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To Ellora,

May you inhabit all your worlds with joy.
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A Note on Conventions

Sources

The sources used in this book range across several European and non-European languages. I have provided English translations wherever possible from readily accessible printed editions. Where meaningful differences emerge between the printed text and the original manuscript, I have followed the manuscript reading. Many archival manuscripts used here, however, have never been published or transcribed. In these cases, I cite the original records directly.

Transcription and spelling

I have retained original spelling, capitalisation and punctuation in quotations, as this gives a much fuller sense of the texture and voice of the documents I have used, particularly in letters and personal journals. To modernise these features would be to erase some of the most revealing linguistic moments in the sources. That said, I have made a small number of interventions for clarity: contractions have been expanded; the interchangeable early modern use of i/j and u/v has been regularised; and the now-obsolete ‘long s’ (which looks like an ‘f’ without the crossbar) has been replaced with ‘s’. I have also modernised the older use of ‘then’ where it clearly stands for ‘than’. The wide range of people, places, languages and cultures considered here, and the frequency with which names changed as identities were lost and remade, means that absolute consistency in spelling of proper names was rare during the early modern period. I have aimed to avoid unnecessary distraction by modernising and regularising, and have instead indicated variant spellings where this seems useful or important.

Dates

The Gregorian calendar, introduced by Pope Gregory XIII in 1582, was not adopted in England until 1752. Throughout this period, English documents continued to use the ‘Old Style’ Julian calendar. Under this system, the year began on 25 March, Lady Day, rather than on 1 January as in the later ‘New Style’ Gregorian calendar. As a result, dates in English records can be confusing. January 1603, for instance, follows December 1603 and corresponds to what we would now call January 1604. In recording dates, I have generally given the New Style year, except in cases where it is genuinely unclear whether a date should be assigned to one year or the next. In such cases, I use dual dating (for example, ‘January 1603/04’).




1

An Invitation

Letters are odd things. Like time-travelling eavesdroppers, we listen to conversations across centuries, wondering about the circumstances in which they were written, about what remains untold between the lines. ‘You would never believe how friendly the people are together, and the English [are] quite loving to our nation,’ announced a particular letter that had travelled from Norwich to Ypres in the late summer of 1567.1 Sent from a husband to his wife, it was an attempt to convince her to brave the long journey to an unfamiliar land. ‘Come at once and do not be anxious,’ the husband wrote. Bring the children.

Clais van Werveken, an ordinary Flemish hatmaker, was one among thousands of Protestant Christians who escaped from Catholic Europe to England in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. There were over 30,000 just between 1567 and 1573, and such waves of immigration would continue throughout the period. If Clais was anxious about his reception in this new country, his letter does not show it. ‘Know that I await you and doubt me not,’ he writes. But some home comforts are too important to leave behind. Remember to bring ‘two little wooden dishes to make up half pounds of butter; for all Netherlanders and Flemings make their own butter,’ he tells her, and you can almost hear his puzzlement about the strange culinary habits of his English hosts: ‘for here,’ he shudders, ‘it is all pigs fat.’
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The displacement that Clais faced was not, in itself, a singular historical event, momentous as it was for him, for his wife and their children, Catelynken, Saerle and Tonye. Many others, then and later, shared their fate. And that fate, while profound in its personal consequences, was relatively benign compared to that of others. Many of his contemporaries found themselves crossing borders or being removed from their homes entirely, driven by forces of confession, conquest and commerce over which they had little control. Human movement in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, as today, unfolded through a tangle of familiar reasons: love and fear, faith and greed.

Yet in so far as Clais’s experience was one of many, it illuminates something significant. We do not know whether he harboured hopes of returning one day, or whether he had already understood his exile as permanent. We do not know if he was haunted by what he had lost, or driven by visions of what he might gain. We tend to think of such displacement as being place-bound, a rupture between home and elsewhere, but it is also about something far more intangible. Fundamentally, it means moving from what is familiar and known, into the unknown. It means to be transformed yourself, from being-known into being-unknown. That may sound like a catastrophe, an erasure, and it often is. And yet, what renders such movement endurable at all is hope. It is easy to dismiss that hope as naive, utopian or desperate, but it is often at once all of those and none. Above all, however, it is an imaginative leap, one that sees the future not as a predictable extension of the past, but as a possibility.2 In this sense, Clais’s journey was not just propelled by external forces. It was also sustained, however tenuously, by a sense that the world might yet yield something different, that the future, however uncertain, was still worth moving towards. That amid all the lard, one day there might be room for a little dish of butter of one’s own.
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There is no telling how much Clais knew of the fraught English debates about what to do with people like him. There are no clues in his writing that can reveal whether he had ever heard of how, exactly fifty years before his arrival, London had seen one of its first recorded urban riots against foreigners, or those whom they called ‘strangers and aliens’. The violence that had swept through the city in the spring of 1517 was still in living memory. On the evening before the traditional May Day holiday, crowds of restless apprentices looking for trouble had surged through the streets. The rioters had broken into Newgate to free some young men who had been arrested a few days earlier for assaulting ‘Aliens as they passed by the streets’.3 In Blanchappleton near Aldgate, they had raided the houses of foreign shoemakers, looting their shops and throwing their stock out on the road. At Saint Martin’s, where many Dutch and French artisans lived, shops and houses were besieged. Foreign families defended themselves with bricks and boiling water. In the chaos, even those trying to keep peace were injured. Although no deaths were officially recorded, the destruction spread across the city. By dawn, the king’s soldiers had moved in to restore order. ‘Evil May Day’ had left London shaken.

This is the other side of Clais’s story, because mobility impacts not only those who move, but also those who remain behind, and those who receive. For the latter, that movement from knowing to unknowing can be equally destabilising, and the response is often hostility, suspicion and fear. The stranger’s very presence amplifies such uncertainties.4 They slip between the categories that promise to make the world intelligible. Are they inside, or outside? Friend, or enemy? If Clais’s story reveals the quiet labour of imagining a future elsewhere, then Evil May Day shows what happens when the mere presence of the mobile stranger is seen as a threat to the imagined integrity of a community or nation. In such cases, instead of being a vector of hope, mobility becomes a trigger for violence. What fuels this violence is not simply the presence of newcomers, but the way that presence unsettles the lines of a communal, national identity, exposing the doubts and insecurities that lurk beneath.5
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In May 1517, too, the riot had not come out of nowhere. London was already brittle that spring. The winter had been harsh. Then there had been an outbreak of sweating sickness. There was widespread frustration among the common people. Poor apprentices and labourers were bitter about the wealth of the affluent guilds and merchant networks of the city. Rumours circulated of secret negotiations that lined the pockets of the rich and the powerful, both English and foreign, at the cost of the less fortunate. Even a year earlier, on 28 April 1516, an anonymous poster or ‘bill’ stuck to the door of St Paul’s cathedral had accused King Henry VIII and his Council of financial collusion with foreigners ‘to the undoing of Englishmen’.6 The city’s immigrant population, the Dutch and the Flemish, the French and the Lombard, offered an easy scapegoat. Though they made up only around 6 per cent of the population, foreign artisans were blamed for undercutting English wages. It did not seem right, people said, that wealthy foreign merchants thrived even as native Londoners struggled.

It was into this climate that John Lincoln, a disgruntled broker, had propelled a preacher named Dr Bell (Beale) to deliver a carefully incendiary Easter sermon at St Mary Spital in Bishopsgate. On the day, Bell had begun his sermon with the ‘pitifull bill’ about the ‘extreme povertie’ of the king’s subjects.7 The ‘aliens and strangers eate the bread from the poore fatherless children, and take the living from all the [artisans], and the entercourse [business] from all the merchants’, he had claimed. The only solution was a public uprising: ‘as the hurt and damage grieveth all men, so muste all men set to their willing power for remedy, and not to suffer the said aliens so highly in their wealth’. After all, God gave this land to Englishmen, ‘and as birds would defend their nest, so ought Englishmen to cherish and defend themselves, and to hurt and grieve aliens for the common weale’. The words struck a nerve.

Scholars have pointed out how late the civic and state authorities were to react, even though rumours of an insurrection had been circulating openly for days, and foreign ambassadors had appealed directly to the king himself.8 In the end, a curfew was imposed only hours before the riot began, by which point the usual May Day street-drinking and gatherings were already under way. The lack of preparation tipped quickly into catastrophe, but what is equally notable is the performance of state power that followed. Over 300 people were arrested. The prisoners were charged not simply for rioting, but with the much more serious crime of high treason, since attacking foreigners both breached the King’s Peace internally, and put at risk his relationship with Continental European states. John Lincoln, the original troublemaker, was executed, but there were dozens of others who were similarly punished, including boys as young as thirteen. Gallows were erected across London. Armed soldiers policed the streets.

