roman to the Norman conquest and among these it seems that Milton considered the notion of an epic on the reign of King Alfred at greatest length. A formative influence on these plans was Discorsi dell’arte poetica in which Tasso had stated that ‘material taken from chronicles is much the better, since the epic poet must try for verisimilitude in every part of his poem … and it is not verisimilar that an illustrious action, such as those in an heroic poem, would not have been written down and passed on to the memory of posterity with the help of history’.44 The reign of Alfred as found in Holinshed matched Tasso’s criteria perfectly, both because it provided a Christian subject and because it was sufficiently magical to retain scope for allegorical inventiveness.

In the end, chronicle history was not to provide the subject for Milton’s great poems. After the collapse of the Commonwealth in 1660 it was no longer imaginable to approach Holinshed in quite this way. Even so, it is possible to trace in Paradise Lost and Samson Agonistes elements of a distinct tradition of reading the Chronicles. The Protestant typological and political approach to the past is central to the way in which Milton treated his story; his readers would have been led to this mode of interpretation not least through the reception of Holinshed. Equally, the freedom to expand upon existing narratives (which Milton practised in relation to biblical history) was something that the Chronicles, with their tendency to offer a multitude of versions, had long facilitated.45 When Milton wrote of ‘reputed tales’ that ‘our English poets and rhetoricians’ know how to use ‘judiciously’ he was very much looking back at a legacy of literary appropriations of Holinshed.

To close, Michael Drayton is, in more than one way, a useful figure through whom to understand the later reception of Holinshed’s Chronicles. First, from one perspective, Drayton’s use of Holinshed is simply sporadic, unsystematic, and patchy (though apparently dropping off decisively with the appearance of Speed). For some of his historical legends (such as Matilda or Rosamond) it appears he did not use the Chronicles at all, preferring either more specific historical sources or simply his memory of the literary tradition. For others, such as Robert Duke of Normandy, he seems to have taken the story entirely from Holinshed, but can then be shown to have gone to the Chronicles’ sources (such as Matthew Paris) when revising the work at a later date.46 This is the kind of casual, unacknowledged recourse to the Chronicles that we find in many seventeenth-century readers. It is typical of both dramatists and verse historians, whose use of the book is often difficult to spot because it is subsequently covered over by more specific and sustained use of individual voices, such as those of Higden or Fabyan. Secondly, we can say that Drayton is characteristic of Holinshed’s moralistic, civic-minded readership—with a tendency towards the anti-absolutist politics that would eventually come to the surface during the Civil War. This is the spirit in which the poet used the Chronicles for his Heroical Epistles (1597), where he reads Holinshed alongside other sources with an eye to finding incidents in which personal morality and loyalty to a monarch stand in tension. Thirdly, from an antiquarian perspective Drayton clearly has small regard for Holinshed. Like many other scholarly readers he entirely ignores Harrison’s Description in the Chronicles, turning instead to Camden, Lambard, and Stowe. In this respect, Drayton is characteristic of the low estimation of Holinshed amongst scholarly thinkers. Yet if, fourthly and finally, we credit the multi-author Holinshed with a kind of narrative aesthetics, based on the acceptance of competing truths, then Drayton (and the generation of authors and readers that he typifies) can be said to gain a great deal more from the Chronicles. Annabel Patterson’s concept of a ‘textual space’ in the Chronicles in which readers are asked to ‘participate in the historiographical exercise’ is in this respect relevant to the later appropriation.47 That concept is important to the Heroical Epistles, Poly-Olbion, and even to Milton’s Paradise Lost. When readers encountered the debate structures of these poems, they were expected to be familiar both with the stories themselves and with the moral effort of pitching one version against another. That intellectual habit and collective knowledge was the longest-lived and most profound literary legacy of Holinshed’s Chronicles.


PART VI

ARCHIPELAGIC HOLINSHED




CHAPTER 35

ARCHIPELAGIC HISTORY

PHILIP SCHWYZER

SAMUEL Johnson’s remark about Paradise Lost, that no reader ever wished it longer than it is, could surely be applied without controversy to Holinshed’s Chronicles of England, Scotland, and Ireland. Yet even the sprawling second edition represents but a sliver of the ‘universall Cosmographie’ (Chronicles, 1577: I, sig. ¶2r) originally projected by the printer Reyner Wolfe (d. 1573). As Felicity Heal and Henry Summerson discuss in their chapter on the making of the Chronicles, what saw print in 1577 was a chronicle whose scope did not extend beyond the British Isles, explicitly covering the three kingdoms of England, Scotland, and Ireland, and silently incorporating the principality of Wales within its survey of archipelagic history. Although the 1587 edition incorporated massive amounts of fresh detail and commentary, it did nothing to expand the Chronicles’ geographical scope. What had prevented the completion of Wolfe’s universal project was not, Holinshed averred, its sheer impossibility, but the reluctance of the printers to bear the cost of the massive multi-volume work that was emerging. Therefore, ‘they resolved first to publishe the Histories of Englande, Scotlande, and Irelande, with their descriptions’ (1577: I, ¶2v). This sounds plausible enough—canny publishers, then as now, have been careful not to overestimate the interest of the English in foreigners. Yet whilst the exchange of a universal chronicle for one of more limited archipelagic scope may have made financial sense, it was at the same time a radical departure from the established terms of English historiography.

The format Wolfe had initially proposed, that of a universal chronicle, had an illustrious predecessor in Ranulf Higden’s fourteenth-century Polychronicon, a compendious text which, in John Trevisa’s translation, had been printed by both William Caxton and Wynkyn de Worde. There was also a well-established tradition of national (‘English’) chronicles, and even of chronicles covering a constellation of kingdoms for a set historical period. But for a chronicle specifically covering the whole history and topography of England, Scotland, and Ireland, there was no definite precedent. This chapter will explore the cultural logic of the Chronicles’ spatial coverage, with reference to contemporary and historical ways of imagining the Atlantic Archipelago (or ‘British Isles’) as a geographical entity. The apparently unprecedented geographical scope of the Chronicles of England, Scotland, and Ireland raises a number of questions. What was Holinshed’s principle of selection as he scaled back Wolfe’s universal chronicle into a much more geographically limited but still multinational history? Why was Ireland, never previously the subject of a printed English chronicle, included, whereas France and the Low Countries, whose histories had not infrequently featured in earlier sixteenth-century chronicles, were excluded? Why was Wales not included among the nations with their own histories? Do ‘Englande, Scotlande, and Irelande’ add up to a ‘place’ whose history is recorded in the Chronicles—and if so, by what name should that place be known?

The modern reader of the Chronicles—indeed, any reader since the early seventeenth century—is unlikely to find anything exceptional in their geographical scope. Histories of the British Isles are an established genre. The last twenty years in particular have seen a spate of archipelagic histories, gathering together the histories of the peoples of Britain and Ireland under a range of geographical terms, from the exacting ‘Atlantic Archipelago’ to the allusive ‘The Isles’.1 Most of these recent studies can be grouped under the heading of the New British History, a movement springing from J. G. A. Pocock’s important article, ‘British History: A Plea for a New Subject’ (1975).2 Yet while British History after Pocock may be ‘New’ in its emphasis on decentring and cross-cultural exchange, historical studies with a scope embracing England, Scotland, and Ireland have been common enough since the dawn of the seventeenth century when the three kingdoms were first united under a common ruler. Exemplary of early Stuart archipelagicism is John Speed’s The Theatre of the Empire of Great Britaine Presenting an Exact Geography of the Kingdomes of England, Scotland, Ireland, and the Iles Adjoyning (1612). Still earlier, in the reign of Elizabeth, we find William Camden’s survey of archipelagic history and topography, Britannia siue Florentissimorum regnorum, Angliae, Scotiae, Hiberniae, et insularum adiacentium ex intima antiquitate chorographica descriptio (1586). For Camden, the grouping of the three kingdoms under the old Roman heading of Britannia seems a matter of course. Yet whilst Camden could look back to the first edition of Holinshed’s Chronicles as a model, what precedent was available to Holinshed and his collaborators? To the best of my knowledge, no book published in England before 1577 specified in its title a scope at once inclusive of and restricted to England, Scotland, and Ireland.

Having said this, it is important to bear in mind that many medieval and earlier Tudor chronicles did not specify their geographical coverage—not, at any rate, on their title pages. Some were explicitly chronicles of kings rather than nations, with their geographical scope implicitly retracting or expanding in relation to the range of territory ruled at a given point by the monarch in London (or Troynovant). The medieval chronicle commonly known as the Brut took its name from Brutus, the supposed Trojan founder of the British realm. The Breviat Chronicle, frequently reprinted throughout the mid-Tudor period, is notable for its refusal to name any country at all, even as its full title suggests a quite particular geographical focus: A Brevyat Chronicle Contayning al the Kynges, from Brute to this Daye, and Many Notable Actes, Gathered out of Dyvers Chronicles, from William Conquerour, unto the Yere of Christ. M.D.L.VI. with the Mayors, and Shiriffes of the Cytye of London (1556). What is apparently being addressed in this chronicle is the relationship between a specific city, London, and the monarch who has traditionally made his or her home there. It is not a sense of place that is missing, merely the idea of the nation. Well into the Tudor era, the London chronicle remained a thriving historical genre in its own right.3

Early printed versions of the Brut, beginning with Caxton’s in 1480, were often described as The Chronicles of England. However, this title is hardly a fair indication of their geographical and historical coverage. The version printed at St Albans, for instance, begins with the creation of humankind, and proceeds to the discovery of Britain, where immediate confusion over nomenclature ensues: ‘the fyrst pte contenys from Adam till Brute cam in to bretan; The secund parte contenes from brute cam fyrst in to Englond un to the cyte of Rome was byld…’.4 Brutus here is associated here with the foundation of both Britain and England, a matter further complicated by the almost immediate undermining of his status as founder and the introduction of yet another name for the island: ‘Afor yt I will speke of Brute it shall be shewed how ye londe of englond wos fyrst namd albion …’.5 Similarly, John Hardyng’s chronicle as printed by Richard Grafton (1543) purports to proceed ‘from the firste begynnyng of Englande’, but in fact commences before the fall of Troy with the legend of Albina, by whom the island was named Albion.6 Although the convention of attributing each shift in the land’s name to the will of a successful conqueror (hence, Albion from Albina, Britain from Brutus, and England from Hengest) might seem to suggest the power of the monarchy to determine the identity of the kingdom in the most fundamental sense, the constant slippage of terms undermines this regnocentric vision of history, demonstrating rather the impossibility of tying the essence of a place to the history of one lineage, or one form of reign. As early as 1400, Chaucer’s deftly ironic reference to the newly installed usurper Henry IV as ‘conquerour of Brutes Albyon’ made the point that no ruler can hope to start from scratch, or preclude future alterations.7

A handful of early Tudor chronicles were explicitly multinational in focus, whilst still falling short of Wolfe’s ambition of a universal chronicle. Robert Fabyan’s Newe Chronicles (1518) began with the Creation and traced the histories of both England and France, drawing for the latter on Robert Gaguin’s Compendium super Francorum Gestis (1497). A still wider geographical sweep, incorporating most of Western Europe, is specified on the title-page of Lord Berners’s 1523 translation of Froissart:

Here begynneth the first volum of sir Johan Froyssart of the cronycles of Englande, Fraunce, Spayne, Portyngale, Scotlande, Bretayne, Flaunders: and other places adioynynge. Translated out of frenche into our maternall englysshe tonge, by Iohan Bourchier knight lorde Berners: at the commaundement of oure moost highe redouted souerayne lorde kyng Henry the. viii. kyng of Englande and of Fraunce, & highe defender of the christen faythe.

The title is remarkable in setting out in concise terms no fewer than four models of spatial allegiance or integrity. Ranged one within the other like concentric circles, these are:

1. the national–linguistic circle of Englishness proper, invoked in the reference to ‘our maternall englysshe tonge’

2. the royal circle of England and France, ruled at least in name by Henry VIII

3. the broader geopolitical circle of Western Europe, including ‘places adjoining’ as well as the core polities

4. the circle of Christendom, of whose faith Henry VIII had been given the title, briefly and ironically, of the Defender.

Like that of Berners’s Froissart, the scope of Holinshed’s Chronicles can be understood as expanding outward from an English core along the axes of metonymy. According to this view, the subject of the Chronicles can be summed up as ‘England and places adjoining’, with adjacency taking the form of either a common ruler (Ireland), or a common land-border (Scotland). Wales, being joined to England in both of these senses, is apparently too much part of the core to count as a separate entity. In other words, there may be no common denominator or identity uniting the kingdoms covered by the Chronicles, but only a network of Wittgensteinian ‘family resemblances’. Scotland and Ireland are included because they border on England, albeit in different ways; the yoking of the three nations together does not necessarily suggest their participation in a geographical entity that is anything more than the sum of its parts.

The grouping together of nations on the principle of their adjacency to England inevitably summons the idea of the ‘Celtic fringe’. Yet not only the phrase but the set of perceptions it denotes are anachronistic with reference to the sixteenth century. The idea of a pan-Celtic culture embracing Wales, Scotland, and Ireland would only emerge in the later seventeenth century, specifically in the pioneering work of Edward Lhuyd.8 English writers of the Tudor era did, to be sure, have a confirmed habit of comparing and even conflating their insular or archipelagic neighbours. In certain contexts they were even ready to affirm that, as Edmund Spenser put it, ‘Scotlande and Irelande are all one and the same’—and to assert that both should be more like Wales, a nation held up regularly as a model of peaceful coexistence with (and/or fitting submission to) the English.9 Yet this habit of comparison and conflation grew out of political pragmatism rather than ethnographic theory. Scotland, Wales, and Ireland were comparable in that they were England’s neighbours—not because they shared an originary racial or cultural identity, certainly not one that excluded the English themselves.

THE CHRONICLES OF BRITAIN?

If many Elizabethan readers would have understood the subject of the Chronicles to be ‘England and its neighbours’, others might have understood it rather differently, as an almost unprecedented attempt to capture in a single work the History of Britain. To be sure, the name ‘Britain’ does not appear in the title of either the 1577 or 1588 edition of the Chronicles (though it does of course feature in Harrison’s Description of Britain). As we have seen, the preceding chronicle tradition had tended to affirm that the Britain of Brutus had been superseded, both as a State and as a place name, by the England of Hengest and the Anglo-Saxons. Yet the Chronicles appeared at a crucial moment in the development of what we might term early modern British nationalism.10 The first edition appeared just four years after Humphrey Llwyd’s ground-breaking Breviary of Britain (1573), the work that coins the fateful phrase ‘British Empire’; the second edition appeared almost concurrently with Camden’s incomparably influential Britannia. It is reasonable to suppose that the idea of Britain would have been in the minds of many of Holinshed’s early readers. But what did ‘Britain’ mean to them?

In the late medieval and early Tudor chronicle tradition, ‘Britain’ had been an ambiguous and surprisingly mobile geographical term, as indeed was ‘England’. At times the two names seem interchangeable, either because both are taken as terms for the whole island, or because both are taken to refer only to the southern part of it (as in Polychronicon’s assertion that Scotland is ‘departed in the south side from Britain with arms of the sea’).11 At times Britain is understood to be the larger entity, the whole of which England is a part; occasionally the terms are apparently reversed, as in Fabyan’s baffling reference to the ‘Isle of Britain’ as ‘middle England’.12 One would be forgiven for thinking on this basis that Britain was a muddy concept indeed. Yet from the second quarter of the sixteenth century a sharper conception of Britain had begun to emerge, tied to a political vision of startling audacity.

Both as a geographical and historical term, Britain in the Tudor imagination remained inescapably linked to the version of insular history unfolded in Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Historia Regum Britanniae (c.1136). As others in this volume have discussed, Geoffrey’s remarkable history traced the ancient rulers of Britain, from the settlement of the island by the Trojan leader Brutus and his followers in the twelfth century BC, down through ancient rulers like Gurguit Barbtruc (who first staked a claim to Ireland in the fourth century BC), the Roman era and the age of King Arthur, concluding with the last British king Cadwaladr’s capitulation to the Saxons in the seventh century AD. Although Geoffrey’s history was never without its critics, it had exerted a profound influence over historians in different parts of the archipelago throughout the later medieval period. Welsh historians adopted it and appended to it the Brut y Tywysogion, a chronicle of the Welsh princes after Cadwaladr, thereby claiming direct continuity with the more ancient British past. The English from the twelfth century onward proved remarkably successful in adapting what was in many respects an anti-English chronicle. By 1155 a variant version was in circulation in which references to the island were repeatedly altered to refer to the kingdom; the effect was not so much to transform a history of Britain into a history of England but to identify Britain more fully than Geoffrey ever had with the English realm.13 Giraldus Cambrensis, though he accused Geoffrey of various lies, affirmed that England’s claim to Ireland was demonstrated by the submission of the Irish to Gurguit and later King Arthur. The reign of Edward I saw the initiation of the claim that Brutus had not simply divided the island among his children but granted Locrine of England suzerainty over the other realms, a claim Scottish chroniclers would fiercely contest, taking against Geoffrey and his vision of Britain with a long vengeance.14

By the early sixteenth century, English enthusiasm for Geoffrey of Monmouth and the idea of an ancient and united Britain was clearly waning. Henry VII’s somewhat half-hearted efforts to exploit old British traditions and prophesies to his own advantage as a king of Welsh descent had fallen flat, at least as far as his English subjects were concerned.15 Early sixteenth-century chroniclers such as John Rastell and Robert Fabyan showed little hesitation in dismissing the British History as a ‘feyned fable’ devised by a Welsh monk only to ‘gladde the Welshmen’. Polydore Vergil in his Anglica Historia (completed 1513) was prepared to doubt the very existence of Arthur, and was coldly sceptical as to the touted valour of the ancient Britons. In the age of humanism, assertions of Britain’s ancient majesty were more likely to provoke the laughter than the admiration of foreigners; in 1530, when the duke of Norfolk cited Arthur and other British conquerors to prove that Britain had been and remained an empire, the imperial ambassador Eustache Chapuys was openly scornful.16

Yet within three years of the encounter between Norfolk and Chapuys, the theme of Britain’s ancient greatness and imperial destiny would experience a remarkable revival. The makers of the English Reformation found they simply could not do without a tradition that offered so much—not least, the evidence that Britain was an ancient seat of empire, independent of papal jurisdiction. As stated in the 1533 Act in Restraint of Appeals, ‘by divers sundry old authentic histories and chronicles, it is manifestly declared and expressed, that this realm of England is an empire, and so hath been accepted in the world’; although the reference is to ‘England’ as an empire, the claim rests largely on a corpus of texts and perceptions rooted in Geoffrey’s British History.17 Let foreigners scoff if they would—in the heated and culturally paranoid atmosphere of the 1530s and 1540s, the scepticism of outsiders only served to heighten English allegiance to the British History. The treatment of Arthur and the Britons in Polydore Vergil’s history, published belatedly and with unfortunate timing in 1534, no longer seemed like a sign of the times, but rather like the vindictive propaganda of an Italian priest, which every insular Protestant was bound to rebut.

The idea of a British Empire was not invoked solely for the purpose of demonstrating the monarch’s freedom from external jurisdiction or control. It also signified England’s claim over neighbouring lands, not through the medieval principle of suzerainty or a vague theory of spheres of influence, but on the basis that the English, the Welsh, and the Scots were all Britons together. Thus, the political union of England and Wales by the statutes of 1536 and 1542 was heralded as a return to a pre-existing national condition, Wales having ever ‘been incorporated annexed united and subject to and under the Imperial Crown of this Realm, as a very Member and Joint of the same’.18 Likewise, the project of the Scottish campaign of the 1540s was the restoration of the ‘the whole Empire & name of Great Briteigne’.19

From early in the 1540s, even before he became King’s Printer in 1546, Reyner Wolfe had taken a leading role in disseminating the new ideology of British nationalism. In 1544 he printed a celebratory account of The Late Expedicion in Scotlande (1544), following this in 1548 with Protector Somerset’s epistle to the Scottish nation, which called upon the Scots to join with the English in abandoning their national identities ‘& illud antiquum et comune nomen Britannorum recipere’20 (or, in the words of the contemporary English version, ‘take the indifferent old name of Britaynes again’).21 No less significant for the development of Wolfe’s own national vision was his printing of the poems of John Leland, in particular Genethliacon (1543) and Cygnea canto (1545) both of which are heavily imbued with Leland’s distinctive vision of British antiquity reborn in the reign of Henry VIII;22 writing as if the island were already united under one imperial ruler, Leland praised the future Edward VI as the darling of the British race, who would put down Scottish tumults. Wolfe also printed Leland’s prose treatise Assertio inclytissimi Arturij Regis Britanniae (1544), a vigorous defence of Arthur’s historicity and imperial achievements against the scepticism of Polydore Vergil. Wolfe took charge of many of Leland’s manuscripts after the antiquary’s decline into madness around 1548, including documents which contained the seeds of Leland’s projected historical work, De antiquitate Britannica, as well as records of his travels around England and Wales, and his catalogues of British writers. (For a more detailed discussion of the fate of Leland’s manuscripts, see Carley, Chapter 11 above.) It can hardly be doubted that part of Wolfe’s inspiration in setting in motion his project for a universal history came from Leland’s ambition, as he had put it to Henry VIII, to make ‘the old glory of your renoumed Britaine to reflorish through the worlde’.23

‘Old name’, ‘olde glory’—Somerset’s and Leland’s patriotic appeals to Britain and British identity implicitly acknowledge the fact that, for most of their English contemporaries, the name smelled strongly of antiquity. There had been no kingdom or empire of Britain for at least 1,000 years. To speak of Britain as a place existing in the present, a nation to which one could belong and in which one could take pride, had an air of paradox and provocation, rather as if one were to declare oneself, in the twenty-first century, a citizen of Mercia, or the Holy Roman Empire.24 Where the name of Britain or any variant of that term appears in the title of an English book published before the reign of Edward VI, it invariably refers to some aspect of insular antiquity, rather than to the island in the present day.25 In 1548, John Bale published a catalogue of insular writers, based partly on Leland’s lists, under the title Illustrium Maioris Britanniae scriptorum, hoc est, Angliae, Cambriae, ac Scotiae summarium (1548)—the implication of the title being that there is indeed a place called Great Britain, in which England, Wales, and Scotland participate. It may be that Bale’s readers and correspondents found the title baffling or misleading, suggesting a catalogue of very ancient writers, when in fact the Summarium includes such living worthies as Thomas Cranmer and Hugh Latimer; in his subsequent expansion of the catalogue Bale retreated from this assertion, falling back on the old formula which has one name giving way to another: Scriptorum illustrium maioris Brytannie quam nunc Angliam & Scotiam uocant catalogus (Basel, 1557–9). A comparably ambiguous Edwardian invocation of Britain is found in Robert Crowley’s Philargyrie of Great Britain (1551). Ostensibly the tale of an ancient giant, Crowley’s story has such obvious allegorical bearing on contemporary politics that ‘Great Britain’ must be understood as a term for the nation in the present.

It seems apparent, then, that one possible source for the geographical vision of the Chronicles lies in the flurry of enthusiasm for British nationalism in the 1540s, and more particularly as mediated through Reyner Wolfe. Though Holinshed credits Wolfe only with the idea of a universal chronicle, scaling back the coverage to the British Isles only after his death and the recalcitrance of the backers, there is good reason to believe that the idea of England, Scotland, and Ireland forming some kind of a discrete unit was part of Wolfe’s conception. Yet Wolfe was certainly not the only or even the primary influence on the Chronicles’ archipelagic vision. It was in the (probable) year of Wolfe’s death that the momentous phrase ‘British Empire’ occurred for the first time in a printed English book. The book was The Breviary of Britaine, Thomas Twyne’s translation of Humphrey Llwyd’s Commentarioli Britannicae descriptionis fragmentum (1572).26 This remarkable little book was arguably the first original work of insular history and topography since Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Historia Regum Britanniae to adopt Britain as its explicit subject; Tudor readers would have had to look back still further, possibly to Gildas’s sixth-century De Excidio et Conquestu Britanniae, for an example of a historical work referring to Britain not as a past polity but as a place existing in the present day.

A central figure in the Tudor discovery of Britain, and in the origins of later British imperial ideology, Humphrey Llwyd deserves to be more widely known today. His birth, c.1527, made him an exact contemporary of men like Raphael Holinshed and John Stow, though as a scholar he may have had less contact with London-based English chroniclers than with Welsh antiquaries on the one hand and international humanist networks on the other. As a Member of Parliament for Denbigh he was instrumental in the passage of legislation for the translation of the Bible and Book of Common Prayer into the Welsh language. He was equally active in advancing the cause and reputation of Wales abroad, contributing a map of Wales and one of England and Wales to Abraham Ortelius’s Theatrum Orbis Terrarum (1573). The map of Wales, Cambriae Typus, is remarkable for its inclusion within the bounds of the principality of all territory west of the Severn, the ancient limit of Cambria.27 He also provided Ortelius with a treatise on the antiquities of Anglesey, which was printed in the atlas and, domestically, in one volume with Sir John Prise’s Historiae Brytannicae defensio (1573).

There is no doubting Llwyd’s Welsh patriotism or his interest in Welsh antiquities. Yet it would be a mistake to see him solely as a national historian and antiquary. Llwyd regarded himself as a ‘Cambro-Briton’, an interesting term apparently of his own coining, which at once preserves the familiar identification of the Welsh as Britons, whilst implicitly expanding the category of Britishness to include other inhabitants of the island (Anglo-Britons and Scoto-Britons). Llwyd’s British vision is nicely captured in the full title of The Breviary of Britaine: As this most noble and renowmed Iland, was of auncient time devided into three Kingdomes, England, Scotland and Wales. This resembles the conventional formula regarding the changed names of the island, but it in fact upends it, so that now it is the sub-nations that seem antique and superseded, whilst Britain is both contemporary and eternal. Llwyd was committed to the doctrine that the inhabitants of the island shared a common history, of which they deserved to be made aware. Hence his decision, early in his career, to translate the Brut y Tywysogion into English:

For that I wolde not have the inhabitantes of this Ile ignorant of the histories and cronicles of the same, wherein I am sure to offende manye because I have oppenede ther ignorance and blindenes thereby and to please all goode men that be desirouse to knowe and understand all suche thinges as passed beetwixt the inhabitantes of this lande frome the first inhabiting therof to this daye.28

The charged nature of the national questions raised by Llwyd’s project is indicated in Thomas Twyne’s opening epistle to the reader. Twyne avers that he has produced his translation: ‘for the English Readers sake, whiche understandeth not the Latine tongue. To whom I thought it as much appertayning, to know the state, and description of his owne country: as to the learned be he Englishman, or stranger.’29 Here the English reader might reasonably retort, in a paraphrase of Shakespeare’s MacMorris, ‘what is my “own country”?’ Twyne raises the same question, in more delicate fashion, in his dedication to the young earl of Oxford, to whom he presents the book ‘in consideration, that beynge, as yet, but in your flower, and tender age, and generally hoped, and accompted of in time, to become the cheefest stay of this your common welth, and country: you woulde receave into your salf tuition, the writen name, and description of that Britayne, whiche, as it is in part your native soyle: so your duty biddeth you to defend and mantayne it’ (A3r–v). The slightly tortured phrasing leaves it unclear whether De Vere is native to only part of British soil (i.e. England), or whether Britain is only part of the soil to which De Vere is native (i.e. his ancestry is also French).30

Other contributors to the front-matter of the Breviary were far less reticent than Twyne himself in laying claim to a British identity. A commendatory poem by ‘a friend’ conveys a clear understanding of Britain both as a term for the island as a whole (‘The British soyle, with all therin that lies, / The surging Seas, which compasse it about’), and as a nation which can serve as the object of loyalty and patriotism:

Thy country Lhuyd, is bounden much to thee,
Which makest it unto us not only knowen:
But unto such as in far countries be,
Wherby thy fame the greater way is flowen,
And eke thy countries praise the more is growen,
So by one deede two noble thinges are chanced:
Britayne, and Lhuyd, to heaven are advanced. [sig. A8r]

On the other hand, Edward Grant, a confirmed British nationalist who also contributed verses to Sir John Prise’s Historia Britannicae defensio (1573) stops short of identifying ‘Britain’ with a united island; his verses prefacing the Breviary are vehemently anti-Scottish, whilst coining the word ‘Britanists’ (sig. ¶1r) to encompass, apparently, British patriots amongst both the English and the Welsh (both of whom are identified in the poem with ‘Brute his broode’).

The contradictions in the front-matter—between the identification of Britain as an island and the identification of Britishness with an Anglo-Welsh axis that is explicitly anti-Scottish—are present in the main text. Llwyd does not hold back in expressing his contempt for the ‘British histories’ produced by lying Italians and foolish Scots:

I chaunced of late yeres, to come to the sight of Polydorus Virgilius the Italian, and Hector Boethius the Scot, their British histories, wherof the first maynfully sought, not onely to obscure the glory of ye British name, but also to defame the Britaynes them selves with sclandrous lies. The other while he goeth about to rayse his Scots out of darknesse, and obscuritie, what ever he findeth that the Romanes, or Britaynes, have doone worthy commendation in this Ilande: all that he attributeth unto his Scottes, like a foolish writer. [fol. 6r–v]

Against these foes Llwyd proposes to publish a historical treatise—neither the Breviary itself nor his earlier Cronica Walliae, apparently—on the subject of Brutus and his heirs. ‘I purpose to confirme, (by bringinge foorth many weighty reasons, and authorities, whiche I haue readie in stoare for a British Hystorie) both his cumming: and also to establish the credite of the British hystorie’ (fols. 7v–8r). Yet the Breviary is only intermittently concerned with upholding the credit of Geoffrey of Monmouth. It is rather a patient if incomplete survey of the topography and antiquities of England, Scotland, and Wales (treated in that order), rooted in contemporary learning and classical erudition more than in medieval tradition.

Thus, although Llwyd in many ways upheld a narrowly Cambro-English vision of Britain, the Breviary conveys a far from simplistic understanding of archipelagic relations. This is apparent in Llwyd’s (correct) demonstration that the Siluri mentioned by Roman writers dwelt in south Wales, not in Scotland as both Polydore and Boece had claimed on the basis of a reference in Pliny:

although that Plinius writeth, that out of the Region of the Siluri, over into Ireland, was but a very shorte cut: wee must thus take it, that at his time, Britayne was not sufficiently knowne, nor the people of Albania longe after that, subdued. Wherby, when certeyne of the Romanes, as Englishmen use now a dayes, had passed over into Ireland, out of Southwales: others, whiche never saw Britayne: supposed it to be a very short cut. [fols. 81v–82r]

This subtle passage maps out a range of archipelagic vectors from a privileged Welsh vantage point. There is an intriguing implicit link between the English and the Romans, conquering peoples who use the ports of Pembrokeshire in South Wales as points of departure for Ireland because they have limited knowledge of or access to the whole island of Britain. The remoteness of Scotland is underscored both in its having been unknown to the Romans, and more so in the apparent inability of Scottish writers to imagine what Britain might look like from an angle other than their own. For Llwyd, England, Scotland, and Ireland are the three sides of a British triangle which has Wales at its centre, permitting the Welsh an unparalleled panoptic perspective on the whole archipelago.

Llwyd’s version of the story of Macbeth, which involves the origins of the Stuarts, likewise marries an overt Welsh patriotism to a sense of the dynastic and political interrelation of several nations. The Scottish account held that Fleance, son of Banquo, ‘after that kynge Macabaeus had slayne his father, by flight escaped into Wales’ (fo. 34v); there he impregnated the daughter of King Trahernus with a son, Walter, who would return to Scotland as founder of the Stuart line. Llwyd suggests that this Walter was in fact a Welsh prince who fled to Scotland to escape a murderous Welsh tyrant. Hence the ruling Scottish dynasty is entirely Welsh in origin:

And this can be no great fraude or disgracyng to ye name of the Stuarts, that they are descended from the bloud of the most noble, and antique British 35 kynges, from whiche also most honorable famely: the same Owen Tuder, grandfather to king Henry the seventh of that name kynge of England: lineally descended by the Fathers side … [fols. 34v–35r]

Alongside the Welsh chauvinism, the passage conveys a rare grasp of the interconnectedness of British nations and national histories. The histories of England, Scotland, and Ireland cannot be understood without reference to Wales, nor, indeed, without reference to each of the others.

