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Oh no,  not  another biography of  Charles II!
How one's heart sank when this first appeared in
the bookshops. Library shelves are already well-
stocked with modern biographies  of  the  "Merry
Monarch." Over the past thirty years biographers
as various as Maurice Ashley, Christopher Falkus,
Lady Antonia Fraser,  Tony Palmer,  David Lunn,
Richard Ollard, J.R. Jones, Ronald Hutton and John
Miller  have all  tackled him.[1]  Those by Hutton
and Miller were substantial scholarly treatments,
while  Fraser's  work  (still  in  print)  is  widely
thought  to  be  a  modern  classic  among  popular
royal biographies. Is there room for another? 

There can be no doubt that it is Fraser's work
that Coote is seeking to supersede. This is a popu‐
lar biography by a writer who is not a specialist in
the period and which is based on no original re‐
search. It was a fascination with the personality,
not any broader historical agenda, which attract‐
ed him to  the  subject  (pp.  xi-xiii).  What  he  has
produced is very much "the life" rather than "the
reign." Events before 1660 get as much attention
as those after, with Charles's arrival in London in
May 1660 marking the exact halfway point in the

narrative. This is an emphasis which can easily be
justified. Charles's story does divide itself into two
halves of roughly equal length separated by the
life-changing events  of  1660.  No one would dis‐
pute that  his  experiences  in  the  1640s  and  the
1650s were formative. 

Yet the first half of the story works here only
because it is one which cannot fail to interest. The
loss of his father and the extended humiliations of
exile are a biographer's dream. The escape from
Worcester naturally forms a chase narrative and,
in truth, can amount to little else. As usual, it re‐
ceives  extended  coverage.  Other  events  are  re‐
counted with no new insight. The vast spectacle of
the Civil  War is  treated almost  as  an incidental
backdrop to Charles's adolescence. It is all just one
anecdote after another. 

The  standard  of  analysis does  not  improve
once  the  story  gets  beyond the  king's  return to
England.  Predictably,  we  learn  far  more  about
Charles's mistresses than we do about his minis‐
ters. Coote's grasp of the subtleties of Restoration
politics is, in any case, rather shaky, with the re‐
sult that speculation on Charles's motives is rarely



more than simplistic. The diplomatic context is a
particular  weakness.  Whatever  one  may  think
about the secret clauses of the Treaty of Dover, a
topic on which there is still plenty of scope for dis‐
agreement,  it  has  never  before  been  suggested
that they were an attempt by Charles to "black‐
mail"  Louis  XIV.  Could  Charles  really  have  be‐
lieved  that  Louis,  as  the  Most  Christian  King,
would be "obliged to come to his support for the
honour and security of Catholic Europe" (p. 239)?
Not  even  James  II  fell  for  that  one.  All  the  big
questions about the reign, including the ongoing
debate about the nature of the 'Restoration crisis',
seem to have passed Coote by. 

This book has all the faults found in historical
potboilers written from a narrow range of printed
sources. Pepys and Evelyn, those godsends for the
popular biographer, have been used only through
abridgments,  and,  although  Clarendon's  History
was  consulted,  the  more  relevant  Continuation
was  not.  Quotations  are  almost  always  culled
from  other  secondary  works.  Most  other  state‐
ments are unsupported by any form of citation.
Even as a string of unreliable anecdotes the nar‐
rative  can  disappoint.  Why  bother  retelling  the
story about the Countess of Castlemaine castrat‐
ing the corpse of Bishop Braybrooke (p. 251) with‐
out the punch line about "bishoprics"? That Coote
adopts a critical  view of his sources only as his
subject's  life  is  ebbing  away  is  doubly  unfortu‐
nate.  The  famous  dying  words  about  taking  "a
most  unconscionable time dying" are not,  as  he
supposes, one of Macaulay's inventions (pp. 352,
371). If only he had bothered checking, the foot‐
note provided by Macaulay would have led him to
a  printed  eyewitness  source  recording  remarks
exactly  to  that  effect.[2]  Macaulay  knew  what
footnotes were for. 

The advice regarding biographies of Charles
II  remains  the  same.  Those  requiring  academic
scholarship should read both Hutton and Miller,
comparing and contrasting as they do so. (I per‐
haps ought to confess that I  think Hutton has a

freshness  which Miller,  for  once,  lacked).  Those
who just want a good read should try Fraser.  It
may have its faults, its enduring popularity is dif‐
ficult to explain, but it remains the book on seven‐
teenth-century British history which the man or
woman in the street is most likely to have read. 
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