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The "Essential" Cromwell 

This  collection is,  by  the  account  of  several
historians, a selection of the "must read" essays on
Cromwell.  True, the collection is in the series of
Blackwell  Essential  Readings  in  History,  but  the
eight  essays  included  in  the  volume  are  those
which make the footnotes, essential readings, or
select  bibliographies  of  a  range of  Cromwell  bi‐
ographies and texts on the British and Irish Re‐
public. In bringing them together David Smith has
saved students, tutors, and future biographers the
task of tracking down this select list. 

These  essays  concentrate  on  the  later
Cromwell,  which  is  not  unexpected.  Cromwell's
fifty-nine year life breaks down into three areas.
For forty-two or forty-three years he was almost
completely unknown outside his extended family
and the region of  Huntingdonshire in which he
lived. He made occasional splashes in the bigger
pool, a year at Cambridge University, some time
spent in London, a short spell as an MP in Charles
I's 1628 parliament, and an embarrassing appear‐
ance before the Privy Council,  because of a dis‐
pute in Huntingdon. The second period really be‐

gan in 1642, when Cromwell showed an unexpect‐
ed talent  for  the  soldier's  life,  which  developed
surprisingly into a grasp of regimental tactics and
brigade-level  strategy,  and would eventually  be‐
come a  capacity  for  successful  army command.
This second part of Cromwell's life also witnessed
an increasing involvement in politics, particularly
when it touched on the army and the future of the
victorious "regime." The third stage of Cromwell's
life was the briefest, running from his expulsion
of the remnants of the Long Parliament on April
20,  1653,  when  he  effectively  became  head  of
state,  through  his  official  appointment  as  Lord
Protector in December 1653, to his death on Sep‐
tember 3, 1653. These essays deal with the later
two stages of this amazing life and concern reli‐
gion, government, and the three nations of the Re‐
public. 

Cromwell's complex religiosity is approached
by several authors who try to explore it in rela‐
tion to his military and political career. John Mor‐
rill and Philip Baker, in the most recent of the es‐
says, argue that Cromwell only turned from being
a  "monarchist"  after  the  first  civil  war  and  the



king's refusal to make terms with the victors, his
crucial  conversion  coming  after  the  Putney  de‐
bates, when he realized that the king had put him‐
self beyond God's will. This of course fitted in with
the  view  of  Cromwell  and  providentialism  so
clearly related by Blair Worden's essay "Cromwell
and  the  Sins  of  Achen,"  wherein  Cromwell  is
shown to be convinced that God's providence was
manifest in the events of the wars and the victo‐
ries  of  the  parliamentarians.  Three  essays,  by
Austin  Woolrych,  Peter  Gaunt,  and  Anthony
Fletcher, deal with national and local government
during the 1650s. Woolrych asks the big question:
was the Protectorate a military dictatorship? His
answer is no, not really: if there was any sense of
a dictatorship it came not because of a military as‐
pect  to  government,  but  because  Cromwell  felt
that he was the guardian of the peoples' route to a
godly magistracy. Peter Gaunt argues forcibly, in
an interesting essay, that we must be careful not
to  overestimate  the  centrality  of  Cromwell:  the
State Councillors played a crucial role in national
government. These men were not simply puppets
of  the  Lord  Protector,  nor  overawed by  him as
royalists  and  other  discountenanced  critics  ar‐
gued. Anthony Fletcher argues that the rural gov‐
ernment  of  the  country  was  more firmly estab‐
lished in the hands of the gentry because central
government was quite weak in its effects on the
localities, not the heavy-handed behemoth repre‐
sented by the brief experiment with major-gener‐
als. 

The next pair of essays return to the religious
issues;  Colin  Davis  looks  at  Cromwell's  religion
and David Smith explores religious policy during
the Protectorate. Davis sees Cromwell in very gen‐
eral terms as a providentialist and anti-formalist,
believing that although Cromwell knew God to be
on his side, this was no reason to enforce a single
strict religious code or ordinances. This of course
would  lead  to  problems  when  his  government
had to establish some form of religious settlement
in the republic.  A settlement and liberty of con‐
science were so incompatible that Smith argues it

brought an untimely end to the sittings of the first
protectorate  parliament  because  it  led  to  in‐
tractable division between Cromwell and MPs. 

The final essay puts Cromwell into the context
of Britain and Ireland. In it, David Stevenson ar‐
gues that Cromwell was, and would remain, Eng‐
lish in his  perspectives.  His  conquest  of  Ireland
and  then  Scotland  enabled  their  incorporation
into  the  republic.  Even  though  Cromwell  had
some hopes of bringing peace and justice to the
two  kingdoms,  this  would  only  be  possible  be‐
cause they had been defeated to protect the core
kingdom--England;  and it  would be English per‐
ceptions of peace and justice which would be im‐
posed.  In short,  the essays in this  book confirm
that Cromwell believed himself to be God's man,
but he really was God's Englishman. 

There is so much more written on Cromwell,
so while this  may be essential,  it  is  a step on a
long road: there are other excellent things written
on Oliver, some of them in a book from which two
of these essays are taken. Read this collection and
begin the journey through the life  and mind of
Ireland's first, and England, Wales, and Scotland's
only, commoner head of state. 
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