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ABSTRACT
This paper seeks, firstly, to reinstate the Suffolk lawyer and MP 
Nathaniel Bacon (1593-1660) whose ideological as well as political 
importance has been neglected, and, secondly, to propose that his 
1647 tract in support of the parliamentary cause may have been an 
additional prompt to John Milton’s work on his History of Britain, which 
dates from this period, and which counters the elder statesman’s view 
of the Saxons as furnishing a legimitising native model of parliamen
tary government. In what may, in turn, have been a response to Milton, 
Bacon, in a “summary Conclusion” to The Continuation of this tract 
(1651), counters the received view of the English/British as courageous 
but politically unskilled inhabitants of the cold North, which Milton 
reiterates, notably in the “Digression” to book 3 of his History. Asserting 
rather the “middle temper” of the people of England Bacon claims for 
them a native political wisdom like that of Aristotle’s Hellenic race with 
whom they share a “consanguinity”, while Milton urges the need to 
look to continental Europe for political as well as cultural models. The 
stakes of Bacon’s claims are pointed up by their appropriation to 
support the opposite cause by monarchists who share his nativist 
ideology, which is not shared by Milton as it is not shared by the 
monarchist William Temple whose position with respect to the con
tinent of Europe aligns him rather with Milton. The perceived relation 
of England to its continental European neighbours thus cuts across the 
political divide between monarchists and parliamentarians.
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That the elder statesman Nathaniel Bacon (1593–1660) was known to John Milton 
(1608–74) cannot be doubted, although it is difficult to establish the degree of their 
acquaintance. A member of a distinguished family that had long enjoyed considerable 
influence in politics and law, Bacon, like Milton, studied at Christ’s College, Cambridge 
though nearly twenty years earlier (1606–11; Milton, 1625–29). Both remained connected 
to Cambridge – witness Milton’s “Lycidas” in memory of the fellow Edward King (1637) 
and Bacon’s appointment first as chairman of the Cambridge committee of the Eastern 
Association (1644) and then as recruiter MP for the university (1645). They shared more 
and less close acquaintances in Thomas Young (c1587-1655), Milton’s first tutor, who 
gifted books to Milton (?1627) and Bacon (1639), and Samuel Hartlib (c.1600–62), who 
references their work in his diary and who is asked to communicate with each of them on 
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behalf of his friend John Dury (1596–1680). Both were appointed to important jobs by 
the Council of State in 1649, Milton as Secretary for foreign tongues in March, Bacon as 
Admiralty Judge in August.1 Both, finally, were published (Milton) or republished 
(Bacon) in the early 1670s by the radical Whig publisher John Starkey (c1630-90), 
which, like these appointments, bears out the most important connection – their invest
ment in the parliamentary cause, which they both defended in their writing.2 Bacon’s An 
Historicall Discourse of the Uniformity of the Government of England published in 1647 – 
without a title page attribution3 – and The Continuation published in 1651 – with 
a prominent title page attribution to “Nath: Bacon of Grais-Inne, Esquire”4 have been 
neglected by historians as well as by Miltonists, and those few scholars who have linked 
the two men’s work do so invariably to point to similarities of thought/argument.5 Yet 
there are significant differences, notably with respect, on the one hand, to an idea of 
a climatically determined national character, or “constitution”, as Bacon calls it, and, on 
the other, to the history of the nation not only in itself but also as an ideological/rhetorical 
resource in their political engagement.