Then, in a masterstroke of political theatre, Henry VIII staged a public act of mercy. Four hundred prisoners were brought before him with hanging ropes already wound around their necks, only to be pardoned dramatically after a show of intercession by the queen, Catherine of Aragon, although it seems likely that the move was masterminded by Cardinal Wolsey and King Henry himself. The riot, which had begun as a burst of resentment against foreigners, was reworked masterfully into a reminder of the absolute reach of royal authority, directed at the city’s labourers, its merchants and even its governing elite. If Clais had known any of this, he might have understood that the crisis was never simply about foreignness or plurality itself. The deeper threat was how fear, insecurity, hardship and official neglect could turn identity into dogma, and strangers into enemies, and how quickly both the state and individuals could shape that chaos to their own ends.
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Almost twenty years after Clais van Werveken had put pen to paper, in a different land altogether, another letter changed hands. It was June 1586, and William Harborne, the first English ambassador to the Ottoman court, was in Istanbul. He was attempting a very delicate diplomatic negotiation: the release of a group of Englishmen taken prisoner by the Ottomans. The person who would decide the fate of the prisoners was Uluç Ali Pasha, the Ottoman governor or Beglerbeg of Algiers. So far, Harborne’s efforts to free the English prisoners had had no success. But this time, Harborne was not writing to the Beglerbeg.

His letter, instead, was addressed to Uluç Ali Pasha’s treasurer, the eunuch called Assan (Hassan) Aga. ‘I trust you be ordained another Joseph’, the ambassador wrote, reminding Assan Aga of the biblical story of Joseph and his brothers in Egypt. He must follow Joseph’s ‘example in true pietie’, Harborne pleaded with him, ‘in such sort that notwithsta[n]ding your body be subject to Turkish thraldom, yet your vertuous mind free fro[m] those vices’. In return, he would be assured of the favour of Elizabeth I and the everlasting gratitude of Harborne and his countrymen.

We do not know what happened to Assan Aga, the recipient of that letter. The only other trace of him is a crudely sketched portrait made two years later in a German traveller’s notebook. It shows a slight figure in full Turkish costume, a delicate, pale face peering out from under a bulbous white Ottoman turban. The sketch lends an awkward air to the way he sits, slim fingers clutching the armrests as if he is about to slip off his precariously angled chair. It tells us nothing of what Assan Aga may have thought of Harborne’s reminder about the story of Joseph, the boy abandoned by his brothers, only to become their saviour in a foreign land. It would be another thirteen years before an English book would reveal at least a clue about who he was and who he used to be. Printed in Richard Hakluyt’s monumental collection of English travel accounts, The Principal Navigations, Travels and Discoveries of the English Nation, a single terse note identifies the addressee of Harborne’s letter, compressing a whole history of displacement, transformation and assimilation into the bare skeleton of a life: ‘To Assan Aga, Eunuch & Treasurer to Hassan Bassa king of Alger, which Assan Aga was the sonne of Francis Rowlie of Bristol merchant, taken in the Swallow’.9

Samson Rowlie, also known as the eunuch treasurer Assan Aga, had risen through the ranks of Ottoman bureaucracy. He was one of many Englishmen who found themselves in Ottoman captivity when expanding trade ambitions brought English ships to the Mediterranean and North African trade routes.10 Some of them returned home. Their sensational tales of slavery and escape could be bought on the streets of London, sung in ballads and inspiring plays that gripped the imagination of thousands. Designed as much to entice English buyers as to reassure that they had not lost their Protestant faith and sense of English identity, they shaped English perceptions of Islam and of the Middle East for years to come. Others, like Samson or Assan, chose to remain. Like many of their contemporaries spread around the world, in places like Venice and Istanbul, Basra and Surat, in Puritan New England and Mughal India, Englishmen like him found new names, new identities and new lives. They, too, shaped English perceptions of the world, even as they themselves were transformed in the process.
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If Clais’s journey illuminates the entanglement of mobility and hope, and the May Day riots exposed how that mobility could become the sparking point of underlying fears, then the story of Assan Aga complicates that negotiation even further. His metamorphosis from the son of an English merchant to an Ottoman court official unsettles the neat opposition between belonging and estrangement, native and foreign. It calls into question the coherence of national identity itself. When Harborne calls him a second Joseph, it is an act shot through with precisely that deep ambivalence that many found so unsettling. Here is a stranger who is, in fact, a brother; a foreigner who is actually kin. The recognition of Assan’s Englishness does not so much resolve this tension as heighten it. Yet in doing so, it gestures towards a more generous vision of identity, one that embraces complexity rather than recoiling from it. It exposes the discomforting truth that identity is never quite as tidy and categorisable as we might like to believe. In the light of that understanding, the foreigner shows up not as a figure on the threshold of the nation, but entangled within it already. They stand as a reminder that belonging is less a fixed state than an ongoing, shared negotiation – messy, permeable and profoundly humane.
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That entanglement is woven into the very fabric of England in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, in its relationship with its closest neighbours, and in the transactions that took English men and women to the furthest reaches of the known world. This, then, bluntly put, is the story of a country on the cusp of nationhood and empire, from the perspective of the people coming and going across its borders. It is, at the same time, far from an inward-looking story. From Flanders and Goa, to Kyoto and Virginia, what emerges is a history of global entanglements and intersections, with a reach that goes far beyond the fate of any single country. For the English, this was a uniquely unsettled period, one in which the very idea of what it meant to be English was in flux, a period that would, astonishingly, lead ultimately to the trial and execution of a king. But the world around them was changing too, driven by religious upheaval, overseas exploration, and shifting political and economic structures. And in the intersection between the two, some of our most fundamental ideas – about nationhood and identity, about faith and race, about belonging and difference – first took shape.

Readers, both within and outside England, have always been a little in love with this era. The ruffs and gowns and the larger-than-life stories have no doubt helped; so has its place in history, pre-dating the country’s more conspicuous investments in colonial and imperial ambitions. There are plenty of narrative histories that offer us brilliant accounts of the rise and fall of its kings and queens, its politics and its cultural life. In wider public discourse, it is the focus of much fascination, a tapestry of gold and glitter interwoven with darker threads of blood, sex and power. What all of that tells us, collectively and often implicitly, is that this period also produced a particular vision of the nation, one that has defined Englishness in certain fundamental ways. It is an image that the audience at Tudor theatres would have recognised in the words of Shakespeare’s John of Gaunt:


This royal throne of kings, this scept’red isle,

This earth of majesty, this seat of Mars,

This other Eden, demi-paradise,

This fortress built by Nature for herself

Against infection and the hand of war,

This happy breed of men, this little world,

This precious stone set in the silver sea,

Which serves it in the office of a wall,

Or as a moat defensive to a house,

Against the envy of less happier lands,

This blessed plot, this earth, this realm, this England [. . .]

William Shakespeare: Richard II, Act 2, scene 1, lines 40–5011



We tend to forget that in Shakespeare’s play, Gaunt’s speech is less a description of the nation and more a lament for an unrealised dream, but the power of what it draws on is undeniable. Henry VIII, who commissioned one of the most expensive military fortification projects of the period, the string of rugged ‘Device forts’ around the coastline of his realm to protect it from potential French and Spanish attack, would have approved of Gaunt’s image of the defensive moat surrounding England. So, one expects, would Clergyman Bell, who had stirred up the resentment of his fellow countrymen before that fateful May Day in 1517 by imagining England as a bird’s nest, precarious and fragile, to be protected by its inhabitants at all costs.

Yet for all that talk of islands, fortresses and walls, and despite all the religious and political upheaval that saw Tudor England break away from the Catholic church, the reality was far more open. In a sermon that is now as commonplace as the speech of Shakespeare’s Gaunt, the poet John Donne had radically claimed that no man was an island.12 Some of his listeners may have needed to be reminded that neither was his country: it was, after all, a nation inhabiting an island alongside other nations. Nor was that nation closed to the wider world.
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Defining what that nation was, however, was tricky right from the start. ‘England’ and ‘Britain’ are notoriously difficult terms to pin down, their meaning shifting with the religious, geographic and dynastic winds of the day. Sometimes they were used interchangeably, sometimes strategically distinguished, and not just from one century or sovereign to the next, but often within the same historical moment. ‘Britain’ could refer mythically to ancient unity, or politically to the Tudor claim of imperial sovereignty after Henry VIII’s break from Rome. It could equally be commandeered ideologically to denote a Protestant identity set against a whole host of others, from the Catholics and later Dutch Protestant competitors from Continental Europe, to the Sunni and Shia Muslim empires of the Ottomans, Persians and Mughals, or the indigenous inhabitants of Virginia. More often than not, when used by English writers, it was a name that referred really to England, linguistically absorbing its island neighbours within its domain. But even here, the boundaries were unstable. Did it include Wales, already absorbed by statute? What of Ireland, that England wanted to both claim and distance itself from, sometimes in the same breath? And what of the Scots, whose king also became king of England in 1603, prompting a surge of debates about union and identity? The actual making of a political union that would be described as the Kingdom of Great Britain would not happen till the 1707 Acts of Union under Queen Anne, the last Stuart queen. And even that was not quite yet a forging of the nation in the eighteenth-century sense, united through Protestantism, empire and warfare.13 Rather, what we find in this earlier moment is a language of national identity that is still wet and raw and unformed, still being improvised, adapting itself to suit shifting needs.

