Lecture 10: The Tudors.



The birth of the nation state.


Society at the Tudor period.

The century of Tudor rule (1485-1603) is often thought as a most glorious period in English history. Henry VII built the foundations of a wealthy nation state and a powerful monarchy. His son, Henry VIII, kept a magnificent court, and made the Church in England truly English by breaking away from the Roman Catholic Church. Finally his daughter, Elizabeth brought glory to the new state by defeating the powerful navy of Spain, the greatest European power of the time. During the Tudor age England experienced one of the greatest artistic periods in history.

There is, however, a less glorious view of the Tudor century. Henry VIII wasted the wealth saved by his father. Elizabeth weakened the quality of government by selling official posts. She did this to avoid asking Parliament for money.

The birth of the nation state.

Henry VII is less well known than either Henry VIII or Elizabeth I. But he was far more important in establishing the new monarchy than either of them. Henry VII firmly believed that war and glory were bad for business, and that business was good for the state. He avoided quarrels either with Scotland in the north, or France in the south. He made an important trade agreement with the Netherlands, which allowed English trade to grow again after the wars of the Roses (England’s trading position had been badly damaged). Henry was fortunate. Many of the old nobility had died or been defeated in the recent wars and their lands had gone to the king. This meant that Henry had more power and money than earlier kings. Henry’s aim was to make the Crown financially independent, and the lands and the fines (as punishment) he took from the old nobility helped him do this. He was careful with money. The only thing he spent money freely was the building of ships for a merchant fleet. Henry VII understood that England’s future wealth would depend on international trade.

Henry VIII was quite unlike his father. He was cruel, wasteful with money, and interested in his influence in European politics. But France was more powerful than England and Spain was even more powerful, because it was united with the Holly Roman Empire, which included much of central Europe. His attempts to gain an important position in European politics resulted in failure and wasting money on it. 

The reformation.

Henry VIII was looking for new sources of money. As his father had become powerful by taking over the nobles’ land, Henry disliked the power of Church in England, which was a huge landowner and was an international organization he could not control completely. Finally he persuaded the bishops to make him head of the church in England and Henry’s break with Rome was purely political and personal. Political reason: He simply wanted to control the church and keep its wealth into his own kingdom. Personal reason: Henry VIII wanted a divorce which the Pope would not give him (he took six wives during his life). 

Henry VIII remained loyal to catholic religious teaching and executed Protestants who refused to accept it. Once England had accepted the separation with Rome Henry took the English reformation a step further. He appointed Thomas Cromwell as the king’s chief minister and Henry and Cromwell made a survey of church property. They closed 560 monasteries and other religious houses in order to make money. Monks and nuns were thrown out and became wandering beggars. The dissolution of the monasteries was probably the greatest act of official destruction in the history of England.

When Elizabeth became queen in 1558, she wanted to find a peaceful answer to the problems of the English Reformation. She wanted to bring together those parts of English society, which were in religious disagreement. The struggle between Catholics and Protestants continued to endanger Elizabeth’s position. Both France and Spain were Catholic. Elizabeth and her advisers wanted to avoid open quarrels with both of them. This was not easy because both the kings wanted to marry Elizabeth and so join England to their country. Finally, there was a danger from those Catholic nobles still in England who wish to remove Elizabeth and replace her with Mary, the Queen of Scotland. (she was executed by Elizabeth I after Elizabeth had discovered several secret Catholic plots. By 1585 most English people believed that to be a Catholic was to be an enemy of England.)

Elizabeth’s foreign policy carried Henry VII’s work much further, encouraging merchant expansion. She correctly recognized Spain as her main trade rival and enemy. Spain at that time ruled the Netherlands, although many of the people were protestant and were fighting for their independence from Catholic Spanish rule. Elizabeth helped the Dutch Protestants by allowing their ships to use English harbors from which they could attack Spanish ships. It was almost an open declaration of war on Spain. English ships had already been attacking Spanish ships as they returned from America loaded with gold and silver. Philip, the Spanish king decided to conquer England in1587. He hoped that enough Catholics in England would be willing to help him. He built a great fleet of ships, an “Armada”. Francis Drake, one of the most famous pirates and adventurers, attacked and destroyed part of this fleet. Later the Spanish Armada was defeated more by bad weather than by English guns. Some Spanish ships were sunk, many were  wrecked on the rocky coasts of Scotland and Ireland. For England it was a glorious moment, but it did not lead to the end of the war with Spain. Peace was only made with Spain once Elizabeth was dead. 

The new trading empire. 

Before and after the Armada, Elizabeth followed two policies. She encouraged English sailors like John Hawkins and Francis Drake to continue to attack and destroy Spanish ships bringing gold, silver and other treasures back from the newly discovered continent of America. She also encouraged English traders to settle abroad and to create colonies. This second policy led to Britain’s colonial empire of the 17-18th centuries. England began selling West African slaves to work for the Spanish in America. By 1650 slavery had become an important trade, bringing wealth. During Elizabeth’s reign there was trade with Scandinavia and the Baltic; trade with India – spices were extremely important for making the winter salted meat testier. The quarrel over spices was England’s first difficulty with the Dutch who controlled the entire spice trade. Before the end of the 17th century trading competition with the Dutch had led to three wars. 

Society at the Tudor period.

Even in 1485 much of the country was still untouched. There were still great forests of oaks and unused land in between. Scattered across this countryside were “islands” of human settlement, village sand towns. In the 16th century the picture began to change rapidly. The population increased, the unused land was cleared for sheep, and large areas of forest were cut down to provide wood for the growing shipbuilding industry. The successful men showed off their success by building magnificent houses and churches in the villages where they lived. The rich ate good quality bread made from wheat, they wore silk, woolen or linen clothing, while the poor wore simple clothes of leather and wool. By using coal instead of wood fires, Tudor England learnt how to make greatly improved steel, necessary for weapons. Both rich and poor lived in small family groups. Brothers and sisters did not live with each other or with their parents once they had grown up. In spite of the hard conditions of life, most people had a larger and better home to live in than ever before. Chimneys, which had only been found in the homes of the rich, were now built in every house. This technical development made cooking and heating easier and more comfortable. Between 1530 and 1600 almost everyone doubled their living space. A wealthy family had eight or more rooms and workers’ families had three rooms instead of one, and more furniture was used than before. One group of people suffered particularly badly during the Tudor period. These were unmarried women. Before the Reformation many of these women could become nuns, and be safe and respected. After the dissolution of the monasteries, thousands became beggars on the roads of England.

Language and culture: At the beginning of the Tudor period English was still spoken in a number of different ways. Since the time of Chaucer, in the mid-fourteenth century, London English had become accepted as standard English. Printing made this standard English widely accepted among the literate population. Literacy increased greatly during the mid- sixteenth century. In fact, by the 17th century about half the population could read and write. However, England felt the effects of the Renaissance later than much of Europe because it was an island. In the early years of the 16th century English thinkers had become interested in the work of the Dutch Erasmus. Thomas More wrote a study of the ideal nation, called Utopia. The Renaissance also influenced religion, encouraging the Protestant Reformation. Literature was England’s greatest art form. Playwrights like Christopher Marlowe, Ben Johnson and William Shakespeare filled the theatres with their exciting new plays. 