Llwyd’s British vision was expressed not only in historical and topographical treatises but cartographically, in the maps of Wales and of southern Britain which contributed to Ortelius’s atlas, and his apparent influence over Ortelius’s own understanding of archipelagic geography. In the atlas, a map of Britain, Ireland, and the smaller islands surrounding is labelled ‘Angliae, Scotiae et Hiberniae, sive Britannicar. insularum descriptio’. This is among the very first early modern references to the ‘British Isles’, a term used anciently by Pliny but rarely in the medieval period or earlier in the sixteenth century. Among the first occurrences of the phrase in English is in John Dee’s General and Rare Memorials (1577)—a text also famous for its insistent reference to ‘British Empire’, a phrase which Dee had almost certainly discovered in Llwyd’s Breviary.31 Through Dee and Ortelius, Llwyd’s vision of a British archipelago was disseminated to an international audience, contributing to the development of British imperial ideology.32

Did Llwyd’s vision of archipelagic interconnectedness exert a comparable influence over Holinshed’s Chronicles, first published in the same year as Dee’s book? As Henry Summerson has traced in his survey of the Chronicles’ sources (Chapters 4 and 5 above), and as Ralph Griffiths discusses further in his chapter on Holinshed and Wales (Chapter 40 below), there is no doubt that the makers of the 1577 and 1587 chronicles made quite extensive use of Llwyd’s work, including the Breviary, the maps produced by Ortelius, and Llwyd’s treatise on the island of Anglesey. It is possible that Holinshed had access to Llwyd’s Cronica Walliae in manuscript, a work completed and published by David Powel as the Historie of Cambria (1584), which is in turn cited in the 1587 Chronicles. (Indeed, the presentation of Powel’s Historie with woodcuts of monarchs from the 1577 Holinshed, strongly suggests that it was intended to serve as a supplement or part of the Chronicles—the missing piece of the archipelagic jigsaw.) The Chronicles naturally cite Llwyd as an authority on Welsh antiquity and topography, but not only in that context. The History of Scotland follows him in denying that the Silures had been inhabitants of Scotland (1587: II, Scot., 49). William Harrison also cites Llwyd on several occasions, usually with reference to Wales but also on the antiquities of St Albans, where he refers to him blandly as ‘Humfrey Lhoid our countrie man’ (1587: I, Desc., 192). Significantly, the chroniclers are most apt to cite Llwyd on the subject of ancient relations between different nations of the archipelago. Both the History of England and the History of Ireland cite him as a source for the Pictish invasions of Scotland, resisted by the British king Marius or Meurig, whom Llwyd identifies with Arviragus (1587: I, Hist., 47, 61; II, Ir., 50–1).

More broadly, it can be said that Holinshed and William Harrison both affirm the essential principle of British nationalism as expounded by Llwyd and by others, namely that the island—and indeed the archipelago—was originally under the dominion of one common ruler. Holinshed in the preface to the reader acknowledges that the first inhabiting of Britain—whether by Brutus and his Trojans or some other way—remains a matter of debate among the learned. Yet:

how soever it came first to be inhabited, likely it is that at the first the whole Isle was under one Prince and Governour, though afterwardes, and long peradventure before the Romaines set any foote within it, the Monarchie thereof was broken, even when the multitude of the inhabitants grew to bee great, and ambition entred amongst them, which hath brought so many good policies and states to ruyne and decay. [1577: I, sig. ¶4v]

In spite of an understandable tentativeness regarding the validity of Geoffrey of Monmouth’s account of the origins of Britain, the unambiguous insistence on the original integrity of the British realm conveys echoes of Reformation legislation and the Scottish campaign of the 1540s, as well as sounding themes that would be picked up with renewed vigour at the Jacobean succession.

This is not to say that the Chronicles are consistent in upholding a particular vision of Britain. Even in his Description of Britain, Harrison can be fairly elusive on the question of the island’s natural unity or identity. In spite of his apparently unambiguous affirmation that ‘BRITANIA, or Britaine as we nowe terme it in our Englishe tongue, is an Isle lying in the Ocean sea’ (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 1), Harrison goes on to record how an Anglo-Saxon king ‘gave forth an especiall Edict, dated at Wynchester, that it shoulde be called Angles land, or Angellandt, Angellãdt or Angles land, for which in our time we doe pronounce it England’ (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 2). As Ralph Houlbrooke discusses in this volume (Chapter 37 below), Harrison held firmly to the view established in the Middle Ages that Brutus had placed Scotland under English suzerainty—a position ideologically quite distinct from the argument of Tudor British nationalists that Scots and English alike should take ‘the indifferent old name of Britaynes again’.

A more fundamental barrier to the adoption of an integrated vision of Britain by Holinshed and his team exists in the division of the Chronicles into separate histories of England, Scotland, and Ireland. This compartmentalization can only work against an understanding of the Atlantic Archipelago as a geopolitical system. As noted above, Llwyd’s account of the Pictish invasions of Scotland occurs in both the histories of England and of Ireland, whilst the history of Scotland has a somewhat different account of the same events, which does not cite Llwyd.33 Weighing the advantages against the disadvantages of the Chronicles’ national format lies beyond the scope of this chapter. But it is clear enough that the awkwardness involved in presenting three separate national histories is most evident in cases of direct contact or conflict between two or more of these nations. To which nation’s history do England’s various wars of conquest belong? Holinshed explains that the sequence in which sections were completed and sent to the press accounts for the odd fact that the recent ‘warre betwixte us and the Scottes’ is part of the Scottish history, whilst the ‘Conqueste of Irelande by Henry the seconde’ (1577: I, sig. 5v) is part of the English history. (See Steve Gunn (Chapter 27 above) for further discussion of Anglo-Scottish relations in the English history.) The national format requires the compilers either to assign such episodes of archipelagic interaction to one national history or another or, still more awkwardly, to retell the same events two or three times in separate places.

Sandwiched between Humphrey Llwyd’s Breviary of Britain (1573) and Camden’s Britannia (1586), Holinshed’s Chronicles of England, Scotland, and Ireland emerged at a moment when perceptions of Britain were in flux. The issues and problems involved in questions of geographical scope and nomenclature were political as much as historiographical. Was Britain a realm that existed only in the past, or could it (should it) be united in the present? Was it an insular or an archipelagic empire? The compilers have no unanimous answer to these questions; indeed, individual writers such as Harrison appear to offer different answers in different places. If it is valid to describe the geopolitical vision of the Chronicles as proto-British, it is tempting to describe it rather as post-British. Moving from the age of Brutus to the age of Elizabeth, the Chronicles chart a process of devolution, whereby a proud and imperial archipelagic State gives way to a clustering of contiguous nations, uncertain in their present and future relations to one another. In this respect, Holinshed, far more than Llwyd or Camden, seems to be our contemporary.




CHAPTER 36

MAPPING ENGLAND AND WALES*

ALFRED HIATT

IN their initial formulation, mapping was at the heart of Holinshed’s Chronicles. The man credited with originating the project, the Gelderland-born printer Reyner Wolfe, conceived a universal cosmography, not simply adorned but at a fundamental level informed by maps. Fairly obviously, however, something occurred to alter dramatically Wolfe’s vision, for amongst the thousands of pages that make up the 1577 and 1587 editions of the Chronicles there is but one illustration that can be considered a map, a plan of the siege of Edinburgh castle in 1573.1 Nevertheless, despite the near total absence of maps themselves from the Chronicles, the concept of mapping remained very important to the project. The lengthy descriptions of England, Wales, Scotland, and Ireland that prefaced the narrative histories contained within the Chronicles mapped verbally the territories that were the subjects of the histories to follow. In so doing they perpetuated a long tradition of commencing historical writing with a geographical survey of the terrain. At the same time, one of those Descriptions drew upon maps to a significant extent, in order to provide a more accurate account of the land. William Harrison’s ‘Historicall Description of the Islande of Britayne’ is particularly notable for its connections with Christopher Saxton’s mapping of England and Wales, ongoing at the time of the publication of the 1577 Chronicles, and completed by the time of the 1587 edition. The purpose of this chapter is to explore the nature, sources, and contexts of spatial representation in Harrison’s Description. How systematic a view of England and Wales did Harrison provide? Should we understand his compilation as intrinsic or eccentric to contemporary efforts to provide new, detailed, and accurate maps of Britain? And since much of the mapping of Britain in the second half of the sixteenth century was sponsored, or at least overseen, by the royal government, in what relation do such mappings stand to sovereign power?

GEOGRAPHY IN THE SERVICE OF HISTORY

The 1577 Description of Britain is divided into three books. After an introductory chapter ‘Of the scituation and quantitie of the Isle of Britayne’, Chapters 2 to 7 of Book I offer a potted history of Britain’s inhabitation, and its linguistic and political divisions from the earliest times up to the sixteenth century. These chapters attempt to identify the ancient names for the island and the various nations who have inhabited it; they outline its division into kingdoms; they discuss pre-Christian religious beliefs and the British (i.e. Welsh) tongue. They also include matters no longer pertinent to twenty-first-century historians but vital to sixteenth-century historical writing, such as the question of whether giants should be numbered amongst the island’s early inhabitants. With the geographical and historical ground roughly established, Harrison goes into more topographic detail in Chapters 8 to 12, first giving an account of the islands that surround Britain, and following with chapters on ‘such ryvers and streames as descende into the sea’ between the Thames and the Severn (Chapter 9), between the Severn and the Humber (Chapter 10) and between the Humber and the Thames (Chapter 11). Chapter 12, ‘Of the foure hyghe wayes sometyme made in Brytaine, by the Princes of thys Lande’, uses roads rather than rivers as a means of delineating interior features of the island. Supplementary topographical information is added in Book II, with chapters on inland rivers from the Thames to the Severn (Chapter 1), from the Severn to the Humber (Chapter 2), and from the Humber to the Thames (Chapter 3).

The 1587 Description rationalizes this rather ad hoc structure somewhat. Following a new introductory chapter, ‘Of the division of the whole earth’, the order and basic content of chapters in the first book are retained: position of island, names, different inhabitants, giants, languages, division into kingdoms, and religion, with an additional chapter listing the names of kings and princes who had reigned on the island, from Samothes to Queen Elizabeth. A more consolidated mapping of Britain emerges from Chapters 10 to 17, however. Material from Book II of the 1577 edition is folded into the Book I chapters on rivers, with the result that in the 1587 edition major rivers and tributaries are treated simultaneously. Harrison took the opportunity to add detail to his description of the river system, and he provided an additional chapter on coastal ports and creeks. The effect of consolidation is that the 1587 Description provides a more systematic survey, beginning with a circuit of the outer islands (Chapter 10), then moving around the interior clockwise, in the manner established in 1577 (Thames–Severn–Humber–Thames, Chapters 11 to 16), before concluding with the chapters on ports and creeks (Chapter 17) and on the four highways (Chapter 19).2

As this summary indicates, one of the most striking aspects of Harrison’s Description is that its primary mode of spatial representation is hydrographic. Rather than a county-by-county description, or overland itinerary, Harrison describes the courses of rivers from source to coast, carefully delineating the course of tributaries from their own rising to the point of their intersection with the major river. Because so many towns, villages, and natural features are located alongside rivers, this method enables Harrison to provide a detailed record of the interior topography of the island. In the following extract from the 1587 edition, Harrison’s description of the course of the Thames between Wallingford and Caversham locates a string of places along the Thames as well as two tributaries, the Kennet and an anonymous ‘water’ (the river Pang), which is identified by its origin and by the towns it passes:

Thus have I brought the Thames unto Wallingford, situate in the vale of White horsse that runneth a long therby. From hence it goeth by Newenham, north Stoke, south Stoke, Goring, Bassilden, Pangburne, where it meeteth with a water that commeth from about Hamsted Norris, runneth by Frizelham, Buckelburie, Stanford, Bradfeld, Tidmarsh and Pangburne. After which confluence it goeth on between Mapledorham and Purleie, to Caversham, and Caversham manour, and a little beneath receiveth the Kenet that commeth thereinto from Reading. [Chronicles 1587: I, Desc., 49]

Harrison’s account of river courses draws attention to the natural connections between quite large stretches of country, and much of its population, but it could not hope to be comprehensive, since it excluded towns and natural features that did not lie beside rivers. Perhaps in part to remedy the lacunae in his chosen mode of description, Harrison inserts chapters on English cities and towns, including a list of parish churches and market towns in select counties, castles and holds, palaces, fairs and markets, parks and warrens, woods, and marshes. He concludes his description of England with a chapter on ‘inns and throwfaires’, in which he lists thirty-four itineraries, comprising twelve within England, seven Scottish itineraries recorded by Reyner Wolfe, and fifteen copied from the Antonine Itinerary, a collection of routes along the Roman road network dating from the third century AD. Harrison’s delineation of the natural features of England and Wales was clearly meant to be read in conjunction with the diverse material contained elsewhere in the Description and in the Chronicles more generally. The history that emerges from the Description is not simply ethnic and dynastic, but also spatial. Harrison includes accounts of the history of the political demarcations on the island, from Brutus’s division of Britain among his three sons, to the division of England into shires by King Alfred. He is able to note, in his own time, Henry VIII’s establishment of forty shires in England and thirteen in Wales. Congruent to these political divisions are ecclesiastical boundaries, represented by Harrison’s record of the number and circuits of bishoprics. The focus on the land and its features can provide an oblique point of entry to historical events. In his description of the estuary of the river Lea, Harrison notes the course of the river and its utilization for industrial purposes, and then moves seamlessly into a reminiscence of King Alfred’s defeat of the Danish navy:

From hence the Lee runneth on by south on Waltonstow till it come to Stretford Langthorne, where it brancheth partlie of it selfe, and partlie by mans industrie for mils. Howbeit heerein the dealing of Alfred (sometimes king of England) was not of smallest force, who understanding the Danes to be gotten up with their ships into the countrie, there to kill and slaie his subiects, in the yeere of grace 896, by the conduct of this river: he in the meane time before they could returne, did so mightilie weaken the maine chanell, by drawing great numbers of trenches from the same; that when they purposed to come backe, there was nothing so much water left as the ships did draw; wherefore being set on ground, they were soone fired, and the adversaries overcome. [1587: I, Desc., 51]3

At this point, in the 1587 edition, the river initiates the workings of historical memory. Harrison compares Alfred with King Cyrus, adducing Seneca’s account of an episode in which the king drained the Ganges in response to the drowning of one of his ‘knights’.4 The connection of the story of Alfred and the Danes with that of Cyrus seems awkward and digressive, while the comparison of the Lea with the Ganges borders on the absurd, but the reminiscence serves the function of aligning British history with narratives of classical antiquity. Harrison of course returns to the Lea, whose channel, he was already able to note in the 1577 edition, ‘is begun to be purged 1576. with further hope to bring the same to the north side of London’ (Chronicles 1577: I, Desc.Brit., 51r; 1587: I, Desc., 51).5 Spatial description enables Harrison to pivot between historical anecdote and contemporary realignment of natural features, with the Elizabethan ‘purging’ of the river providing a distant echo of Alfred’s exemplary intervention.

Finally, the land itself can become a source not simply of history, but of wonder, as seen in the chapter devoted to ‘the marvels of England’. Harrison notes, inter alia, a ‘vehement and strong wind, which issueth out of the hilles called the Peke’; Stonehenge, where natural formations seem to portend momentous historical events (‘it is most likely that they were raysed there by the Brytons after the slaughter of their nobilitie at the deadly banket, which Hengest and his Saxons provided for them’ 1577: I, Desc.Brit., 93r; 1587: I, Desc., 129); and the Isle of Barrie in Aber Barrie, where the noise of smiths’ forges is audible at a rift on the foreshore. Some of the marvels can, Harrison thinks, be demystified: a pool that breeds no fish and kills any that are thrown in may owe its startling properties to ‘accidentall corruption of the water, rather than the naturall force of the element it selfe’ (1587: I, Desc., 130);6 wooden crosses at Halidon are not, as old inhabitants suppose, fallen from heaven, but are the crosses borne by King Oswald of Northumbria and his men in battle against pagan Britons.7 All the same, Harrison seems to accept, or at least leave unchallenged, the majority of wonders he records. These features leave the reader with the image of a land at one level knowable, subject to definition and order, and at another level mysterious and elusive.

MAPPING THE REALM: LITERARY SOURCES AND MODELS

Both its initial conception and the interests of certain of its key contributors might have driven Holinshed’s Chronicles towards something much closer to a universal cosmography, a work that would not limit its gaze to a single nation or region, but would attempt to provide a comprehensive account of human history, amply illustrated with maps. Instead, the shape of the Chronicles, with their division into national histories organized in chronological order commencing with a geographical description of Britain, appeared to follow a long-established tradition within English historical writing. Gildas’s sixth-century De excidio Britonum, Bede’s Historia Ecclesiastica (731), Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Historia Regum Britannie (1130s), Ranulf Higden’s fourteenth-century Polychronicon, and even—for all its controversial humanist debunking of the Arthur myth—Polydore Vergil’s Anglica Historia all situate their histories with some form of geographical introduction or preface. Higden’s chronicle, for example, begins with a description of the world that culminates in a lengthy description of Britain. Higden treats the site and dimensions of ‘Britannia, iam Anglia dicta’, its natural products, marvels, principal divisions, adjacent islands, roads, rivers, ancient and modern cities and towns, and counties, before treating its laws, history of internal division into separate kingdoms, episcopal sees, the peoples who had inhabited the island and their languages, and finally native manners.8 Harrison must have been aware of this tradition, since he drew upon all of the histories mentioned above in his Description, and his selection of topics, at least in 1577, is not dissimilar to Higden’s: both writers encompass history as well as providing appraisal of customs, manners, and other characteristics of England and Wales. Indeed, Harrison’s Description offers no striking statement of modernity, no emphatic departure from previous spatial description. Much of it would have been recognizable to his medieval precursors. He drew on standard classical sources such as Julius Caesar’s Commentarii de bello gallico, as well as texts either rare or unavailable to those writing prior to the fifteenth century (notably Pomponius Mela’s Chorographia, and Claudius Ptolemy’s Geographia), and he makes repeated reference to medieval historians such as Bede, Geraldus Cambrensis, Roger Howden, and Higden. Such sources reveal the strong continuities between Harrison’s project and the medieval chronicle tradition’s deep interest in British antiquity and the geography of the island.

Yet it is also clear that Harrison’s Description stands in the vanguard of the most ambitious and innovative sixteenth-century attempts to map England and Wales. In his epistle dedicatory to his patron, William Brooke, Lord Warden of the Cinque Ports and Baron of Cobham, Harrison acknowledges four principal sources for his Description: the ‘commentaries … of the state of Britaine’ collected by John Leland; ‘letters and pamphlettes, from sundrie places and shires of Englande’; oral communication with informants with experience of different parts of the country; and perusal of ‘such writers as have heretofore made mention of the condition of our country’ (1577: I, sig. ¶2r). To these sources we may add Harrison’s own experience of the land, though this he claimed to be very limited—‘I never travailed 40 miles in all my life’—and restricted to London, Oxford, Cambridge, and Kent (1577: I, sig. ¶2v). It is also clear from remarks scattered throughout the Description that Harrison drew on maps: not only does he refer enthusiastically to Christopher Saxton’s emerging atlas of England and Wales, he also acknowledges his use of several other medieval and contemporary maps.

Leland’s Itinerary certainly formed the single most significant source of Harrison’s Description of Britain. As his remarks to Brooke indicate, Harrison made no secret of this debt, although he complained noisily about the state in which he had received Leland’s work. In the epistle dedicatory, Harrison notes that, in compiling the Description at short notice, ‘none the smallest’ help had come from ‘such commentaries as Leland had collected sometime of the state of Britaine, bookes utterly mangled, defaced with wet, and weather, and finally imperfite through want of sundrie volumes’ (1577: I, sig. ¶2r). What Harrison appears to have received was the manuscript notes made by Leland in the course of his journeys throughout England and Wales during the 1530s and 1540s, but left incomplete and disordered at the time of Leland’s madness and subsequent death. These notes had passed to William Cecil following Leland’s death, and by 1576 they were being copied by John Stow. In the same year, and probably thanks to Stow,9 Harrison was using Leland’s work to provide much needed detail for the Description.

Leland had articulated a grandiose vision for his survey in the short text he addressed to Henry VIII in 1546, apparently presented to the sovereign as a ‘New Year’s Gift’, and printed by Leland’s friend John Bale in 1549 under the title The Laboryouse Journey and Serche of Johan Leylande, Geven of hym as a Newe Yeares Gyfte to Kynge Henry the Viii. in the Xxxvii. Yeare of his Reygne. Based on the example of Charlemagne, who was known to have possessed three large silver tables on which were depicted Rome, Constantinople and the entire world, Leland imagined Henry in possession of ‘this your worlde and impery of Englande so sette fourthe in a quadrate table of sylver, … that your grace shall have ready knowledge at the fyrst sighte of many right delectable, fruteful, and necessary pleasures, by contemplacion thereof, as often as occasyon shall move yow to the syghte of it’.10 Because such a table might not prove permanent, Leland promised ‘such a descripcion to make of your realme in wryttinge, that it shall be no mastery after, for the graver or painter to make the lyke by a perfect example’.11 And going further than map and description, he envisaged a history, entitled De Antiquitate Britannica or Civilis historia, spread over fifty volumes, one for each shire in England and Wales, with each volume devoted to ‘the beginninges, encreaces, and memorable actes of the chiefe townes, and castelles of the province allotted to it’.12 It would be easy to compare the history Leland outlined in his ‘New Year’s Gift’ with the ‘bookes utterly mangled, defaced … and imperfite’ received by Harrison and conclude that the former’s project was absurdly hubristic and indeed impossible from the outset. Yet from another perspective one could see Leland’s vision as one that was realized, mutatis mutandis, across a number of related works of the last quarter of the sixteenth century, and the first quarter of the seventeenth: Harrison’s Description, Saxton’s atlas, John Norden’s Speculum Britanniae (1593–8), William Camden’s Britannia (1586, and enlarged with the maps of Norden and Saxton in 1607), and John Speed’s Theatre of the Empire of Great Britaine (1611) all combined a profound interest in British antiquity with a sharp sense of the need for contemporary visual and verbal mapping of the land.13

Harrison relied on Leland’s Itinerary particularly heavily when compiling his descriptions of the rivers of England, and the outer islands surrounding Britain. Apart from the courses of rivers, the Itinerary is explicitly acknowledged as a source for place names, at times correlated with contemporary maps (‘In a late Mappe I finde this Limen to be called in Englishe Ramsey; Lelande also confirmeth the same’) (1577: I, Desc.Brit. 15r; 1587: I, Desc., 35);14 distances and the relative positions of places; the historical significances of places (‘Leland supposeth this ryver [the Alaunus or Dunmere] to be the same Camblan, where Arthur fought his last and fatall conflict’) (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 25r; 1587: I, Desc., 64–5);15 and sundry curious local information (for example, the discovery of a giant’s body on the island of Alderney). As Harrison freely acknowledges, his reliance on Leland frequently extended to word-for-word copying.16 But he is also at pains to emphasize that he is bringing order to the material he found in Leland: ‘Here in following Lelande as I doe for the most part in all this Treatise where he keepeth any order at all (for his notes, are so dispersed in his Comentaries that one of them is sometimes is 6.8. or 20 leaves from another, and many of them penned after a contrarye sort) I finde these wordes …’ (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 28r). As it survives, parts of Leland’s Itinerary are structured around the particular journeys and routes taken by their author, but Harrison can be given credit for systematizing these notes and combining them with other materials to form a relatively coherent account of terrain.

One small example of Harrison’s borrowing may serve to illustrate something of the nature of the relationship of the Description to Leland’s Itinerary. In his description of the river Lea, Harrison mentions a dispute over a shire boundary:

Cheston and Hartfordshire men say, do say that the kings streame at Waltham, doth part Hartfordshire and Essex, but the Essex men by forrest charter doo plead their liberties to hold unto S. Maulies bridge. [1577: I, Desc.Brit., 50r; 1587: I, Desc., 51]

This passage, including reference to the forest charter, is taken nearly verbatim from Leland:

Here marke that Cheston men and Hartfordshire men say that the kinges streame at Waultham partith Herthfordshir and Estsax. But Estsax men by forest charter claime shire grounde of Estsax to Smaulley Bridge.17

Nevertheless, the reader of the Description encounters this passage in the course of an orderly progression along the Lea river, one of the major tributaries of the Thames. Leland’s note has been assimilated into a more coherent account of the realm’s river system, one that could, at least in theory, be correlated with emerging cartographic descriptions of the region, such as Saxton’s maps of the counties of Essex (1576) and Hertfordshire (1577), where the border between the counties does in fact cross the river at Waltham.18 Leland had, in effect, provided many pieces of the jigsaw puzzle, but it was for Harrison to arrange them in a meaningful way, supplemented by his perusal of earlier histories, his own recollections, his collection of material from local informants, and by comparison with regional and national maps.

MAPPING THE REALM: CARTOGRAPHIC SOURCES

Harrison provides several specific references to the maps he consulted in the course of compiling his Description, as well as clues that enable the reconstruction of some less obvious cartographic sources. In the first place, Harrison had access to maps compiled by Reyner Wolfe prior to his death in 1573. These, he was quick to point out, ‘were not founde so complete as wee wished’ (1577: I, sig. ¶2v). In Chapter 8 of the 1577 edition, while describing islands off the south-west coast of Britain, Harrison cites a ‘great Carde’ of Wolfe, ‘not yet finished, nor lykely to be published’, which he correlates with Leland’s Itinerary (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 17r; 1587: I, Desc., 39). It is possible that the map Harrison refers to here was a map of Britain, detailed enough to show the Scilly Isles, but he may also have been looking at a regional map, or a draft thereof. In the epistle dedicatory to William Cecil, Lord Burghley, Holinshed announces a direct connection between Reyner Wolfe’s incomplete mapping of England and Wales and the county mapping undertaken by Christopher Saxton during the 1570s under the patronage of Thomas Seckford. The objective of a comprehensive survey of the realm, mooted and initiated by Leland, had been revived from 1558 under the influence of Cecil. The cartographic products of this survey, as reformulated under Elizabeth, were envisaged as a general map of the realm to be accompanied by a large number of detailed provincial maps.19 The project did not get off the ground in the 1560s, probably as a result of financial constraints. Both Laurence Nowell and Wolfe are known to have been engaged in provincial mapping,20 and it seems likely that their work was encouraged, if not officially sponsored, by the government. By at least 1573 the project had fallen into Saxton’s hands. His work, it has been suggested, was closely monitored, and quite possibly shaped in significant ways by Cecil.21

As Harrison makes clear, Saxton’s maps provided valuable information for the 1577 edition, and, following the completion of Saxton’s survey of England and Wales in 1579, assisted significantly the revision of the Description for the 1587 edition. His reference to Saxton’s map of Kent in Book II, Chapter 1 of the 1577 Description suggests the level of his regard for Saxton’s maps, not to mention his naked flattery of Saxton’s patron, Seckford:

The Darwent meeteth with our sayde Thames upon Kentes side, two myles and more beneth Erith. It riseth at Tanridge, or thereaboutes, as I have bene informed by Christofer Saxtons Card late made of the same, and all the severall shyres of England at the infinite charges of sir Thomas Sackforde knight, and maister of the requestes, whose zeale unto his countrey herein I cannot but remember, and so much the rather, for that he meaneth to imitate Ortelius and somewhat beside this hath holpen me in the names of the townes, by which these ryvers doe run. Would to God hys plats were once finished. [1577: I, Desc.Brit., 51r; cf. 1587: I, Desc., 51]22

Saxton’s map of Kent, Sussex, Surrey, and Middlesex (1575) does indeed show the confluence of the Derwent (‘Derent flu.’) with the Thames in Kent, downriver from Erith, as well as the tributary’s origin in the vicinity of Tanridge (modern Tandridge) (Figure 36.1). More significantly, this passage suggests, first, that Harrison’s method of compilation involved not only comparing written descriptions, such as those provided by Leland, with the maps at his disposal, but at times deriving toponyms directly from the latter. At the same time, this comment indicates something of the importance and urgency which the project undertaken by Saxton and overseen by Seckford was accorded in the 1570s. Harrison seems to have gained access to Saxton’s maps in the course of writing the 1577 Description, rather than at the outset, and it would seem that he was not able to utilize all completed maps simultaneously.23 The note of desperation evident in 1577 was retained in the 1587 edition, despite the fact that the ‘plats’ had been finished for several years. But Harrison certainly made further use of Saxton’s maps in revising the Description for 1587. At the conclusion of his description of rivers, Harrison states with some satisfaction:

this will I saie of that which is here done, that from the Solueie by west, which parteth England and Scotland on that side; to the Twede, which separateth the said kingdoms on the east: if you go backeward, contrarie to the course of my description, you shall find it so exact, as beside a verie few by-rivers, you shall not need to use anie further advise for the finding and falles of the aforesaid streames. For such hath beene my helpe of maister Sackfords cardes, and conference with other men about these, that I dare pronounce them to be perfett and exact. [1587: I, Desc., 107]

By 1587, then, Harrison was able to boast of a more complete coverage of English and Welsh hydrography than he could in 1577. The explicit inclusion of ‘maister Sackfords cardes’, i.e. Saxton’s maps (absent from the 1577 version of this passage), suggests that these in particular provided a vital supplement to Leland’s written descriptions. Harrison’s Description emerges, then, as a project not only contemporaneous with Saxton’s maps, but one that shares its objective of thorough, reliable, and highly detailed mapping of the realm.

The realm, of course, included Wales, and Harrison’s knowledge of Welsh toponymy was certainly indebted to Humfrey Lhuyd, a noted correspondent of Abraham Ortelius who contributed two maps and an essay on the islands of Anglesey and Man to the latter’s Theatrum Orbis Terrarum. In 1568, shortly before his death, Lhuyd had sent Ortelius ‘certain fragments of a description of Britain’, along with a map of Wales and two maps of England, one with modern and ancient nomenclature, and the other ‘satis perfecte delineata’.24 In the 1572 edition of the Theatrum, Ortelius printed Lhuyd’s map of Wales, which includes toponyms in Welsh, English and Latin (Figure 36.2), and a map of England and Wales with modern toponyms only, presumably the third one mentioned by Lhuyd.25 Ortelius edited Lhuyd’s description and published it in 1572; an English translation by Thomas Twyne (The Breviary of Britayne) was printed in the following year. Harrison cites Lhuyd in a manner that suggests he may have been using the latter’s map of Wales. For example, Harrison notes that the river Gwilie ‘falleth I saie into the Dugledie [i.e. the Western Cleddau], over against the towne of Haverford or Herford west, but in Welsh Hulford; as Lhoid dooth set it downe’ (1587: I, Desc., 78).26 On his trilingual map of Wales published by Ortelius, Lhuyd notes the names ‘Herfordwest’ (English) and ‘Hwlfordh’ (Welsh) for this town.
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FIGURE 36.1 Christopher Saxton’s map of Kent, Sussex, Surrey and Middlesex (1575)

At the same time, it should be noted that Harrison clearly made use of maps other than those provided by Wolfe, Lhuyd, and Saxton. In his discussion of rivers between the Thames and the Severn, Harrison comments that the river ‘Sore’ (i.e. the river Adur in Sussex) is ‘called Brember water in the auncient Mappe of Marton Colledge in Oxforde’, and supposes that this is because the town of Brember (Bramber) lies on it (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 21r; 1587: I, Desc., 54). The context of Harrison’s remark suggests that he was referring to a map of Britain, probably one descended from the fourteenth- or early fifteenth-century Gough map of Britain.27 He is unlikely to have been referring to the Gough map itself, since it does not show the river in question, though it does show the town of ‘brymbre’.28 Merton College appears to have possessed several maps in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, including a ‘mappa Anglie’, which was housed in the College Library.29 According to College records, this map was lent to the Dean of Wells in 1512 for copying, returned in a damaged state, and sent for repair in 1514.30 Leland cites two Merton College maps in his Itinerary (5.44), and refers elsewhere to a ‘charta topographica Angliae’ at the College, suggesting that by the mid sixteenth century it possessed two or three mappae Angliae, possibly as a result of the copying that occurred following the loan to Wells.31 Harrison, who became a probationary fellow at Merton in July 1557, would have had ample opportunity to consult the College’s ‘auncient Mappe’ (possibly the repaired original, or a copy thereof).