What I want to propose firstly is that Bacon’s tract of 1647 may have been an 
additional prompt to Milton’s work in 1648–9 on the first books of his History of 
Britain, which counters the elder statesman’s view of the Saxons as furnishing 
a legimitising native model of parliamentary government. As I shall discuss, Milton 
subsequently reproduces Bacon’s view of the native Saxon model in the (Latin) Defence of 
the people of England, but without referring to the idea of a climatically determined 
national character, which features prominently in his “Digression” to book 3 of the 
History as it does in the introduction to the “summary Conclusion” of Bacon’s The 
Continuation published, like the Defence, in 1651. Bacon here asserts a climatically 
determined “middle temper” for “the People of England” who are “ingenious and active” 
against the received view (derived ultimately from the Greeks, notably Aristotle) of the 
courageous but intellectually “dull” and politically unskilled character of the English/ 
British as inhabitants of the cold North.6 Dominant until the early seventeenth century 
this view is repeatedly reproduced by Milton, most explicitly in the “Digression” where 
he urges the consequent imperative to look to classical and European political models.7 It 
is this imperative to look to foreign models that, perhaps with Milton in mind, I want 
secondly to propose, Bacon contests, urging as natural to the “constitution” of the English 
people the native model established under the Saxons, the history of which he proceeds to 
recapitulate in the “summary Conclusion” to The Continuation. If this raises a number of 
difficult questions, not least about the composition and circulation of the “Digression” as 
well as of the History, I think the case is worth considering if only to reinstate the figure of 
Bacon and his tracts, which were possibly important to the work of John Milton, and 
undoubtedly important to English politics in the second half of the seventeenth century 
when the tracts were reprinted and referenced, and Bacon’s claims about the climate and 
“constitution” of the English appropriated for the opposite cause.

To begin then with the neglect of Nathaniel Bacon by historians as well as by Milton 
scholars who, if they do mention Bacon, invariably draw on the work of historians.8 It is 
particularly striking that Bacon’s 1647 tract is not mentioned in the discussions of the 
context of Milton’s History by French Fogle in his introduction to the Yale edition and by 
Nicholas von Maltzahn in the one major published monograph on the History.9 This 
neglect is due in part to “the ongoing history of bibliographical misdescription” of the 
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“various editions” of the tracts to which Joseph A. Dane has drawn attention, principally 
their attribution from 1689 to the antiquarian scholar John Selden (discussed below).10 

The consequent near disappearance from view of their author is highlighted by the titular 
question in an article in The Gentleman’s Magazine of 1825 cited by Dane: “Who was the 
Nathaniel Bacon, the Author of ‘An Historical Discourse of the Uniformity of the 
Government of England’?”11 In the two hundred years since he has hardly become 
more visible: there is no mention of Bacon or his tracts in the wide ranging work of 
Austin Woolrych, Christopher Hill and Hugh Trevor-Roper, to name just three of the 
prominent twentieth-century historians of the English revolution. Where he does figure, 
if briefly, is in the work of those who examine the parliaments of the mid seventeenth- 
century in which he was active as an MP,12 as I take up below, and of those who look at 
more local histories where he was an important figure.13 The tracts have, in turn, received 
some attention from scholars interested in seventeenth-century legal and political 
thought (although they are not mentioned in Quentin Skinner’s two-volume history), 
notably Richard Tuck and, especially, Janelle Greenberg, author of the ODNB article on 
Bacon, who includes (brief) discussion of the tracts in her book (with Corinne Weston) 
on the “controversy over legal sovereignty in Stuart England” and more extensive 
discussion in an important article on the “radical face of the ancient constitution”.14 

Rosemary Sweet too highlights the significance of the 1647 tract as the “classic statement 
of the thesis of Anglo-Saxon liberties”, which “continues to feature in radical literature” 
through the “period of reform” in the eighteenth century.15 None of these scholars, 
however, comments on the claims about the climatically determined “naturall constitu
tion of the people of England” added to introduce the new “summary Conclusion” in 
1651. Yet, as we shall see, in post-restoration England the stakes of these claims were 
regarded as sufficiently important for their (re)appropriation in support of the opposite 
political cause.