Stories and myths were often the most powerful tools of such adaptation, but they are often also our best reminders of the tensions they were trying to address. Take the ancient names of Albion and Britain. In Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Historia Regum Britanniae, written around 1136, the legendary history of Britain, as well as its name, stems from the figure of Brutus of Troy, the grandson of Aeneas, himself a survivor of the fallen city of Troy.14 Brutus and his band of wandering Trojans are rebels, rising against the Greek king at whose court they had sought refuge. In their attempt to find a land of their own, their westward journey brings them to a misty, half-formed island, where they have to battle giants like Gogmagog to stake their claim. Yet that story of a migrant Trojan Brutus is like a hall of mirrors, because behind it is another story of displacement. Long before Brutus, we are told, a group of exiled Syrian – or, in some versions, Greek – sisters had arrived on the shores of this distant, as-yet-unnamed island, led by the eldest, Albina. They were the daughters of the Syrian king Diocletian, all thirty or fifty of them (the number differs from retelling to retelling), banished across the sea for conspiring against their husbands. It is through their mating with the devil that the island was first populated by a race of giants like Gogmagog, and it is through that displaced Syrian princess, Albina, that the island was called Albion.

The pattern in that hall of mirrors has not escaped later readers of those accounts. ‘Whichever way you look at it, it all begins in slaughter,’ Hilary Mantel writes in Wolf Hall.15 But for Tudor historians like Geoffrey of Monmouth, Brutus’s victory over the giant descendants of Albina was more than a bloody conquest. It was a confirmation of a national destiny. Thanks to a lucky mix-up of misspelling and myth-making, the city of London, which Brutus is said to have built on the site of a native Trinobantes settlement, became known as Troinovantes, or ‘New Troy’. It was a fortunate error, one that confirmed the familiar historical concept of translatio imperii, the inevitable transfer of imperial power across time and geography. According to its vision, global authority moved inexorably westward, from Troy to Greece, from Greece to Rome, and onward still, until it arrived, at last, in Britain, which had long waited on the edge of the known world for its appointed place in history.

But Geoffrey and his readers would have been conscious, too, of the way that story lent itself to a different drama: the overcoming of chaos, the slaying of the enemy of God’s people, the consecration of a land for right use, by the right people. That biblical inflection was not accidental. Instead of being a product of either chance or politics, it framed English nationhood as part of a providential design. Through it, England’s mythic past was brought into alignment with the story of a chosen people, a new Israel that had called to order a chaotic land and subdued its monstrous inhabitants, realising a long-prefigured destiny. Ironically, it seems, both the purist and the migrant are linked by a shared longing, a nostalgia for a lost home, and the imagined recovery of something erased.

In the centuries that followed, the paradox inherent in that mythmaking was to become a defining feature of the nation’s identity. It was self-contained, yet born of migration; deeply local, yet insistently global in its reach. The Roman poet Virgil’s description of Britain, wholly divided from the rest of the world (‘penitus toto divisos orbe Britannos’) looms behind the writing of countless English poets and writers throughout the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, just as it does behind Shakespeare’s John of Gaunt.16 But that imagining was not just about drawing boundaries, because despite its many claims of being ‘thrust from the world’, England was not a sealed vessel.17 It was riddled with arrivals and departures, like Clais van Werveken and his family, and Assan Aga, formerly Samson Rowlie of Bristol. And it was precisely that deep involvement with the world through trade, conquest, diplomacy and migration that shaped the imagining of the nation as singular, exceptional, providentially set apart.

Modern scholars have spent a great deal of time trying to understand these tensions. Historians and literary critics have shown us that English national identity in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries was neither fixed nor inevitable.18 The Reformation, by cutting England’s ties with Rome, forced a fresh idea of Englishness into being, but that idea remained unstable. Some scholars focus on how nations – England included – are, in effect, made up, not in the sense of being false, but in the sense of being imagined into existence. They see the nation as an ‘imagined community’ based on a shared sense of identity shaped through shared assumptions, stories and rituals, no less real because it is imagined, something that makes people feel they belong to the same whole.19 Yet throughout this period, the making of that whole was a messy, complicated operation. England was part of a patchwork, a multinational state, and its own identity often rested on both actual force and symbolic domination, overshadowing or even erasing the myths and memories of its neighbours.20 Other scholars remind us that even the identity that emerged through all this was never uncontested. Divided by region, religion, class and gender, people within the country disagreed sharply over what ‘being English’ meant, while beyond England’s borders, those same divisions helped mark out the ‘others’ against whom Englishness was defined: the lazy poor, the savage African, the effeminate Oriental, or even just the people north of the River Tweed.21 Still others show how encounters abroad – through trade, colonisation, and war – fed back into England’s idea of itself, shaping a sense of unity at home through stories of discovery and conquest.22
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While that constructedness, instability and contestation of Englishness is rightly emphasised, people like Clais van Werveken and Assan Aga, however, testify not just to the permeability of England’s borders or to the fluidity of its identity, but to the way in which such defining qualities were shaped through human mobility. This was, of course, not a uniquely English problem. Around the same time, many European states, and many of the non-European ones encountered by English travellers, were grappling with the disruptions and displacements, both voluntary and coerced, that had been wrought by migration, trade and war. The English could even claim some of that disruption as their own handiwork. But the response to that challenge posed by human mobility and displacement as it applied to England and English people, or later, to its perception of what constituted ‘Britain’, took on a form that was in many respects distinctly English.

In its collective imagination as in practice, England’s borders were always porous, its legal framework notoriously patchy and its narratives contradictory. It did not offer its strangers secure belonging, but neither did it expel them. Where both lawmakers of the past and scholars of the present may be forgiven for seeking clarity, the archives have usually offered something significantly murkier. Instead of clear binaries, they give us Venetian glassmakers with English wives, Indian gurus with Wiltshire accents, African innkeepers and English samurai, denizens taxed like aliens and treated like neighbours, lovers, competitors.23 The category of ‘the English’ was a moving target, precisely because the boundary between native and stranger was notoriously unstable.

National identity, then as now, was less a matter of essence than it was of negotiation. To follow its tracks is to trace a story interwoven with raucous and fraught debates about who belonged and who did not, about the nation’s sovereignty and identity in geographical, political, historical and mythical terms, about controlling migration and economic crisis, and about its global ambitions. And it all took place against the backdrop of tense international politics, the devastation of plague and pandemic, cut-throat trade competition, and a recurring fear that the political, economic and social fabric of the nation was on the verge of an imminent, large-scale collapse. And together, these dynamics fed right back into the urgency of defining what the nation truly meant.

We can think of that cycle as a historical phenomenon, but it also reveals the paradox on which every nation is built: that the effort to define a people depends on those who test and cross its borders. England’s patchwork arrangements of inclusion and exclusion were not symptoms of failure but expressions of that deeper political fact, that identity is not secured by isolation but constantly remade through encounter. England’s porousness, for all its discomforts, gave it form. It gave the nation the capacity to define and renew itself, to recognise that belonging is never granted once and for all but must be lived, argued and reimagined in common. The stranger, whether incoming or outgoing, is not an anomaly in the story of England. They are part of the mechanism by which the story is brought into being.
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There are, of course, different ways of telling that story of nation- and identity-making, and much of the scholarly work I have mentioned above has helped to fill in parts of the picture. From the Reformation to England’s Islamic encounters, from questions of empire, colonialism and race, to the objects and forms of Henrician art, Elizabethan literature, Stuart popular culture and Civil War pamphleteering, aspects of it have been illuminated from different perspectives, and with different priorities. But partial glimpses such as these cannot do justice to the sheer scale of transformative impact that human mobility and exchange had on both the country and its global contacts.

My aim here is to take a different approach. Matters of belonging, the movement of empires, and the rise and fall of cultural trends and financial systems are not just abstract concepts. The individuals at the heart of each chapter that follows remind us insistently of the human dimension of all such negotiations: from a female artist at the Tudor court, to the mixed-race daughter of a slave-owner in an American plantation fighting for the rights of her child; from an English sailor at the court of the Japanese shogun, to the Jewish merchants petitioning the right to bury their dead on English soil. Collectively, they take us across roughly 150 years, from Henry VIII’s court to Cromwell’s Protectorate, each of them offering an entry into a different domain on the way. To travel in their company allows us to move from the realms of expression and belief through art, religion and intellectual exchange, to the social transactions of civic life, the lives of women and of seafarers; to the pleasures of collecting, whose surface conceals acts of quiet appropriation; to the brutalities of enslavement and plantation labour; and a communal legacy of exile and homecoming that defined a people without a place.