Other references to maps in Harrison’s Description are less easy to identify with known maps, but they indicate access to a range of cartographic products, and a willingness to view them critically. In his chapter on the ‘situation and quantity’ of Britain, Harrison identifies the midpoint of the island ‘by deviding the latest and best Cardes eche way into two equall partes’ (he identifies Carlisle and Newcastle-upon-Tyne as lying at the latitudinal middle, and ‘for the longitude, Newbery, Warwicke, Sheffeld, Skipton + c.’) (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 1r; 1587: I, Desc., 2). The particular method described indicates his use of contemporary maps supplied with a graticule of longitude and latitude. On at least two occasions Harrison notes the inadequacy of earlier maps. In discussing the distance of Britain from Holland, Harrison avers that ‘the just distaunce of Britayne from that part of the mayne also, doth certainly appeare to be much lesse than the common Mappes of our Countrie have hitherto set downe’ (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 1r; 1587: I, Desc., 3). Elsewhere he complains that ‘our cardes made heretofore doe appoint s. Buriens to be at the very landes ende of Cornewall, but experience now teacheth us that it commeth not neere the lands end by three miles’ (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 55r; 1587: I, Desc., 64).32 Harrison’s references to maps remind us of the nexus of interests, aristocratic, governmental, and antiquarian, that drove the sixteenth-century mapping of Britain. Apart from Saxton, several of Harrison’s friends and associates were involved directly or indirectly in the production of maps. The antiquary John Hooker, who was involved in the revision of the Chronicles, produced a view of Exeter in 1587, and had been in contact with Saxton when he was creating his 1575 map of Devon.33 William Lambarde, whose perambulation of Kent Harrison explicitly acknowledges, had in 1568 produced a remarkable map of England with place names written in an imitation of Anglo-Saxon script.34 As Peter Barber has recently emphasized, by the 1570s, cartographers working under governmental patronage had at their disposal a far greater array of maps and regional descriptions than had been available to previous generations. Saxton, for example, could draw on a body of manuscript maps assembled under Henry VIII, in addition to material sent over a number of years to Privy Council, including detailed maps of northern regions such as Durham and Yorkshire; he also made use of the maps of antiquaries such as Nowell, Lambarde, Wolfe, and the proto-survey of Leland.35 Harrison was at once in touch with the cartographic variety available at the time of composition, and eager to clarify and augment his descriptions by utilizing the revised picture of the realm emerging from Saxton’s desk. The absence of maps from the finished product of the Chronicles should not blind us to the extent to which contemporary cartographic practice infused and underpinned Harrison’s Description of Britain.
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FIGURE 36.2 Humfrey Lhuyd, ‘Cambriae Typus Auctore Humfredo Lhuydo Denbigiense Cambrobritanno’, in Abraham Ortelius, Additamentum Theatri Orbis Terrarum (Antwerp, 1573)

‘A MANGLED REHEARSALL’?

How then should we understand the relation of Harrison’s mapping to political power? Recent work on Elizabethan mapmaking has tended to emphasize the role of cartography in establishing or consolidating centralized power of the monarch over the land. Maps, it is suggested, enhanced and symbolized the royal government’s knowledge and control over its territories.36 At the same time, commentators such as Richard Helgerson have argued that the project of county mapping had the paradoxical effect of dispersing sovereign power through the accumulation of detail: the complexity of the land, and its presentation in the form of regional space, ultimately inhibited or even usurped the primacy of the royal gaze.37 Others have drawn attention to the decentred nature of cultural identity during the seventeenth century, advancing the notion of the archipelago as a means of understanding the complexity of ethnic, political, and literary interrelations within ‘Britain’.38

Aspects of Harrison’s Description seem to fit each of these paradigms. It is possible to understand the Description as part of the Tudor State’s quest to establish detailed, up-to-date records of the land it controlled, for military and general administrative purposes. And yet the Description’s detail does defy the formation of a single, coherent view of England and Wales.39 The hydrographic mode of description does not lend itself to administrative convenience, and it is hard to see the work’s utility for defensive military purposes. Nor is there a clear regional division: while Harrison utilized Saxton’s maps, he did not adopt their mode of subdividing national space into counties or clusters of counties. Harrison’s emphasis on rivers does draw attention to county borders where these are formed by rivers, but more often we see rivers crossing regional boundaries, or (as in the case of the river Lea and the Essexmen) the subject of border disputes. Much sixteenth-century mapping of England and Wales, written and pictorial, may have been sponsored or at least encouraged by agents of sovereign power, but we should not lose sight of the ways in which spatial representation can appeal to a wider, non-governmental audience which may revel in the level of privileged detail provided by a comprehensive survey of the realm. Harrison’s painstaking delineation of river courses may be the most tedious aspect of his Description for a modern audience, but for his sixteenth-century readers, such as Edmund Spenser,40 it was amongst the most thrilling.

Similarly, the term ‘archipelagic’ fits the Description up to a point. Harrison was obliged to follow the Chronicles’ division of separate national histories, with the result that his description of ‘Britain’ effectively ended at the Scottish border. His description of the island of Britain includes an attempt to account for the islands off its coast, clockwise from the Hoo peninsula (Kent) to Canvey Island (Essex). ‘Britain’ emerges from such a description as an island surrounded by a multitude of islands. All the same, the different components of the British archipelago are treated in different ways. Ireland is specifically excluded from Harrison’s Description. Scotland appears from time to time peripherally: it is part of the island, and therefore it cannot be wholly omitted from discussion, yet Harrison frequently protests his ignorance of its topography. Wales emerges from Harrison’s Description without a distinct spatial identity: it is not accorded a separate description, and no clear borders between it and England are delineated. This is not to say that Harrison neglects Wales—he draws on Leland and Lhuyd to provide details of Welsh rivers, towns, and other features, although he admits to being inadequately informed about certain aspects of the country.41 He is certainly conscious of the Welsh language, citing Lhuyd’s record of Welsh toponyms, and apologizing at times for his lack of knowledge of the language.42 But the absence of clear regional markers in the Description has an effect somewhat similar to Saxton’s 1579 map of England and Wales (Figure 36.3). As in other sixteenth-century maps that register the Acts of Union between England and Wales of 1536–43, Wales is included in Saxton’s map under the title of ‘Anglia’, but the word ‘Wales’ does not appear on the map, and the territory is not identified as a separate entity.43 Similarly, in Harrison’s Description Wales is treated as a spatially coherent element of ‘Britain’, but its representation is hardly insular.

In important ways too the verbal nature of Harrison’s Description militates against the kind of omniscient perspective that a map of the realm might seek to provide. Rather than a single view of a nation or county, the Description offers multiple journeys around, through, and across. Moreover, the tone adopted by Harrison is at times harassed, even despairing; he frequently emphasizes the inadequate and incomplete nature of his survey, and appears to share freely with the reader his doubts, cavils, and animadversions. The following passage, for example, which follows Harrison’s description of the outer isles and commences his description of rivers, hardly sounds the ringing note of confidence of a cartographer working in lockstep with State power:
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FIGURE 36.3 Christopher Saxton’s map of England and Wales (1579).

whereas I entended at the first to have written at large, of the number, scituation, names, quantities, Townes, Villages, Castles, Mountaynes, Fresh waters, Plashes, or Lakes, Salt waters, and other commodities of the aforesaid Iles, mine expectation of information from all parts of Englande, was so deceyved in the ende, that I was fayne at last, onelye to leane to that which I knewe my selfe eyther by reading or such other helpe as I had already purchased and gotten of the same. And even so it happeneth also in this my tractation of waters, of whose heads, courses, length, bredth, depth of Chanell … ebbes, flowinges, and falles, I had thought to have made a perfect description [1587: under the report also of an imagined course taken by them all]. But now for want of instruction … I must needes content my selfe with such observations as I have eyther obtayned by myne owne experience, or gathered from tyme to tyme out of other mens writings: whereby the full discourse of the whole is utterly cut of, and in steed of the same a mangled rehearsall of the residue, set downe and left in memorie. [1577: I, Desc.Brit., 19r; 1587: I, Desc., 45]

Harrison’s comments gesture at once to the sweeping ambition of the Description and to the great difficulty that surrounded the accumulation of detailed information, particularly when it came to remote areas. The problem was not simply a lack of information, however: Harrison was also at pains to point out the problem of conflicting information, and the danger of misunderstanding source material:

Furthermore, this I have also to remember that in the courses of our streames, I regard not so much to name the very town or church, as the limits of the paroche, and therefore if I say it goeth by such a towne, I thinke my duety discharged, if I hitte upon any part or parcel of the paroche. This also hath not a little troubled me, I meane the evill writing of the names of many townes and villages, of which I have noted some one man in the description of a river to write it [1587: one towne] two or three maner of wayes, whereby I was inforced to chuse one (at adventure most commonly) that seemed the likeliest [1587: to be found] in myne opinion and judgement … [1577: I, Desc.Brit., 36r; 1587: I, Desc., 107]

There are several interesting admissions here. First, Harrison makes evident a certain lack of precision in his identification of riverside towns. Because he conflates town and parish boundaries his description will not distinguish between towns that lie on a river and those whose centres lie some distance away. Secondly, he has had to make subjective decisions about the spelling of toponyms. In an age of non-standard orthography it was inevitable that place names would be spelled in more than one way, but Harrison’s complaint does reveal some of the difficulties in establishing stable and recognizable geographic description. Finally, these comments indicate the dangers inherent in relying on written accounts of others, rather than first-hand observation. Given the time constraints Harrison faced, he had no other option.

The nature of the Description in both editions of the Chronicles is ad hoc, accretive, and at times virtually hand to mouth. Harrison gives a description of the river Wytham, and then receives a letter from a friend, which he decides to set down ‘although the river be sufficientlie described alredie’ (1587: I, Desc., 101).44 Unlike the maps emerging from the ateliers of cartographers such as Gerard Mercator, Ortelius, and Saxton, Harrison could not and did not claim to provide a ‘new and accurate depiction’ of the realm. His information was necessarily derivative, greedily seized from the mass of material in Leland’s manuscripts; from pamphlets and letters received from contacts; from the work of fellow antiquaries such as Nowell, Lambarde, and Stow; from maps; and from the bedrock of medieval English historiography. All the same, Harrison does organize and structure his material so as to form a readable and coherent account of England and Wales. The Description is perhaps best seen as an unfinished part of a work in progress—the work of producing verbal and visual maps of the realm of daunting complexity and detail which was announced so flamboyantly by Leland, and which then stalled and stuttered before being taken up and divided between various labourers. Its fruit can be seen in the works of Saxton, Camden, Norden, and Speed. Harrison too was undoubtedly an heir, but by the 1570s and until the 1600s Leland’s legacy had become divided, maps and words separated. Of course, as the Description shows, maps informed purely verbal descriptions of land in important ways. But the Description also reveals the greater proclivity of verbal description of land to spill into social commentary, to digress, and to doubt itself.




CHAPTER 37

ENGLAND

RALPH HOULBROOKE

ENGLAND AND BRITAIN IN THE DESCRIPTION

The Chronicles begin with William Harrison’s three books entitled An Historicall Description of the Islande of Britayne, with a briefe rehearsall of the nature and qualities of the people of Englande, and of all such commodities as are to be founde in the same (Chronicles 1577: Desc. Brit.,* 1). Harrison’s epistle dedicatory to his patron, Lord Cobham, provides the best account of how he came to write these introductory books. Various friends had pressed him to ‘set down some briefe discourse of parcell’ of things he had observed in reading the ‘manifold antiquities’ he had perused as materials for his ‘Chronology’. He had reluctantly agreed to prepare something that would ‘stand in lieu of a description of my Country’. In this task he had been helped by John Leland’s commentaries ‘of the state of Britaine’, by letters and pamphlets from ‘sundrie places and shires of Englande’, and by such writers as had previously ‘made mention of the condition of our country’. He acknowledged his heavy dependence on other men’s work and the ‘negligence, disorder, and evill disposition of matter’ in his treatise. He nevertheless hoped that, since he was the first to have undertaken ‘so particularly to describe this Isle of Britaine’, the learned and godly would correct his mistakes charitably (1577: I, Desc. Brit.,* 2r–v). Two points stand out from this account. First, Harrison’s friends thought his prime qualifications for the task were his chronological work and his reading about ‘antiquities’. He freely admitted that others were more skilled in chorography, and that his own travels had been extremely limited. Secondly, the aim was nevertheless to produce a description of his country, which, Harrison believed, had actually become the first detailed description of the island of Britain. But though Harrison’s British vision readily encompassed the Welsh, he showed much less interest in Scotland. His description of it was for the most part a translation (1587: II, Scot., 3). He devoted a chapter to the islands round the coast of Britain, but said very little about the links between Britain and Ireland: his vision was not ‘archipelagic’ in that sense (1587: I, Desc., 29 ff.).

Although Harrison sought to achieve a ‘Historicall Description’, his modern reputation rests not on his chronological labours, or his lengthy though derivative and sometimes misleading accounts of English institutions and localities that he knew only at second hand, but on his own observations. It is above all as a ‘Classic Contemporary Account of Tudor Social Life’ that his work has attracted modern historians.1

For the second edition of the Chronicles Harrison added new material, revised much of what he had previously written, and reorganized the content of his books in a more logical sequence. An unobtrusive change in the running page heading at the start of the second book now signalled the beginning of the ‘The description of England’.2 He placed nearly all the chapters concerned with England’s constitution and society in Book II. Even after this rearrangement, however, Book I still contained chapters largely or entirely devoted to English topography. Wales was not treated separately, but described in chapters largely concerned with England. The chapters given the running heading of ‘The Description of England’ in 1587 remained inextricably linked with, and indeed part of, the larger Description of Britain.

This chapter begins by setting the description of England in its British context. It explores Harrison’s ideas about the extent to which ancient British ethnic stock, religion, and laws had survived subsequent invasions. It reviews Harrison’s accounts of the English Church, laws, and legislature in his own day. Harrison was proud of England’s natural endowments and of what he perceived as the good qualities of its inhabitants. A concern for the conservation, development, and best use of England’s resources runs through his Description. He believed that greed, extravagance, and ruthlessly competitive self-advancement posed serious threats to England’s self-sufficiency and internal harmony, and this conviction is particularly apparent in his account of the English social order. His scattered remarks about the English monarchs of his time strongly reflect the broader pattern of his ideas.

England’s dominant position within Britain has encouraged the English in ‘their centuries-old habit of equating Britain with England’. English (or Anglo-Norman) appropriation of ‘an ancient British heritage’ was an early response to Geoffrey of Monmouth’s History of the Kings of Britain, completed in about 1138.3 The Description and the immediately following History of England follow Geoffrey in attributing pivotal importance to the arrival of Brutus, supposedly in the twelfth century BC. Over 900 years before the arrival of Brutus (Harrison believed, drawing on the fictitious chronicle of the repeopling of the world after the Flood, attributed to Berosus ‘the Chaldean’ and published by Annius Viterbiensis in 1498), Britain had been colonized by descendants of Noah’s third son Japheth, and later conquered by Albion and his followers, giants descended from Cham, Noah’s second son. The original colonists had brought to Britain a true knowledge of God, but this had subsequently become corrupted through the admixture of superstition (Chronicles 1577: I, Desc.Brit., 1r–2v, 7r–8r; 1587: I, Desc., 1–2).4

Brutus or Brytus, great-grandson of the Trojan Aeneas, had conquered the island, renamed it Britain, and had established his capital where London would subsequently stand. Brutus had been the first ruler to make a threefold division of Britain, entrusting to his eldest son Locrinus ‘the greatest and best Region of all the rest, which of hym to this day is called Lhoegres among the Britons, but in our language Englande’, and to his second and third sons Camber and Albanactus portions soon named Cambria and Albania, later Wales and Scotland. But ‘the principalitie of the North partes of this Isle hath alwayes belonged to the kinges of Lhoegres’. According to a source used by Harrison, a tract addressed to Edward VI by the lawyer Nicholas Bodrugan alias Adams, the younger brothers’ portions were to be held of the eldest, ‘as of the worthiest of the bloud, accordyng to the Troyan lawe’. Harrison supplied a long list of homages and other evidence of Scottish subjection (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 39v–47r; 1587: I, Desc., 116–27).5

Brutus’s advent might thus have seemed a more decisive turning point in the island’s history than the untidy process of Germanic migration inaugurated by Hengist the Saxon in the fifth century. Only long afterwards, in about AD 800, had King Egbert, by then the supreme British ruler, decreed the replacement of the old name of Britain with ‘Angellandt’, ‘bicause his auncestours descended from the Angles’, one of the seven different nations that had arrived with the Saxons (1577: I, Desc. Brit., 2; 1587: I, Desc. 4–5).6 William Harrison perceived a thread of continuity in Britain’s history despite migrations and conquests. His account implies that at least some of the existing population, the natives or ‘homelings’, survived each successive invasion. Saxons and Britons had intermarried, Saxon princes with British ladies, ‘British barons’ with ‘the Saxon frowes’. Especially in his chapter about the different nations that had inhabited Britain, Harrison tended to describe invasions from the standpoint of the ‘homelings’ (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 3r; 1587: I, Desc., 6, 177). The Romans had introduced a new coinage and ‘inforced us to abandon our owne’ (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 92r; 1587: I, Desc. 217). The Saxons had first become acquainted with Britain through ‘the pyracie which they daily practised upon our coastes’. Called in by Vortigern to help him against the intruding Picts and Scots, they had gradually brought in greater numbers of their countrymen with their wives and children and had eventually gained possession of ‘the whole, or at the least wise the greatest part of our country’(1577: I, Desc.Brit., 2v–3r; 1587: I, Desc., 6).

Harrison coupled Wales with England, and often wrote of it as if it were part of England. Yet he recognized a distinct Welsh identity. The Welsh had kept the language that most closely resembled that of the ancient Britons, and they had also preserved, at least for some time, the true British Church and the old British laws.7 Latin and Saxon elements had diminished the pristine integrity of the British tongue, but it had survived all attempts by subsequent invaders to extinguish it. Cornish men spoke ‘a corrupted kinde of Brittish’. The ‘Scythian or highe Dutche’ language used by the Saxons had been ‘an hard and rough kinde of speach, god wotte, when our nation was brought first into acquaintance withall’, but had been ‘chaunged with us into a farre more fine and easie kind of utteraunce’, and had come to the tip of perfection under Elizabeth. It had survived the Norman Conquest and subsequent attempts to replace it with the ‘Norman or Frenche language’. ‘Scottish English’ (Scots) was ‘much broader and lesse pleasaunt in utterance’ than ‘ours’ (though Harrison in his 1587 revision took account of recent efforts to improve it). It resembled that spoken in the north of England (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 4v–5v; 1587: I, Desc., 14).

THE BRITISH AND THE ENGLISH CHURCHES

The authors of the Chronicles believed that the British Church had been founded during the second century AD. Lucius, king of Britain under Roman overlordship, had in AD 177 sent to Eleutherus bishop of Rome to ask him and the congregation there to despatch preachers to Britain, which became the first province to receive the faith. Lucius requested from Eleutherus a ‘copie of such politicke orders as were then used there, in their regiment of the Church’ (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 9r–10r; 1587: I, Desc., 24). Eleutherus’s celebrated reply, a fabrication of John’s reign, was rediscovered by the compilers of the Collectanea Satis Copiosa, the collection of texts designed to buttress Henry VIII’s claim to supremacy over the English Church. Eleutherus wrote that Christ had left sufficient order in the Scriptures for the government of his Church and kingdom, and told Lucius that he was God’s vicar within his realm. Eleutherus had not exploited Lucius’s request for advice to advance his own authority over the Church in Britain (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 10r; 1587: I, Desc., 25). The bishop of Rome had not yet been corrupted by wealth or worldly power.8

The pagan Saxons had rejected the Christianity of the British Church. Sadly, Augustine, sent by Pope Gregory, who had begun the work of converting the Saxons from paganism, had ‘also imbued them wyth no lesse hurtfull supersticion, then they did knowe before’ (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 11r; 1587: I, Desc., 27). Harrison and Holinshed were deeply ambivalent about the flawed and contaminated English Church that resulted. Many individual members of that Church had been men notable for their learning, good deeds, and holiness of life. However, it was impossible to see ‘the new begon Church of England’ as the true heir of the British Church. Augustine failed to win over the British or Welsh bishops because of the arrogant pride he showed towards them. Augustine warned them that if they would not preach to the English the way of life, they would suffer death at English hands (1577: I, Hist.Eng., 151–2; 1587: I, Hist., 102). William Harrison seems to have believed that Augustine had approved of a war during which King Ethelfrith of Northumbria, allied with Ethelbert of Kent, massacred 1,200 British priests and monks (1577: I, Hist.Eng., 153–4; 1587: I, Hist., 104).9

Harrison expanded his account of the Church of England from one to two chapters in 1587, and also placed it at the beginning of the portion of his Description devoted to England. He presented, largely in anecdotal form, evidence of prelatical and papal ambition and encroachment on royal authority during the Middle Ages and of the wealth, pomp, pride, and excessive secular involvements of popish bishops. The English Reformation accomplished hugely beneficial changes. God had restored the preaching of his Gospel after a long deterioration of religion since Augustine’s days. The royal supremacy, Harrison implied, had restored a proper relationship between crown and episcopate, even though (as he made clear in 1587) he disapproved of the translation of bishops from one see to another for ‘the preferment of the partie favoured, and advantage unto the prince’ (1587: I, Desc., 135). The bishops, now free from duties in court and council, preached regularly. They enjoyed much reduced incomes, but were generally beloved for their diligence (1577: I, Desc.Brit, 76r, 103r–v; 1587: I, Desc., 158).10 Harrison explained in 1587 that the bishops had had ‘more authoritie given unto them by kings and princes, to the end that the rest maie thereby be with more ease reteined within a limited compasse of uniformitie’ (1587: I, Desc., 157). He expressed surprise that so many called for the removal of the civil authority of bishops despite their inability to agree on a new form of discipline and government for the Church. It was impossible to ‘stirre up such an exquisite face of the church as we imagine or desire, sith our corruption is such that it will never yeeld to so great perfection’ (1587: I, Desc., 157–8).

Harrison emphasized the elements of England’s reformed liturgy that were taken directly from the Bible, the conduct of worship in the vernacular, and the possibility of congregational participation. All ‘monumentes of idolatry’ had been taken down, except for stained glass windows, spared because of the expense of replacing them (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 76v–77r; 1587: I, Desc., 138–9). The number of feast days had been greatly reduced, he added in 1587, and it would be ‘no great matter’ if they were further drastically reduced. Clerical apparel was now more decent than in the Catholic Church. Marriage had greatly enhanced the clergy’s hospitality. The English clergy were renowned in Europe for their learning (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 103v; 1587: I, Desc., 139, 158).

Harrison’s account is notable for the absence of adverse comments on a range of practices and institutions disliked by puritans. The Litany after Morning Prayer had been in Harrison’s opinion devised with the help of divine inspiration, although ‘manie curious, mindsicke persons’ utterly condemned it as ‘superstitious and savoring of conjuration and sorcerie’. The singing of responses and the Creed in cathedral services was done so plainly and distinctly, Harrison asserted, that all those present could understand what was being sung. Cathedrals retained capitular benefices as under ‘the Popish regiment’ but their occupants were now zealous preachers (1577: I, Desc.Brit. 75v, 76v; 1587: I, Desc. 135, 138.).11 Although Harrison put the lack of discipline in the Church first among the four things he most wanted to see reformed in England, he did not specify how that might be achieved, even though he himself served as a judge in an archdeacon’s court (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 91v; 1587: I, Desc., 213). In 1587 he wanted adultery much more severely punished, but principally in order to satisfy the wronged party (1587: I, Desc., 185). He also suggested that punishment ‘by the pursse’ was sometimes more grievous to the offender than penance, a pragmatic justification of the practice of commutation so disliked by puritans (1587: I, Desc., 135). Finally, Harrison was a pluralist for most of his career. In 1587 he explicitly justified the holding of two benefices as a means of supporting an adequately qualified incumbent and enabling at least one of the parishes concerned to benefit from his preaching (1587: I, Desc., 136).

Harrison wholeheartedly approved of the exercises called a ‘prophecie or conference’ designed to monitor the clergy’s study of the Scriptures and improve their ability to expound God’s Word (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 76r; 1587: I, Desc., 135). For the 1587 revision, Harrison added a paragraph deploring the fact that Satan had ‘stirred up adversaries’ to this profitable exercise (1587: I, Desc., 136). Harrison’s account of the suppression of the exercises in the surviving last part of his ‘Great Chronology’ suggests that he attributed it to the enmity of unnamed courtiers.12

Harrison saw the influence of greedy and powerful laymen as the source of many of the Church’s continuing problems. The clergy were far more heavily taxed than the laity. Covetous patrons bestowed benefices on ‘weavers, pedlers, and glovers’ on terms (Harrison implied in 1577) that amounted to simony. Some used benefices to reward their menial servants. In this misuse of patronage lay patrons much resembled the pope (he added in 1587), and yet they were the first to complain of the inadequacy of the clergy, hoping that they would in time be able to acquire the clergy’s lands (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 76v; 1587: I, Desc., 137).

BRITISH AND ENGLISH LAW

The roots of British law were pre-Christian. Dunwallon Mulmutius, who had begun to rule c. 438 BC, had been famous for the ‘provident framing of his lawes, and constitutions’ (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 97v; 1587: I, Desc., 176–7). The Britons had upheld ‘The Laws of Mulmutius’ until the Saxon conquest. The Saxons had rejected them on their first arrival, but such noted lawgivers as Ethelbert, Ine, and Alfred had subsequently incorporated many of them into their own codes, and indeed referred to them first before deciding whether new ones needed to be made (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 97v; 1587: I, Desc., 177). Alfred had also adopted the laws of the ancient British queen, Martia (a figment of the imagination of Geoffrey of Monmouth, who had misunderstood Alfred’s reference to the laws of Mercia).13

Holinshed, drawing upon Polydore Vergil’s Anglica Historia, mentioned the legislative reforms of Edward the Confessor, who selected from the huge ‘masse and heape’ of past laws the ‘most indifferent and necessary’, which ‘wer afterwards called the common lawes’ (1577: I, Hist.Eng., 274; 1587: I, Hist., 191). According to William Harrison, the Normans, after initially rejecting Saxon laws, finally admitted ‘S. Edwardes lawes’ (in truth compiled in the twelfth century) and thus transmitted ‘a great number of Mulmutin lawes’, most of which were still in use in his day, even though they could not be identified with certainty (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 97v; 1587: I, Desc., 177).

Harrison admitted that he was ‘no lawier’, and that his account of the laws depended in part on what he had ‘gathered by report and common here saye’ (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 99r; 1587: I: Desc., 179). What had meditation on the law of God (part of his calling) to do with ‘any precise knowledge of the law of man’? The common law was one of the three main sources of English law, along with parliamentary statute and custom. It was based on:

sundrie maximes or principles, and yeares or termes, which doo conteine such cases as by great studie and solemne argument of the judges sound practise confirmed by long experience, fetched even from the course of most ancient lawes made farre before the conquest, and thereto the deepest reach and foundations of reason, are ruled and adjudged for law. [1577: I, Desc.Brit., 99v; 1587: I, Desc., 180]14

Customary law consisted of certain laudable customs used in a particular area ‘entended first to beginne uponn good and reasonable considerations’. It was perhaps unfortunate that Harrison chose gavelkind as his main example of custom, because he believed that this division of inheritances had first been devised by the Romans to weaken the Germans and make it more difficult for them to raise armies. Harrison also mentioned that the civil law, originally introduced by the Romans, was used in the chancery, admiralty, and other courts, and the canon law in the ecclesiastical courts. He noted that the statutes of the realm had ‘greatly infringed the large scope’ of the canon law and ‘brought the exercise of the same into some narrower limits’, as he would have known from his personal experience as a judge in an ecclesiastical court (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 76v, 99r–v; 1587: I, Desc., 138, 179).

Harrison complained at various points of the neglect of laws, citing various explanations. Some said that the great number of laws made it impossible for subjects to avoid breaking them, others that their frequent alteration bred a general contempt of all good laws. But many attributed inferiors’ disregard of good order to the ‘facility in dispensation’ with laws, and their breach by people of superior rank (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 38v; 1587: I, Desc., 111). Some wished (he said) that fewer licences (i.e. those dispensing with the requirements of the law) were issued for private benefit. Without meaning to call the royal prerogative in question, they wanted it made a serious offence to obtain anything prejudicial to the public good from the prince, who was ‘not acquainted wyth the botome of the estate of common things’, an assertion Harrison prudently omitted in 1587 (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 38v).

There had been a huge growth of litigation, Harrison remarked in 1587, partly to provide employment for the excessively increased numbers of lawyers and attorneys, and partly because men had become ‘farre more contentious than they have beene in time past, and readier to revenge their quarrels of small importance’ (1587: I, Desc., 156). The poorest men, who were commonly the most contentious, refused to have their cases heard near their homes and insisted on going to London. Demand for lawyers’ services had made them prodigiously rich. Litigation was deliberately cultivated ‘by sundrie varlets that go about the countrie as promoters or brokers betweene the pettie foggers of the lawe, and the common people’ (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 100r; 1587: I, Desc., 181). The outcome of cases at the assizes was often influenced by the manipulation of juries. One side sometimes prolonged proceedings by getting one or more men onto the jury ‘that will in his behalfe never yeeld unto the rest’. It was common practice for the ‘craftier or stronger side’ to procure or pack a jury to make ‘sure of the issue before the charge be given’ (1587: I, Desc., 155). Honest yeomen jurors who decided according to their consciences were now and then sued for giving a false verdict, bound to appear before the Star Chamber, and put to such a trouble that they preferred to avoid jury service. This resulted in the impanelling of poor men who lacked sufficient intelligence and judgement (1587: I, Desc., 155–6).

PARLIAMENT

In 1577 Harrison included an account of Parliament as a legislative assembly in his chapter ‘Of the Lawes of England’. For the second edition of the Chronicles, he added a separate chapter that he largely borrowed from Sir Thomas Smith’s De Republica Anglorum. However, he made some striking changes to Smith’s account. He wrote that Parliament ‘hath the most high and absolute power of the realme, for thereby kings and mightie princes have from time to time beene deposed from their thrones, lawes either enacted or abrogated, offendors of all sorts punished, and corrupted religion either dissannulled or reformed’ (1587: I, Desc., 173). Smith had written, more prosaically, that Parliament besides abrogating old laws and making new, established ‘formes of religion’ and gave ‘formes of succession to the crowne’, as well as mentioning various other powers of Parliament, including taxation, omitted by Harrison.15 When he mentioned the deposition of kings, Harrison was doing no more than alluding to events set out in Holinshed’s History of England. One modern commentator, Annabel Patterson, believes that Elizabeth would have perceived a challenge in Harrison’s rephrasing of Smith’s statement concerning religious legislation. However, Harrison used the past tense, rather than Smith’s present, and he might well have had the far-reaching Henrician and Edwardian statutes particularly in mind, as well as Elizabeth’s own settlement, rather than, as Patterson suggests, ‘the Puritan or Grindalian hope’ of future reformation of religion.16 (Harrison’s references to Puritan activity in or out of Parliament in the surviving final volume of his ‘Chronology’ are almost wholly negative.) However, Harrison’s account clearly but mistakenly implies that the representatives of the lower clergy joined with the Commons in confirming parliamentary legislation, going well beyond Smith’s statement that the bishops were present in Parliament for the clergy (1587: I, Desc., 173).