While Bacon’s standing as “a major political figure” is acknowledged by Tuck, the 
family’s political importance is underscored by Brunton and Pennington who comment 
that it is “hard to find a more active parliamentary family in the last thirty years of the 
sixteenth century”, although its influence waned in the seventeenth century except for 
Nathaniel and his brother Francis.16 After studying at Christ’s, Nathaniel was admitted 
in 1611 to Gray’s Inn and in 1640 became a “bencher” (senior member) – an affiliation 
advertised on the title page of The Continuation – which, like Christ’s, was a breeding 
ground for “radicals”.17 It is, however, unclear just how radical Bacon was, or indeed 
how he is to be classified – as Independent (Underdown), Puritan (Holmes) or (most 
frequently) as a more (Greenberg) or less (Tuck) committed Presbyterian (although of 
course these slippery categories are not mutually exclusive).18 What is certain is that 
during the Long Parliament he was elected recorder to Ipswich (1643) as well as 
Recruiter to Cambridge University (1645) and that with his brother Francis he was 
secluded in the (so-called Pride’s) purge of 6 December 1648 only to be readmitted on 
6 June 1649 and then to be appointed as Admiralty Judge in August. For von Maltzahn 
it was Milton’s “dismay” and “misgivings” at the readmission of “purged” members and 
the attendant revival of the Long Parliament that found expression in “the History and 
the Digression in particular”, which he dates to the first months of 1649.19 Bacon’s 
readmission later in the year may have been particularly galling to Milton since in 1646 
he had been publicly associated with a parliamentary ordinance “[f]or the preventing of 
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the growing and spreading of heresies”, that is, with the Presbyterian “new forcers of 
conscience under the Long Parliament” denounced by Milton in a sonnet probably 
composed in the same year.20 Bacon himself was apparently “unenthusiastic about the 
Commonwealth”, despite his appointment as judge, and was relatively inactive in 
parliament until the protectorate.21 On 8 February 1658/59 he intervened to urge 
that Richard Cromwell be immediately declared “Protector and Chief Magistrate, and 
Governor of these nations” on the grounds that “[i]t is our undoubted constitution to 
be governed by a single person and a Parliament”, adding, in a telling throwback and 
implicit critique of the Rump parliament, that the “Long Parliament, at first, never 
dreamt of any other Government”.22 On 19 February, in response to the question 
“whether the Constitution of the Parliament of England ought to be by two Houses?” 
he declared, “I think it ought, from long continuance. It hath been so for many 
hundred years . . ..The people of England have a right to the single person and two 
Houses of Parliament, and it cannot be taken away without their consent”, adding, on 
22 February, that he would have the House of Lords constituted “by election” not “by 
inheritance”.23 As Tuck points out, the “principle of election and the supremacy of an 
elective assembly” were fundamental to Bacon’s ideal of the “Saxon Commonweale” 
described in the 1647 tract as “a beautifull composure, mutually dependant in every 
part from the Crown to the cloune, the Magistrates being all choice men, and the King 
the choicest of chosen; election being the birth of esteem, and that of merit”;.24 In the 
parliamentary interventions of February 1658/9 Bacon spoke then as the authority on 
the “ancient constitution” that he was deemed to be as author of the tracts. William 
Prynne, for instance, in 1657, in a tract on “Fundamental Liberties”, references 
(amongst others), “Mr Nathaniel Bacon, in his first part of his Historical Discourse”, 
and Richard Baxter, who owned a copy of one of the tracts, refers readers of A Holy 
Commonwealth (1659) to “Mr. Bacons Treatise of Parliaments” to learn “Of the 
Antiquity of their Power, and its Extent”.25 Equally indicative of Bacon’s political 
importance is a mocking reprise of the title page of The Continuation in Paul’s 
Churchyard (1651–52), an attack on the Commonwealth attributed to the royalist 
satiric writer John Birkenhead (1616–79), which takes the form of a book list: “A 
new division of Government into Monarchy, Aristocracy, Democracy, and Anarchy, by 
Nathaniel Bacon of Grayes Inne Esquire”:.26

The publishing history too indicates the authority commanded by the tracts, if not 
their author, whose name from 1689 is subordinated to that of John Selden to whom the 
tracts, bound together in a single volume and given a new title, are attributed as they will 
be subsequently, including in the English Short Title Catalogue – hence Bacon’s disap
pearance from view.27 For according to John Starkey in his advertisement to this edition 
of 1689 Selden was said by one of his Executors, John Vaughan, to have furnished Bacon 
with the “Ground-Work”.28 Published together at the moment of the establishment of 
a constitutional monarchy, the tracts were no longer the perceived threat they had been 
during the restored monarchy when copies were ordered to be seized and burned and 
Starkey was prosecuted for seeking to publish them, first in 1672 and then in 1682 (at the 
moment of the Exclusion crisis).29