Close attention of this kind is not without its dangers. We have to remember that the people who become the focus of such scrutiny are, by their nature, anomalies. Either they acted in ways extraordinary enough to ensure the preservation of their names, or the survival of their records, whether by accident or design, has propelled them into view from among the countless others who will remain invisible to us. This visibility can be its own distortion. It is tempting to project undue significance onto the few who can be seen, to mistake the vivid for the typical, the individual for the group. It can be equally tempting to give in to the seductive appeal of the human. Our need for a recognisable, relatable face can flatten out historical difference and produce caricatures rather than nuanced portraits. Even so, when properly focused, that close view can reveal the grain of lived experience that broader narratives, for all their reach, cannot encompass.24
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What this book offers, I hope, are four reminders. First, that debates in sixteenth- and seventeenth-century England about identity, belonging and the nation permeated every aspect of national life. Second, that whether it was closer to home, in England’s relationship with Scotland, Ireland and Wales, or further afield, in Continental Europe, the nascent colonies in America or the early trading factories in the Middle East and Asia, England’s sense of its own identity was never built in isolation. There was a distinctive paradox at its very centre, in its keen consciousness of its separateness, yet simultaneous obsession with projecting itself onto the world stage, and that insularity and global ambition, far from cancelling each other out, actually conspired to give it a particularly sharp appetite for defining itself through a constant calibration against others. Third, that such calibration was hardly ever stable or indeed universally accepted even within the nation itself. Its sensitivity to multiple forces – political, mercantile, religious and cultural – defied a single narrative. Questions of who belonged and who did not, or even what belonging meant, could be interpreted differently. It could elicit different answers in the same period, the same space, and even with respect to the same individual, depending on whether the question was posed in the abstract or the particular. The figure of the stranger recurs in these deliberations, and it is never a neutral category. Some were rendered stranger than others, and at greater cost, fundamentally shaping their lived experience. Others triggered a recalibration of the boundaries between what was strange and what was not, between who was inside and who was out. And finally, fourth, that while displacement and mobility could open new possibilities and new avenues of exchange for some, that instability of definition also rendered the lives of many deeply vulnerable. Like freedom itself, belonging is something practised rather than declared: an act of living among others, accepting and being accepted as part of the story. Yet in an unsettled nation, such belonging was dangerously provisional business, a negotiated position whose terms were always subject to revision and revocation. Those negotiations, their survival, as well as their erasure, mark the beginnings of the modern world. Their traces remain with us still, shaping possibilities for solidarity as much as they expose the fault lines of exclusion.
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Invisible Woman

It was November 1546, and the king was ill. There were whispers and dark rumours of his impending death. Henry VIII at fifty-five bore little resemblance to the golden prince that England and Europe had swooned over when he ascended the throne in 1509, just shy of his eighteenth birthday. There had been a lifetime of bloodshed since then. His swollen body was now more than double in size, and multiple jousting injuries had left him plagued with chronic headaches. The open leg ulcers that he had suffered for almost twenty years brought repeated infections and fevers.1 Sprinkling clothes and rooms with the perfumes of lavender and rosewater could only do so much to cover the stench of decay. Prone to savage fits of suspicion and rage, trapped in his own flesh and hoisted by attendants from floor to floor and room to room in his palaces at Oatlands, Richmond and Whitehall, Henry armed himself with plasters and compresses, walking sticks and spectacles – imported in multipacks of ten from Germany at fourpence per pair – to bolster his failing body.2

We know that a young woman, Levina Teerlinc, was at court that month because her name is slotted in between 120 others in the king’s accounts. In November 1546, a few days before her, a bagpipe player’s wages doubled, from fourpence to eightpence a day. Some days later, two future queens of England were allocated new clothes for Christmas. They were still just ‘my lady Mary’ and ‘my lady Elizabeth’ then, at the mercy of their father’s whims. Somewhere in that same stretch of expenditures, the accounts show ‘Mrs. Levyna Terling, paintrix’ being awarded an annual fee of £40, backdated to the previous March.3 The papers in which the entry appears are a mixed bag of everyday business, the kind of dull but essential drudgery that keeps a court running. For young ‘Levyna Terling’ from Bruges, poised on the threshold of a new life in a new country, the whole process was likely at once both momentous and a bureaucratic anti-climax, as such things often are. Even the king’s hand on the grant was, in fact, no hand at all, but a facsimile of his signature produced with a dry stamp and inked in by a clerk: the shadow of a shadow of royal presence.
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This is a story about invisibility of the most mundane kind – the invisibility of women, of migrants, and above all, of artists, whose trick it is usually to disappear behind the magic their brushes produce. ‘Levyna Terling, paintrix’ is a reminder of the artists whose skill and art, silent but essential, constructed the familiar mental image of what is often thought of as a ‘Golden Age’ of England – pre-Civil War, pre-Great Plague, pre-Great Fire of London, pre-Empire. Levyna or Levina? Terling or Tarlington or Teerlinc? The English tongue transforms what it cannot pronounce, making her a doubly tricky figure to follow. Levina appears to be the only painter to be employed by not one but four Tudor monarchs; the design of both Mary I’s and Elizabeth I’s Great Seal of England have been attributed to her, and some art historians have suggested that she taught the greatest of all English miniature artists, Nicholas Hilliard. Yet there are no surviving paintings that bear a clear link to her, and every one of those claims about her life is contested heavily by experts.4 She is the most invisible of those invisible presences, those painters and limners, miniaturists and illuminators, from Basel and Bruges, Florence and Flanders, who had made their home in an England that was just beginning to forge its own identity as a nation. The fragments of archival records that survive about her barely support the outlines of a life. But it is precisely that oblivion that allows her to bear the weight of all the others, the men who travelled in the hope of gold and glory, the women who travelled quietly in their shadows – Mistress So-and-So, someone’s sister, someone’s wife. English and British identity was shaped as much through their painted brushstrokes as it was through blood and ink.
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That story had begun long before Levina’s arrival in England. No one knew better than Henry VII, the first Tudor king and father to Henry VIII, that there was more to preserving power than either conquest or birthright. His blood-claim to the crown that he had snatched from Richard III at Bosworth Field in 1485 was shaky. Henry could trace his Lancastrian roots back through his mother, Margaret Beaufort, to John of Gaunt, but the Tudor dynasty itself took its name from his father, Edmund Tudor. Edmund was the son of Catherine of Valois, the French princess whose marriage to Henry V was supposed to have secured England’s claims over France. Instead, Henry V had died at thirty-five during yet another campaign in France, and Catherine had soon quietly married a minor member of her household, a Welshman called Owain Tudor. Born in the shadow of the War of the Roses, Catherine’s grandson had grown up in exile at the courts of Brittany and France, more French than English or Welsh. Yet as a claimant to the English throne, and subsequently as king, Henry had carefully crafted a very different story for himself and his new dynasty. It is a story that reached deep into the English psyche: not just its sense of history, but into the legends of King Arthur and the mythical prehistory of ancient Britain. It presented England’s new Tudor king as a direct descendant of Cadwalladr, the last king of the Britons. Henry VII, first of the Tudors, was the promised mab darogan, or son of prophecy, the one who would lead Britons to greatness again.

Henry had worked hard to make that myth take root. He had married Richard III’s niece, Elizabeth of York, to unite the two warring houses of Lancaster and York, and turned the red and white Tudor rose into an instantly recognisable reminder of that unity. And when Elizabeth fell pregnant with their first child, he had made sure that she was in Winchester, long believed to be the site of Camelot, for the birth of his heir. Naming the boy Arthur was even more of a loaded exercise, a clear reminder of that legitimising myth. But Henry knew that crafting a royal mythology required more than symbolic acts. Both myth and magnificence needed to be constructed. English kings had always sought treasures from abroad. They pursued painted glass and illuminated manuscripts, Flemish tapestries and Italian altarpieces with the same enthusiasm as they chased marriage alliances and territorial claims in Europe. Henry, however, set the trend for a remarkable Tudor conscription of the talents of poets and historians, architects and craftsmen, painters and illustrators, that would shape English history for centuries to come.5

At some point between 1503 and 1509, an unknown painter working in the tradition of the Flemish School of art had been one of them. In the painting now known as The Family of Henry VII with St George and the Dragon, the patron saint of England, himself an import of Greek Anatolian origins, battles a dragon in front of Princess Cleodolinde, against a backdrop of green fields and exotic castles. In the foreground, two tents decorated in red and white stand open, their curtains held back by angels, revealing Henry VII and Elizabeth of York kneeling in prayer with their children. By the time the work was done, Henry had buried Elizabeth, two daughters, and – to his devastating grief – his eldest son and heir, Arthur. And yet, in this image, the past was bent and re-shaped to royal will. The dead were raised to kneel among the living, and the Tudors were presented not as fortunate upstarts, but as divinely chosen, eternal protectors of England.
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Henry’s younger son, the spare named after his father, took that role seriously. As a precociously intelligent eight-year-old, the future Henry VIII had got Desiderius Erasmus, one of the greatest minds in Europe, to write a poem in Latin for him. As a teenager he was equally used to having praise heaped upon him for his jousting and his music, his impeccable, multilingual Humanist education, his golden good looks and impetuous charm, ‘in every respect a most accomplished Prince’.6 Yet his future had always been in the shadow of Arthur. It was Arthur who had been the one carefully groomed as the future king. Stepping out of the shadow of that dead older brother and dead father was to do things differently. As a king with something to prove, England’s marginality and its position as a latecomer trailing behind the great courts of Europe chafed at him.

The problem was that compared to Francis I of France and Charles V of the Habsburg Empire, whose revenues dwarfed his own, Henry was punching above his weight. However, there was one thing at least that he had in common with his father: like him, Henry understood keenly that magnificence – the careful construction of the external appearance of power – was as important as the reality of power itself. Like his father too, he understood that the most efficient route to construct that image was through the conscription of the best that Europe had to offer, and to use it to write the narrative of English splendour. In a description we have from the starry-eyed Venetian envoy Sebastian Giustinian, we get a glimpse of ‘sundry chambers all hung with most beautiful tapestry, figured in gold and silver, and in silk’ through which he was led to meet the twenty-three-year-old English king on St George’s Day in 1515. Henry sat ‘under a canopy of cloth of gold, embroidered in Florence, the most costly thing I have ever witnessed’. He was ‘the handsomest potentate I ever set eyes on’, Giustinian gushed, even as his keen eyes picked up on the ‘cap of crimson velvet, in the French fashion’ that Henry was wearing, along with the doublet ‘in the Swiss fashion, striped alternately with white and crimson satin’.7 That effect, more often than not, was stage-managed by someone who knew the power of display even better than Henry: Thomas Wolsey, the butcher’s son who had risen with breathtaking speed from clergy to cardinal, from cardinal to Lord Chancellor, from adviser to alter rex, the other king. It was Wolsey’s impeccable eye for effect that pulled off the eye-watering show of wealth and style that was the Field of the Cloth of Gold in 1520, when Henry met Francis I.