The origins of Parliament were somewhat obscure. In the days of the great Anglo-Saxon lawgivers, Harrison explained, ‘what soever the prince in publike assemblie commanded upon the necessitie of his subjects, or his own voluntarie authoritie, was counted for law’ (1587: I, Desc., 177). Holinshed believed that Henry I had been the first king regularly to summon Parliaments in order to obtain their consents to measures concerning ‘the state of the common wealth and conservation thereof’ (1577: II, 354; 1587: III, 38). Occasional consultative assemblies had however taken place long before that (e.g. 1577: I, Hist.Eng., 271; 1587: I, Hist., 188). The Chronicles showed the importance of Parliament in the later history of England. But the institution of Parliament would not have appeared by any means unique to England. Parliaments bulked large in Holinshed’s History of Scotland, where their origins could be traced back to 327 BC (1577: I, Hist.Scot., 7; 1587: II, Scot. 32).17

ENGLAND’S ENDOWMENTS: THEIR USE AND MISUSE

The passages in William Harrison’s Description devoted to England are suffused with ingenuous pride in the natural endowments of his native land and the qualities of its inhabitants, though also shot through with pessimism about the deleterious effects of human greed and covetousness. Harrison’s picture of England is in many respects fresh, lively, and perceptive as well as idiosyncratic and opinionated. However, although the deservedly best-known elements of his description draw largely on his own observations and his conversations with a variety of local informants, his personal acquaintance with his native country was, in geographical terms, comparatively limited. In his epistle dedicatory addressed to Lord Cobham Harrison admitted he had never travelled forty miles in his life, except between Essex and Kent, and from London to Oxford and Cambridge. In 1587 he added the qualifying phrase ‘untill now of late’, but it is far from clear that the previous decade had greatly extended the range of his travels.18 Harrison’s vivid account of English living conditions and economic and social relationships was largely based on his knowledge of the parts of England with which he was most familiar, especially Essex (1587: I, sig. A4r–v). In 1587 he made thirty-three additions to the list he had borrowed from John Stow of English fairs. Over a third of them were in Essex, nearly all in Essex or immediately adjoining counties (1587: I, Desc., 245–6). Harrison remarked that he had known great woods of beech and hazel in many places, especially Berkshire, Oxfordshire, and Buckinghamshire (1577: I, Desc.Brit.; 1587: I, Desc., 213). These were all counties he might have passed through on his way to Oxford.

In his chorographical and topographical descriptions William Harrison drew openly and heavily on other men’s work, above all John Leland’s, though he frequently expanded, embroidered, or incorrectly paraphrased information derived from Leland as well as other authors. In the chapters he devoted to Britain’s coastal islands and rivers, he complained of the obscurity of Leland’s notes (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 25r; 1587: I, Desc., 63).19 Christopher Saxton’s early maps gave Harrison particularly valuable help in his task of describing rivers, and he also used information about the numbers of market towns and parishes that Saxton published along with them.

Harrison readily admitted his lack of acquaintance with foreign lands, although he drew on a huge range of classical and modern European authors. Understandably, he attempted no sustained comparison between England and foreign countries in the Description. Nor does it convey a strong sense of what was distinctive about English laws and institutions compared with those of other nations. Harrison’s national pride nevertheless emerges in his remarks about the character and physical constitution of Britons, particularly Englishmen. Men bred in ‘this Island’ were mostly of good complexion, tall, strong, white in colour, and brave. Britons were famous for their courage in war. In martial prowess there was little difference between Englishmen and Scots. England’s repeated military successes against the Scots had not been for want of manhood on the Scots’ part, but rather to God’s justice in punishing them for always being the aggressors. Harrison granted that the inhabitants of countries further south generally exceeded the English in ‘Pregnancie of witte, nimblenesse of lymmes, and pollitike inventions’, though these gifts often degenerated ‘into meere subtiltie, instabilitie, unfaithfulnesse, and crueltie’ (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 38v–39r; 1587: I, Desc., 114–15). The French, for all their cunning, deviousness, and duplicity, had never achieved as much in Britain as had the English in France. In 1587 Harrison showed particular misgivings about the effects of Italian travel and education. He disliked the ‘usual’ resort of civil lawyers and physicians to Italy. Without God’s special grace, very few returned good men from a country where the people were so licentious and corrupt. Noblemen’s and gentlemen’s sons brought back from Italy ‘nothing but meere atheisme, infidelitie, vicious conversation, & ambitious and proud behaviour’ (1587: I, Desc., 150, 162).

Harrison believed that England was exceptionally fortunate in her excellent combination of natural resources, even if she was not as well endowed as foreign nations in some particular respects. Britain’s soil was fruitful, though more profitable for grazing than for tillage. The best pasture in all England was in Wales.20 English cattle, horses, sheep, goats, and swine were unsurpassed.21 The chief British rivers abounded in fish; no river in Europe could exceed the Thames in its plenty of fat and sweet salmon.22 English honey was reputedly the best. England was unique in the number, excellence, and diversity of her dogs.23 English saffron was the most excellent of all.24 Beginning his chapter on England’s mineral resources, Harrison reflected that ‘we are blessed every way, & there is no temporall commoditie necessary to bee had or craved by any nacion at Gods hand, that he hath not in most abundaunt maner bestowed upon us Englishmen if we coulde see to use it, and be thankefull for the same’ (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 114v; 1587: I, Desc., 236).

But alas, Englishmen were greedy for ‘trifling’ foreign imports. Cunning foreigners cheapened goods they supplied so as to deprive Englishmen of the incentive to make or process such commodities for themselves. English cloth was sent abroad to be shorn and dressed while English cloth-workers starved, Harrison remarked, showing his characteristic sympathy with the small producer.25 (This was a rare reference to England’s best-known industry. Harrison showed little interest in industrial processes or understanding of them.) English people had an insatiable appetite for foreign fashions and materials in clothes. England had been happiest when ‘an Englishman was knowne abroad by his owne cloth’ (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 97r; 1587: I, Desc., 172). English consumers demanded the very best Murano drinking glasses, Harrison added in 1587, despising drinking vessels of humbler materials, and consumed enormous quantities of some eighty-six varieties of imported wine (1587: I, Desc., 166–7). Englishmen had neglected the planting of vines despite the abundant evidence of past English wine production. The making of glass and other finely wrought wares in Britain in ancient times showed that ‘our countriemen’ had then been far more industrious ‘in the use and application of the benefits of their countrie’ than they were to be after the coming of the Saxons or Normans (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 38r; 1587: I, Desc., 111). A welcome exception to the pattern of English dependence on foreign sources of supply was the recent growth of hop cultivation, noted in 1587. Harrison attributed it to the malpractices of the Flemings, England’s previous suppliers (1587: I, Desc., 110).

Woodlands were a once abundant national resource that had been dangerously depleted since ancient times by the clearing of land for cultivation, the building of more substantial dwellings, and a variety of industrial uses. Harrison particularly deprecated what seemed to him the perverse English neglect of plentiful resources of stone in favour of brick, ‘in burning whereof a great part of the wood of this lande is dayly consumed and spent, to the no small decay of that commoditie and hinderaunce of the poore that perish oft for colde’ (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 114r; 1587: I, Desc., 234). Iron and glass manufacture likewise bred ‘great expense and waste of wood’. Harrison wanted this depletion offset by a requirement that all occupiers of forty acres in open country should plant one with trees. He perceived the beginning of the substitution of coal for wood, but could hardly imagine how far that process would go (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 91r–v; 1587: I, Desc., 213, 236, 238).

Second on his list of things needing reform, after the want of Church discipline, was ‘the covetous dealing of most of our merchants in the preferment of the commodities of other countries, and hinderance of their owne’, despite his awareness that (as in the case of iron and glass) domestic production sometimes had its disadvantages. English merchants raised the prices of foreign goods in England and (Harrison added in 1587) caused domestic shortages of English commodities by exporting them on a large scale (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 91v, 105r–v; 1587: I, Desc., 163, 213). No fall in price had resulted from English merchants’ voyages to new and distant sources of supply. It had been better to allow foreign merchants to bring to England the commodities of their own countries. A restriction of the ‘huge heape’ of English merchants was desirable, though Harrison admitted that the merchants contributed to the maintenance of the navy (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 105r–v; 1587: I, Desc., 163). Nowhere were the evils of trade more apparent than in grain markets. Harrison gave a bleakly pessimistic account of what he saw as poorly regulated domestic fairs and markets. Dealers and farmers alike drove up prices to the disadvantage of the poor by buying up or holding back available supplies, by hoarding, and by sending produce to remoter English markets or overseas.26

ENGLISH SOCIETY

Despite his London birth, and his tenure of London benefices, Harrison was at heart a countryman. He understood the countryside and agriculture far better than commerce or manufacturing. His chapter ‘Of Cities and Townes in England’, largely concerned with their ancient history, develops into a gloomy discussion of population decline.27 Harrison described London Bridge (borrowing from John Stow), and the traffic on the Thames, and thought Henry VII’s chapel at Westminster one of the three most ‘notable piles’ in Europe.28 But he wrote little about life in England’s rapidly growing capital city. He disapproved of the more extravagant London female fashions. He thought that townsmen and Londoners repaid country guests for abundant rural hospitality with a niggardly welcome. In all England there were no worse inns than in London, though many there were far better than the best Harrison had heard of in any foreign country.29

In his account of the social structure,30 Harrison placed yeomen in third place after gentlemen and citizens. They were people who commonly lived wealthily, kept good houses, and worked hard to enrich themselves. Most of them were farmers to gentlemen. Many of them bought the lands of unthrifty gentlemen and by giving their own sons a suitable education or leaving them a sufficient estate enabled them to rise into the ranks of the gentry. Among the ‘fourth and last sort of people’ Harrison included ‘day labourers, poore husbandmen, and some retaylers (which have no free lande) copy holders, & al artificers, as Taylours, Shoomakers, Carpenters: Brickemakers, Masons, &c.’ (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 105v; 1587: I, Desc., 163). In this miscellaneous category he lumped together groups of very different levels of income. Harrison’s account provides an original and often quoted analysis of the English social structure, but it is neither precise nor entirely consistent. Some of the most warmly sympathetic passages in Harrison’s description, ones clearly resting on personal acquaintance, are those that describe the lives of husbandmen and craftsmen. Harrison found them ‘sufficiently liberall, and very friendly at their tables, and when they meete, they are so merie without malice, and plaine without inwarde craft & subtilty that it would doe a man good to be in companie among them’ (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 95r; 1587: I, Desc., 168).31 Even inferior artificers and most farmers, Harrison noted in 1577, had ‘learned also to garnish their cubbordes with plate, their beddes with tapistrie, and silke hanginges, and their tables with fine naperie’, though he qualified this somewhat implausible picture of luxury purchases by groups of relatively low social standing for the second edition by adding that farmers had done this ‘by vertue of their old and not of their new leases’ (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 85r; 1587: I, Desc., 188). Old men in Harrison’s village of Radwinter had talked about three notable changes during their lifetimes: the proliferation of chimneys, the improvement of bedding, and the replacement of wooden platters with ones of pewter, and wooden spoons with ones of silver or tin.32 In the second edition, however, Harrison revealed his awareness that bedding was ‘not verie much amended as yet in some parts of Bedfordshire, and elsewhere further off from our southerne parts’ (1587: I, Desc., 188). He also offset the previous impression of rising standards of living by including the old men’s testimony concerning various adverse changes: the decay of the hospitality that had formerly relieved the poor, the enhancement of rents, the oppression of copyholders by their landlords, and the spread of usury. These were not new developments. He had already implied in 1577 that rents might be raised tenfold or more on the renewal of a lease. He had believed, however, that by the middle of his term the farmer would be able to save six or seven years’ rent towards a new lease, as well as buying new household luxuries. Such a man could only have been a substantial farmer who profited from buoyant market prices. Very different was the fate of poor copyholders facing increased entry fines, whose landlords drove them ‘for everie trifle to loose and forfeit their tenures’ (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 85v; 1587: I, 189). Elsewhere he described the amalgamation of holdings into larger farms, and the concentration of landownership in fewer hands, whereby the majority of the population in many villages were ‘compelled eyther to be hyred servaunts unto the other or else to begge their bread in misery from doore to doore’ (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 82v; 1587: I, Desc., 193).

Harrison’s chapter ‘Of Provision Made for the Poore’ sets out three main causes of poverty, in accordance with conventional thinking on the topic: impotency, casualty, and thriftlessness (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 106v–107r; 1587: I, Desc., 182–4). Of the recently dispossessed landless poor, some behaved in a way that enabled them to be treated as victims of ‘casualty’. But the wilful majority slipped easily into the third category: they proved ‘idle beggers’ or remained ‘starke theeves’ until the gallows ate them up. Harrison’s eloquent sympathy for the dispossessed soon evaporated in the face of such behaviour. Most of his chapter, which relies in part on a recent tract by Thomas Harman, focuses on the ‘thriftless’ poor. In 1587 he nevertheless condemned forthrightly those who grudged at the ‘great increase of people in these daies’ (1587: I, Desc., 183). Harrison saw a larger population as a resource for the realm, especially in case of an invasion. (Harrison does not however seem to have been convinced that the population had grown: he wrote elsewhere that it was ‘an easie matter to proove that England was never lesse furnished with people than at this present’; 1587: I, Desc., 205.)

Harrison devoted much the greater part of his chapter ‘Of Degrees of People’ to a description of the upper ranks of society, including a long account of the Order of the Garter (1587: I, Desc., 156–62). The nobility and gentry nevertheless attracted much explicit and implicit criticism from him, more especially in 1587. Higher incomes from their estates were needed to finance their extravagant expenditure on food, dress, furnishings, and buildings. Their parks and sheepwalks diminished the population. They included many greedy predators of the Church. Young gentlemen who lived beyond their means were responsible for large numbers of robberies, as were serving men, kept in excessive numbers by many gentry, who encouraged their masters’ prodigality and unlawful exactions from their tenants (1587: I, Desc., 164, 186). Courtiers were particularly extravagant. In the ladies who waited on the queen, there seemed to be a ‘dailie conflict and contention’ between their ‘amiable countenances and costlinesse of attire’ (1587: I, Desc., 196). ‘Common courtiers’ were for the most part outstandingly learned and ‘indued with excellent gifts’, but many of them were also notoriously bad men (1587: I, Desc., 196).

THE MONARCHY

All things in England were administered in the name and by the authority of the ‘prince, monarch, and head governour’ (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 105r; 1587: I, Desc., 164). For William Harrison, some of the greatest rulers of Britain were very distant figures: Brutus, Mulmutius, Lucius, Arthur, Egbert, Alfred, and Edgar. He accorded few of the kings who had ruled between the conquest by William ‘the Bastard’ and his own day more than three or four brief references.

Henry VIII, ‘one of the noblest princes that ever reigned in this land’ stands out in contrast as a powerful and vividly delineated personality (1577: I, Desc. Brit., 105v; 1587: I, Desc., 164). Having ‘shaken of the more then servile yoke of the Popish tyrannie’, Henry had found himself surrounded by hostile powers, and had therefore undertaken a programme of coastal defences that made him in Harrison’s view the ‘moste provident Prince that ever reigned in this lande for the fortification therof agaynst all outwarde enemies’ (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 83r; 1587: I, Desc., 194). He had also been an unequalled builder of palaces, ‘the onely phenix of his time, for fine and curious masonrye’ (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 83v; 1587: I, Desc., 196). Yet Henry had also founded several new sees and two new university colleges: this arch spoiler of the Church escaped the bitter complaints Harrison usually directed against those who gobbled up ecclesiastical endowments. Indeed, Harrison imagined Henry firmly resisting pressure from ‘greedie gripers’ for grants of university college lands (1587: I, Desc., 151). Henry’s reforms of Welsh government had ‘made the Brytons or Welchmen equall in all respectes unto the Englishe and brought to passe that both nations should indifferently be governed by one law’ (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 74r; 1587: I, Desc., 154). Harrison even seemed to excuse Henry’s disastrous debasement of the coinage when he attributed it to ‘those inestimable charges, which dyvers wayes oppressed him’ (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 117r; 1587: I, Desc., 218).

In contrast, Harrison rarely mentioned in the Description Edward VI, a heroic figure for many Protestant reformers.33 The tone of his references to Queen Elizabeth is loyal without being effusive. The remarks he made in 1587 about the suppression of the exercises and the crown’s profits from episcopal translations were at least indirectly critical of her. The most immediate impression of her personal involvement in government comes in a passage which describes how the queen’s summer progresses allow her to ‘view the estate of the countrie and heare the complaints of hir poore commons injuried by hir unjust officers or their substitutes’ (1587: I, Desc., 196), hardly a flattering tribute to the quality of Elizabethan administration. Harrison noted the ‘huge summes of money’ spent by the queen on the fashionable building work carried out by her appointment at Windsor Castle, ‘which is more for pleasure than for either profit or safegard’ (1587: I, Desc., 196). He alluded to the dangers Elizabeth had faced in her sister’s reign when he remarked that she delighted to sojourn at Woodstock, even though it had been the place in which she had spent part of her captivity ‘when it pleased God to try hir by affliction and calamity’ (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 83v; 1587: I, Desc., 196). In the 1577 edition, Harrison explained Elizabeth’s choice of ‘Elizabeth Jonas’ as a name for one of her ships, ‘devised by hir grace in remembraunce of hir owne deliverance from the fury of hir enemies’ (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 87r), a canny way of signalling the perils in which her support for the Protestant cause had involved her. Beneficial measures of Elizabeth’s reign singled out by Harrison were the completion of the recoinage commenced under her immediate predecessors, and what he depicted as a provident and speedy programme of rearmament immediately after her accession (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 86v, 117r; 1587: I, Desc., 198, 218).

CONCLUSION

William Harrison saw England as the fitting portion of Brutus’s eldest son, to which supremacy over the island of Britain had been inseparably annexed. To the time of the British kings who had succeeded Brutus could be traced the origins of law and Christianity in Britain. There was a considerable residue of ancient British law in English common law. The English had, sadly, received Christianity in a corrupted form, but Henry VIII had thrown off the papal tyranny and begun a salutary reformation. The British language survived, albeit in adulterated form, among the Welsh. Harrison implied that in his day England’s population was a mixture of several of the peoples that had inhabited Lhoegres. Henry VIII had made the Welsh equal with the English in all respects.

God had blessed Britain, and more especially England, with abundant natural endowments. Two fundamental principles underpinned Harrison’s economic thought: the best use of resources and their equitable allocation. Broadly speaking, he wanted England to be self-sufficient as far as possible, though this autarkic ideal was qualified by his conviction that it was cheaper to import some commodities and better not to use precious resources on their manufacture at home. All superfluous imports were undesirable, however. He was deeply suspicious of all forms of commercial activity. Traders and merchants manipulated the exchange of goods at the expense of other buyers and sellers in the market. The greed of gain, accompanied by the appetite for conspicuous consumption, was the root of evil against which he most frequently inveighed. All too many owners of land and other resources impoverished others to enhance their own wealth. Previous commentators have remarked upon the darker and more mordant tone of the Description in the second edition.34 All the most important elements of Harrison’s critique had been present in the first edition, but given the opportunity of revising his work, Harrison not only rearranged it and included much new material, but also warmed to his favourite themes. He developed and sharpened his social criticism.

Harrison’s religious convictions informed his critical view of English society, and his vocation as a Christian minister gave him the confidence to expose its shortcomings. However, he repeatedly confessed his ignorance of the details of law and administration, and his understanding of commercial and industrial processes was limited. As a member of the English clergy he could describe the Church of England with a much more expert eye. He saw room for improvement in the Church, but he deeply mistrusted the motives of the clergy’s lay critics, and rejected thoroughgoing reform of the Church’s liturgy or government.35




CHAPTER 38

SCOTLAND

ROGER MASON

ON the face of it, the purpose of this chapter is straightforward enough: to examine how Scotland and the Scots are depicted in Holinshed’s Chronicles. Here, however, as in so many other respects, the scope and nature of the Chronicles ensures that no single or consistent image of the Scots, and no single or consistent understanding of their past, is presented. On the contrary, what is striking is the multivocality of the text and the lack of harmony evident in the various ways in which the Scots are perceived and described. These competing voices, and the contested narratives that they articulate, are further complicated by near contemporary events, notably the overthrow of Mary, Queen of Scots in 1567 and her captivity in England from 1568. The Stewart Queen, and her Catholic claim to Elizabeth’s throne, were still acutely sensitive issues when the first edition of the Chronicles was published in 1577 and even more so in 1587 when the appearance of the second edition coincided with Mary’s trial and execution. The highly charged events of Mary’s career would require sensitive handling in the febrile world of Elizabethan politics.

Before exploring this aspect of the Chronicles, however, what follows focuses in turn on the three most obvious and discordant views of the northern kingdom to be found in Holinshed. First, it looks at how Scotland is represented in the Scottish Chronicle itself, derived essentially from Scottish sources, and presenting an image of the Scottish kingdom as ancient and autonomous, using its glorious past to legitimize its present independence. It is noticeable, however, that in the marginalia to this self-congratulatory narrative a degree of editorial scepticism, if not outright hostility, is introduced; and this second much less flattering representation of Scotland and the Scots is equally evident in the chronicle of England where the Scottish crown’s feudal dependence on its English counterpart is built into the narrative from the very outset. If there are hints too of underlying assumptions of cultural superiority, contrasting Scottish barbarism with English civility, such ethnic stereotyping, and the Anglocentric master-narrative that it informs, surfaces with a vengeance in Harrison’s Description of Britain, the third voice examined in this chapter. Here, if anywhere, one might expect to find some engagement with the ideology of Protestant British union that was first articulated in the late 1540s and that would facilitate and underwrite the Anglo-Scottish union of 1603. Neither Harrison, however, nor indeed the Chronicles as a whole, shows any real interest in the potentialities of British union or in constructing a genuinely British (far less archipelagic) past. While it is possible to detect some sympathy for the young James VI, his suitability as Elizabeth’s heir is something that could be bruited only in coded language, and it did not prevent his Scottish subjects emerging from the Chronicles in at best an ambivalent light and at worst a negative one.

THE MATTER OF SCOTLAND

As the title-page of the 1577 Scottish Chronicle makes clear it was primarily Holinshed himself who had ‘gathered and written [it] in the English tongue’ (Chronicles 1577: I, sig. 2A1r). However, the Description of Scotland that precedes the main narrative is the work, not of Holinshed, but of Harrison, who confessed that he had chosen ‘rather only with the losse of three or foure dayes to translate Hector out of the Scottish (a tongue verie like unto ours) than with more expense of time to devise a newe, or followe the Latin copie’ (1577: II, sig. *b2r). In other words, he had chosen to English John Bellenden’s Scots vernacular translation of Hector Boece’s original Scotorum Historia, published in Paris in 1527. Bellenden had been commissioned by James V to translate Boece into Scots and his loose but effective version had been published in Edinburgh in the 1530s. In fact, Harrison later tells his readers that he has used Boece’s Latin as well as Bellenden’s Scots version, ‘gathering such sence out of both as most did stande with my purposed brevity’ (1577: II, 17) and Holinshed probably pursued the same method in writing his English version of the narrative proper. Certainly, Boece was his main source, and is first in the brief list of authorities that precedes the chronicle, followed by his Latin continuator Giovanni Ferrerio, whose new edition of Boece had been published in Paris as recently as 1574.1

What appeared in the 1577 volume is more or less replicated in the second edition of 1587, though an additional section, The Annals of Scotland, was added to Holinshed’s original narrative by Francis Thynne, providing very sketchy coverage of the years from 1571 (where Holinshed had left off) to 1586. However, Thynne also took the opportunity to amplify earlier sections of the chronicle and considerably to expand the sixteenth-century material, largely through selective use of the De origine, moribus, et rebus gestis Scotorum by the exiled Catholic bishop of Ross, John Lesley, published in Rome in 1578, and especially George Buchanan’s Rerum Scoticarum Historia, published in Edinburgh in 1582. Although Buchanan offered in the opening book of his Historia by far the most comprehensive geographical survey of Scotland to have appeared to date, Harrison’s Description of Scotland was not revised in the light of it (though some use was made of it in his revisions of the Description of Britain). Nor did Buchanan’s intemperate diatribes against the Welsh antiquary, Humphrey Lhuyd, make much impression on the 1587 edition. Lhuyd’s Commentarioli Descriptionis Britannicae Fragmentum, published posthumously in Cologne in 1572, and reissued in English in 1573 as The Breviary of Britayne, had mounted a fierce attack on Scottish chroniclers such as Boece, disputing the existence of a Scottish kingdom before the fifth century and dismissing as fictions the forty kings who had reputedly reigned over it before that date. Insofar as Lhuyd was intent on defending the authenticity of Geoffrey of Monmouth and the Matter of Britain, Buchanan’s ridiculing of him was not unjustified. Yet Buchanan’s own insistence that the antiquity of the Scottish monarchy provided evidence, not only of its original autonomy, but also of its elective nature, was equally tendentious. However, these aspects of Buchanan’s Historia were only of tangential interest to the compilers of the 1587 edition of Holinshed. Rather, as we shall see, they were primarily concerned with Buchanan’s sensational account of the reign of Mary, Queen of Scots.

That said, it is as well to begin with the history of the Scottish kingdom as systematized by medieval chroniclers such as John of Fordun and Walter Bower and subsequently embellished and given wide currency through Boece’s printed chronicle. Although drawing on ancient Irish as well as native sources, understanding of the Scottish past was shaped primarily by the need to demonstrate the kingdom’s autonomy in the face of the English crown’s claims to feudal lordship over it. When in the 1290s Edward I sought to legitimize his intervention in Scotland, he drew on Geoffrey of Monmouth and the legends of Brutus and Arthur to provide historical precedents for the English crown’s lordship over the entire British Isles, while also detailing a range of more recent instances when Scottish monarchs were said to have done homage to their English counterparts.2 It was to counter these claims that, during and after the Wars of Independence, an account of the Scottish past was elaborated that offered an alternative to that embedded in the Matter of Britain, tracing the Scots’ independent descent from the eponymous Scota, daughter of Pharaoh, and her Greek husband Gaythelos (or Gathelus) and their wanderings from biblical Egypt to Iberia and Hibernia, both named for their son Hiber. Subsequently, their direct descendant Fergus, son of Ferquhard, established a distinct Scottish kingdom on the north-west mainland of Britain in 330 BCE. This kingdom endured, under a line of over one hundred kings of Fergus I’s royal blood, for almost two millennia, and was therefore not only among the most ancient in Christendom but stood alone in never having been subject to another people. Admittedly the Scots had been forced out of their kingdom by the Romans and Britons in the late fourth century, but they had re-established it in the early fifth century under the leadership of Fergus II, and he and his descendants had successfully resisted further Roman intrusions, conquered and eradicated the Picts, and repulsed successive waves of Anglo-Saxon and Danish invaders. Moreover, if the kings of Scots had ever paid homage to the Norman conquerors of England, it was for the lands they held of them in England and not for their inalienable Scottish kingdom. Indeed, faced with the predatory ambitions of Edward I, the Scots under William Wallace and Robert Bruce had successfully vindicated their historic freedom from English lordship.3

For a late fourteenth-century chronicler such as John of Fordun, the Wars of Independence were the climax and in many respects the raison d’être of the narrative that embodied the Matter of Scotland. This continued to be the case for both Bower and Boece, for whom the Stewart dynasty, the rightful heirs of the Bruce family, and likewise lineally descended of King Fergus, inherited both the royal blood and the leadership of the patriotic cause. Bower’s mid-fifteenth-century chronicle was largely a redaction of Fordun that continued the story through to the establishment of the Stewart dynasty in 1371 and the reign and ultimate assassination of James I in 1437. Subsequently, Boece’s printed chronicle extended Bower’s chronology to the death of James II in 1460, while his continuator, Ferrerio, took the story forward to that of James III in 1488. It was Buchanan and John Lesley who continued the narrative on until the Reformation of 1560, and Buchanan alone who dealt in detail with the events of Mary, Queen of Scots’ reign up to the year 1572.4

Boece’s contribution to this tradition, one that proved as contentious as it was colourful, was to flesh out the story with an astonishing amount of circumstantial detail. This was especially the case with the first seven centuries of the kingdom’s existence where Boece drew on what he claimed were hitherto undiscovered sources to offer a richly detailed account of the reigns of Fergus I and the first forty of his immediate successors.5 It was these early and mythical Scottish monarchs to which Lhuyd took such grave exception, but which Scots at opposite ends of the political and religious spectrum, such as Buchanan and Lesley, both saw as essential to maintaining the kingdom’s historic integrity. As a dynastic union of the Scottish and English kingdoms became an ever more realistic prospect, so for the Scots the need to counter English claims to superiority became ever more pressing. As John Mair (or Major) had argued in his Historia majoris Britanniae of 1521, and as most Scots continued to argue throughout the century, a union based on English assumptions of political (let alone cultural) superiority would be no union at all. It would be tantamount to assimilation into a greater English empire.6

The main point of the Scottish chronicle tradition, therefore, was to mobilize the past in defence of Scottish freedom in the present. This entailed not just the development of a legendary account of the early foundation of the Scottish kingdom, but also an increasingly detailed narrative whose recurring theme was the protection of its ancient laws and liberties. Precisely what these laws and liberties were is left tantalizingly vague. But for Boece and his medieval sources it evidently implied, not just the freedom of the Scottish crown from English jurisdiction, but also some kind of baronial conciliarism that vested in the nobility—the king’s natural-born counsellors—responsibility for protecting the commonweal of the realm. In Boece’s fictional account of the kingdom’s early history, the nobility frequently acted on this principle to hold errant rulers to account and this part of the chronicle is littered with lurid tales of unsavoury tyrants being restrained, imprisoned, and even executed by their leading subjects. It was these examples of virtuous Scottish nobles bringing their vicious rulers to book that provided the basis of Buchanan’s ancient Scottish constitution, a polity founded on the fundamental law—ius regni—of elective monarchy and royal accountability. Boece, too, clearly believed that the original Scottish monarchy was elective for, fearing that hereditary succession by primogeniture would not ensure an adult male ruler, the Scots had adopted a system of tanistic succession whereby the kingship alternated between different branches of the royal lineage. However, Boece considered this a pernicious custom that thankfully had been superseded in the eleventh century by the more stable and enduring system of primogeniture. Buchanan, in contrast, thought the introduction of hereditary succession an erosion of those ancient laws that had governed the kingdom since its foundation and which those who opposed the wicked tyranny of Mary, Queen of Scots had rightfully both invoked and defended in overthrowing her.7

The appearance of Buchanan’s Historia in 1582 invested the Matter of Scotland with a radical constitutionalist twist which, despite Humphrey Lhuyd’s best efforts to discredit them, gave Boece’s ancient Scottish kings a new lease of life, albeit a politically divisive one that cut across the patriotic consensus that the Fergusian royal lineage had hitherto attracted in Scotland.8 For the compilers of the 1587 edition of Holinshed’s Chronicles, however, Buchanan’s radical gloss on Scotland’s remote past was not something that could be safely countenanced or embraced. In fact, it appears that the story of Scotland up to 1286 was already printed before Thynne began to embellish the 1577 version with material culled from Buchanan. As a result, Buchanan’s drastic pruning of Boece’s extravagantly detailed account of the early centuries of the kingdom’s history—from the six books in Boece to a single one in Buchanan—had little impact on the second edition of Holinshed. Instead the vivid and highly patriotic past conjured up by Boece remained largely intact, its integrity questioned only by occasional editorial interventions in the text and marginal notes that countered Scottish claims with healthy doses of English scepticism.

MARGINAL SCOTLAND

In his ‘Preface to the Reader’, Holinshed obligingly provided a succinct account of his approach to compiling the Scottish Chronicle. ‘For the Historie of Scotlande’, he wrote:

I have for the more parte followed Hector Boete, Johannes Major, and Jovan Ferreri Piemontese, … bicause I meante rather to deliver what I founde in their owne Histories extant, than to correct them by others, … so that what soever ye reade in the same, consider that a Scottishman writte it, and an English man hath but onely translated it into our language, referring the Reader to the English Historie, in all maters betwixte us and them. [1577: I, sig. ¶4r]

For the most part Holinshed was true to his word, letting the Scots tell their own story in their own voice—or rather that of Hector Boece. The bulk of his account is derived from Boece, albeit shorn of some of the latter’s more exotic detail. Thus Holinshed omits many of the lengthy speeches that were used by Boece as rhetorical devices, elucidating as well as dramatizing narrative tensions, in imitation of classical models such as Livy. Boece clearly understood history in the Ciceronian sense of philosophy teaching by example and was not slow to point the moral of his exemplary tales; Holinshed on the other hand was a good deal more matter-of-fact and was intent on the more practical aim of providing his readers with an intelligible account of the Scottish past based on his Scottish sources.