When Bacon intervenes in parliament in February 1658/9 to urge a return to the 
ancient constitution he evokes non-native historical instances – “Look into Carthage; 
Athens” – but only in order to illustrate “the tyranny of a Commonwealth” which is 

4 M. TUDEAU-CLAYTON



what he suggests the English experiment became.30 It is the native model that he urges, 
as he had done in the tract of 1647 and in The Continuation of 1651, which, on its title 
page, advertises “A Preface, being a Vindication of the ancient way of Parliaments in 
ENGLAND”.31 If scholars have noted that in the 1647 tract Bacon points to likenesses 
between Saxon and ancient Greek forms of government,32 they have overlooked that 
for Bacon this argues “consanguinity between the Saxons and the Grecians”, that is, 
a shared origin in a stock or kind, which is naturally determined but culturally defined 
in terms of a capacity for political organisation, as I take up below. The parliamentary 
form of government thus springs from this origin and not from what Bacon calls 
a “forced inoculation” in the introduction to his “summary Conclusion” of The 
Continuation.33 His purpose here is to claim that the form of government established 
by “our forefathers the ancient Saxons” is not only the “ancient way” of the English but 
also the natural way.34 Thus he opens by declaring that he will “glance upon the 
naturall constitution of the People of England, and then gather up the scattered 
Notions into one form, because the one doth not a little illustrate the other, and 
shew the same to be radicall and not by any forced inoculation”. The striking phrase 
“forced inoculation” refers to the agricultural process of grafting which Bacon evokes 
to affirm that the form of government he traces from the Saxons is not a foreign form, 
grafted on to the English, but home grown (“radicall”). Then follows an assertion of 
the climatically determined “middle temper” of the English, which is represented in 
terms of the temperaments associated with the extremes of northern cold and southern 
heat.

The People are of a middle temper according to their Climate: The Northern Melancholly, 
and the Southern Choller, meeting in their generall Constitution doth render them inge
nious and active; which nourished also under the wings of Liberty, inspires a courage 
generous and not soon out of breath.35

Bacon is not the first to claim a middle temperate climate for England, although he 
appears to be the first to associate this explicitly with a corresponding “middle temper” of 
the “people” and a specific (home grown) form of government. By associating this idea of 
the climate with a “middle temper” between the northern and southern extremes Bacon 
draws on the authority of Aristotle’s theory of climatically determined ethnic character in 
Politics VII which was widely disseminated in early modern England, if often at second 
hand and in schematic recapitulations.36 He thus develops the implications of the 
“consanguinity” between ancient Greeks and Saxons to which he had laid claim in the 
1647 tract (see above). Specifically, he locates the people of England in the middle place 
between the extremes of cold North and hot South, which, in the Aristotelean scheme, is 
occupied by the Hellenic race (genos). Those who inhabit this place are characterised as 
both “courageous and ingenious” as the first English translation (of a French translation) 
of the passage in Politics VII puts it.37 Bacon thus contests the dominant received view, 
which identifies the British/English as inhabitants of the cold North and their character as 
consequently courageous but intellectually dull and politically unskilled – hence, in 
Aristotle’s terms, ethne rather than genos.38 It is this view of the English/British as 
ethne without political wisdom/skill (apoliteuta) that John Milton reproduces, most 
explicitly and extensively in the “Digression” to book 3 of his History of Britain. When, 
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in the introduction to his “summary Conclusion” of The Continuation, Bacon contests 
the received view, he may then have had in mind Milton’s recent virulent expression of it.

This depends of course on Bacon’s familiarity with the contents of the “Digression”, 
which we cannot definitively establish. The History was not published until 1670, the 
“Digression” not until 1681 “in a pirated and much altered form”,39 but Milton started 
work on his history probably in the second half of the 1640s and by 1649 may have 
completed it up to the point in book 4 where he “takes leave of Bede”.40 As indicated 
earlier, von Maltzahn argues that we should take Milton at his word with regard to his 
writing of the first four books, including the “Digression”, in the six weeks between the 
execution of Charles and the appointment of Milton by the Council of State in 
March 1649. Thomas Fulton demurs, arguing the case for the period between mid 
September and the purge of 6 December in 1648. Fogle in turn proposes 1647–8, while 
Austin Woolrych argues for the much later date of 1660 and Blair Worden for the still 
later date of 1669–70.41 As well as making detailed cases against each of these alternative 
proposed dates, Fulton argues that the “Digression” “circulated in multiple copies”, 
although its “afterlife in the Restoration” is more clearly established than its circulation 
in the period between 1647 and 1651 when Bacon produced The Continuation.42 

Nevertheless it seems likely that the two men knew of each other’s work in this period 
when the circles in which they moved overlapped still more tightly than before their 
employment in 1649 by the Council of State.