Anglicised names, mangled in the writing, do not always provide a clue to who was English and who was not in documents of this period, and the close working conditions make it difficult to distinguish between someone of Flemish or Italian origins working within an inherited tradition, and their English contemporary, assimilating the latest fashionable influence. There are still enough records, however, that bear a trace of the multilingual, multicultural buzz of the Tudor court in the early 1500s: artists and craftsmen from Italy and France, Germany and the Low Countries, sprinkled throughout the ledgers of the Exchequer, the Royal Household and the King’s Works. They were tasked with adorning both king and court, renovating, building and decorating Henry’s great palaces at Richmond and Whitehall, Hampton Court and Nonsuch.8

Among Henry’s first commissions as king was the funeral monument for his parents from the Italian sculptor Pietro Torrigiano, which still stands in the lady chapel of Westminster Abbey. Giovanni da Maiano, another Italian, supplied the roundels in the latest ‘antique’ style that decorated his palace walls, while Henry gleefully refused the French king’s request to extradite Nicholas Bellin of Modena, who had come to him from Fontainebleau and brought with him the knowledge of replicating the fashionable moulded and gilded stucco work of the French court.9 It probably explains Francis I’s snidely patronising comment to the English ambassador, John Wallop, in 1540, that he had heard that Wallop’s king ‘used much gilding in your houses, especially in the roofs’. In other words, Henry was a young whippersnapper with more money than taste. As for the French king, ‘for his part he preferred natural wood, as ebony, brasell, &c., which was more durable; he would show me Fontainebleau, especially his gallery there’.10 Vincent Volpe, another Italian, worked for Henry as one of the king’s painters alongside Englishmen like John Browne. Part of his job was to paint the brilliantly coloured flags and banners that hung from the ceiling.11 Windows were glazed by glaziers from the Low Countries, variously described as ‘Flemings’ and ‘Dutchmen’, with the latest imported painted glass that tinted and reflected light. Turkish carpets and ‘foot cloths’ imported by Venetian merchants went on both tables and floors. In the most important rooms, Henry’s prized Italian silk hangings covered the bare walls in vivid colours, alongside his enormous collection of over 2,000 tapestries, including the huge ten-piece set depicting The Story of King David bought in 1528 from Brussels, which at £1,548 was as expensive as a respectable manor house in the countryside, or a fully armed warship.12 Tudor England was ready to take its place in the world.

[image: ]
Levina was a child when Henry’s court was beginning to take shape. She was born in the 1510s in Bruges in present-day Belgium, and her father, Simon Bening (Binnink), was perhaps the most celebrated illuminator of his age. The astonishingly touching glimpses into everyday life – precious, fleeting, meticulous, barely three inches high and four inches wide – that he painted into a tiny jewel of a Book of Hours that is now in the Metropolitan Museum in New York tell us why. He was proud of his lineage. The Met also has a portrait miniature of him, into which he had inscribed the text, ‘Simon Bennik, the son of Alexander, painted this himself at the age of 75 in 1558’. It gives us a glimpse of the workshop that was both playground and school for Simon’s six daughters, including Levina. Simon sits in the best light available, next to the lattice window overlooking the gables of other houses on his street. His raised, angled artist’s desk has neat little built-in shelves to hold the shells in which he mixes his colours. He looks up at us from the painting he has been working on as he must have done countless times at his daughters, slightly quizzical and preoccupied, spectacles in hand, hair tucked carefully under a skullcap so that stray strands do not land on the wet paint.

England was familiar to artists like Simon, even if they had never set foot there. It was not all that long since Bruges had been a close competitor of London. Just over a decade before Levina’s birth, an Italian traveller to London had compared the English city to Simon’s: ‘whereas at Bruges foreigners are hospitably received and complimented and treated with consideration by everybody’, he had informed his friend irritably in a letter, ‘here the Englishmen use them with the utmost contempt and arrogance, and make them the object of insults. At Bruges we could do as we liked by day as well as by night. But here they look askance at us by day, and at night they sometimes drive us off with kicks and blows of the truncheon.’13 Now Bruges was no longer quite the jewel of Flanders that it had been, but its waterways still drew ships from England, Venice and the Hanseatic ports, its markets bustling with the wool trade that bound it closely to England, and its craftsmen attracted patronage from the British isles as it did with the courts of Europe.

Simon’s own contact had been through such patronage. As a promising nineteen-year-old in his father’s workshop in Ghent, he had collaborated with another well-known artist of the Ghent-Bruges school, Gerard Horenbout, on an exquisite Book of Hours that is now at the Austrian National Library in Vienna. It was originally a wedding present for James IV of Scotland’s thirteen-year-old wife, Margaret, who also happened to be Henry VII’s eldest daughter and Henry VIII’s sister. Simon and Gerard had continued to work together even as Gerard’s fortunes rose as court painter to Archduchess Margaret of Austria. By 1528, however, Simon had lost his friend – not to death, but to the prospect of a lucrative patronage. Gerard Horenbout and his family had left Ghent to move to England to enter Henry VIII’s service.14

Gerard’s move was part of a shift in artistic networks both in Continental Europe and at the Tudor court, a subtle redirection that would become increasingly more pronounced after the English Act of Supremacy in 1534. In northern Europe, the usual fierce competition among painters had turned harsher still as the Reformation gathered momentum. The arts were ‘not appreciated here’, the humanist scholar Erasmus wrote in a letter.15 In England, Henry’s break with Rome reverberated through the decorative and artistic culture of the nation. This was not just in obvious terms of the Reformation’s impact or indeed of the resources made available by Wolsey’s successor Thomas Cromwell’s ruthlessly efficient stripping of Church properties, but in changing the routes through which artists and craftsmen reached the English court. Strong, close-knit networks of Flemish artists found an increasingly natural gathering place here, using age-old English trade connections with the Low Countries and cities like Antwerp, Ghent and Bruges. Francis I had managed to tempt an ageing Leonardo da Vinci to France in 1516 barely three years before his death; Charles V’s patronage of Titian had made his court into a hub for Europe’s most celebrated painters. Henry’s answer to Francis I and Charles V, as Gerard and his friend Simon would have known, was to recruit a young immigrant German artist. Erasmus the scholar, who had his own portrait painted multiple times by the young man already, gave in to his usual temptation to make schoolboy puns in Latin when he wrote to his friend Pieter Gillis in Basel about him. The artist was ‘off to England in the hope of scraping together a few angels [gold coins]’, he joked, punning on the Latin term for the English, ‘Angles’.16 ‘Your painter, my dear Erasmus, is a wonderful artist’, another friend, Sir Thomas More, wrote back from England once the artist arrived, but ‘I fear he will not find English soil as rich and fertile as he hoped . . . I shall do my best to make sure it is not completely barren,’ he assured his friend.17

[image: ]
Artists can be necromancers: they can raise figures from the dead, bring the flush of youth back to putrefying flesh. Erasmus’s friend, Hans Holbein the Younger, who had left his wife and children in Basel when he headed to England in 1526, knew how to perform such magic, even though the most striking of his early attempts went the other way. His painting of Christ in the Tomb, finished a few years before his first visit to England, is about the height and length of a coffin. Looking at it is to look into a disturbing, claustrophobic recess within which the dead body of Christ lies. Rigor mortis has set in, and the Son of God looks heartrendingly mortal with his mouth open and unseeing eyes glassy in death, his extremities already turning green and black with rot. It is an image that, the Russian novelist Fyodor Dostoyevsky would later declare, could ‘make you lose your faith’.18

Holbein’s vast mural for Henry’s palace at Whitehall in 1537, destroyed in a fire in 1698 and surviving only in copies and preparatory sketches, was a masterpiece in evoking a different kind of faith altogether. It was a faith in Henry himself, in the monarchy that he represented and so desperately wanted to continue through his relentless obsession with producing a male heir.19 Holbein, never particularly picky and always a prolific illustrator of both Catholic and Protestant Bibles alike, had drawn Henry on the title page of the first complete English Bible by Miles Coverdale, and again on the title page of the Great Bible in 1539. But here in the Whitehall mural Holbein’s art performed a full genealogical miracle. He had raised Henry’s parents from the dead: Henry VII and his wife, Elizabeth of York. Jane Seymour, Henry’s third wife, took her place opposite her husband, though she, too, was gone by the time the mural was ready, felled by suspected puerperal fever barely two weeks after the birth of Henry’s much-awaited son, Prince Edward. But above all, it is Henry who draws the eye, squaring up his massive frame like a fighter in a stance that seems to defy any illness to lay its hands on the king’s sovereign body. Later still, even from whatever unmarked English grave had swallowed him in 1543 when the plague or some other infection brought him down, Holbein continued to perform painterly miracles of his own. In the great dynastic portrait of The Family of Henry VIII in 1545, his Whitehall Henry is still the anonymous artist’s pattern and template, both for the king who sits beneath the canopy of state, and for the precociously bold stance of the eight-year-old Prince Edward, who stands at his right knee. In the Allegory of Tudor Succession attributed to Lucas de Heere and commissioned by Elizabeth I almost thirty years later (c. 1572), it is the same face immortalised by Holbein that looks out again, untouched by time or death.
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Hans Holbein the Younger, title pages for Miles Coverdale’s Bible (Antwerp, 1535), the first complete printed English Bible, and the Great Bible (1539).