This he does, even when it is clear that he thinks the story he is telling less than credible and he would much rather his readers looked to the more plausible—and authoritative—version to be found in the English Chronicle. Thus on the very first page of the history proper Holinshed glosses Boece’s story of the Scots’ original descent from Gaythelos and Scota with a suitably sceptical marginal note: ‘The credit of this historie of Gathelus, we leave to the authors’ (1577: I, Hist.Scot., 1). This kind of marginal annotation becomes standard practice as the narrative unfolds. But it is also Holinshed’s practice to recount events as he has found them in his source without marginal comment and then at a convenient moment to subvert the preceding narrative with a more detailed editorial critique. For example, having given a fair summary of Boece’s account of the peopling of Scotland by the Scots and Picts in the fourth century BCE, Holinshed comments:

And verily there is great cause to move a doubt of ye truth of that which Hector Boetius hath written … touching the firste comming into Brytaine, aswell of the Scots & Picts: for if it were true that so long before the comming of the Romains into this Isle they were here planted & growen to such puissance, it is strange that no mention is made of them in any of their writings, till aboute the yeare 360 after Christ, as in place convenient it shall more plainely appeare. [1577: I, Hist.Scot., 17]

The absence of any reference to the Scots in Roman sources is one of the points made by Humphrey Lhuyd in his attack on the veracity of Boece’s ancient history and, although Holinshed does not mention the Welshman in this context, he is an obvious influence over the editorial comments introduced to this part of the narrative in order to undermine it. This becomes clearer still when Holinshed editorializes on Boece’s account of the Scots’ expulsion from their kingdom and its reconquest by Fergus II in the fifth century CE. Here Holinshed takes the opportunity to ram home the same message as Lhuyd: that this in fact marked the first foundation of the Scottish kingdom and that the previous seven centuries, and the forty monarchs who had reigned in succession to Fergus I, were simply figments of the Scots’ over-active imagination: ‘For I can neither persuade my selfe, nor wishe other to beleeve, that there was any suche continuaunce in succession of kings, as their histories doe mention.’ It was only, he added, so as not to cause offence that he had included Boece’s ancient kings at all (1577: I, Hist.Scot., 96).

These kinds of editorial interventions, questioning the Scottish narrative and pointing to a more accurate and authoritative English one, are all the more telling for being relatively infrequent. For much of the time, particularly when Scottish affairs do not impinge on England, Holinshed is content simply to allow Boece to speak for the Scots without voicing contrary views either in the text or margin. For example, Boece’s lengthy account of how the ‘auld alliance’ between Scotland and France originated—as did the University of Paris—with an eighth-century league between King Achaius and the Emperor Charlemagne attracts no adverse criticism (1577: I, Hist.Scot., 162–3). Similarly, however questionable the existence of Scotland’s ancient monarchy might have been, Holinshed repeats without challenge Boece’s portrayals of the vicious lives and deserved deaths of those kings, both then and subsequently, who reigned tyrannically. No comment is passed on the difficulties caused by tanistic succession beyond an echo of Boece’s concern that it led to ‘continual slauchteris of kingis and nobyllis’ (1577: I, Hist.Scot., 11), though when a later king (Eugenius III) is suspected of killing his predecessor in order to seize the throne, Holinshed does add in the margin: ‘Regicides or kingquellers ought chiefly above al other to be punished’ (1577: I, Hist.Scot., 131). For Holinshed as for Boece, moreover, Kenneth II’s abrogation of the ‘auld lawes’ of succession in the eleventh century, and the attempt to establish primogeniture through his son Malcolm II, is clearly a welcome development. It was not a change that was instituted without a struggle—the internecine conflict that saw the murder of Duncan, the tyranny of Macbeth, and his overthrow by Malcolm III (Canmore) was its immediate result—but its longer-term consequences were of immense dynastic significance. As Boece’s ‘weird sisters’ prophesied, and as Shakespeare famously dramatized, Banquo would be ‘the father of many kings’, prompting Holinshed to continue Boece’s genealogy of the Stewarts beyond James V (in whose reign Boece was writing) to his daughter ‘Marie queene of Scotland, that tooke to husbande Henry Steward lord Dernly, by whom she had issue Charles James, nowe king of Scotland’ (1577: I, Hist.Scot., 239–48).

The treatment of the Stewarts in the Chronicles is a matter to which we will return. Meanwhile, we may note that Holinshed does not let Boece’s account of English involvement in these eleventh-century conflicts go entirely uncontested. On several previous occasions, Holinshed had drawn attention to the inaccuracies of Boece’s account of affairs in England, notably the dates and names of English kings, for which he refers the reader to the English Chronicle and Harrison’s superior chronology (1577: I, Hist.Scot., 203; cf. ibid., 191). But these become more frequent as Boece’s errors multiply and Holinshed feels increasingly obliged to add marginal guidance for his readers: ‘See more hereof in England’; ‘This is contrary to our English writers’; ‘This partly agreeth with our wryters’ (1577: I, Hist.Scot., 241). All these appear on a single page, and once again, such glosses should not be taken as entirely typical. Holinshed makes no comment on Boece’s account of Malcolm III’s subsequent marriage to the Anglo-Saxon princess (St) Margaret or on his claim that it was she who ensured that their son Edgar was the first Scottish king to receive the papal privilege of unction as well as coronation (1577: I, Hist.Scot., 259–60). In fact, the privilege was only granted to Robert Bruce some two centuries later, and it was Robert’s son David II who in 1331 was the first Scottish king to be crowned and anointed.9 Insofar as this represented international recognition of Scotland’s claim to be an independent monarchy, free of English lordship, it is surprising that Holinshed allows the earlier fictional claim to go unchallenged. For there is certainly no doubt that, when it came to Edward I’s wars with the Scots, Holinshed’s sympathies lay not with the northern realm and the heroic defiance of Wallace and Bruce, but with the English king who, in his view, had been willfully misunderstood and maligned by Boece and his fellow Scottish chroniclers.

This attitude to the Wars of Independence is first signalled when Holinshed comes to relate how Edward I intervened in Scottish affairs following the death of Alexander III in 1286. According to Boece, Edward’s proposal that he himself marry Alexander’s sole surviving heir, Margaret of Norway, was a blatant attempt to ‘make some conqueste of Scotlande’. In fact, the proposal was that Margaret marry Edward’s son, and Holinshed took grave exception to Boece’s calumny, adding an unusually acerbic marginal note: ‘How can this be true when king Edwarde had a wyfe at that tyme? but verily the Scots writers shewe themselves overcome with too much malice in moste things whyche they write in the defamation of king Edwarde’ (1577: I, Hist.Scot., 297). But things then proceed from bad to worse. Holinshed dutifully repeats Boece’s account of how, following Margaret’s death, Edward seized the opportunity of being asked to adjudicate in the competition for the Scottish throne to ensure that the new king would recognize the English crown’s lordship over Scotland. But Boece’s spin on these events is too much for Holinshed to tolerate:

Here the Scottishe writers reporte that king Edwarde used himselfe nothing uprightly in this matter, but accordingly as it often happeneth, had the eyes of his conscience blynded, uppon hope to gayne somewhat by this credit thus to him committed. But how unjustly he is slaundered in this behalfe, I leave to the indifferente readers to consider, by conferring that which the Scottes doe write thereof, with that which is to be founde in our Englishe historie. [1577: I, Hist.Scot., 299]

Despite this evident distrust of, and disbelief in, the Scottish version of events, Holinshed’s subsequent account of Wallace’s rebellion against English rule and Bruce’s seizure of the throne is remarkably free of editorial interpolations or even marginal expressions of scepticism. Perhaps in his view, the Scottish narrative of the Wars of Independence was so wrong—so tainted by prejudice—that it was simply otiose to contest it in every detail. It was more economical just to refer the reader, as he does in the quote above, to the superior authority of the English Chronicle. As he commented (in the margin) on Boece’s claim that John Balliol regretted doing homage to Edward I: ‘So saye the Scottishe writers, but how truly, read more hereof in England’ (1577: I, Hist.Scot., 299).

Not surprisingly, if one does turn to the English Chronicle for an account of these events, the narrative is of a very different order and one with which Holinshed is obviously more comfortable. His English sources were unanimous in their belief that Scotland was, and had been since the time of Brutus, a dependency of the English crown. It was thus perfectly in keeping with tradition that Alexander III should have been present at Edward I’s coronation in 1274 and that he should have paid ‘homage unto Kyng Edward for the Realme of Scotlande, in like maner as other the kyngs of Scotlande, before hym had done to other Kyngs of England auncetours to this Kyng Edwarde’ (1577: II, 786). And, in the view of Holinshed’s English Chronicle, it was precisely this relationship of feudal dependency, and his duty as Scotland’s overlord, that had determined Edward’s actions following Alexander’s death in 1286. There was nothing sinister or untoward in the English king’s solicitous attitude to affairs in his vassal kingdom. Indeed, in order to reassure himself and his council of his right to adjudicate in the succession dispute, he had ‘by search of records, and Chronicles of aunciente time’ clarified beyond doubt ‘his right to the superioritie of the Kingdom of Scotland’. This had established that every Scottish king since Kenneth MacAlpin had sworn homage to his English counterpart, not for any lands they held in England (‘as the Scottishe wryters woulde seeme to colour the matter’), but for their kingdom itself (1577: II, 800). When therefore Pope Boniface VIII, under pressure from the Scots, asked Edward to justify his intervention in the northern realm, the English king was able to assure the Holy Father that ‘it is well known … that from the fyrste beginning of the realme of Englande, the certain and direct gouernement of the Realme of Scotlande in all temporall causes … belonged to the Kyngs of the same Realme of England’. Having heard the king’s cogent response to his petition, according to Holinshed, the pope ‘waxed colde in the matter, and followed it no farther’ (1577: II, 836–8).

There is no doubt that the Scottish kingdom’s inferior status as a dependency of the English crown, and the appropriateness of Scottish monarchs paying homage to their English superiors, is the paradigm that governed Holinshed’s understanding of Anglo-Scottish relations and the prism through which readers of the English Chronicle were encouraged to view them. While it is true that he allowed the Scots to tell their own story, it is true too that this narrative is at crucial moments contested and that Holinshed’s preference was for a master-narrative of English dominance in which Edward I could be lauded as ‘not only valiant, but also politike, labouring to bring this devided Isle, into one entier Monarchie’ (1577: II, 846). Indeed, even in the Scottish Chronicle, once Holinshed no longer has native sources to go on, and is reliant instead on ‘suche copies and notes as Maister Wolfe in his life time procured me’ (1577: I, sig. ¶4r), the same attitude re-emerges. In recounting the events that resulted in the outbreak of war between Henry VIII and James V in 1541, Holinshed is moved to include the entire text of the printed pamphlet in which Henry set out his reasons for taking up arms against his nephew and then restated in still more elaborate terms the case for England’s feudal superiority over Scotland with which Edward I had silenced Pope Boniface VIII (1577: I, Hist.Scot., 447–55).10 Scotland was on the periphery of Henry VIII’s imperial vision, as it was of Edward I’s, and for much of the time it was only of marginal interest. Yet, like Holinshed, English kings found the Scots infuriatingly resistant to attempts to marginalize their past by incorporating it into a greater English one.

SCOTLAND AND GREATER ENGLAND

If Holinshed’s critique of the Matter of Scotland is in some respects remarkably restrained, the same can hardly be said of Harrison’s. In both the 1577 version of his Description of Britain, and in the considerably expanded one of 1587, Harrison made no bones of his dislike of the Scots and his scorn for their historical pretensions.11 Not for him the studied even-handedness that Holinshed at least tried to bring to his version of the Scottish Chronicle. One reason for this was that, to a much greater degree than Holinshed, Harrison’s scholarship was ideologically driven by his conviction that Elizabethan England was engaged in a titanic struggle with the Roman Antichrist and its Satanic Habsburg lieutenants—among whom he included Mary, Queen of Scots. His understanding of Britain was as a result both virulently anti-Catholic and unashamedly Anglocentric: in his view, Scotland’s past could and should be subsumed within the history of a greater Protestant England. For Harrison, therefore, still more than for Holinshed, archipelagic history was understood exclusively in terms of England’s encounters with, and superiority over, its neighbours. The publication of Camden’s Britannia in 1586, with its attempt to reconnect his fellow Englishmen with a Roman rather than a Galfridian past, may indicate that contemporary ideas of Britain were fluid in terms of historical resonances as well as geographical extent. Harrison, however, remained fixed in his belief that Britain was coterminous with the original empire of Brutus to which the kings of England, and now Elizabeth, had ultimately fallen heir.12

As this suggests, Harrison’s thinking was founded on a self-consciously patriotic reworking of the Matter of Britain as it had been appropriated and elaborated by medieval English chroniclers and given a new lease of life by John Leland and, more recently, Humphrey Lhuyd. To be sure, Harrison brings the substance as well as the show of immense learning to his historical and chorographical work. Yet, in terms of its political geography, his vision of Britain is fundamentally that of Geoffrey of Monmouth. Thus he argues that, following Brutus’s conquest of the island, ‘Britain’ replaced ‘Albion’ as its common name, and that it retained this name for some 2,000 years, until 800 CE, when King Ecbert (not Hengist, as was popularly believed), ‘having now the monarchie and preheminence in maner of this whole Iland’, renamed it ‘Angles land’ or ‘England’ in honour of his ancestry (1587: I, Desc., 5; cf. 1577: I, Desc.Brit., 2r). For Harrison, therefore, Ecbert and his successors inherited not only what came to be known as England, but also Brutus’s wider British imperium. This ‘monarchie and preheminence’ did not include Ireland, but it certainly did include Wales, Scotland, and their many coastal islands. To the latter, indeed, Harrison devotes a separate chapter, considerably expanding the 1577 version by making extensive use in 1587 of Buchanan’s detailed description of the Hebrides as well as the Orkney and Shetland Isles (1577: I, Desc.Brit. 11vff.; cf. 1587: I, Desc., 29ff.). More significantly, however, he also added to the 1587 Description a comprehensive catalogue of the twenty-five kings of Britain from Samothes to Brutus, the ninety kings of the Britons who reigned between Brutus and Cadwallader, all the lines of kings who ruled the Anglo-Saxon heptarchy (thirty-six in the West Saxon line alone), and finally the comparatively short list of twenty-three monarchs of England from William the Bastard to Elizabeth Tudor herself. ‘Thus have I brought the Catalog of the Princes of Britaine unto an end,’ Harrison concluded, ‘& that in more plaine and certeine order than hath beene done hertofore by anie’ (1587: I, Desc., 19).

His industry is as impressive as his immodesty. Yet it is noticeable that kings of neither the Picts nor the Scots are included among his ‘Princes of Britain’, despite his admission earlier in the same chapter that ‘no wise man will readilie denie’ that two such kingdoms had at one time existed in northern Britain. One can only assume that, in Harrison’s eyes, they were of marginal importance precisely because at no time had they held sovereignty over the British imperium to which the Anglo-Saxon rulers and their successor kings of England had fallen heir. Indeed, following Lhuyd’s lead, and in keeping with Holinshed’s views, Harrison argued in an earlier chapter on the peopling of Albion (1577: I, Desc.Brit.,2vff.; 1587: I, Desc., 5ff.) that, ‘though the Scotish histories doo carrie great countenance of their antiquitie in this Iland: yet (to saie freelie what I thinke) I judge them rather to have stolne in hither within the space of 100 yeares before Christ, than to have continued here so long as they themselves pretend’ (1587: I, Desc., 5). It was, moreover, the Picts who first established a settled kingdom, while the Scots ‘did often adventure hither to rob and steale out of Ireland’, until eventually ‘they so planted themselves in these parts, that unto our time that portion of the land [of Britain] cannot be cleansed of them’ (1587: I, Desc., 5). If this suggests a less than flattering view of contemporary Scots, it is consistent with Harrison’s opinion of their ancestors, a ‘most Scithian-like and barbarous nation, and longest without letters’, who, according to Diodorus and Strabo, were ‘given to the eating of mans flesh, and therefore called Anthropophagi’. In fact, St Jerome himself had attested that the Scots ‘used to feed on the buttocks of boies and womens paps, as delicate dishes’ (1587: I, Desc., 6). Finally, in concluding the same chapter, Harrison tells his readers that ‘England hath six times beene subject to the reproach of conquest’, but then adds the intemperate (and gratuitous) aside:

And wheras the Scots seeme to challenge manie famous victories also ouer us, … it shall suffice for answer, that they deale in this as in the most part of their historie, which is to seeke great honor by lieng, & great renowme by prating and craking. Indeed they have doone great mischeefe in this Iland, & with extreme crueltie; but as for any conquest the first is yet to heare of. [1587: I, Desc., 8]

This passage appears only in the 1587 version of the Description, by which time the fires of Harrison’s ire had perhaps been stoked by further Catholic plots to displace Elizabeth in favour of Mary Stewart as well as by the publication of Buchanan’s Historia with its defence of Boece and repeated ridiculing of Lhuyd. However that may be, Harrison remained consistent in rooting his understanding of Britain in Galfridian history. As regards Scotland’s status as a tributary kingdom, this is made crystal clear in chapters that deal, first, with how Britain was originally divided into three kingdoms, and secondly, with how ‘the sovereigntie of this Ile dooth remaine to the princes of Lhoegres or kings of England’ (1577: I, Desc.Brit., 39–40; 1587: I, Desc., 116). These appear both in 1577 and in only slightly amended and expanded form in 1587. Irrespective of the intervening publication of Buchanan, therefore, Harrison’s main target remained Boece’s version of the Scottish past, while his main purpose was simply to restate the traditional English case for feudal superiority over Scotland. Thus his account of the division of the island is a rehearsal of Geoffrey of Monmouth’s description of how Brutus portioned out his kingdom among his three sons, Locrine, Camber, and Albanact, and how Locrine received ‘the greatest and best region of all the rest, which of him to this daie is called Lhoegres among the Britons, but in our language England’. To the younger brothers went Wales and Scotland respectively, but Albanactus was killed without issue and his kingdom reverted to his oldest brother. Irrespective of this unfortunate genetic failure, however, just as Brutus had possessed sovereignty over the whole island of Britain, so his eldest son, and all succeeding kings of Lhoegres/England, inherited the same rights of lordship over Wales and Scotland.

Harrison freely admitted that ‘some of the Scotish nation … will take offense’ at his assertion that their kingdom ‘belonged to the kings of Lhoegres’. In order to satisfy reasonable minds, therefore, if not ‘wrangling’ Scottish ones, he set about lending additional substance to the case for English lordship in a manner reminiscent of the historical documentation first provided by Edward I and recently repackaged and extended by Henry VIII. His main source for this long and detailed chapter, however, is not Henry’s Declaration of 1542, but rather the work of a lawyer, Nicholas Adams, ‘who wrote thereof (of set purpose) to king Edward the sixt’. What Harrison is referring to is An Epitome of the Title that the Kynges Majestie of Englande Hath to the Sovereigntie of Scotland, published in 1548 by Richard Grafton, and dedicated to Edward VI by one ‘Nicholas Bodrugan, otherwise Adams’. This was part of the broader propaganda offensive launched by Protector Somerset, in tandem with his military invasion and occupation of Scotland in 1547–8, to persuade the Scots to fulfil the terms of the Treaties of Greenwich of 1543 and agree to the marriage of Mary, Queen of Scots to his nephew Edward VI. Such a marriage would, in the view of Somerset’s publicists, not only create a divinely ordained and emphatically Protestant British union, but would also be the re-creation of the British monarchy ‘as it was first, & yet still ought to be’.13 In other words, in order to promote dynastic union and the creation of an imperial Protestant Britain, Somerset’s pamphleteers appropriated and exploited Galfridian history for their own political ends. For a Scottish unionist like James Henrisoun this entailed a self-conscious rejection of Boece’s view of Scotland’s past and a positive endorsement of the English claim to lordship ‘so exactelie set furthe’ in Henry VIII’s Declaration.14 For Nicholas Adams, an Englishman, it involved the most detailed account yet written of the history of the English crown’s claim to suzerainty over the northern realm. In his view, if only the Scots would heed the words of ‘indifferent writers’, they would be persuaded to stop fighting ‘against the mother of their awne nacion: I mean this realme now called Englande, the onely supreme seat of thempire of great Briteigne’.15

Although Harrison sticks fairly closely to the case set out in the Epitome, his version is strikingly lacking in the sense of expectancy which the vision of a Protestant Britain generated among unionists during the heady days of the ‘Edwardian Moment’.16 Perhaps because dynastic union was no longer on the agenda, Harrison invested in the idea of Britain none of the intellectual and emotional energy that his predecessors had done. Rather, he simply set out the case for English supremacy in conventional terms as part of a master-narrative that effectively incorporated Scotland into a history of Greater England. Harrison’s reluctance to invest the terms ‘Britain’ and ‘Great Britain’ with Protestant and providential expectations was apparently shared by both Holinshed and Francis Thynne. When Thynne came to revise Holinshed’s account of Somerset’s military campaigns of 1547–48, he inserted a reference from Buchanan to Somerset’s attempt to persuade the Scots ‘that they should rather end the warre with covenants than with cannons’, and then summarized a printed ‘letter’ that the Protector had distributed in Scotland extolling the advantages of British union (1577: I, Hist.Scot., 467–8; 1587: II, Scot., 342). But Thynne’s abbreviated version has little of the rhetorical power of the original and mentions Britain not at all.17 Holinshed’s Chronicles, despite their archipelagic scope, give voice neither in rhetorical style nor ideological substance to a British vision distinct from the Greater English one embedded in Galfridian tradition.

THE STEWARTS AND THE ENGLISH SUCCESSION

In the light of this, it is perhaps not surprising that some Scots took grave exception to Holinshed’s Chronicles. Among them was the distinguished lawyer and proponent of Anglo-Scottish union, Sir Thomas Craig of Riccarton, who was angered both by Harrison’s derogatory remarks about the Scots’ barbarity and by the Chronicles’ repeated endorsement of the English claim to lordship over Scotland. In his view, such entrenched attitudes were profoundly damaging to the dynastic union brought about in 1603 and to the prospect of a closer union of ‘hearts and minds’ that the new and self-consciously British monarch, James VI & I, wished to promote.18 Nonetheless, despite the generally negative portrayal of the Scots to be found in Holinshed, Craig might still have derived some comfort from the more positive view of the Stewart dynasty—if not necessarily individual Stewart monarchs—that the Chronicles evinced.

This favourable appraisal of the Stewarts is perhaps all the more telling given the less than enthusiastic promotion of the Tudors’ dynastic rights and the apparent recognition of the English monarchy’s elective nature that are discussed elsewhere in this volume by Susan Doran (Chapter 28 above) and Paulina Kewes (Chapter 29 above) respectively. As we have seen, however, in describing the Stewarts’ descent from Banquo, ‘the father of many kings’, Holinshed not only adopts but elaborates on the characteristically Scottish concern with the royal lineage in general and the Stewarts’ hereditary right to the Scottish throne in particular (1577: I, Hist.Scot., 239–48). This endorsement of legitimacy is further reinforced by the account of the accession in 1371 of Robert II, the first Stewart monarch, where the earl of Douglas’s rival bid for the throne is dismissed as a ‘pretensed title … of no importance, nor worthy the discussing’. It was therefore Robert’s descendants who rightly held the throne: ‘Queene Mary mother to Charles James that now raigneth being the viii. person from this Robert, that thus first atteyned unto it’ (1577: I, Hist.Scot., 356). Not unexpectedly, the most celebrated of Mary’s seven immediate predecessors is her grandfather James IV who is not only portrayed as entirely honorable in his dealings with the pretender to Henry VII’s throne, Perkin Warbeck, but whose marriage to Henry’s daughter, Margaret, prompts a remarkably positive appraisal of the civility of the Scottish court as well as a more predictable allusion to the ‘perfite peace and sincere amitie betwixt the two realmes of England and Scotland’ that their union presaged (1577: I, Hist.Scot., 412). Even James IV’s invasion of England in 1513, and defeat and death at the battle of Flodden, did little to dampen enthusiasm for a Stewart king whose ‘politike government and due administration of justice’ meant that ‘he deserved to be numbred amongst the best Princes that ever raigned ouer the Scottish nation’ (1577: I, Hist.Scot., 422).

The same could not be said of his granddaughter. Dealing with Mary’s rule in Scotland was always going to present difficulties for Holinshed and his collaborators. If Mary’s Catholic claim to the English throne unsettled Elizabeth, her rights as the anointed Queen of Scots demanded her respect and, even when held captive in England, Mary retained an aura of legitimacy, founded on her royal lineage, of which Elizabeth could only be envious. Some of these tensions, as well as a politique concern for Mary’s son, James VI, surface in both editions of the Chronicles. The 1577 narrative of her reign is notably laconic, though also noticeably influenced by the uncompromising indictment of Mary that Buchanan had first penned in the Detectio Mariae Regina Scotorum of 1571.19 Yet, that said, even in 1587 when Thynne made use of the still more extensive account of Mary’s descent into vicious tyranny to be found in Buchanan’s Historia, his portrait of Mary is much less disparaging and destructive than was Buchanan’s and is wholly innocent of the latter’s radical politics. Perhaps crucially, moreover, in both the 1577 and 1587 editions, the brief description of James VI’s coronation at Stirling in 1567 is immediately followed by verbatim transcriptions of the legal instruments on which the legitimacy of the new regime was based, beginning with the abdication document itself, by which Mary voluntarily surrendered the crown in favour of her baby son, thus ensuring that the principle of indefeasible hereditary right remained intact (1577: I, Hist.Scot., 505–8; 1587: II, Scot., 388–90). It is noticeable too that, as in Buchanan’s narrative, the infant king’s father, Lord Darnley, is not only treated sympathetically but is referred to respectfully throughout as King Henry. Indeed, Thynne fleshes out the sketchy annals that he adds to the 1587 edition with a lengthy paean of praise to King James’s paternal family, the Lennox Stewarts, not least Darnley’s mother, Margaret Douglas, countess of Lennox, daughter of Margaret Tudor by her second husband the earl of Angus (1587: II, Scot., 414–15). It was presumably not lost on Thynne, or on his readers, that James VI’s hereditary claim to the throne of England derived both from his mother’s and his father’s descent from Margaret, daughter of Henry VII and sister of Henry VIII.

Is there then a tacit message in Holinshed in support of a Stewart succession to the failing Tudor line? That is certainly one way of reading the kind of evidence presented above and it is perhaps borne out by Cyndia Susan Clegg’s discussion (Chapter 3 above) of the parts of the Chronicles which were subject to the most intensive scrutiny and censorship by the Elizabethan government. For in 1586–7 a prime motive appears to have been the need to suppress material that was—or might have been—offensive to James VI. The trial and execution of Mary, Queen of Scots was part of a sequence of events, including the brokering of a treaty of peace and alliance between Elizabeth and James, that while not explicitly intended to settle the English succession issue, did nonetheless go some way towards clarifying it. Holinshed’s Chronicles may have offended Thomas Craig, but James VI & I would prove more pragmatic than principled. If initially seduced by the rhetoric of Protestant British imperialism, and intent on the creation of new Britons as well as a new Britain, he quickly came to realize that his government functioned more effectively when he acted not as king of all but king of each, presiding over a multiple monarchy whose histories, voiced in a variety of discordant accents, resisted refashioning as a single narrative and remained instead distinct, contradictory and contested.


CHAPTER 39

IRELAND

COLM LENNON

BESIDES its contribution to the ensemble of national entries that formed Raphael Holinshed’s Chronicles of England, Scotland, and Ireland, the section on Ireland is notable for being the earliest printed work devoted to that country’s past. Indeed the parts dedicated to Ireland in the 1577 and 1587 editions of the Chronicles could lay claim to being the first major writings from a British perspective on the chorography and history of the island since those of Giraldus Cambrensis in the twelfth century. The influence of the Welshman’s oeuvre on Holinshed’s Irish Chronicle was considerable, serving as it did to inform the perceptions of the contributors on Ireland either through silent absorption or by explicit reference. John Hooker, alias Vowell, who collated the Irish sections of the 1587 version, went so far as to incorporate his own translation of Cambrensis’s Expugnatio Hibernica into the history of the Anglo-Norman settlement of the country, in order, as he claimed, to let that much-pillaged-from work speak for itself. As well as serving as a case study of Renaissance historiography appropriating a medieval source within a humanist milieu, the use of Cambrensis’s work had a very particular counterpointing role in respect of Holinshed’s Irish Chronicle. The geographical, political, and cultural perspectives revealed in the Topographia and Expugnatio resonated in varying and plangent ways with the Elizabethan writers who sought to place Ireland’s history within that of the archipelago.

The complex structure and multivocality of Holinshed’s Irish Chronicle owe much to the under-researched state of the country’s natural and human history that presented itself to the compilers in the 1570s. Precluded as much by cultural predilection as by ignorance from using Gaelic sources, Holinshed, when seeking a spinal narrative for the history of Ireland, was compelled to draw upon an unpublished and hastily-written chronicle put together by Edmund Campion, an English scholar, while on a visit to the country in 1570–1. The latter’s Dublin-born protégé, Richard Stanihurst, who had begun to work on editing his mentor’s text for publication, was discouraged from continuing when he learned of Holinshed’s project. Both lines of approach converged, however, when Stanihurst came to the attention of Holinshed’s team, and was invited to contribute a history of King Henry VIII’s reign in Ireland. This section, as well as Stanihurst’s eight chapters of Irish chorography, is written in the Dubliner’s characteristically flamboyant style, replete with rhetorical flourishes, colourful anecdotes and innovative phraseology. In this respect, there is a notable contrast with the more sober, annalistic character of the rest of the Irish narrative for which Holinshed was apparently responsible. When the Chronicles came to be revised for the second edition in 1587, the bulk of the Irish section in the earlier version was left intact. John Hooker, an English chronicler and servitor in Ireland, undertook to supplement the existing text. This he did by inserting his English translation of Giraldus’s Expugnatio into the middle of the medieval part, and bringing the later history from the end of Henry VIII’s reign down to the year 1586.

This chapter attempts to contextualize Holinshed’s Irish Chronicle within the great compilation by exploring how its multilayered scholarship is in itself a real-time reflection of changing Irish and English perceptions of the smaller island from 1570 to 1587. That such intellectual currents eddy and swirl throughout is attested, for instance, by the cacophony of authorial voices raised in dedication to various luminaries in the 1587 edition: Holinshed and Stanihurst in separate letters to Sir Henry Sidney at the outset, Hooker to Sir Walter Raleigh at the beginning of the Cambrensis translation, and Stanihurst to Sidney at the start of the Henry VIII history. A salient question arises as to the extent to which the adaptation of the core historical narrative of Campion (whose trial and execution for high treason in 1581 were vividly recorded in the later edition of the English Chronicle) (1587: III, 1322–8) allowed that author’s own distinctive English reformist viewpoint to shine through, especially in view of Holinshed’s lightness of editorial touch. By contrast, there is little doubt as to the centrality of Stanihurst’s persona and style in the parts for which he is directly responsible, bringing to bear upon the history and geography of Ireland his distinctive Old English perspective. Stanihurst’s privileged access to the records of the Fitzgerald family of Kildare coloured his account of the early decades of the sixteenth century, to an extent that drew the attention of the censors to the text in 1577–8. In the revised edition of the Irish Chronicle as edited by Hooker in 1587, that writer’s New English attitudes are revealed, not only in his history of the years from 1546 to 1586, but also in his rendition of Cambrensis’s Expugnatio. Thus, this ‘bewilderingly polysemous’ text of the Irish Chronicle of 1587,1 which preserves the strata of Campion’s Christian humanist thought and Stanihurst’s pro-Geraldine civic patriotism, has a coda that espouses English Protestant imperialism in Ireland.