As mentioned at the outset both men remained close to Thomas Young, Milton’s first 
tutor who gifted a Hebrew Bible to Milton (?1627) and who, in the early 1640s, was 
supported by Milton in his political activity, while, according to Samuel Hartlib in his 
diary of November 1635, the publication of Young’s tract on the keeping of the Sabbath 
(Dies Dominica) was in the hands of (curante) Bacon to whom Young gifted 
a presentation copy in 1639, the year of its publication.43 From 1628 Young held 
a living in Stowmarket, Suffolk where he may have received visits from Milton.44 

A short distance from Ipswich where Nathaniel Bacon was recorder (from 1643) and 
his brother Francis MP (from 1646), Young’s intimacy with the brothers is signalled by 
his naming of Francis as trustee to his estate.45 In August 1640 Young corresponded with 
Samuel Hartlib about his tract on the Sabbath, while Milton and Bacon are both 
mentioned in Hartlib’s diaries and correspondence in the 1640s and 50s. For John Hall 
of St John’s Cambridge, Hartlib was the “means of” establishing “acquaintance” with 
Milton in 1646, as he was the means for Hartlib’s friend the ecumenical author John Dury 
(1596–1680) to communicate with Milton from abroad. The dedicatee of Milton’s tract 
“Of Education” (1644), Hartlib famously recorded in July 1648 that Milton was writing 
a history of England, naming as his source Theodore Haak (1605–90), who was soon to 
become Milton’s colleague as a translator and source of information for the Council of 
State.46 Bacon too was working for the Council of State from August 1649, and he is 
mentioned too (if less frequently) by Hartlib through whom John Dury communicates 
with Bacon as he had with Milton. Bacon as well as Milton may then have been, as 
William Poole suggests of Milton, relatively “peripheral” to the “Hartlib circle”, but 
information about them and their work circulated within it.47 Milton may have learnt 
about Bacon’s 1647 tract from Young or another member of this circle or possibly from 
his friend the bookseller George Thomason who acquired a copy of The Continuation in 
February 1651.48 Bacon in turn may have learnt both of Milton’s project for a history of 
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England from Young or Haak, or another member of Hartlib’s circle as he may have 
learnt about the “separate entity” of the “Digression”49 and its denunciation of the 
mercenary self interest and political incompetence of the Presbyterian Long Parliament 
which Bacon had served.50

It is for “setting the common-wealth behind . . . and private ends before” that Milton 
denounces members of the Long Parliament in the “Digression”, which, more generally, 
criticises at once the ancient Britons and Milton’s contemporaries who have similarly 
failed to seize the opportunity to achieve lasting liberty.51 Indeed, where Bacon claims 
continuity in the form of government since the Saxons, Milton claims, in partial 
explanation of these failures, continuity rather in the national character which is that 
of inhabitants of the cold North, who are courageous but “naturallie” without the virtues 
and skills needed for “understanding true civil government”:

For Britain . . . as it is a land fruitful enough of men stout and courageous in warr, so is it 
naturallie not over fertil of men able to govern justlie & prudently in peace; . . . civilitie, 
prudence, love of the public more then of money or vaine honour are to this soile in 
a manner outlandish [i.e. foreign]; grow not here but in minds well implanted with solid & 
elaborate breeding; . . . [v]aliant indeed and prosperous to winn a field, but to know the end 
and reason of winning, unjudicious and unwise.52