So much of history is made of faces that we think we know from portraits like these: familiar folds of flesh, flourishes of fashion, the way a body occupies space. On any given day at the National Portrait Gallery in London, visiting school groups of children spread themselves in excited, clipboard-armed cacophony. They nudge each other in front of the codpiece-wielding swagger of Holbein’s Henry. The carefully choreographed, impossibly be-ruffed and bejewelled presence of Marcus Gheeraerts the Younger’s Elizabeth I, part woman, part goddess, invites a flurry of notetaking. For many of them, these are first glimpses of faces that will follow them through history books and TV dramas, as familiar as members of a sprawling, dysfunctional family. The Tudors knew the power of a good portrait. Portraits promise us that knowing what someone looked like allows us to know something about them as a human being, that there is something in the curl of a lip or the grip of a hand that can be decoded for access to a person’s inner self, whatever that might be. With the portraits of Tudor monarchs, the promise is greater still. They seem to suggest that a reign, part of the life of a nation, with all its complications and contradictions, can somehow be distilled into an image, or a set of images. We look at the belligerent magnificence of Holbein’s Henry VIII and the astonishing ruthlessness of the engraving of him by Cornelis Massys, or the thin, bloodless set of Mary Tudor’s lips, and tell ourselves that we can see an encapsulation of history.20
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Cornelis Massys, Henry VIII, c. 1548.
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In Bruges, Levina was poised at a threshold. She was married now. George Teerlinc, her husband, came from the coastal Flemish town of Blankenberge, but they were settled in the city where Levina had grown up. Life might have continued unchanged, except for the death of Levina’s father-in-law. Suddenly a fresh start was possible for the young couple, so why not go somewhere else? Philosophers writing centuries later in the shadow of war and mass displacement would argue that the ability to begin again, to start anew, is an essential part of the human condition.21 Every act of displacement is, in some ways, an act of hope. Whether driven by desperation or by desire, it is powered by the belief, however fraught and fragile, that a better future can be built than what was left behind. In the case of the Teerlincs, no documented reason for the move can be found, no sense that they were running from the law or being driven by religious persecution or pressing debts. But sometimes the quiet but persistent human need for something different can be as strong as necessity and force.

At any rate, by 4 February 1545, George and Levina were at the offices of the mayor of Bruges, trying to settle the estate of George Teerlinc senior.22 It is likely that they left for England soon after. It made sense. The roster of foreign artists at the English court, as Levina would have known, was thinning. Hans Holbein had died in the winter of 1543. Gerard Horenbout, her father’s old friend and collaborator, had died not long after that, and by 1544, his son Lucas Horenbout, the King’s Painter, was gone too. However, there was one remaining Horenbout, Gerard’s daughter Susanna, and she was living proof of what could be achieved by a skilled artist with a fashionable, foreign artistic pedigree, even if they happened to be a woman.23

Levina and Susanna had much in common. They had both grown up in their family workshops. Both were trained by their fathers in the arts of manuscript illumination and painting alongside brothers and male apprentices in an environment where women’s talent always seemed to take people by surprise. Albrecht Dürer had bought an eighteen-year-old Susanna’s work in Antwerp in 1521. With the kind of patronising approval one might reserve for a performing seal, he had commented that it was ‘very wonderful that a woman can do so much’.24 Later, Susanna would receive more sincere praise from the Italian writers Lodovico Guicciardini and Giorgio Vasari, who singled her out for her skill.25 In fact, contrary to what we might expect, it might have been Susanna rather than her father or brother who first entered Henry VIII’s service, and as often happened with immigrant families, as a young woman of marriageable age, she was certainly the best assimilated into English society. Two marriages, first to John Parker, Keeper of the Palace of Westminster and Yeoman of the Wardrobe, and then to John Gilman, Serjeant of the King’s Woodyard, made her a natural mediator between the world of artists and illuminators she had grown up in, and Henry’s court.

By 1539, her position was secure enough that when Henry needed a Dutch-speaker to escort Anne of Cleves from the Low Countries to England, Susanna was an obvious choice. Even after Cromwell’s dramatic fall in 1540 – accused of heresy and treason when Henry blamed him for seducing him into the marriage with the flattering portrait Holbein had painted of Anne – Susanna’s fortunes did not waver. She had been one of Anne’s Gentlewomen of the Privy Chamber for the six brief months of that short-lived marriage. By November 1543, she was attending on Katherine Parr, Henry’s sixth and soon-to-be-final queen. Perhaps Susanna knew better than most how to navigate the unpredictable whims of kings. After all, a life spent pleasing both family patriarchs and royal ones must have taught her that survival was its own form of art.
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Levina, however, could be forgiven if she thought her challenge was harder than Susanna’s. It was certainly more in line with the experience of other immigrant artists and artisans. She did not have the benefit of a family workshop in London, or a ready network of male relatives through birth and marriage who could ease her way by helping her to decipher this foreign land. And England on first acquaintance could be both fascinating and confusing for travellers. A few years after Levina, a Spanish courtier observed, ‘The man who wrote Amadis and other books of chivalry, with all the flowery meads, pleasure-houses and enchantments, must first have visited England and seen the strange customs of the country.’ He was amazed, among other things, by English women. ‘For who, in any other land, ever saw women riding forth alone as they do here, where many of them manage their horses with consummate skill and are as firm in the saddle as any man? . . . You may be certain that there are more sights to be seen here in England than are described in any book of chivalry,’ he admitted, ‘country-houses, river-banks, woods, forests, delicious meadows, strong and beautiful castles, and everywhere fresh springs; for all these things abound here, and make the country well worth a visit and most delightful, especially in summer-time.’26

That seemingly otherworldly beauty went hand-in-hand with a hard-nosed business-mindedness. The ‘great riches of London are not occasioned by its inhabitants being noblemen or gentlemen’, another sixteenth-century Italian traveller wrote back to friends at home.27 The people who made London, and by extension, the nation prosperous, were ‘all, on the contrary, persons of low degree, and artificers who have congregated there from all parts of the island, and from Flanders, and from every other place’.28 Yet non-native visitors were quick to spot a certain prickly defensiveness in the indigenous population. ‘They have an antipathy to foreigners, and imagine that they never come into their island, but to make themselves masters of it, and to usurp their goods.’29 And ‘whenever they see a handsome foreigner they say that “he looks like an Englishman”, and that “it is a great pity that he should not be an Englishman”; and when they partake of any delicacy with a foreigner, they ask him, “whether such a thing is made in their country?”’30

By the time George and Levina came to London, that pride had taken a battering. The second half of the 1540s had been disastrous for Henry’s grand vision of England as a power on the European stage. The sinking of his favourite warship, the Mary Rose, on 19 July 1545, was a recent memory. As an invading French fleet looked on, and the great bulk of the king’s ship dragged with it nearly 500 able-bodied men and boys to their deaths in the waters of the Solent, one could be forgiven if treasonous analogies to the ship of state and the king’s own increasingly gargantuan body came to mind. And that, in many ways, was merely the harbinger of things to come. Within months, the victory against France had spluttered out with the Treaty of Ardres in June 1546; Henry’s occupation of Boulogne, bought at the cost of millions, would revert to French hands in less than a decade. What made things worse was that thanks to Henry’s bloodthirsty ego, the country was fighting battles on multiple fronts. Closer to home, money was bleeding into his brutal ‘Rough Wooing’, a viciously punitive attack on Scotland for daring to spurn his bid to marry their infant queen, Mary, to his son Edward.
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At his own court, things were no better. Henry was caught between two forces: the religious conservatives, who urged a reconciliation with Charles V, the Holy Roman Emperor, and the reformists, who thought that would be the death-knell for Protestantism in England. By early 1546, worldly-wise merchants abroad were placing bets on whether Henry would soon discard Katherine, the devout, bookish queen whose interest in Protestant religious reform was hardly a secret, given that one of her ladies-in-waiting had a dog named after the deeply anti-Protestant Bishop of Winchester, Stephen Gardiner.31 By spring that year, the whispers grew darker. If Levina had already set foot in England, she would have heard them: about the queen’s own ladies stirring up heresy, about Anne Askew, the Lincolnshire woman who had defied both her husband and her king to preach the Protestant faith. Tortured on the rack in the Tower of London, Anne had met her end with remarkable stubbornness, refusing to implicate the queen.