THE 1577 CHRONICLES AND THE ADAPTATION OF EDMUND CAMPION’S HISTORIE

It is evident from the pains that he took to produce a ‘speciall historie of Irelande’ that Holinshed conceived of the work as part of a projected ‘universall cosmographie of the whole world, and therewith also certaine particular Histories of every knowen nation’, rather than as a mere adjunct to his ‘historie of England’ (1577: I, sig. ¶2r; I, sig.[[image: Images]] (see below para)2r; 1587: III, sig. A2r; II, Ir., 80).2 Contained in a separate, third volume, perhaps designed for autonomous sale, in that it had an engraved title page and an index,3 the Irish Chronicle was noted by the compiler-in-chief in his epistle dedicatory to Sir Henry Sidney as being the first such to appear in print. Holinshed’s epistle dedicatory prefaces the entire Irish Chronicle, being succeeded immediately by Stanihurst’s eight chapters of natural and human description, also prefaced by an authorial letter to Sidney. Three ‘bookes’ of Irish history follow, the first two covering the period from the earliest settlements down to 1509, and the third, again dedicated to Sidney by Stanihurst, containing the latter’s history of Henry VIII’s reign. The work ends with a list of the governors of Ireland, and the index.

The placing of Stanihurst’s first dedicatory letter to Lord Deputy Sidney before ‘A playne and perfect description’ may appear to claim for the Irishman authorship of the entire work, including the first and second ‘bookes’ of the history of Ireland. In verification of what Holinshed had written in his preface, however, Stanihurst confirmed that the main historical sections down to 1509 had been compiled from Campion’s text by others. When the Irishman’s reputation came to the attention of members of the research team, they persuaded him to lend ‘a helping hand to the building and perfecting’ of the work by composing a supplementary history from 1509. This he undertook in response to an appeal on the basis of ‘the affection I bare my native countrey’. In commending the work to Sidney, Stanihurst does not distinguish between what is completely his own, and what is the work of Holinshed and possibly others, merely presenting the complement of the Irish section as ‘a briefe discourse, and a jagged hystorie of a ragged wealepublicke’ (1577: I, sig. [[image: Images]]2r–v; 1587: II, Ir., 80). It is possible to see his hand either exclusively or predominantly in the chapters of the description of Ireland, and in the history from 1509 onwards, but little evidence of his authorial voice appears in the first two ‘bookes’ of the ‘historie of Ireland’.

The backbone of the narrative in these was provided for Holinshed by Campion’s manuscript ‘Histories of Ireland’. This work had been compiled with the help of Campion’s Dublin hosts, the Stanihursts, father and son: James, who was recorder of Dublin and speaker of the House of Commons in three Parliaments, and Richard, whom Campion had befriended as an undergraduate at Oxford.4 Through them and their circle of family and political connections in the English Pale, Campion had access to manuscript histories of Ireland (including Cambrensis’s), State and civic records and private papers, as well as English and Scottish chronicles. Dedicated to the earl of Leicester, Campion’s patron, the fragmentary though stylishly written work comprised two ‘bokes’: the first containing six chapters of descriptive material, mostly drawn from Cambrensis’s Topographia, as well as the history of Ireland down to 1169, and the second the historical narrative down to 1570. The problem with Campion’s work was that it was a draft which the author himself regarded as incomplete, its composition having taken a mere ten weeks during his sojourn in Ireland.5

Holinshed undertook to flesh out Campion’s skeletal history with additional information from Philip Flattisbury,6 Henry of Marlborough, and other chroniclers. Like Campion, he eschewed the use of Gaelic sources, though not attempting to justify the lacuna as the earlier writer had done by explaining that there was no one in his circle to interpret the Irish language and insufficient time for him to learn it. In following Campion’s historical thread from the time of the earliest inhabitants of the island down to the beginning of Henry VIII’s reign and in using Campion’s words extensively (so as not to ‘defraud him of his due deserved prayse’), Holinshed could rightly refer to him throughout as ‘oure authour’. Something of the rather chaotic circumstances of the compilation of the text is indicated by Holinshed’s admission of deficiencies in his use of Cambrensis:

For want of getting sight of his [Cambrensis’s] booke in time, we have bene constrayned to insert confusedly, for that leisure hath not served us to write out the copy again after we had first written it, as first we found it briefly compiled by Campion who, gathering forth brief notes, hath handsomely joyned them together, but omitted many things likewise for hast … [1577: I, Hist.Ir., 39]

Most of the changes made to Campion’s work in the historical narrative of Holinshed’s ‘bookes’ one and two are not substantial, dictated as they are by the house style, the demands of fluency and clarity, or the desire perhaps to differentiate the texts in places. For example, the sentence introducing the putative settlement of Noah’s descendants in Ireland goes as follows in Campion:

In the yeare of world, 1536. The Patriarch Noe began to preach vengeance upon the people for their accursed lives, to builde his Arke, to enforme his kindred and speciall friends severally, that within fewe yeares the earth should be sunke in waters, if they amended not.

In the Chronicles this became:

In the yeare of the world 1525 the Patriarke Noe began to admonish the people of vengeance to followe for their wickednesse and abhominable sinnes, to build his arke, to foreshow his kinsfolk and frendes of that universal floud which was to come, wherewith the whole face of the earthe shoulde be covered with water, and that within fewe yeeres, excepted they amended in tyme. [1577: I, Hist.Ir., 1; 1587: II, Ir., 47]7

At some points in the narrative Holinshed adduced supplementary material in order to contextualize the Irish history in the larger project. This included, for example, a disquisition on the first arrival of the Picts in Britain, based on Humphrey Llwyd and Geoffrey of Monmouth, and the coming of the Danes to Ireland which drew upon Saxo Grammaticus, Albertus Crantz, and others. For the most part, however, Holinshed was content as editor to allow the structure and tone of the work of ‘our authour’ to shape his own, to the extent that Campion’s reforming outlook was absorbed by the pre-1509 Chronicle. This is especially evident in the way that the later text followed the earlier in positing the role of newcomers from England and Wales in the political and religious reform of the island from the twelfth century onwards, within the constitutional milieu established through a series of British claims to the sovereignty of Ireland.

Like Campion, Holinshed issued a warning to the ‘circumspecte reader’ (1577: I, Hist.Ir., 1; 1587: II, Ir., 47) to treat with scepticism legends of the origin of the Irish from the Picts of Scythia, the Greeks, and the Spaniards, but he too advanced strongly the mythical right of the crown of Britain to rule Ireland. This claim, which allowed Holinshed to assert that ‘the kings of thys our Britayn had an elder right to the realm of Ireland than by conquest of Henry the seconde’, arose from the time of the British king, Gurguntius, who ‘accompted Ireland among other his dominions’ (1577: I, Hist.Ir., 4–5; 1587: II, Ir., 49). Holinshed repeated Campion’s confusing sequence of events whereby Gurguntius made good this claim by directing a group of Spaniards, descended from Gathelus, migrating from the city of Bayonne, Gurguntius’s ‘cheife imperiall citie’, to complete the conquest of the country (1577: I, Hist.Ir., 4–5; 1587: II, Ir., 49). Also like Campion, Holinshed justified the Norman expeditions to Ireland on the basis of Pope Adrian IV’s licence to King Henry II ‘to attempt the conquest of Irelande’ in return for a ‘reformation of the abuses’ in the people, but he omitted a chapter in the earlier work, entitled ‘The titles of the crowne of England to every part of Ireland’. In this there were rehearsed nine separate titles, including the Bayonne one, and the papal grant of the temporal lordship to Henry II, which Campion had linked to the Irish giving themselves over to the temporal and spiritual jurisdiction of the see of Rome.8

In the palimpsest that is Holinshed’s second ‘booke’ of Irish history, the outline of Campion’s perspective on the Norman settlement in Ireland comes through. In chronicling the careers of generations of servitors of the English crown in Ireland, the authors demonstrate clearly the corrosive effects of factionalism on the colonial community. Salient examples are the ‘falling at words’ (1577: I, Hist.Ir., 61; 1587: II, Ir., 71) of the English by birth with the English by blood over Edward III’s revocation of Irish liberties in 1340, and the complaints of the citizens of Cork that the ‘English lordes [were] at warre among themselves’ in the early 1400s, both intracommunal upheavals allowing the Gaelic lords to gain an advantage (1577: I, Hist.Ir., 68; 1587: II, Ir., 75). The papally warranted mission of the newcomers to reform ‘the state of religion’ and to reduce ‘the people to live within the compasse of honest lawes and more civill ordinances’ is occasionally on view, when, for example, the Anglo-Norman nobility are depicted as ‘builders of castles, abbeys and bridges’, such edifices serving ‘to reduce that people to civilitie, and likewise to beautify the cuntry’ (1577: I, Hist.Ir., 39). While the principal aristocratic lineages such as the Geraldines and the Butlers often appear in the narrative as agents of good governance, the Gaelic are presented as the ‘enemies’, alien to the English colony. Without the optimistic and unitive coda of Campion’s Histories which adumbrates a Christian humanist programme of reform through education, supported by established and newly arrived English, however, the picture of the early Tudor lordship elicited from the final section of Holinshed’s contribution is decidedly bleak from the metropolitan perspective. There is widespread evidence of the Gaelic usurpation of ‘Englishe countreys’ and the degeneration of families such as Desmond into the ‘enormities’ of Irish expropriations and bastardized lineages (1577: I, Hist.Ir., 61, 74; 1587: II, Ir., 69, 78).

RICHARD STANIHURST’S CHOROGRAPHICAL CONTRIBUTION TO THE 1577 CHRONICLES

Whereas Campion’s describing of Ireland and its inhabitants comprised less than a fifth of his Histories of Ireland, the ‘playne and perfect description of Irelande’ by Richard Stanihurst represented a third of the Irish section of the Chronicles. While the Dubliner may have seen the chorographical introduction as subsidiary to the historical sections, there is no doubting the significance of this part of the work both as a highly informative source for the geography, natural history, and society of later sixteenth-century Ireland, and as a reflection of his own cultural identity as a member of the older English community. When grafted onto the Campion/Holinshed history of the Norman colonial enterprise, Stanihurst’s contributions represent the flowering of the English reforming mission in Ireland through the accomplishments of their sixteenth-century successors.

While dependent on Giraldus’s Topographia for much of its basic material, Stanihurst’s chorography is informed to a considerable extent by his own scientist’s eye for significant detail, especially the unusual or phenomenal.9 This is particularly apparent in the remarkably detailed gazetteer of towns and cities in Chapter 3. Stanihurst’s long account of Dublin’s physical and historical features is the first such description of the city, for which no maps exist before 1610. Here, as elsewhere, Stanihurst had access to an urban chronicle, which had been used also by Campion and Holinshed. When delineating Kilkenny, he includes a famous pen portrait of his own schoolmaster, Peter White, whose grammar school was renowned throughout the south-east of Ireland. Many ‘estraunge’ and ‘wonderfull’ places are described in his fourth descriptive chapter, including St Patrick’s purgatory and several holy wells which were reputedly the sites of miraculous cures. The limits of his credulity are revealed in his attitude to the purgatory: although he is anxious to provide the most accurate details of the history of the place, he is, in the manner of a humanist writer, unwilling to give credence to the more sensational claims for this famous site of pilgrimage, while not discounting completely the possibility of reported divine revelations (1577: I, Desc.Ir., 15v; 1587: II, Ir., 28).

One of the keenest insights into the mentalité of a sixteenth-century Old Englishman is provided by Stanihurst’s explicit remarks on the nature of his community, and implicitly in his treatment of their patrimony and history both in the Description and the history of Henry VIII’s reign. His perspective is first manifested in Chapter 1 on the ‘site and speciall parts of Ireland’, when he takes the opportunity provided by his delineation of the divisions of the country to distinguish between the English Pale and Irishry. In outlining how the area encompassed by true Englishness contracted, Stanihurst privileges the core district of Fingal which represented for him the epitome of English civility in Ireland. Other places, such as Waterford, are also mentioned as preserving the English language in Ireland, but, as he explains, the vernacular in places is a ‘mingle mangle or gallamaulfrey’ of English and Irish dialect. He is proud, nevertheless, of the pristine or ‘olde auncient Chaucer English’ which is preserved among the denizens of the Pale (1577: I, Desc.Ir., 3v–4r; 1587: II, Ir., 10–11).10 His extended commentary on the civic accomplishments of the colonial towns such as Dublin and Waterford in Chapter 3, for example, and his detailed cataloguing of the literary merits of the ‘learned men and authours of Ireland’ in the seventh form a paean to the cultural achievement of the Old English. The complexity of his national identity becomes plain, however, when he expresses hurt at the superciliousness of metropolitan attitudes to the English of Ireland, while berating those of his fellow Old Englishmen who fastidiously reject the national descriptor, ‘Irishman’, choosing ‘Irelandman’ instead. Yet he is at pains to point out, when embarking upon a description of the ‘meere Irish, commonly called the wyld Irishe’, the distinction that must be drawn between the inhabitants of the Pale and those of the Irishry (1577: I, Desc.Ir., 1v, 27v; 1587: II, Ir., 5, 44).11

It is in his treatment of the Gaelic Irish inhabitants that his ideological approach towards acculturation in Ireland becomes explicit. While discussing the elements that make a conquest effective—the adoption by the vanquished of the law, apparel, and language of the victor—Stanihurst identified the Irish language as the Achilles’s heel of English civility in the colonial zone. Even allowing for its claims to venerability and sophistication as a tool of learning, the Irish vernacular could well be spared in the Englishry, according to him. Stanihurst believed that the advancement of Irish-speaking within the English zone had thrown the conquest begun under Henry II into reverse, thus undermining the thrust of anglicization being pursued in the political sphere. Stanihurst was convinced that the Gaelic Irish were reformable, given the right kind of educational training and preaching. The template of cultural attainment was that provided in the description of the pristine Old English holding in Fingal. His last chapter in ‘A playne and perfect description’ on the mores of the Gaelic Irish ends with a prayer for the amendment of ‘that rude people’ through their coming to self-awareness of their miserable state, and through enlightened reforms propagated by those charged with their governance, especially the ‘lordes temporall’ of the Old English nobility and gentry whose profiles appear in Chapter 6 of his Description (1577: I, Desc.Ir., 2v–3v; 28v; 1587: I, Ir., 10–11, 45).

RICHARD STANIHURST’S HISTORICAL CONTRIBUTION TO THE 1577 CHRONICLES

In his separate preface to an account of Ireland during Henry VIII’s reign, also addressed to Sidney, Stanihurst foresaw the risks involved in writing near-contemporary history. Echoing Holinshed’s own trepidations about it being ‘dangerous … to range in so large a field as I have undertaken, while so manie sundrie men in divers things may be able to controll me’, Stanihurst muses presciently that it is ‘combersome and daungerous’ to chronicle recent events, when some of the participants therein are still living (1577: I, sig. ¶4r; I, sig. [[image: Images]]2r; 1587: III, sig. A3r; II, Ir., 80). Although vowing to be even-handed in his approach, he predicted that ‘the misconstruction [of his work] may be perillous’. In his letter introducing the Irish Chronicle, Holinshed referred to Stanihurst as a suitable candidate to undertake the continuation of the text from 1509 because he was ‘furnished with matter to enlarge the work’ (1577: I, sig. [[image: Images]]2r). As an insider in the Fitzgeralds’ household in the later 1570s, Stanihurst enjoyed unparalleled access to written and oral records documenting the careers of the earls of Kildare in the earlier sixteenth century. Thus was laid the foundation of his influence on Irish historiography: his interpretation of the pivotal events leading to the political demise of the Kildare Fitzgeralds was to prevail until recent decades. But so effective was Stanihurst as an apologist for the family in the face of accusations of ‘treacherie’, that, despite his intention to tread the ‘meane’ between ‘extremities’, his history attracted the scrutiny of the censors as the work went through the presses. It is significant that the restored eleventh earl of Kildare (1525–86), Stanihurst’s employer and a prominent figure in the events described, was charged with the responsibility of ensuring the historian’s compliance.

It is not surprising that the Kildare Fitzgeralds should bulk so large in a history of earlier sixteenth-century Ireland given their importance in Irish politics, but Stanihurst’s closeness to Geraldine sources ensured their dominance of the narrative both as active protagonists down to 1534 and as significant absentees thereafter. The careers of the eight and ninth earls are recounted in detail, the former providing the introductory passage to the history of Henry’s reign, beginning ‘Geralde Fitzgerald erle of Kildare, a mightie man of stature, full of honor and courage’ (1577: I, Hist.Ir., 77; 1587: II, Ir., 82). The real hero of the piece, however, is Garret Oge, the ninth earl, who is presented as a wise and accomplished figure, sophisticated in his domestic milieu and astute in the public sphere. His duels at court with Cardinal Wolsey are major set-pieces, replete with verbatim speeches and gallery-pleasing performances. The key events of the insurrection of Thomas, Lord Offaly, are conveyed in such a way as to shift the blame onto conspirators in the administration in Dublin and London, and to present Thomas as a hapless and gormless foil to these plotters. Garret Oge is exculpated from any guilt for the actions of his ‘headlong hotspur’ of a son, which ‘smote him so deepely to the heart, as upon the report thereof hee deceased in the Tower [of London]’ (1577: I, Hist.Ir., 105; 1587: II, Ir., 100). Stanihurst goes so far as to eliminate Lord Thomas from the line of the earldom, despite his short-lived succession to his father, enabling him to claim that ‘there was never any Erle of that house read or heard of that bare armour in the fielde agaynst his Prince’(1577: I, Hist.Ir., 101; 1587: II, Ir., 97). The adventures in exile of the young Gerald Fitzgerald, the heir to the Kildare house, as recounted in the history, give a context for the restoration of the earldom after the death of Henry VIII.

Just as the distribution and sale of the Chronicles were getting under way in December 1577, a crisis occurred in respect of the content of the Irish section. In a letter to the bishop of London, the English Privy Council reported their having learned of ‘many thinges … falcelie recited and contrarie to the ancient records’ in ‘an historie of Ireland by one Stanhurste’. By this order of 5 December, the unnamed printer was to be summoned before the bishop to report on numbers of copies printed, sold in Ireland, or remaining in stock. The following order was to the earl of Kildare to cause Stanihurst, who was ‘in his service’, to appear before the members of the council ‘to understand their pleasures’. By 13 January 1578, it is clear that Stanihurst had appeared to explain how he had made the errors and had offered to amend them, in which circumstances it was decreed that the ban on further sales of the ‘Chronicles of Irelande’ would be lifted.12 Subsequently there went into circulation, alongside the already printed text, a censored version which reflected the dictates of the Privy Council. Confusion has arisen as to the extent of the changes demanded because of the existence of two substantially different versions of the text of the history of Henry VIII’s reign in the surviving copies of Holinshed’s Chronicles, one considerably shorter than the other.13 Reference to the 1587 edition of Holinshed’s Chronicles may help to clarify the position, by showing that the major variation was probably due to a decision of the editorial team, and that the emendations required by the censor focused on a leaf of the expanded version of the 1577 Irish Chronicle.

In respect of the latter case, the 1587 edition contains the sanitized version of the original leaf 2F7 in the expanded version of the 1577 edition. By comparing that original leaf with its cancel, the offending passages may be divined. Instead of the four ringleaders of the anti-Geraldine conspiracy being termed ‘belweathers and caterpillars’ of Thomas’s overthrow, they are merely referred to as its ‘cheife means and causes’. Offensive allusions to the two of the four named principal enemies of the Fitzgeralds, Archbishop John Alen, and his namesake, Sir John Alen, master of the rolls, are dropped. Reference to a rumoured affair between the archbishop and the wife of the other Alen is deleted, as is a depiction of the latter as ‘little better than a villain’. A vulgar explanation of a quip by Lord Thomas at the expense of Sir John Alen is dropped, though the joke itself is allowed to stand. The fourth of the plotters, Robert Cowley, is described as being ‘well esteemed of’ the Lady Margaret, countess of Ossory, instead of being ‘very inward with’ her. While these changes perhaps spared the feelings of the descendants of those impugned, especially the favoured Butlers of Ormond, and prevented the potential damaging of already fraught Anglo-Irish relations in the later 1570s, they hardly constitute the rectifying of substantial falsehoods or errors.14

Of the two substantially different versions of the history of Henry VIII’s reign down to 1534 to be found in the remaining copies of the 1577 Irish Chronicle, that subsisting in a minority of them comprises the leaves E6–8 of the second register, which contain an abridgement of much of the gathering F (second register) in the other version. In that second, and more common version, the leaves E6–8 have been cancelled, and a rewritten and expanded version begins at F1. As this latter version is the one incorporated in the 1587 edition of Holinshed’s Chronicles, it is inconceivable that it was anything other than acceptable to the authorities.15 It is likely that this bibliographical variation occurred due to the passing of the baton from Holinshed to Stanihurst, which may have come after an earlier version of the history of Henry VIII’s reign (almost identical to that of Campion) had already been set in type and printed in some copies. In this scenario, which sees Stanihurst as a very late contributor to the enterprise, his letter to Sidney in the new 2F1, claiming ‘ownership’ of the history from 1509, provides a significant separation of the work of the two authors. The longer variant includes a more eulogistic portrait of Garret More Fitzgerald, retailing his relentless war-making against the Gaelic clans and his mercurial temper, and also a less balanced survey of the rivalry between the Butlers and the Fitzgeralds, as in the description of Countess Margaret of Ossory and Ormond which is much more circumspect in the shorter version. In keeping with the exculpatory tone in respect of the ninth earl’s career in the expanded version, a couple of telling phrases relating to him at crucial junctures in the abridged version are dropped. One reads: ‘Who would not thinke but these lessons should have schooled so wise a man, and warned him rather by experience of adversities past to cure old sores, than for joy of present fortune to minde seditious driftes to come’; and the other: ‘Yet in his latter time [he was] overtaken with vehement suspition of sundry treasons.’16 Neither of these utterances is consistent with the virulently partisan tone of the longer account of the causes of the outbreak of rebellion, which is further intensified by the inclusion of Garret Oge’s emotional speech to his son, Thomas, on the occasion of his final departure for London. The conspiratorial background to the events of the early summer of 1534, conveyed so dramatically and salaciously in the longer version of the text, is not given in the shorter, thus rendering the reasons for the rebellion fairly incomprehensible.

Notwithstanding the censorship of the text of Stanihurst’s history in early 1578, his personal contribution to the Irish Chronicle has the effect of glorifying the role of the Geraldines and promoting the restoration of indirect rule of Ireland by an Anglo-Norman aristocracy. In this respect it is at one with the attitude displayed in the almost-contemporary Book of Howth, compiled between 1569 and 1579 by Christopher St Lawrence, the seventh baron of Howth, which espoused the continued ascendancy of the Old English within a reformed polity in Ireland.17 In his account of the Kildare family in his Description, Stanihurst rehearses and translates approvingly Cambrensis’s extended hymn to their prowess and enters a vigorous defence of the Geraldines against the attacks of their critics. In the process, Stanihurst appears to anticipate the re-edifying of ‘the batterd weale publique of Ireland’ under their rule (1577: I, Desc.Ir., 19v–20v). In the person of his own employer, Gerald Fitzgerald, the restored eleventh earl, he discerned the ancestral qualities of martial valour and cultivated taste, as revealed in his memoir of Gerald’s boyhood and youth spent on the Continent. The expectations raised, however, by the restored earl’s membership of the entourages of Cardinal Reginald Pole and Duke Cosimo de Medici, as well as his exploits against the Turks at Rhodes, were mitigated by the harsh realities of the Pale borderlands. Moreover, despite his being a politique in religious matters, Earl Gerald attracted official suspicion due to the recusancy of his wife, Mabel Browne, who sheltered a number of Catholic priests in her Kildare household.18 Other female members of the dynasty, including Eleanor McCarthy, Elizabeth Grey, and Elizabeth Clinton, countess of Lincoln, are noted by Stanihurst for their courtly and diplomatic skills. The concluding vignette in the history of Henry VIII’s reign of the kindness of Earl James of Ormond towards the Countess Elizabeth of Kildare seems to adumbrate an era of reconciliation between the two great Irish factions of Butler and Fitzgerald. Yet the threatening tone of the summons of the English Privy Council to the eleventh earl and his chronicler in December 1577 had ominous implications not just for the freedom of historical expression in Ireland but also for Old English aspirations to return to an era of devolved rule from Dublin or Maynooth.

THE 1587 EDITION OF THE IRISH SECTION OF THE CHRONICLES

When the new edition of the Chronicles was being planned in 1586, one of the leading participants was John Hooker (who was widely known during his lifetime by his alias, John Vowell), a native of Exeter, to whom fell the task of revising the Irish Chronicle. A noted antiquarian in that city, Hooker, who was an evangelical Protestant, became familiar with Ireland through his service to the adventurer, Sir Peter Carew, who travelled to Ireland in 1568 to stake a claim to family lands in various parts of the country. Hooker was engaged to document these claims through Carew family records, and to carry out research in the State papers in Dublin Castle. He became an MP in the Irish parliament of 1569–71 and engaged in the controversies there over the wine impost and other matters. Following Carew to Munster in pursuance of claims to land, he witnessed at first hand the events of the first Desmond revolt. When Carew died in 1575, Hooker returned to England. According to his preface addressed to Sir Walter Raleigh, he responded very reluctantly on being ‘earnestlie requested’ to ‘continue the historie of Ireland from the death of Henry VIII until these presents, which hitherto hath not been touched’, ‘by reason of my some acquaintance with the maners and conditions of that nation’ (1587: II, sig. 2Av).19 His original contribution was the annotated English translation of Giraldus’s Expugnatio, which was inserted at the start of the history of the Anglo-Norman phase of the Irish history, as well as his history of the period, 1547–86.

Despite the political and religious views of Hooker being at variance to a lesser or greater degree with those of his predecessor-chroniclers, most of the text of the original contribution on Ireland in the 1577 Chronicles remained substantially unchanged in the 1587 version. Only inconsequential alterations in spellings and paragraph structures were made to the eight-chapter chorographical description, the early history down to the coming of the Normans and the narrative of the later medieval period down to 1547. Left intact were the prefatory dedications to Sidney by Holinshed and Stanihurst, both extolling the merits of Campion, who was hanged as a traitor in the interval between editions. Also retained were the highly favourable views expressed by Stanihurst of the Old English in town and countryside as agents of anglicization, despite Hooker’s stern disapproval of their challenge to the royal prerogative in the cess controversy (1587: II, Ir., 144–5). The paean of praise to the Geraldine family in their political and social roles was still evident in the roll of honour of the lords temporal of Ireland, nor were there amendments to the favourable portraits of the eighth and ninth earls of Kildare. The pre-Reformation heritage of the inhabitants as conveyed by Holinshed remained a feature, their Patrician- and Roman-rooted Christianity blossoming in the lives and miracles of medieval saintly figures. More recent Catholic luminaries were still recorded in the catalogue of men of learning by Stanihurst, including two archbishops, Dermot O’Hurley and Richard Creagh, who were both accounted martyrs by their co-religionists but regarded as traitors by the crown.

Hooker’s first authorial intervention comes at the end of the pre-Norman history with his English translation of the Expugnatio, prefaced by a long letter dedicatory to Sir Walter Raleigh, which reveals starkly the contrast between Hooker’s own perspective and that of his predecessor-compilers. His choice of dedicatee was influenced not only by their common county of birth but also by his admiration for Raleigh’s role in colonial ventures in Ireland and North America. Hooker demonstrated in the missive how his own experience of Ireland had shaped his attitude to the island’s historic communities. Having been an eye-witness to the events of the first Desmond revolt, he was completely dismissive of any claims of loyalty on the part of that branch of the Geraldines, though he was still inclined to nurture hopes that the Old English of the Pale could contribute to the reformation of Ireland, despite recent signs of their growing alienation. Underpinning his approach was a profound Protestant providentialism, which viewed the misery and sufferings of the Munster rebels as God’s punishment of treachery, and the prosperity of the Pale-dwellers as a sign of divine approval (1587: II, sig. 2Ar–v).

As Hiram Morgan has shown, Hooker’s translation of Giraldus is really an adaptation of the Welshman’s work in the light of the political situation of Ireland in the 1580s.20 The copious annotation of the text by Hooker contains descriptions and definitions of places, social customs, and political and military practice which reflect more the reality of the later sixteenth century than the later twelfth. In rendering the term, ‘milites’, Hooker prefers the term ‘gentlemen’ rather than ‘knights’, as being more appropriate to the age in which he was writing, and he almost always translates ‘Britannia’ as ‘England’ to reflect current national predilections. When dealing with Cambrensis’s laudatory passage about the contribution of his Geraldine connections to the conquest and settlement of Ireland, Hooker makes a distinction between the earlier demeanour of the family and their later disaffection:

It is verie true that these Geraldines even ever since have continued in this land of Ireland, and did dailie grow and increase to much honour: there being at this instant two houses advanced to the titles of earledoms, and sundrie to the estates of barons. And so long as they continued in the steps of their ancestors, they were not so honourable as terrible to the Irish nation: but when they leaving English government, liked the loose life of that viperous nation, then they brought in coine and liverie, and a number of manie other Irish and divelish impositions, which hath beene the ruine of their honour, the losse of their credit, & in the end will be the overthrow of all their houses and families. [1587: II, Ir., 41–2]

The ‘viperous nation’ was the Gaelic Irish whose final conquest Hooker hoped to see achieved in his own time. In this respect, the concluding section of Cambrensis’s work on ‘How and by what manner the land of Ireland is thoroughlie to be conquered’ provided a salutary contemporary reverberation. The New Englishman’s purpose in producing a vernacular translation of the twelfth-century historian is summed up by Morgan thus: ‘Hooker, with his notes and dedication, appropriates Giraldus for an English Protestant imperial class, not of crusading feudal knights but of ocean-going gentlemen-adventurers.’21

In his ‘supplie’ of the history of Ireland from 1547 to 1586, Hooker makes it clear in yet another preface, addressed to the reader, that he has been invited to compose the work mainly because of his own familiarity with Ireland in the 1560s and 1570s as an agent for Sir Peter Carew. Indeed, at a number of points in the text, he makes explicit reference to his having witnessed events at first hand. Much of his extensive narrative is based on the activities of the chief governors of mid- to later Tudor Ireland, beginning with Sir Edward Bellingham. As with Campion, whose coverage of the period extended to 1571, Sir Henry Sidney (a patron of Carew, Hooker’s employer) emerges as a hero in his energetic pursuit of his programme of government. Unlike Campion, however, who celebrated Sidney’s attachment to reform through education, the governor admired by Hooker was the one who tamed ‘the wild’, reformed ‘the froward’, punished ‘the disobedient’, persecuted ‘the traitors’, chastized ‘the rebels’, and made ‘the proud to stoope’ (1587: II, Ir., 151). Apart from Sir John Perrot, other governors do not merit similar praise. Below the level of viceroy, however, many servants of the English administration come in for very favourable treatment in Hooker’s history. These include his own patron, Carew, Sir Humphrey Gilbert, Sir Henry Davels, Sir Henry Bourchier, the earl of Essex, and Thomas Masterson. Most of these are the subject of obituarial tributes in which their deaths are recorded, with suitably affecting deathbed scenes. It is clear that Hooker was entirely approving of the aggressive tactics used by these officials and seneschals of the crown, whose task in confronting the hostile inhabitants of the Irish provinces was thrown into higher relief by the implacability of their enemies as presented in Hooker’s text.

In depicting the campaigns of these Tudor servitors and governors, Hooker showed his approval for a policy of rigorous conquest and colonization. This is epitomized in his treatment of the defeat and assassination of the earl of Desmond, and his justification of the massacres of Continental soldiers at Smerwick by Lord Grey de Wilton and of Scottish mercenaries at Ardnaree by Sir Richard Bingham. The Old English, by contrast, are presented as less than reliable agents of government policy, particularly in view of their questioning of royal prerogative. His perception of the Gaelic Irish, being neo-Cambrensian, is irremediably negative, as he berates them for ‘their stubbornesse and pride’, which ‘with a continuall feare … must be brideled’, and for ‘the hardnesse of their hearts’, ‘that with the rod … must be still chastised and subdued’ (1587: II, Ir., 134). Like Cambrensis, he viewed the Gaelic as irreligious, but differed from him in seeing their affiliation to the papacy as being at the root of their wickedness. His history ends with a sweeping attack on the pope whom he identified as the source of treachery and disobedience in Ireland.