The two adjectives formed with the privative prefix “un” resonate with the similarly 
formed epithet apoliteuta used of the ethne of the cold North in the Aristotelean passage, 
which may lie behind this representation of the people of Britain. Drawing on the first 
sense of “culture” – tilling of the soil – Milton asserts the consequent need for “ripe 
understanding and many civil virtues” to “bee imported into our minds from forren 
writing & examples of best ages”, just as “wine and oyle are imported to us from abroad”, 
since “the sunn, which we want ripens witts as well as fruits”.53 Bacon draws on the same 
agricultural discourse in 1651 to assert the opposite – that a “forced inoculation”, such as 
Milton advocates (“implanted” “imported”), is unnecessary, indeed undesirable, since the 
parliamentary form of government is home grown (“radicall”) to a people that enjoys the 
ideal “middle temper” “according to their Climate”, like the ancient Greeks, with whom 
they share a climatically determined character, “ingenious” as well as “courageous”, 
capable of good government as the model inherited from the Saxons demonstrates, 
hence genos rather than ethne.54 England and the English are thus re-presented by 
Bacon, consciously perhaps, to bolster the legitimacy of the parliamentary cause as an 
illustration of Jean Bodin’s foundational political imperative that the form of government 
be adapted to the environmentally determined “nature of the subjects,” as a marginal 
gloss in the translation by Richard Knolles (1606) puts it at the opening of the relevant 
chapter in Bodin’s hugely influential work which, drawing on various medieval as well as 
classical sources, develops and revises the Aristotelean scheme.55

Milton’s evocation of climate theory in the “Digression” is for French Fogle primarily 
a “rhetorical device”, in part because of the “inconsistency” with affirmative claims made 
elsewhere about the national character.56 Though he does not mention it, there is no 
more egregious instance than the opening of the peroration to the Areopagitica, the 
speech addressed to parliament published in 1644, which seeks to persuade the Lords and 
commons to renounce the “Order” “to regulate Printing”57: “Lords and Commons of 
England, consider what Nation it is wherof ye are, and wherof ye are the governours: 
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a Nation not slow and dull, but of a quick, ingenious, and piercing spirit”.58 The opposed 
epithets “dull” and “ingenious” here are telling, evoking as they do (Aristotelean) 
representations of the climatically determined contrast between inhabitants of the cold 
North (courageous but “dull”) and inhabitants of the hot South (“ingenious”, but cow
ardly), which was often turned in terms of the contemporary rival nations of England and 
France (and/or Italy).59 As we have seen, the epithet “ingenious” is used in the first 
English translation of the passage from Aristotle as it is used by Bacon who denies the 
received view of the English as dull Northerners, and asserts their “middle temper” as 
courageous and ingenious in opposition to the received view and perhaps specifically 
Milton’s recent expression of it.

It is, however, important that, if in this passage in the Areopagitica Milton evokes in 
order to deny the “dull” character of the nation, he does not explicitly mention the 
climate. Indeed, in the opening advertisement of the learning and talents which qualify 
him to speak to the assembly, he evokes the “two and fifty degrees of northern latitude” 
where the English dwell as a potential (if not actual) impediment to his “naturall 
endowments” while, in the exactly contemporary tract, “Of Education” (1644) he evokes 
the “far Northerly” position of “we Englishmen” as the cause of a physiological and 
consequently cultural impediment – “we” “do not open our mouths in the cold air”, and 
this prevents the proper pronunciation of Latin “as near as may be to the Italian”.60 Two 
years earlier he had evoked what may be “advers in our climate” to his project for 
a national epic in the preface to book II of The Reason of Church Government (1642), 
while some thirty years later in the opening to book 9 of Paradise Lost he expresses the 
fear that “an age too late, or cold/Climat, or Years damp my intended wing”.61 Unlike 
Bacon, that is, Milton never asserts that the climate inhabited by the English/British is 
other than the cold North, perhaps in part because he had travelled on the continent of 
Europe and enjoyed the sun, wine and oil of Italy as well as encountering “civil govern
ment on the republican model”.62 He is not, however, consistent as to whether, or how 
far, the collective, or his own, character is determined by this climate. The suggestion that 
the character of the nation, like his own, is not thus determined is of evident rhetorical 
force in the Areopagitica where he is attempting to persuade the assembly to take what he 
regards as a (universally) just and rational political decision. The claim that the English 
are not “dull”, but “ingenious” is indeed more obviously a rhetorical device here than the 
evocation of the climate in the “Digression”, which is, as Fogle notes, an “outburst”, 
a personal venting of spleen, not appropriate for the work in which it appears.63 It is 
perhaps for this reason (amongst others) that Milton decided to excise it from the 
published version of the History (1670).64