Yet that did not deter the faction led by Gardiner and the Duke of Norfolk from circling the queen, their eyes keen for any sign of weakness. Norfolk, survivor of two beheaded nieces, Anne Boleyn and Catherine Howard, had no patience for this new Reformist nonsense. ‘It was merry in England before the new learning came up,’ he is known to have declared, ‘yes, I would all thing were as has been in times past.’32 By the summer, a warrant for Katherine’s arrest was ready, except that one day before they were to be delivered, she caught wind of the plans and managed to talk Henry round. She was a ‘silly poor woman’, Katherine told him. If she had dared to talk about religious matters that were obviously beyond a woman’s understanding, it was only to distract him from his chronic pain, and learn from his ‘learned discourse’.33 Henry melted. Wriothesley, the Lord Chancellor, was kicked out of his presence when he came to arrest the queen the next day, and for the last few months of Henry’s life, Norfolk, Gardiner and their faction would remain out of Henry’s favour, while he spoilt Katherine with gifts.

All of that, perhaps, worked in Levina’s favour. After the deaths of Holbein and Lucas Horenbout, Henry had brought in another fashionable Flemish painter, ‘Guillim Scrots’, in January 1546, with an extravagant annuity of £62 10s.34 We know almost nothing about Scrots (variably called Scroth and Stretes elsewhere), except that he is likely to have painted three portraits of Edward VI, and may have been associated with Henry Howard, Earl of Surrey – lyric poet, hotheaded troublemaker, Norfolk’s son – who was already embroiled in the tensions that had been simmering ever since the failed attempt to entrap Katherine. Soon, disaster would consume them all.

Levina’s entry into the scene came just as the axe was about to fall. In November 1546, as Norfolk and Surrey faced the charge of treason in the Tower, her name was entered in the king’s accounts, recommended by Anne Parr, Lady Herbert, Katherine’s younger sister and closest ally.35 It is impossible to know whether Susanna Horenbout, also attending on the queen, had a hand in making the connections, but whatever the route, Levina’s recommendation from Anne was perfectly timed to take advantage of Henry’s attempts to mend fences with Katherine. Scrots the painter disappears from the records by 1548. By 19 January 1547, Surrey had lost his head: the last of the casualties of Henry’s reign. His father’s execution was scheduled for nine days later, but on the same day, 28 January, Henry VIII died in the early hours, and Norfolk’s life was spared. As Henry was laid to rest in St George’s Chapel on 16 February 1547, one of the Gentlemen Pensioners in attendance was ‘George Tarlington’ (Teerlinc), who received nine yards of black cloth for his livery, along with allowances for his three servants.36
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Chasing Levina’s footsteps through the Tudor court and her new life in England is frustrating, because there is so little to follow. Holbein’s portraits give us little glimpses of the faces she might have seen. Henry is to be expected, as is a chubby-cheeked Edward, baby fingers curled firmly around a sceptre-shaped rattle, half Christ-child, half future King of England. But there were also courtiers and scholars, merchants and traders. A court official holds a hooded falcon, his beringed fingers gentle on the bird’s soft feathers. A minor nobleman from Cornwall is dressed in the latest Continental fashion, his new-grown, downy beard, the blackwork embroidery on his shirt and the curl of the feather in his cap all rendered in exquisite detail. A German merchant dressed in expensive black raises a sceptical eyebrow. Holbein’s sketches are even more striking. Quick studies that he made in preparation of the more formal portrait to follow, they have the air of candid photographs. Mary Wotton, Lady Guildford, jolly but flustered by the attention, presses her lips together to hide an embarrassed smile. Lady Meutas, sister of a wealthy London mercer, looks startled. We can use them to imagine the faces that one could see in a crowd – at Portsmouth or Dover where the ships came, on the narrow, cacophonous, bustling streets of London, in the always freezing, stone-lined corridors of Henry’s royal palaces. But as far as the Teerlincs’ daily life is concerned, we know next to nothing.

Where did they live? They were not alone in having to carve out a space for themselves in the city. Already multicultural, London had had an influx of the Flemish and Huguenots since the 1540s, when nearly 5,000 of them settled in the city, driven from the Continent by Spain’s fierce repression of Protestants.37 There were painters and glaziers, shoemakers and brewers, goldsmiths and limners, weavers and artillery makers, all welcomed for the skills and techniques they brought with them, but also kept at arm’s length by the city guilds, anxious to protect the rights of their native-born members.

There was a term for people like them, although it was not ‘immigrant’ or ‘foreigner’, as one might expect today. The former would not enter the English language till the mid-eighteenth century. The latter was used far more commonly for a different group altogether: domestic migrants, people who moved from one village, town or county to another and did not become members of guilds or freemen of the places where they settled, like William Shakespeare of Stratford, who sent his hard-earned money back home from London, about half a century later. The rapidly growing group that Levina was part of, instead, was legally described as ‘aliens’, a term used for them since the fourteenth century to denote those whose birth and natural allegiance belonged elsewhere. By the mid-fifteenth century, English had taken the old French ‘étrangier’ (outsider) to create another term, ‘stranger’, which carried with it an even stronger suggestion of someone ‘outside’, ‘not of one’s blood or household’.38 Contemporary documents, however, would often yoke the two terms together into one descriptor of non-belonging: ‘Aliens Estraungers’, ‘alienes and straunge naciouns’, ‘Straungiers, Allions, and othour not born under the Kynges obeisaunce’.39

Even as language marked them out as different, some, like Susanna Horenbout, found ways to integrate. Her first marriage had transplanted Susanna to Parson’s Green in Fulham, where her English husband’s family had held land for centuries, and when her mother died, she was buried in All Saints Church in Fulham, her grave secured by her daughter’s position. Most, though, did not have such connections. They clustered on what were then the fringes of the city, in Southwark or Westminster, relying on networks of distant relatives, old acquaintances and countrymen from the same village or town. In a place like this, it was a necessary skill to track down a familiar name, or find someone who attended the same church. By 1549, there were at least 600 who met in groups for prayers in Dutch and French, until Edward VI’s Royal Charter in July 1550 gave them the former priory of Austin Friars, soon to be known as the Dutch Church. By that autumn, the French speakers among them had their own place too: St Anthony on Threadneedle Street.
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But simply staying within that community was hardly practical, particularly when your living depended on the royal court, and there are no records that can tell us whether, or how, Levina and George learnt the language. An Italian traveller fifty years before Levina had liked the sound of English. It was ‘as well as the Flemish, derived from the German’, he had informed a friend, but had ‘lost its natural harshness’.40 A foreigner could get by with broken English, but it was less than ideal. There were too many jokes on the streets already, some good-natured, some less so, about people like them. ‘Rutterkyn is com unto oure towne / In a cloke withoute cote or gowne’, one popular drinking song went, playing on the Flemish word for horseman, ruiter:


Rutterkyn can speke no englissh

His tonge rennyth all on buttyrd fyssh [fish]

Besmerde with grece [grease] abowte his disshe

Like a rutter hoyda.41



In most multilingual cities you could pick up polygot dictionaries and phrasebooks that promised to take you through the tricky negotiation of ordering a drink, or haggling over your groceries, in three, six, even eight languages in multi-column, parallel-text conversations lined up next to each other.42 One of the earliest ones to contain English, William Caxton’s French-English phrasebook printed sometime between 1480 and 1483, had in fact adapted a version of a French-Flemish phrasebook first composed in Levina’s hometown, Bruges, a century earlier.43

It is even harder to guess what Levina might have missed. Did she, like Clais van Werveken, writing back to his wife two decades later, shudder at the prospect of cooking with lard in the English fashion? Did she find her fellow Londoners’ riot of styles, always an unpredictable tangle of Continental trends, dazzling or disorienting? Did she cultivate a taste for English ale, given that so many of her new English acquaintances might still have eyed beer as a suspicious Flemish import? ‘Hops, Reformation, Bays (Flemish woollen cloth) and Beer, / Came into England all in one year’, a popular rhyme went, and only a few years before Levina’s arrival in England, the Englishman Andrew Borde had written, ‘Ale for an Englysshe man is a naturall drynke.’ Beer, on the other hand, ‘is made of malte, of hoppes, and water: it is a naturall drynke for a Dutche man. And now of late dayes it is much used in Englande to the detryment of many Englysshe men . . . it doth make a man fat, and doth inflate the bely, as it doth appere by the Dutche mens faces & bellies.’44 Did she, above all, miss the faith, rituals and colour of her Catholic upbringing, or was it her growing questioning of those very things, even before she left home, that had driven the Teerlincs to England in the first place? In the stories of those moving between countries, languages, people, what you lose and what you find are often equally elusive. Immigrant identities are shaped by what can be salvaged and what must be surrendered to make room for the new, and the history they carry is often the first casualty, slipping quietly from sight and memory. For Levina, as for so many, the outlines of her life dissolve into the gaps of the archive.
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What we can guess, however, is that even as she was learning to navigate her new country, Levina is likely to have been kept busy. It would be surprising if the court did not expect their money’s worth given the generous allowance she received, one of the highest ever awarded to a court painter, outstripping even what Holbein had earned in his day. Levina was likely tasked with a wide range of work: from portraits and paintings, to illuminations and embellishments for manuscripts and legal and ceremonial documents such as the Plea Rolls that recorded the legal cases heard by the King’s Bench. Illuminated manuscripts in particular, such as the ones Levina was familiar with from her father’s workshop, had always been popular at the Tudor court, particularly as gifts suitable for, and to be given by, women.