CONCLUSION

Raphael Holinshed’s aim in incorporating a separate Irish section within his great project was to reveal Ireland as part of the geographies and polities of the islands of Britain, and on an equal footing with the other countries. Ireland is contextualized within the compendium by many cross-references at appropriate points to the English and Scottish Chronicles, as well as by some additions of material relating to the general history of the islands of Britain and Ireland. In its circumspect treatment of origin legends, ‘wonderfull places’, and miraculous occurrences, the Irish text harmonizes with the humanist historiography of the Chronicles. Although the contributors to the 1577 edition may have felt constrained by political considerations from using Gaelic sources or indeed countenancing their cultural milieu, they exhibited aspects of Renaissance ethnography in their descriptions of the Gaelic inhabitants. Throughout the work of all of the commentators who contributed directly or indirectly to the two editions, the influence of Giraldus Cambrensis as chorographer and historian was immense. In respect of the former specialism at least, there was an aspiration to the updating through empirical research of the information drawn from the Welshman’s work, which had continued faute de mieux to fashion contemporary European notions about Ireland.22 As an illustration of the application of an early modern sensibility, the acute observation of urban conditions in Ireland may be adduced, as, for example, in Campion’s account of the travails of the citizens of fifteenth-century Cork, Stanihurst’s description of his native Dublin, and Hooker’s very full depiction of Waterford.

The Topographia of Cambrensis may have been one of a number of sources for Stanihurst’s ‘patriotic chorography’, which, in both editions of the Chronicles, provided a justification for the older colonials’ claims to social and cultural superiority over the Gaelic Irish.23 While not at odds with the underlying historical thrust of the 1577 Irish Chronicle, in the later edition of 1587 there was a dissonance between such geographical determinism and the political philosophy revealed in the coda and elsewhere. The uses which the authors made of Cambrensis’s Expugnatio were consistent with their outlook on Ireland’s constitution and polity. Holinshed merely expanded on Campion’s brief resumé of the Welshman’s work, albeit in a perfunctory way, while Hooker presented a full translation with his own politically charged commentary.24 Cambrensis’s account of the donation by the papacy of sovereignty over the island of Ireland to the English monarchy is rendered without comment by Hooker, while Holinshed elaborates on the circumstances of the grant to Henry II in the context of a papal mission to reform the religious lives of the Irish. The tensions experienced by Cambrensis’s contemporaries, the Norman barons, as colonial settlers, subject to metropolitan distrust on the one hand and Irish animosity on the other, were recognized by Old and New English alike in the Elizabethan period. Cambrensis’s praising of his Geraldine relations is elaborated upon by Stanihurst in the course of his celebration of the achievements of the nobility, while, retained though it is by Hooker in his translation, a critical qualifying note serves to tarnish the family lustre in the past, and to question their loyalty in the present.

The new edition of Holinshed’s Chronicles may be seen as a portmanteau of political attitudes that had contributed to the debate about the place of Ireland in the British archipelago since the late 1560s. Holinshed’s lightness of touch as editor had allowed for a multifariousness of approaches and viewpoints towards the natural and human history of Ireland to be manifested in the earlier edition, and this was carried over into the later. Through the adaptation of Campion’s work, a strain of Christian humanism was infused which saw the Gaelic Irish as reformable by educative and persuasive means, and as partners ultimately of the Old English in the newly constituted kingdom of Ireland. Richard Stanihurst endorsed this approach through his emphasis on the missionary role of the descendants of the Norman settlers in communicating the norms of English civility. His vision of a unified English polity within a kingdom of Ireland centred on the flourishing of the restored earldom of Kildare, whose glories he had attempted to rehearse. In the decade between the appearance of the editions of the Chronicles, however, a neo-colonialist approach to Ireland, articulated by Hooker, had become entrenched in the Dublin administration. The eclipse of Old English political and cultural ascendancy was reflected to an extent in the summoning of the earl of Kildare and Stanihurst, his chronicler, by the Privy Council to change aspects of the early sixteenth-century historical narrative. By the time that John Hooker contributed to the Irish Chronicle in the mid-1580s, the role of the older established nobility, gentry, and patriciate as agents of reform was being questioned, particularly given their susceptibility to Roman Catholicism and attachment to the papacy. For him, the conjoining of political disaffection with Catholic dissidence in the rebellions in Munster and Leinster in the 1570s and 1580s revealed the scale of the internal and external threats to the English holding in Ireland. The servitors and adventurers, whom he admired so much, had a divine warrant to ‘defend the good, and to punish the evil’ in the climactic phase of the military conquest of Ireland by England, begun four centuries previously (1587: II, Ir., 182).


CHAPTER 40

WALES

RALPH GRIFFITHS

HOLINSHED’S Chronicles do not include a separate description of Wales or a discrete chronicle of Wales. This was probably neither inadvertent nor the result of imperfect planning on the part of the Chronicles’ authors. They and their patrons held a view of Wales and its history that was common among chorographers and historians in the sixteenth century. William Harrison was fully aware of the unobstructed topography of the border country between England and Wales, and the rivers Dee, Severn, and Wye were navigable waterways in his day, as they had been in the past. At the same time, Raphael Holinshed and his collaborators relied predominantly on earlier English historians and writers for whom the history of Wales was closely bound to the history of England and the English realm, especially after the final conquest of Gwynedd in 1282–3:

King Edward [I] having subdued the Welshmen that inhabited in the mountains, went about all the countrie to conquer the residue, …: then having the countrie at his will, he gave unto the English lords townes in the middest of Wales, and divided the countrie into shires, ordained shiriffes, and other officers as then were used in England … Also he placed English garrisons in the castels and holds by the sea sides, and made Englishmen lords of the grounds and possessions belonging to the same … [Chronicles 1587: III, 282]

The History of England might not mention specifically the so-called Acts of Union of 1536 and 1543, but the conjoined realm of England and Wales was at the core of thinking about the relationship between the two countries from Edward I’s reign onwards, and this view was reinforced by the accession of the part-Welsh Henry VII in 1485. This intrinsic attitude was illustrated in the Chronicles by complementary topographical and chronological themes. Wales, then, was perceived in the sixteenth century as a distinct country with a distinctive history, yet also as part of the wider realm.1

The anonymous map, ‘Angliae figura’ (BL, Cotton MS Augustus I.i.9), which was probably drawn c.1536 and presented to Henry VIII by the Welsh Dominican, Maurice Griffith, on New Year’s Day 1537, represents this attitude visually: it depicts England and Wales on a uniform white background, whereas Scotland and Ireland are coloured differently in yellow; and while the map locates ‘Anglia’, ‘Scotia’, and ‘Hybernia’ by name, ‘Wallia’ is conspicuously absent (though there is sufficient room for it). This map may well illustrate English ambitions in the British Isles in the 1530s; at the same time it implies that contemporaries regarded Henry’s present realm as encompassing both England and Wales.2

In the sixteenth century, leaders of opinion in Wales were well disposed to closer political and administrative ties with England. There was muted public reaction at the time of the Act of Union, and few, if any, challenged the ringing declaration in the preamble of the 1536 Act: ‘the Domynyon Principalitie and Countrey of Wales justly and rightuouslye is and ever hath bene incorporated annexed united and subjecte to and under the imperiall Crowne of this Realme as a verye member and joynte of the same’.3 Henry VIII’s rule seemed to be a blessing to scholars like Sir John Prise and Humphrey Llwyd—whose writings were known to Harrison and Holinshed—and William Salesbury lauded the king’s ‘excellent wisdom’. Welsh poets had already praised Henry VII as a king descended from Cadwaladr, and such sentiments continued to be expressed by antiquarians and historians throughout Elizabeth I’s reign. If the Act of 1536 was, in Glanmor Williams’s phrase, more an act of assimilation, it was also the culmination of a centuries-long process that began even before 1282.4

Such an attitude might not be explicitly stated in the Chronicles, but it underpinned the prevalent view of Wales and its recent history in both countries. In his Historie of Cambria (1584), David Powel could even dismiss Owain Glyn Dŵr as the king’s rebel and abhor ‘the presumptuous practices of the immorigerous Welsh’. He quoted with approval Holinshed’s account of Glyn Dŵr’s supposed end in misery:

The Welsh rebel … made an end of his wretched life … being driven now in his latter time (as I find recorded) to such miserie, that in manner despairing of all comfort, he fled into desert places and solitarie cause, where being destitute of all releefe and succour, dreading to shew his face to anie creature, and finallie lacking meat to susteine nature, for mere hunger and lacke of food, miserablie pined awaie and died. [1587: III, 536]5

It is not surprising, therefore, that Wales’s history receives detailed treatment in the Chronicles frequently up to Edward I’s reign but decidedly infrequently thereafter. This context explains why Wales is integral to Harrison’s descriptions of Britain and, to a lesser extent, of England, as well as to Holinshed’s History of England from the earliest times.

HARRISON’S DESCRIPTIONS

The topography and landscape of Wales, and the human imprint upon them, figured naturally in the Description of Britain, while the religious and administrative structures of Wales, as well as several features of human activity, were incorporated seamlessly in the Description of England—and all in the context of the popular origin story of Britain that was common currency in the Middle Ages and the sixteenth century, and which gave a distinctiveness to the portrayal of Wales and its history (see Ashe, Chapter 9 above).

A diffident writer, Harrison expressed the hope that someone else might write in greater detail about Wales, but there is no direct indication that the planners had in mind a discrete Welsh book before 1577. It was Harrison’s uncertainty in interpreting Welsh personal and place names that partly explains why ‘mine intent is not as now to make anie precise description of the particulars of Wales; but onelie to shew how those regions laie, which sometime were knowne to be governed in that countrie’. As for Offa’s Dyke, he considered it less significant than the Roman walls between England and Scotland. Although he hoped that someone would give it ‘fuller treatment’, he briefly noted what he had been told, or had read, about the ‘ditch, which was march betweene the Mercian dominions, and the Welshmen in his [Offa’s] time’, and ‘not a thing generall to the whole Iland’ (1587: I, Desc., 16, 128).

If one takes Harrison at his word, he did not venture far from eastern England and never visited Wales; instead he relied on his own library, his exchanges with other people, including scholars both English and Welsh, and on published works that could supplement his own chorographical descriptions—perhaps too on contemporary mapmakers. The descriptions of Wales by Giraldus Cambrensis in the 1190s and John Leland in the 1530s were often expressed in the first-person singular, and Harrison sometimes adopted a similar style that implied to the reader that he himself sailed along the lengthy Welsh coast (1587: I, Desc., 29ff., 45, 72ff.).

He gained the most substantial assistance, sometimes acknowledged, from Leland, scholar, antiquarian and traveller in England and Wales on Henry VIII’s commission (see Carley, Chapter 11 above).6 Harrison claimed to have relied on Leland, ‘word for word’, ‘whose words [on the Severn valley] I dare not alter’ (1587: I, Desc., 69), though his topographical description of Wales was much more extensive than that.7 His lengthy passages on islands, rivers, and havens had particularly strong echoes of Leland’s itinerary. Harrison was indeed pleased to find that Leland’s passage on Ramsey Island, off the Pembrokeshire coast, was confirmed by ‘a late map’, and that its anglicized name had replaced the ‘Limen’ of Ptolemy’s Geographia which he also could have consulted (1587: I, Desc., 35). Angliae figura had identified Ramsey Island, and so, later, did the maps produced by Mercator, Humphrey Llwyd, and Saxton. These maps also provided a new, realistic outline of Wales’s two western peninsulas that accorded more closely with Harrison’s description; some of these maps may have been available to him (see Hiatt, Chapter 36 above).

He occasionally recounted, with a tinge of humour, stories that Leland had been told during his journey, to illustrate topographical features or explain Welsh names: for example, the popular jest of the traveller in Pembrokeshire who slept between two swords:

I come to the two swords, or haven of Milford, whereinto two rivers direct their course from the northeast called Dugledu [Daugleddau] or the two swords, and betweene them both is a rill which they call also Cultlell [Cyllell] (that is to saie) the knife. Hereof riseth a merrie tale of a Welshman, that lieng in this place abroad all night in the cold weather, and peradventure not verie well occupied, was demanded of his hostesse (where he did breake his fast the next morrow) at what inne he laie in the night precedent, because he came so soone to hir house yer anie of hir maids were up? Oh good hostesse (quoth he) be contented, I laie to night in a dangerous estate, for I slept betweene two swords with a long knife at my heart; meaning indeed that he laie betweene these two rivers, and his brest towards the south neere to the head of Cultlell. [1587: I, Desc., 78]8

Leland’s notes enabled him to pen detailed passages on Anglesey that describe a circumnavigation of the island as well as forays inland, though Leland relied on information provided by a local man, ‘Mr Griffith’ (1587: I, Desc., 35–6).9

Harrison used Leland’s travel notes on Wales much less often in the Description of England, though they enabled him to embed features of Wales in his account. Two stories adopted from Leland betray Harrison’s vivid eye for the interplay of the natural and human worlds, and the curiosities of language. The first, in the chapter ‘Of hawkes and ravenous foules’, focuses on the hill-top fortress of Dinas Bran, near Welshpool, and its eagle’s nest. Harrison noted that the ‘common people call this foule an erne’, a northern usage that perhaps was unfamiliar to him until ‘I perceived that our nation used the word erne in most pleces for the eagle’ (1587: I, Desc., 227).10 The second story, in Harrison’s chapter on ‘Metals to be had in our land’, tells of a lead miner at Cwm Ystwyth, Cardiganshire, who escaped death by the intervention of a crow which stole the miner’s purse; by chasing the crow, he avoided the mine’s collapse that killed his fellow miners (1587: I, Desc., 238).11

Harrison’s descriptions owe a substantial debt to his contemporary and fellow Oxford graduate, the humanist chorographer and historian Humphrey Llwyd (or Lhuyd) of Denbigh, and in particular to his description of Britain in Commentarioli Britannicae Descriptionis Fragmentum, published posthumously (1572) and translated by Thomas Twyne as The Breviary of Britayne (1573) (1587: I, Desc., 35–6, 78, 192). Useful too may have been Llwyd’s Cronica, completed in 1559 and prefaced by a brief description of Wales, the first such to be written in the sixteenth century. A version translated by David Powel was published in the latter’s Historie of Cambria (1584); it was based on the early fourteenth-century ‘Brut y Tywysogyon’ (or ‘Chronicle of the Princes’).12

Powel’s edition of Llwyd’s ‘Description of Cambria, now called Wales’, appeared to claim that Sir John Prise (d. 1555) of Hereford was the original author whose work Llwyd later completed. This is a likely misunderstanding of the genesis of Llwyd’s work, which sought to reassert Prise’s defence of Geoffrey of Monmouth’s account of early British history, as against the criticisms of the humanist scholar, Polydore Vergil. Prise’s Historiae Brytannicae defensio, completed in 1547, was published by his son in 1573, and thereafter the error gained currency. Llwyd’s ‘Description of Cambria’ then proceeded to a historical account of the ancient kingdoms and cantrefs of Wales that was quite different from Harrison’s descriptions. Despite its reliance on Llwyd’s writings, Holinshed’s Chronicles expressed scepticism about certain elements of the traditional story of early Britain (1587: I, Hist., 22 ff., 84, 85–6).13

Llwyd had used Giraldus Cambrensis’s writings when penning his account of Anglesey, and Harrison used them too, especially Giraldus’s ‘Description of Wales’, which was often couched in the first person. On the subject of roads, Harrison concluded, ‘I should hold with our Galfride before anie other’—with some reservations on their alleged pre-Roman origins, and, he might have admitted, with scant regard for roadways that had emerged since the twelfth century (1587: I, Desc., 12, 15–16, 35–6, 112, 227).

Like his Commentarioli, Llwyd’s maps of ‘Wales or Cambria’ (Cambriae Typus) and of England and Wales appeared after his death, in 1573 in the supplement to Abraham Ortelius’s Theatrum Orbis Terrarum, first published in Cologne in 1570. Several months before he died in 1568, Llwyd arranged, through a mutual acquaintance, the merchant Richard Clough, also of Denbigh, to send his maps and chorographical descriptions of England, Wales, and Scotland to Ortelius, who had initially approached Llwyd seeking information about the significance of Mona as the name for Anglesey. In his Theatrum, Ortelius published Llwyd’s letter of 1568 which was mainly a description of the island.14

Harrison acknowledged Llwyd’s descriptions and this may include a debt to his maps. Harrison’s references to the use of a map of Wales are sparse, though sixteenth-century mapmakers frequently consulted Leland’s notes for the location of places and the spelling of place names (1587: I, Desc., 34). Llwyd’s map reflected his personal knowledge of the northern coast and rivers of Wales, as might be expected of a man of Denbigh, and if Harrison consulted the map that might help to explain his special attention to this region. Both descriptions and map would have enabled him to augment Leland’s descriptions of the fertile island which both authors knew as ‘the Mother of Wales’ (1587: I, Desc., 35–6, 78).15

Although Harrison made only rare reference to Christopher Saxton’s ‘cards’ (presumably versions of his maps), it is possible that the results of Saxton’s topographical surveys between 1573 and 1578 of Welsh and English counties, which appeared in an atlas in 1579 and a wall-map in 1583, may also have been available to him. Thomas Seckford, the lawyer and royal official who sponsored Saxton’s work, was interested in the Holinshed project, as was Seckford’s patron, William Cecil, Lord Burghley, who was not above requesting copies of Saxton’s maps before they were completed. The printing of a map of Wales and the western shires of England in 1580 may also indicate that Saxton had a separate map of Wales in mind (1587: I, Desc., 99; III, sig. A2v).16

It is worth noting, too, that Frances Newton, the second wife of Sir William Brooke (Lord Cobham since 1558), to whom the Description of Britain is addressed, came from Newtown (‘Trenewith’ = Trenewydd) in the new shire of Montgomery; Harrison noted that her family, which took its name from the town, was otherwise known as Cradocke or Caradoc (1587: I, Desc., 69). This connection may partly explain—along with the special knowledge provided by Llwyd—Harrison’s particular interest in north-east Wales which Leland’s travel writings also satisfied.

Harrison introduced details of other locations, and he noted the residences of several contemporaries in the south-east. The house at ‘Crindie’ (Crindau), near Newport, belonged to ‘maister Harbert’, who is likely to be Miles, the younger son of Sir William Herbert of St Julians; he is known to have occupied Crindau by 1564. ‘Mr Aubrey of Brecs.’ was none other than William Aubrey (d. 1595) of Cantreff, Breconshire, a member of the Council in the Marches by 1579. Across the rill at Margam in Glamorgan was the house where ‘Sir Edward Manxell’ (or Mansell) (d. 1585) lived after his father’s death in 1559, while not far away stood Neath abbey, the home of ‘maister Crumwell’, presumably the son of Sir Richard Cromwell (d. 1544) who had acquired the former monastic estates. All four were prominent Welsh gentry whom Harrison could have encountered in person or by reputation in the capital (1587: I, Desc., 75–6).17

Harrison’s Description of England reflects other aspects of the conjoined realm (see Houlbrooke, Chapter 37 above). The four bishoprics of Bangor, Llandaff, St Davids, and St Asaph were noted as part of the province of Canterbury (1587: I, Desc., 131ff., with the bishoprics described, 145). He was struck by the poverty of the smaller among them, Bangor being the poorest ‘of all the bishoprikes in England’. Llandaff, he learnt, ‘is a poore bishoprike, and (as I have heard) the late incumbent thereof [presumably Bishop Hugh Jones, 1567–74)] being called for not long since by the lord president in open court made answer’ (1587: I, Desc., 145). Of the bishop of St Davids, he had heard that he ‘misliketh verie much of the cold situation of his cathedrall church’; and therefore he ‘would gladlie pull it downe, and set it in a warmer place; but it would first be learned what suertie he would put in to see it well performed’ (1587: I, Desc. 145).18

He noted the tally of thirteen shires created by Henry VIII, ‘who made the Britons or Welshmen equall in all respects unto the English, and brought to passe that both nations should indifferentlie be governed by one law’ (1587: I, Desc., 154)—the closest he came to mentioning the Act of Union. As a public example of the integration of peoples, Harrison described—a little hesitantly—how in Wales by his day the poor especially preferred to go to London to plead in the courts, despite the cost and the existence of courts established at Ludlow ‘for the ease of poore men dwelling in those parts’:

When he commeth there also, he will make such importunate begging of his countrimen, and hard shift otherwise, that he will sometimes carie downe six or seven writs with him in his pursse, wherewith to molest his neighbor, though the greatest quarrel be scarselie worth the fee that he hath paid for anie one of them. But inough of this, least in revealing the superfluous follie of a few brablers in this behalfe, I bring no good will to my selfe amongst the wisest of that nation. [1587: I, Desc., 176]19

His list of fairs included far fewer in Wales than it might have done, but instructively he found a place for the fairs at Oswestry (in May), Denbigh (in September), and Holt (in October), all in the north-east (1587: I, Desc., 245–6). Significantly, he judged the ‘best pasture ground of all England is in Wales, and of all the pasture in Wales that of Cardigan is the cheefe’, echoing the observation of John Leland, if startling in his own comparison, suggesting that ‘it may be compared for batablenesse with Italie, which in my time is called the paradise of the world’ (1587: I, Desc., 110).20

Yet, however close the relationship with England by the sixteenth century, contemporaries regarded Wales as a country with a divergent and distinctive history. Indeed, this perception was emphasized, paradoxically, by the Welsh heritage of the monarchy and by the creation in 1536 of new counties whose boundaries with the western English shires replaced the boundaries of marcher lordships that had been somewhat fluid in the past.21

At the heart of this distinctiveness had been—and still was—the Welsh language and its widespread use. Harrison was well aware of that, and occasionally confessed to a lack of understanding of Welsh town and village names ‘for want of the language’ (1587: I, Desc., 28). Harrison’s descriptions deployed the commonly accepted origin myth of the Welsh people to explain the early separation of the two countries. It was widely believed that the settled (as opposed to the immigrant) inhabitants were descended from ancient Britons (or ‘Britains’ as the Chronicles have it) forced westwards into ‘a corner of this region’ by invading Saxons; they survived to give the Welsh people their peculiar character and their ancient British tongue (1587: I, Desc., 7, 211).

Harrison was equally aware of the impact which later migrants had upon the people of Wales, though faulty historical logic led him to believe that the Danes were ‘let in by the Welshmen or Britons’ in revenge for the Saxon invasions, and were followed by the Flemings after 1066 when their country was ‘drowned’ (1587: I, Desc., 28). One consequence, in Harrison’s view, was that although the British tongue survived in the speech of the Britons (or Cymri), it was influenced by Latin, Saxon, and other languages (1587: I, Desc., 12–14). Most of Wales kept its ancient language, ‘that of the north part of the said countrie being lesse corrupted than the other and therefore reputed for the better in their owne estimation and judgement’ (1587: I, Desc., 14). But, he opined, even by his own day there were only minor similarities with Cornwall/Devon speech and in practice interpreters were needed (1587: I, Desc., 14).

He noted, too, the role of bards or poets in sustaining the Welsh language and transmitting its literature, though he may not have appreciated their predominantly oral culture. It is likely that much of this literature was not committed to writing, though from the late fifteenth century this dramatically changed. Thus, Harrison could detect in his own day the survival of ‘manie poesies and writings’, but not in their original form, and he (unfairly) attributed to Giraldus Cambrensis the criticism that the bards had been ‘most slacke and negligent’ (1587: I, Desc., 13).22

These littérateurs were the collectors of pedigrees and genealogies and the popularizers of prophecy ‘in theire own toong’ (1587: I, Desc., 13). Although Harrison was unsure how much credit to assign to their outpourings—which were especially numerous in his day—the Welsh believed ‘such blind prophecies as have beene made of old time’ (1587: I, Desc., 16). However, ‘I must needs confesse that their ancient Bards were verie diligent in there collection, and had also publike allowance or salarie for the same; so I dare not absolutelie impugne their assertions, sith that in times past all nations (learning it no doubt of the Hebrues) did verie solemnelie preserve the catalogs of their descents, thereby either to shew themselves of ancient or noble race, or else to be descended from some one of the gods’ (1587: I, Desc., 13).

He also noted the social consequences of immigration in Wales, taking as an example Edward the Confessor’s willingness to allow intermarriage between Welsh and English (1587: I, Desc., 7). These social and linguistic developments in time enabled the Welsh to become ‘united and made equall with the English’ and, to take one of Harrison’s examples, to frame their appetites to live ‘after our manner’ so that ‘at this daie’ there was very little difference ‘between us in our diets’ (1587: I, Desc., 165). At the same time, this did not deter him from regarding Welsh society as distinctive.

THE HISTORY OF ENGLAND

The main theme relating to Wales in the History is Anglo-Welsh relations, alternating between violent confrontation and uneasy accommodation, and culminating in the destruction of the last Welsh ruling dynasty in 1282–3. In the sixteenth century these relations were understood as a prelude to the social and political processes that gradually created a more peaceful bond between England and Wales, without snuffing out the particularity of Wales’s history; Holinshed chose and interpreted his sources accordingly. (See Summerson, Chapters 4 and 5 above.)

Harrison outlined the prevailing account of the formation of early Wales—its land, people and language—while expressing scepticism about the Brutus myths of the emergence of Britain that stemmed from Geoffrey of Monmouth’s twelfth-century writings and which were still popular in Queen Elizabeth’s day. The History took its cue from Harrison’s ‘chronologie’ and, in planning the second edition of the Chronicles, Abraham Fleming undertook to adopt his arrangement of books and chapters (1587: I, Hist., 12, and sig. Y6r–v). It included the story of the ‘Britains’ being forced westwards by Saxon invaders and how, in Wales, they (as the Cymri were called) remained deeply hostile to the Anglo-Saxons; the writings of the Venerable Bede revealed how this hostility extended to the differing dates for Easter adopted when Christianity spread in both lands (1587: I, Hist., 105–6, 126, 130). It included too the morcellated political structure of Wales which crystallized into three kingdoms of Gwynedd, Deheubarth, and Powys, often mutually hostile and ready to ally with rulers in England and Ireland.23

The emergence of a kingship of all England in the late Anglo-Saxon period increased the likelihood of confrontation as English ambitions towards the Welsh kingdoms intensified. According to Holinshed, Egbert, king of Wessex and eventually overlord of all the English kingdoms by 830, swept through the country as far as Wales and defeated the Welsh, also subduing Chester which the Welsh had occupied; he declared himself king in Wales and ordered all its inhabitants to be called English. To mark his dominance, Egbert took tribute of 300 wolf-skins from Tudewall (Tudwal), king of the Welsh, with the result that after three years all the wolves had disappeared from Wales (1587: I, Hist., 138, 160). This was an exaggerated interpretation of the aftermath of a raid that did not in reality lead to sustained occupation or even subjugation, but Holinshed’s view laid the foundation for his later interest in the imposition of English suzerainty (1587: I, Hist., 138).24 He based his account on the Polychronicon of Ranulf Higden, a monk of St Werburgh’s abbey, Chester: composed in the mid-fourteenth century, its various continuations were popular reading and John Trevisa’s English translation of 1387 had been in print since Caxton’s day. The Polychronicon may also have provided Holinshed, a Cheshireman himself, with the particular knowledge he showed of Chester and its earls.25

Thereafter, Welsh kings were frequently portrayed in the History as rebels bent on thwarting the efforts of the English crown to subjugate the Welsh by insisting on acts of homage. Rebellion under Edward the Confessor was suppressed and the Welsh renewed their pledges of loyalty and blamed Earl Godwin and his son Harold for provoking them and misleading the king; Edward was even recorded as allowing the two half-brothers of Gruffudd ap Llywelyn, king of much of Wales, to succeed their brother in return for homage, while Welsh women were allowed to marry English provided they sought permission (1587: I, Hist., 188–9, 193, 200). Once again it was an anachronistic interpretation of a struggle between two hostile rulers, each exploiting the rivalries in the other’s kingdom, and with Gruffudd and his successors submitting when forced to do so but never acknowledging King Edward’s suzerainty.26

After the Norman Conquest English kings advanced with greater vigour against the Welsh kingdoms, and sought purposefully to impose their suzerainty on Welsh rulers and demand personal fealty and homage. This is what Holinshed chronicled. Recording the military campaigns under William the Conqueror and William Rufus, he recognized the significance of Rhys ap Tewdwr’s death in 1093; thereafter, he claimed, English kings were acknowledged as overlords of Wales, though its rulers were brought to obedience only gradually (1587: III, 20). Henceforward, the Welsh who resisted were judged to be fickle, elusive, or rebellious by turns:

The Welshmen hearing of the kings approch [in 1097], and that his armie was farre greater than the last which he brought into their countrie, fell to their woonted policie, and got them into the woods, there to lie in wait, trusting more to the advantage of starting holes, than to their owne force and puissance. [1587: III, 23]

Efforts to assert English overlordship intensified in the twelfth century, particularly during the reign of Henry II. Holinshed described how, in 1164, Rhys ap Gruffudd, the most powerful of Welsh rulers, and other lords travelled to the royal manor of Woodstock (Oxfordshire) to do homage to King Henry and his son (1587: III, 69). They later rebelled but once again, in 1177, all the rulers of south and north Wales became the king’s liegemen at Oxford and swore fealty to him; in return the king bestowed on Rhys authority over Merioneth, and to Dafydd ap Owain he gave the land of Ellesmere. A marginal note in the 1587 edition indicates that this significant report was taken from Roger of Howden’s contemporary chronicle (1587: III, 70).27 Submission to the king of England, and this demonstration of territorial dependence, seemed to tighten the feudal bond between lord and vassal. Again at Worcester, in 1184, Rhys ap Gruffudd and other Welsh leaders submitted to the king, became his men and repeated their oaths of fealty (1587: III, 108).

In the thirteenth century, the rise of Gwynedd and the ambitions of its rulers led to a more intense conflict with the crown that gripped the attention of English chroniclers, especially Matthew Paris; and Holinshed accordingly detailed the Anglo-Welsh feudal relationship more fully. In particular, the situation after the death of Llywelyn the Great in 1240, and the quarrel between his two sons, the legitimate but younger Dafydd and the illegitimate Gruffudd, seemed especially revealing of the status of what had been acknowledged by Henry III as the principality of Gwynedd. When Dafydd precipitated matters by imprisoning Gruffudd, ‘The whole countrie of Wales was marvellouslie in trouble about their quarrels.’ The king as overlord marched against Dafydd and summoned him to produce sureties that he would abide by ‘such order in the kings courts, as to him by law should be orderlie awarded’ (1587: III, 224). The failure of Dafydd to release his brother, and his alienation of other Welsh nobles, encouraged the king to invade.

Holinshed was particularly struck by the appeal which Gruffudd’s wife, Senena, sent to Henry III and by the agreement which she and the king reached in 1241 (1587: III, 226–7). This was a significant document charting the developing relationship between the crown and Welsh rulers, not the first to detail in writing the terms of the relationship but one concluded by a woman—perhaps the feature that attracted Holinshed’s attention. He also included the undertaking of Roger of Mold (de Monte Alto), seneschal of Chester, as a pledge of Senena’s agreement. Both submissions were translated from Matthew Paris’s Chronica Majora.28 Senena recognized the king’s superior authority and agreed that Dafydd should have part of his father’s inheritance while acknowledging that both he and Gruffudd should hold their lands of the king. Dafydd duly agreed to pay homage and fealty at the king’s court, an undertaking recorded in the Chronica Majora and translated in Holinshed’s History (1587: III, 227–8). When, about 1244, Dafydd claimed to be a vassal of the pope, Holinshed appreciated that this was ‘to the prejudice of the crowne of England, as touching the right which the king of England had to the dominion of Wales’ (though only the first line of the pope’s letter was printed by him) (1587: III, 232–3).29

In his intermittent narratives of the military engagements between the king and lords of the March, on the one hand, and Welsh rulers, on the other, accompanied by hints of personal rivalries on both sides, Holinshed’s main interest was the relationship between the crown and the Welsh, and the stages by which the king’s superior authority was exerted over their rulers and lands by the end of the thirteenth century. This theme led him into occasional exaggeration and anachronism.

Holinshed’s record of oaths sworn and obligations accepted by the Welsh was complemented by periodic statements of other developments that seemed to him, in retrospect, to point in the same direction. For example, ‘In this season [1251], Wales was brought to be subject unto the English lawes’, a statement that embroidered the limited authority of Alain la Zouche as justice of Chester and adjacent lands in Wales, as noted by Holinshed’s source, Matthew Paris (1587: III, 244).30 This was in despite of the differences between the peoples of north and south Wales that Harrison noted. In 1257, Holinshed stressed the seriousness of yet another Welsh rebellion at a time of political turbulence in England: ‘At that time, Northwales and Southwales joined in league and freendlie amitie togither, which commonlie was not seene in those daies, they being for the more part at variance, the one rather seeking still how to indamage the other: but now in defense of their liberties (as they pretended) they agreed in one’ (1587: III, 255). Indeed, with the renewal of war in the 1250s after Gruffudd’s son, Llywelyn, had established himself as ruler of Gwynedd, Holinshed was restrained in his judgements on the rebels, attributing to the Welsh a desire above all to defend what they believed to be their rights and freedoms.

Holinshed chronicled the last Welsh wars of 1276–7 and 1282–3 in some detail, including a summary of the terms of Llywelyn ap Gruffudd’s submission to the king by the treaty of Conwy in 1277, basing his account on Nicholas Trivet’s annals. His description of the death of Llywelyn in 1282, and his brother Dafydd the following year, seemed to be the culmination of a gradual process of political subjection (1587: III, 278–81). Unlike Humphrey Llwyd and David Powel, Holinshed hardly acknowledged Llywelyn’s political achievement and status as prince of Wales, and the administrative details of the statute of Rhuddlan (1284) seemed of minor significance (1587: III, 381).31

Holinshed the Cheshireman appreciated the nature of the borderland where much of the Anglo-Welsh conflict was played out: whether Offa’s boundary between his kingdom and Wales—‘betwixt the marshes of his countrie, and the Welsh confines, to divide thereby bounds of their dominions’—or the later, often ill-defined, ‘marshes’ which lay beyond the ‘confines’ of each of the two countries (1587: I, Desc., 132). Prompted by the terms used by chroniclers such as Roger of Howden and Matthew Paris to convey the border’s fluidity, he appreciated that the March was a geographical and historical concept, rather than a territorial or administrative one in the centuries before the marcher lordships became a permanent feature of the political landscape by the end of the thirteenth century. He rarely referred to marcher lordships in these earlier centuries: rather did the Welsh devastate ‘the English marshes’ in Henry I’s reign, and Holinshed referred to the city of Hereford as being ‘in the marches of Wales’ (1587: III, 38, 152; and cf. 118; I, Hist., 194). He had King John in 1201 sending Hubert de Burgh ‘to keepe the marshes betwixt England and Wales as warden of the same’, while in 1212 the Welsh, ‘rushing out of their owne confines, fell upon their next neighbours within the English marshes’ (1587: I, Hist., 176).

These concepts of ‘marches’ and ‘confines’ supported Holinshed’s interpretation of the porous nature of the borderland that allowed the gradual fusion of English and Welsh peoples, and of the process of imposing the king’s authority. In 1244 not only was it necessary to defend ‘the English marshes against the Welshmen, that made dailie war against those that dwelled on the marshes’, but the Welsh ‘began to wast the English confines’ (1587: III, 236). In 1257 the Welsh ‘did much hurt to the English marishes’ by driving back Prince Edward and ‘did much mischeefe to the Englishmen that inhabited on the marshes, neither were the lords marchers able to resist them’ (1587: III, 254). The result in the following year was that ‘the marshes towards Wales in this season were brought almost desert, by reason of the continuall wars with the Welshmen’ (1587: III, 257).32

For the centuries following the conquest of Gwynedd in 1282–3, it is not possible to construct a narrative of Wales’s history from the Chronicles. This is partly due to the establishment of peace between England and Wales, and partly because of the nature of English chronicle-writing and the absence of comparable Welsh chronicles; it also reflects the conception of Welsh historical development held by the Chronicles’ authors. Welsh folk appear as incidental players on a wider stage. Welsh soldiers served in English armies in Scotland and France, while Welsh students studied at Oxford and in 1389 (as Fleming inserted from Henry Knighton’s unpublished chronicle) were embroiled in disturbances there, on the side of southern English students (1587: III, 351, 371, 466). Dr John Bale’s lists of thinkers and writers in each reign included a small number of intellectuals from Wales and the borderland whom the Chronicles noted among those from England (1587: III, 413–15, 508–9, 542–3, 662–3, 710, 797–8, 939, 978). Richard II’s confrontation with Henry Bolingbroke in north-east Wales in 1399 was noticed because Holinshed had access to ‘a French book’ (Jean Creton’s chronicle) in the library of Dr John Dee (1587: III, 499, 503). And the presence of Welshmen in noble retinues at the battle of Edgecote in 1469 was widely reported by contemporary writers; in 1587 Fleming added an epitaph of Sir Richard Herbert who died there (1587: III, 672–3).

In the following century, the anti-Catholic temper of the Chronicles explains the inclusion of a few instances of persecution involving Welshmen (see Parry, Chapter 6 above). They were based on Edward Hall’s chronicle but were not accompanied by general judgements on the Welsh. The execution of Katherine of Aragon’s former chaplain, Friar Forest, in 1538 was made noteworthy by the burning of a wooden image, the ‘Derfel Gadarn’, venerated at Llandderfel, in the diocese of St Asaph, and brought to London to feed the flames, thus fulfilling a prophecy, to which the Welsh were addicted, that it would set a forest on fire (1587: III, 945).33 The alleged Catholic conspiracy in 1584–5 to assassinate Queen Elizabeth could be described at length in the second edition of the Chronicles because a pamphlet published as recently as 1585 detailed the accusations against the arch-plotter, William Parry, probably from Flintshire (1587: II, Scot., 431).34 Neither of these executions was the occasion for a comment on Wales or Welsh people.

Observations of the Welsh in the histories of Scotland and Ireland are even more perfunctory. Relying on Hector Boethius, Holinshed transposed the ‘great rebellion raised in Wales’ from Henry IV’s reign to that of his son; but (he wisely concluded) ‘the English writers make no mention of anie such matter’ (1587: II, Scot., 258). Despite the military and commercial links between Wales and Ireland, Holinshed did little more than select from the chronicler, Henry Marlborough, the story of how, in about 1405, a force of Dubliners attacked south-west Scotland and on their return landed in Wales where they plundered the shrine of St Cybi and transported it to Holy Trinity priory, Dublin, with which Marlborough was associated (1587: II, Ir., 74). Both reports reflect a reality that relations with Scotland and Ireland were neither constant nor close, even during Glyn Dŵr’s revolt.35

Indeed, only with this revolt (or rebellion, in Holinshed’s eyes) did Wales take centre-stage in the Chronicles after Edward I’s reign. The rising seemed an affront to the passage of history, and not representative of opinion in Wales as a whole. The Welsh emerge not unsympathetically in the Chronicles, but the rebel leader and his followers were condemned. The disappearance and death of Owain are portrayed with contempt, at best with pity (1587: III, 518ff., passim).36 Holinshed was heavily indebted to Thomas Walsingham’s Chronica Majora (later entitled Historia Anglicana when edited by Henry T. Riley), completed soon after 1420 and published as recently as 1574. But by supplementing Walsingham’s account with Edward Hall’s later chronicle, published in 1548, he imported several errors. Both Holinshed and Hall confused Sir Edmund Mortimer, who was Owain’s captive from 1402, with his nephew, the young earl of March, and in doing so misled Shakespeare. On the other hand, Hall (and Holinshed) drew attention to the tripartite indenture that outlined a plan for the division of the English realm between Glyn Dŵr, March, and the earl of Northumberland. Holinshed’s account is the more reliable in weaving several contemporary reports to produce a political narrative of the revolt: Enguerrand de Monstrelet’s Chroniques, published most recently in Paris in 1572, provided him with fuller details of the invasion by Owain’s French allies in 1405–6. In one respect, Holinshed was not well served by his editor in 1587. Following Walsingham, Holinshed described the victory of Owain’s forces at the battle of Pilleth in 1402, including the emotive report of local Welsh women abusing the bodies of the English dead. He was restrained in telling the tale: ‘shamefull villanie used by the Welshwomen towards the dead carcasses was such, as honest eares would be ashamed to heare, and continent tongs to speake thereof’. But in 1587 Fleming let his prejudices rip, and not simply against the Welsh, adding, with classical allusions:

as the like (I doo believe) hath never or sildome beene practised … yet neither the cruelltie of Tomyris [queen of the Massagetae] nor yet of Fulvia [wife of Mark Antony] is comparable to this of the Welshwomen; which is worthie to be recorded to the same of a sex pretending to title of weake vessels, and yet raging with such force of fiercenesse and barbarism …: yet bicause it was a thing doone in open sight, and left testified in historie; I see little reason whie it should not be imparted in our mother toong to the knowledge of our owne countrimen, as well as unto strangers in a language unknowne … [1587: III, 528]37

In the early seventeenth century, the Chronicles provided a context for the new genre of family histories by Welsh gentry claiming respectable pedigrees for themselves. But the first of the Welsh county histories inspired by William Lambarde’s Perambulation of Kent relied less heavily on such national histories: Rice Merrick’s history and chorographical description of Glamorgan (c.1578–87), parish by parish and river by river, showed no awareness of the Chronicles, while relying on sources common to both. And George Owen’s description of Pembrokeshire, completed by 1603, doubted Harrison on the quality of St Davids alabaster, and ‘both Master Holinshed and Master Saxton, in his map’, on the courses of Pembrokeshire rivers.38

Harrison and Holinshed regarded Wales as part of the king’s wider realm, yet with a distinctive history. The former never set foot in Wales and relied on descriptions and maps, by English and Welsh authors, for his account of its landscape, people, institutions, and language. By contrast, Holinshed the Cheshireman was acquainted with north-east Wales, to which he gave particular attention in his chronicle of Anglo-Welsh relations, from confrontation to accommodation. To both writers, the two countries had become intimately and peacefully related.
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1577 Edition

Volume One

Main Title Page:

THE | Firste volume of the | Chronicles of England, Scot- | lande, and Irlande. | CONTEYNING, | The description and Cronicles of England, from the | first inhabiting unto the conquest. | The description and Chronicles of Scotland, from the | first originall of the Scottes nation, till the yeare | of our Lorde. 1571. | The description and Chronicles of Yrelande, likewise | from the firste originall of the Nation, untill the yeare. 1547. | Faithfully gathered and set forth, by | Raphaell Holinshed. || AT LONDON, | Imprinted for George Bishop.
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Contents:

¶ 2r–3r: Holinshed’s epistle to William Cecil, Lord Burleigh.

¶ 4r–5v: ‘Preface to the Reader’.

¶ 6r–v: List of authors from whom the Description and History are collected.

*1r: Contents of the Description of Britain.

*1v: Blank page.

*2r–v: William Harrison’s epistle to William Brooke, Lord Cobham.

A1r–Q6r: Description of Britain. Paginated recto only in running sequence, 1–126.

r1: Errata sheet (‘Faults escaped’).

a1r–t1r: History of England to 1066. Standard pagination, 1–289.

2A1r: History of Scotland internal title page:

THE | Historie of Scotlande, | conteyning the beginning, in- | crease, proceedings, continuance, | Actes and Gouernemente of the Scottish nation, from the originall | thereof vnto the yeare. 1571. Gathered | and written in the English | tongue by R.H. || AT LONDON, | ¶ Imprinted for George | Bishop.

[Enclosed in decorative border identical to that of the title of the Description.]

2A1v: Authors from whom the History of Scotland is collected.

2A2r–v: Holinshed’s epistle to Robert Dudley, earl of Leicester.

*b1r: Contents of the Description.

*b2r: Harrison’s epistle to Thomas Secford.

*a1r–2*b5r: Description of Scotland. Standard pagination, 1–22.

3A1r–2K3v: History of Scotland. Standard pagination, 1–518.

2K4r–2M6r: Index to the History of Scotland.

[Fleuron]1r: History of Ireland internal title page:

THE | Historie of Irelande | from the first inhabitation | thereof, vnto the yeare 1509. | Collected by Raphaell Holinshed, | and continued till the year 1547. | by Richard. Stanyhurst. || AT LONDON, | ¶ Imprinted for George | Bishop.

[Enclosed in decorative border identical to that of the title of the Description.]

[Fleuron]1v: Authors from whom the Irish history is collected.

[Fleuron]2r–v: Holinshed’s epistle to Sir Henry Sidney.

4A1r–4D4v: Description of Ireland. Paginated recto only in running sequence, 1–28.

5A1r–5H5r: History of Ireland. Standard pagination, 1–115.

5H5v: List of the Governors and Lieutenants of Ireland.

5H6rff.: Index and errata for the histories of Ireland and Scotland.

Volume Two

Main Title Page:

THE | Laste volume of the | Chronicles of England, Scot- | lande and Irelande, with | their descriptions. | CONTEYNING, | The Chronicles of Englande from William Conqueror untill this present tyme. | Faithfully gathered and compiled | by Raphaell Holinshed. || AT LONDON, | Imprinted for Lucas Harison.

[Enclosed in decorative border identical to that of the title of the Description.]

Signatures:
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Contents:

¶2r: Holinshed’s preface to the second part of the History of England.

t2r–4Z2v: History of England, 1066 to 1577. Standard pagination, but continuing as from vol. 1, 291–1876. Sig. t2, also as continuing from vol. 1.

2A1ff.: Index to the History of England from both vols. 1 and 2, followed by errata.
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Volume One

Main Title Page:

THE | First and second | volumes of Chonicles, | comprising || 1 The description and historie of England, | 2 The description and history of Ireland, | 3 The description and history of Scotland: || First collected and published by Raphaell | Holinshed, William Harrison, | and others: || Now newlie augmented and continued | (with manifold matters of singular | note and worthie memorie) | to the yeare 1586. by | John Hooker alias Vowell Gent. | and others. || With conuenient tables at the | the end of these | volumes. || Historiae placeant nostrates ac peregrinae |

[Enclosed in ornamental border bearing the date 1574 (bottom centre) and the inscription ‘POSSIDETE NIMAS VESTRAS’ (top centre).]
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Contents:

A3r –v: Authors from whom the Description and History of England are collected.

A4r–v: William Harrison’s epistle to William Brooke, Lord Cobham.

A5r: Contents of the first book of the Description.

A5v: ‘Regum angliae series et catalogus’, ‘Carmen chronologicon’.

A6r–Y5r: Description of Britain. Standard pagination, 1–250.

Y5r: History of England internal title page:

THE | Historie of Eng-| land, from the time that it | was first inhabited, vntill | the time that it was |last conquered: || Wherein the sundrie alter-| ations of the state vnder for- | ren people is declared; and | other manifold obseruati- | ons remembered: || BY RAPHAEL HOLINSHED. || Now newlie read ouer, and |diligentlie digested into bookes and | chapters, with their seuerall argu- | ments prefixed, conteining an abridge- | ment of the whole historie, for the | help of the readers iudgement | and memorie: || With two tables of particulars, | the one seruing the descrip - | tion, the other the historie: | by Abr. Fleming.

[Enclosed in decorative border bearing the words ‘Laus historiae ex I. Leylando. || Quod sol aethero praestat pulcherrimus orbi, | Historia humanis vsibus hoc tribuit.’ (bottom centre).]

Y6r: Abraham Fleming’s preface ‘To the readers studious in histories’.

2A1r–2R6r: History of England up to 1066. Standard pagination, 1–202.

Volume Two

Main Title Page:

THE | Second volume of | Chronicles: | Conteining the description, | conquest, inhabitation, and tro- | blesome estate of Ireland; first col- | lected by Raphaell Holinshed; and | now newlie recognised, augmen- | ted and continued from the death | of king Henrie the eight vntill this | present time of sir John Perot | knight, lord deputie: as | appeareth by the sup- | plie beginning in pag. 109, 7c. | By John Hooker alias Vowell gent. || Wherevnto is annexed the de- | scription and historue of Scotland, | first published by the said R. H. and | now newlie reuised, inlarged and | continued to this present yeare; | as appeareth in pag. | 405: &c. | By F. T. || With two tables seruing both | countries added in the end | of this volume. || Historia placeant nostrates ac peregrinae.

[Enclosed in decorative border identical to that of the internal title page of the History of England, with ‘1586’ in place of the inscription, bottom centre.]
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A2r–v: Holinshed’s epistle to Sir Henry Sidney.

A3r: Authors and contents of the Description of Ireland.

A4r–v: Richard Stanihurst’s epistle to Sir Henry Sidney.

A5r–E6r: Description of Ireland. Standard pagination, 9–59.

E6r: List of the Governors and Lieutenants of Ireland.

2A1r: List of the Deputies and Lord Justices of Ireland.

ξ1r: History of Ireland internal title page:

THE | Irish historie com- | posed and written by Gi- | raldus Cambrensis, and tran- | slated into English (with scho- | lies to the same) by John Hooker of | the citie of Excester gentleman; to- | gither with the supplie of the said hi- | storie, from the death of king Henrie | the eight, vnto this present yeere | 1 5 8 7, doone also by | the said John | Hooker: || And dedicated to the ho- | norable sir Walter Ralegh | knight, lord warden of | the stannarie in the | counties of Deuon | and Cornwall. || 1. Esdras 4.| And king Artaxerxes commanded the | chronicles to be searched whether it were | true that had beene informed. || Acts. 17. | And they dailie searched the scrip- | tures whether the things taught were true | or not. |

[Enclosed in decorative border identical to that of the internal title page of the ‘History of England’, with inscription ‘Historiae placeant nostrates ac perigrinae.’ bottom centre in place of date.]

2A2–4r: John Hooker’s epistle to Sir Walter Ralegh.

2A4–5r: Cambrensis’s first preface.

2A5v: Cambrensis’s second preface.

2A6r–v: Cambrensis’s epistle to King John.

2B1–2R2r: History of Ireland. Standard pagination, 1–183.

3A1r: Description of Scotland internal title page:

THE | DESCRIPTION | OF SCOTLAND, | Written at first by Hector Boe- | tius in Latine, and afterward tran- | slated into the Scotish speech by | John Bellenden Archdeacon of | Murrey, ans now final- | lie into English by | R. H. || Wherevpon is inferred the | historie of Scotland, conteining | the beginning, increase, proceeding, | continuance, acts, and gouernment of | the Scotish nation, from the originall | thereof unto the year 1 5 7 1, gather- | red and written in English by Ra- | phaell Hollinshed: and conti- | nued from 1 5 7 1, to | 1 5 8 5, by o- | thers.

[Enclosed in decorative border different to previous titles, dated 1585 (top centre), inscribed ‘Cum priuilegio Regiae | Maiestatis.’ (bottom centre).]

3A2r–v: William Harrison’s epistle to Thomas Secford. Standard pagination begins at 3.

3A3r: Contents of the Description and History of Scotland.

3A3v: Authors from whom the Description and History of Scotland are collected.

3A4r–3B6r: Description of Scotland. Standard pagination continuing through description and history.

3B7r: History of Scotland internal title page:

THE | Historie of Scotland, | conteining the beginning, in- | crease, proceedings, continuance, | acts and gouernment of the Scotish | nation, from the originall thereof | vnto the yeere 1571, gathered and | written in English by Raphaell | Hollinshead: and continued | from 1571, to 1585, by | others: || With a table of the principall | particularities herein | conteined. || M. Pal. in Ari. || Historiae placeant nostrates ac | peregrinae.

[Enclosed in decorative border identical to that of the internal title page of the Description of Scotland.]

3B8r–v: Holinshed’s epistle to Robert Dudley, earl of Leicester (numbered 27–8).

3C1r–2O8v: History of Scotland. Pagination continued, 29–404.

2P1r–v: Francis Thynne’s preface to the continuance of the History of Scotland. Pagination continued.

2P2r–2T6v: Continuance of the History of Scotland. Pagination continued to 464.

4A1rff.: Indexes.

Volume Three

Main Title:

THE | Third volume of Chronicles, be- | ginning at duke William the Norman, | commonlie called the Conqueror; and | descending by degrees of yeeres to all the | kings and queenes of England in their | orderlie successions: || First compiled by Raphaell Holinshed, | and by him extended to the | yeare 1 5 7 7. || Now newlie recognised, augmented, and | continued with occurrences and | accidents of fresh memorie) | to the yeare 1 5 8 6. || Wherein also are conteined manie matters | of singular discourse and rare obser- | vation, fruitfull to such as be | studious in antiquities, or | take pleasure in the | grounds of anci- | ent histories. || With a third table (peculiarlie seruing this third volume) both of | names and matters | memorable. || Historiae placeant nostrates ac peregrinae.

[Enclosed in decorative border bearing the portraits of ten kings and Elizabeth I.]

Signatures:

2o: A–U6, 2A–U6, 3A–U6, 4A–U6, 5A–U6, 6A–U6, ‘A, B, C, D, E.’2, ‘F, G, H, I’2, 7K-N6, 7O4, 2C–G6 (-2G 6) ($3, -A1).

Contents:

A2r–v: Holinshed’s epistle to William Cecil, Lord Burleigh.

A3r–A4r: Holinshed’s ‘Preface to the reader’.

A5r–6G2v: History of England from 1066–1576. Standard pagination, 1–1267.

6G3r–v: Fleming’s preface to Stow’s continuation of the History of England.

6G4r–7O4v: The continuation, up to 1586. Pagination continues, 1270–1592.

2C1–2G5r: Indexes and errata.


APPENDIX B
RAPHAEL HOLINSHED: NEW LIGHT ON A SHADOWY LIFE

HENRY SUMMERSON

Much about Raphael Holinshed is obscure. He probably originated in Cheshire, where the surname proliferated, and may have been the son of Ralph Holinshed of Copshurst, a hamlet of Sutton Downes, north-east of Macclesfield.1 The identification cannot be regarded as certain, however, and the existence of a Raphael Holinshed of Cophurst who was recorded in 1571 in a context far removed from the practice of history would seem to argue against it.2 The author of the Chronicles may instead have been the Raufe Holinshed named in a heraldic visitation as one of the several sons of John and Katherine Holinshed of Macclesfield,3 which in turn raises the possibility that he was the ‘Raufe Holynzed my scoler’ to whom in 1536 the master of Macclesfield grammar school left 6s. 8d. and a horse.4 In March 1559 a Raphael Holinshed who was indisputably the historian gave his age as thirty-five, indicating that he was born in 1524 or 1525, and would thus have been eleven or twelve at the time of the bequest. Nothing definite can be said about his education, however, and claims that he studied at Cambridge and took holy orders have not so far been substantiated.5 The sources cited in the Chronicles leave no doubt that Holinshed became a learned man, familiar with a wide range of historical texts, British and Continental, printed and in manuscript. With erudition went linguistic skills; he was an excellent Latinist, knew Italian and French, and had at least a nodding acquaintance with Greek (he was able to gloss the ‘filthy disease’ that ruined the health of the Scottish king Culene as ‘Гονόρροιος’).6 But he hardly needed to attend a university to acquire such accomplishments—his contemporary and associate John Stow, who without possessing Holinshed’s linguistic accomplishments nonetheless acquired a remarkable knowledge of the sources of medieval English history, did not do so—and the course of his career suggests that he may have received training of a different character.

Giving evidence in a Chancery lawsuit in March 1559, Holinshed stated that he had become an employee of Robert Burdet of Bramcote, Warwickshire, almost three years before the latter’s death, and had then passed into the service of Robert’s son Thomas.7 Robert died on 11 January 1550, so Holinshed would appear to have gone to Bramcote (near Polesworth, in the north of the county) in the late winter or early spring of 1547. As ‘Raufe Hollyhed’, or ‘Hallihede’, he was one of a number of Thomas Burdet’s household servants alleged to have ‘ryottously’ prevented the removal of hay from a disputed meadow on 13 June 1557.8 But shortly afterwards he was also recorded as acting in a less forceful manner, in ways, indeed, which suggest that he was a man with skills of a kind that raise the possibility that he had attended one of the inns of court or of chancery. The 1559 lawsuit, over the manor of Bramcote itself, records him as both paying and receiving money on his employer’s behalf, and also makes it clear that he had a detailed knowledge of the terms of the disputed lease. It seems highly likely, moreover, on the evidence of both content and handwriting, that it was Holinshed who two years earlier, in preparation for another lawsuit over property at Bramcote, drew up a collection of ‘Instructions gathered aswell owt of the deedes of evydence as owt of ye depositions taken in the behalf of Thomas Burdett whiche beyng well consydered together is thought suffycyent to enduce any reasonable mannes conscyence that the parcell of meadow with the eyte [islet] and water in varyaunce is the inheritaunce of the said Thomas Burdett’.9

Even if Holinshed was not the compiler of this text, in which facts and arguments are skilfully and knowledgeably presented to support Burdet’s case, he certainly served the Burdets in a legal capacity, for as their steward he presided in the court of their manor of Packwood, a few miles south of Solihull. He is first recorded as having acted thus in 1561, the year in which he was also named as a trustee in a settlement whereby the manor of Bramcote was made over to Holinshed and George Curzon, who from its issues were to pay £40 per annum to Humphrey Coxe and his wife Elizabeth during the latter’s lifetime—without much doubt Elizabeth was Thomas Burdet’s mother or stepmother.10 Holinshed is also described as acting as steward of Packwood in 1562, 1563, and 1567, in a further Chancery action which shows how in this office he had access to his employer’s papers, and sometimes also to those of others.11 The plaintiff, William Ichenor, who was suing both Burdet and Holinshed, told how his father, being himself unable to read, and having trust in Holinshed, ‘wolde intreate hym to peruse suche evidence as were not onelie his owne but also suche as he had in custodye either of the saide Thomas Burdett his master or of any other his children or frindes’. The action turned on a copy of the court roll which Ichenor claimed had been altered by Holinshed to omit all reference to a disputed tenement, but which Burdet and Holinshed said had been falsified by Ichenor’s father. In his deposition, Holinshed represented himself as his employer’s informant and adviser, recalling how ‘the said Thomas Burdett hering the said defendant reedinge unto him the said newe coppie … found much falt therewith’.

Possibly Holinshed’s relationship with his employer became closer as time passed. Although he had been replaced as steward by 1574, the same document that names John Newport as his successor also records ‘Raphael Hollynshed gentleman’ (a seemingly unique indication of his social rank) as a feoffee for Thomas Burdet, and an undated letter probably of around 1577, in which Newport refers to impending litigation against ‘you & Raphaell’, may imply that the two men were now on companionable terms.12 How much time Holinshed also spent in London, reading books and manuscripts, and conferring with Reyner Wolfe, is unclear. That he had acquaintances in literary circles there is shown by the preface to an addition made by John Higgins to the 1587 edition of The Mirror for Magistrates, in which Higgins describes himself as ‘willed … by Maister Holinshed to bring Sir Nicholas Burdet unto you’.13 No doubt it was as a compliment to his employer’s family that Holinshed wished to have Sir Nicholas (who was killed at Pontoise in 1441 after a successful career in the Anglo-French wars) memorialized in the Mirror, and therefore supplied Higgins with material for the undistinguished poem which bears the latter’s signature. Much of the detail is found in the Chronicles as well, and there are also stray facts surely reflecting Holinshed’s knowledge of the history of the Burdets, notably the parenthesis in which Sir Nicholas declares that ‘(In Warwicke shire theyr lands in Arrow ar)’—Holinshed could have been expected to know that until an earlier Thomas Burdet was executed for treason in 1477, the family seat was indeed at Arrow, near Warwickshire’s border with Worcestershire, rather than Bramcote, but it seems unlikely that Higgins would have done so.14

Holinshed may well have also contributed to a second addition to the 1587 Mirror, as the ‘M.H.’ recorded as discussing the character of James IV, king of Scots, after the presentation of a ‘lamentation’ on the latter’s death at the battle of Flodden.15 That poem is there said to have been an old one, and to have survived alongside another on the battle itself (likewise printed in the Mirror), and also ‘the copyes of King James letters sent unto King Henry at Turwin [Thérouanne] and the Kings aunsweres & letters sent to him againe’. Poems and letters are preserved together in BL, MS Harley 2252, fols. 41r–48v, and since Holinshed printed the letters in his 1577 History of Scotland, and had just been named as the originator of the poem on Burdet, it has seemed natural to regard him as the source for the texts concerning King James, and to identify him with the ‘M.H.’ (i.e. ‘Maister Holinshed’) now offering his views on the Scottish king. However, there is a striking discrepancy between the opinions themselves, describing James IV as ‘neither well liked, beleeved, nor trusted’, and the measured summing-up offered in the Chronicles, where he is represented as a ‘worthie prince’ who ‘deserved to be numbred amongest the best princes that ever reigned over the Scotish nation’, (1577: I, Hist.Scot., 422) raising the possibility that ‘M.H.’ was Higgins, again exploiting material he had obtained from Holinshed on some previous occasion—by 1587 the latter had, after all, been dead for several years. That has to be speculation, and despite the evidence of the 1587 edition of the Mirror for Holinshed’s being known in London, only twice is he unequivocally on record as visiting the capital, in July 1567 (a year in which he is also reported to have been in Warwickshire, though only in October), when as `Randolph Holynshedd’ he was a juror on the coroner’s inquest which cleared the earl of Oxford of killing a man in the back yard of Sir William Cecil’s city house,16 and again when he witnessed Reyner Wolfe’s will around the end of 1573.17 It seems certain that he came to London at intervals while work was in progress, but his own references to ‘such copies and notes as Maister Wolfe in his life time procured me’, to the way that ‘Maister Wolfes use was to imparte to me all such helpes as he might at any hand procure for my furtherance’, and to the willingness of John Stow to lend him ‘divers rare monuments, ancient writers, and necessarie register bookes’, show that Holinshed did not do all his own research, and suggest working arrangements under which a great deal of the writing of the Chronicles could have been done by Holinshed in Warwickshire, using materials which Wolfe and Stow provided (1577: Preface to the reader; list of authors; epistle dedicatory to the History of Ireland).

Once the first edition of the Chronicles had appeared, Holinshed appears to have retired to Warwickshire, where it was as ‘Raphaell Hollinshed of Bromcote’ that he made his will on 1 October 1578.18 The preambles of sixteenth-century wills cannot be automatically taken at face value as evidence for the personal religion of those who made them. But Holinshed’s certainly reads as though he was evangelical in his sympathies, bequeathing ‘my synnefull sowle to allmightie God, the creator of me and all mankinde, trustinge that by the merritts and bloudsheddinge of his deere sonne, Jesus Christe he will pardonne me of all mine offences, and place my saide sinneful sowle washed and pourged from the filthe of synne, amounge the number of his electe, in the blosse [sic] of heaven’. The possibility that he was, and that his religious position was in harmony with the religion of Burdet’s household as a whole, is strengthened by the no less evangelical preamble to the will of Andrew Roworth, a fellow employee of Holinshed’s at Bramcote, which was drawn up on 3 May 1559 and included Holinshed among its witnesses: ‘First I bequeath my solle into ye handes of Almighty god trustinge thorowghe ye merits of ye death of his deare sonn Jhesus Christ he will receyve ye same into ye blisse whiche is prepared (thorowghe the sheddinge of ye bloudde of his sayde sonne) for those whiche he hathe elected & chosen to be partakers of his kingdome …’.19

Roworth appears to have enjoyed good relations with Burdet, for he asked him to be the supervisor of his will, ‘trustynge yt he will be a fortherer to have ye same performed & fulfylled’. Holinshed acted similarly. His will contains nothing to suggest that he had married or had surviving kinsfolk. Instead, in another gesture which, like his concern for the posthumous fame of an earlier Burdet, seems to point to his being on terms of friendship with the man who had now been his employer for nearly thirty years, he not only named ‘my maister Thomas Burdette’ as his executor, but also bequeathed to him ‘everie part and percell’ of all his worldly goods. Unfortunately he did not say what these were, and the will sheds no light on his possession of books and papers. In her will of 1574, Reyner Wolfe’s widow Joan had bequeathed to Holinshed ‘all suche benefit, profitt and commodetie as was promised unto him by my saide late husbande Reginald Wolffe for or concerning the translating and prynting of a certaine Crownacle whiche my saide husbande before his decease did prepare and intende to have printed’, but unfortunately Holinshed’s own will contains nothing to show what those profits amounted to, or even if there were any.20 Nor is it possible to say how long Holinshed lived after making his will. Anthony Wood reported that he died at Bramcote ‘towards the latter end of 1580’, which is not implausible but cannot be confirmed, and all that can be said for certain is that he was dead by 24 April 1581, when probate was granted in London. Holinshed’s place of burial, too, is unrecorded, though if he died at Bramcote he was probably interred at Polesworth parish church.
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