While still a princess precariously dependent on her father’s favour, Elizabeth I, for instance, had cannily blended craft with suitably ‘maidenly’ deference when she presented Henry VIII and Katherine Parr with hand-embroidered manuscripts. Katherine herself knew how such gifts could be used as social and political tools: she had personally overseen the creation of specially hand-illuminated gift-copies of her Psalms or Prayers Taken Out of Holy Scripture (1544), two of which contain Henry’s own marginalia. This was a need that Levina was singularly equipped to fulfil, even though like most limners, accustomed to the shared, faceless labour of family workshops, she left no signature on her work. It would be a further fifty years before another woman, Esther Inglis, daughter of French Huguenot exiles and brought up in Scotland, would begin crafting exquisitely detailed manuscript books, not only signing her works but often embedding her name in intricate calligraphic designs.45

For Levina, however, in some ways the invisibility might have been an advantage. There were always mutterings, of course. Among the painters and limners, it was well known that like many of the other English companies and guilds, the Painter-Stainers Company, which regulated the trade in painting in London, grumbled constantly about foreign hands taking commissions that rightfully belonged to their English members. This, as things went, was nothing new: laws that protected the rights of native artisans were normal in the Low Countries as well. To work, you had to become a citizen of a town, as Holbein had done in Basel, swearing allegiance and agreeing to years of uninterrupted residence in order to run your business. In England, though, the legal status of strangers was even more complicated. As a stranger, you were faced with restrictions on employing apprentices, on selling your goods, on pursuing legal action in court, on leaving your hard-earned property to your heirs. Yet those same foreign hands were always in demand. As Sir Thomas Elyot pointed out in his Boke Named the Governour in 1531, English tastes – eclectic, adventurous, discerning – did not always go hand in hand with English pride. It was a typically English habit, he wrote, to ‘be constrayned, if we wyll have any thinge well paynted, kerved, or embrawdred, to abandon our own countraymen and resort unto straungers’.46

As a married woman, Levina enjoyed a peculiar sort of freedom. It was the kind that came from officially not existing. The legal practice of coverture under English common law held that no married woman had a legal identity of her own; it was subsumed by her husband’s. That, however, meant a woman might slip through the cracks where others might have been caught, her legal invisibility useful for once, although infuriating for those of us who want to track her story. Take, for example, a payment recorded on 2 October 1551. The Privy Council issued £10 to ‘George Tarling, in way of the Kinges rewarde, being sent with his wyfe to the Lady Elizabeth’s Grace to drawe owt her picture’.47 The wording is ambiguous, but there is no record that George himself had any artistic training. However, as Levina’s husband, it was to be expected that he would be the recipient of the money even if she was the one who did the actual painting. The king, by now, was fourteen-year-old Edward VI, under whose reformist zeal England was undergoing one of the greatest historical moments of iconoclasm: wall paintings and sculptures razed, roods and vestments torn, gold and silver crucifixes and reliquaries melted and destroyed. The portrait commissioned from ‘George Tarling’ and ‘his wyfe’ might have been the one Elizabeth had promised to her royal brother around 1550, or perhaps one to show prospective suitors to marry her off. As with all of Levina’s work, it remains unidentified.48

We know that George and Levina weathered the tumultuous end of Edward’s brief six-year reign, when he disinherited his half-sisters and left the crown to his sixteen-year-old cousin, the quiet, pious Lady Jane Grey. The Gentlemen Pensioners were pulled into the chaos, and George made the wrong choice, throwing in his lot with his Protestant patron, the old queen Katherine’s brother William Parr, and with Jane.49 It was a dangerous gamble. Mary Tudor claimed the throne in July 1553, after Jane Grey’s nine brief days as queen. For the Teerlincs, it could have been the end of everything, but Mary, wary of fracturing her fragile hold on the court, moved carefully. Most of her opponents were pardoned, and by the year’s end, Levina was back at her post as a gentlewoman of the Privy Chamber. Within three years, George was moneyed enough to be leasing property in Stepney, Middlesex.50 It was just as well, for Levina seems to have been among those court servants left unpaid while Mary’s treasury floundered. By 10 October 1559, Levina’s fortunes had shifted again. There was a new queen on the throne. Elizabeth I ensured that Levina received the £150 due to her in back wages, repaying what Mary’s reign had withheld. But even more importantly, she confirmed Levina’s annuity, making it permanent: an unmistakable mark of her favour.
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Levina’s art, like that of Hans Holbein and many other artists before and after her, adjusted to the tides of power, since survival after all depended on securing the next patron. Under Mary, she seems to have turned to religious symbolism. A plea roll illustration from 1553 attributed to her shows the queen enthroned, angels obligingly hovering, the Sword of State firmly in her grasp. It is an image that recognises that Mary needed more than a portrait; her image had to project sovereign authority that was sanctified by heaven. If it was indeed hers, then in painting it Levina was walking a path not so different from Holbein’s, whose frontispiece for Miles Coverdale’s English Bible had shown Henry as the only true dispenser of the Word of God on earth, although the confirmation of Mary’s power came from a different theological camp entirely as the righteous defender of an England delicately retracing its steps back to Catholicism. Their swords might have pointed in different directions, but the strategy was the same: wield art as propaganda, and remind everyone exactly who had God on their side.

When Elizabeth I came to the throne, however, all that shifted again. Art historians have often pointed out how Tudor art changed in the second half of the sixteenth century, but the transformation was more than technical. The faces and figures we see in Elizabethan portraits are strikingly different from the measured realism of the unknown artist who had painted Henry VII in 1505, or the people captured by Holbein’s pencil and brush. Elizabeth’s rule stamped a new aesthetic onto her likenesses and those of her court, a kind of iconic flatness, dense with ornament and symbolism, and the change was not just due to a lack of skill. While Holbein had undoubtedly been exceptional, there were plenty of other artists around whose surviving work bear ample proof of their talents: from those who had found their way to England from abroad, like Lucas de Heere and Marcus Gheeraerts the Younger, to the home-grown talents of Nicholas Hilliard and Isaac Oliver.51 But where Holbein’s brush had mapped the flats and planes of human faces with all their flaws, Elizabeth’s artists conjured something else.
OEBPS/images/image_p37.jpg
F A MI-DIALO-FAML
LIAR DI- GVES, FA LIER DEIA

ALOGVES, MILIERS, LOGS FOR!

forthe Inftru~ pour Cinprustion d€ Inftiuci-
&ion of thé, that e cenx qui fomz on of dem, dat
be deficous to defirenx dappren. by defireus ton|
Jearne to fpeake dre & parler An. 1crne tou fpek
Englith,and per- 8/ois , &r parfaite- Inglith, and per-|
feitlye to pro~ mens le pronon feilé tou pro-
noiice the fame:  cercMisenly-  nonce dé fcm:
Sct forth by  miereparla-  Sct fors by

iames Beliot gues Bellos Iémes Belloc
Gentleman Gerilhume Gentilmian
of Cacen. Cadumeis. of Caen. _

|

NN

: ;
RN -
A

/

oy
&P

Imprinted ac Imprimé @ Lon- Tmprinted ag
Londonby Tho. dres par Thomas 1 0nds bei Thad
mas Vautrollicr, Vawrellier  mys Vautrollier,

o,
g ﬁ%f
=%

. \f ‘.
Ml

dwellinginthe desiourant couellingin dé%‘
blacke-Fri- anx Black black-Frei-
ers, Friers, €r8, “
1586, tgga T g ol





OEBPS/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Half Title Page



		Dedication



		Title Page



		Maps



		A Note on Conventions



		1: An Invitation



		2: Invisible Woman



		3: How to Survive Martyrdom



		4: Citizens of Everywhere



		5: A Working Man



		6: A Fortune at Sea



		7: Home and the World



		8: Noah and the Flood



		9: The Right to Freedom



		10: Homecoming



		11: Epilogue



		Acknowledgements



		Image Credits



		Index



		Notes



		Plates



		eCopyright













		i



		iii





		v



		vii



		xi



		xii



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43

















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































		Cover



		Contents



		Begin Reading











OEBPS/images/image_p27.jpg
cand
o Englit.

Teffen,

:paalT.
Eqm...mw.wlp
uerepafage.and beglonfid 2,
© spalcai






OEBPS/images/title.jpg
THIS LITTLE
WORLD

A NEW HISTORY OF
TUDOR AND STUART ENGLAND

NANDINI DAS

BLOOMSBURY PUBLISHING

LONDON « OXFORD « NEW YORK « NEW DELHI « SYDNEY





OEBPS/images/image_p29.jpg





OEBPS/images/image_pviii.jpg
Journeys: England
(Points of Departure and Arrival)

ENGLAND

10 20 30 40 50 miles
e}

10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 kilometres





OEBPS/images/image_px.jpg
1000 2000 3000 miles
————

2000 | 4000 kilometres Journeys: The Wider World






OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
5 B

b ;\/ /
peccably researched
asterwork’






OEBPS/images/halftit.jpg
THIS LITTLE WORLD





OEBPS/images/image_pix.jpg
Lo

Germany

Hcidelberg

MOROCCO

0 50 100 150 200 250 300 miles
0100200 300 400 500 kilometres Journeys: Europe and North Africa






OEBPS/images/orn.jpg