Rhetorical function bears too on the apparent inconsistency between the view of the 
Saxons in Milton’s History and the view in his Defence of the people of England, published 
(in Latin) in the same year as Bacon’s The Continuation (1651). For in the Defence, 
Milton draws on the same idea as Bacon of a native “ancient constitution” in order to 
justify the action of parliament in executing the king against the defence of Charles by 
Salmasius, the French classical scholar.65 The likeness is highlighted by comparisons with 
the Francogallia (1573) by the Calvinist French jurist François Hotman, which is 
described by Glenn Burgess as “an attempt to construct an ancient French constitution 
that provided institutional and legal checks on the monarchy”.66 While for Burgess 
Bacon’s tract is “the English Francogallia”, Martin Dzelzainis observes that “Milton 

8 M. TUDEAU-CLAYTON



appears to model his account on François Hotman’s Francogallia”, which Milton cites 
twice as an authority on the French constitution.67 Burgess, however, objects to 
Greenberg’s placing of Bacon and Milton “in much the same category”, and suggests 
that Milton was “primarily a rhetorical user of the language of ancient constitutionalism”, 
perhaps for the same reason that Fogle suggests Milton’s evocation of climate theory in 
the “Digression” is a rhetorical device, namely inconsistency, although he does not spell 
this out.68 Clearly it made rhetorical sense to summon a native model when justifying the 
actions of the English parliament to the Europeans as it made no sense to denigrate the 
national character or to evoke foreign – European and/or classical – models. Indeed, the 
classical models are cited, but only to celebrate “our ancestors, who founded this 
commonwealth with no less good sense and freedom than did the Romans once or the 
most excellent of the Greeks”.69 Still more importantly, after the introductory “let us 
come to the Saxons”, Milton inserts a crucial distinction, which has been overlooked by 
scholars: “Since their laws are extant, I shall omit their deeds”.70 For it is the “deeds” of 
the Saxons that are recounted in the History, which gives a very different view. 
Immediately prior to the place where (according to the Harvard MS) the “Digression” 
was to be inserted we read: “The Saxons were a barbarous and heathen Nation, famous 
for nothing else but robberies and cruelties done to all thir Neighbours . . . in particular to 
this Iland”.71 Then at the point where Milton takes leave of Bede – the point where he 
may have stopped in 164972 – he writes: “Thir actions we read of, were most commonly 
Wars, but for what cause wag’d, or by what Councells carried on, no care was had to let us 
know: wherby thir strength and violence we understand, of thir wisedom, reason, or 
justice, little or nothing”.73 This resonates with the description in the “Digression” of the 
Britons as “[v]aliant indeed and prosperous to winn a field, but to know the end and 
reason of winning, unjudicious and unwise”.74 As von Maltzahn comments: “Britons, 
Saxons, Milton’s contemporaries: the continuation in the national character had been 
established in the Digression”, adding that, as “Milton concludes that British history 
teaches the need for foreign writings and examples of best ages”, “[t]o find much of value 
in Saxon culture ran contrary to these cultural expectations”.75 If then the Saxon “laws” 
tell one story – of the foundation of an ideal parliamentary form of government – their 
“deeds” tell another story – of a people fiercely courageous but without the civil virtues 
and understanding necessary to establish such a government, ethne rather than genos. For 
Bacon, on the other hand, it is precisely with the arrival of the Saxons that the inhabitants 
of England, hitherto merely a “people” (ethne), became “a Commonweal” (genos).76

While Milton’s “Digression” was appropriated in 1681 by Tory royalists,77 Bacon’s 
claims were lifted almost verbatim by Edward Chamberlayne (1616–1703) in his repeat
edly republished Angliae notitia, or The present state of England together with divers 
reflections upon the antient state thereof (1669), “a strongly monarchist panegyric on the 
wonders of Britain”.78 These wonders include its monarchical form of government, 
which Chamberlayne advertises on his title page as England’s “ancient state” as Bacon 
had done for the parliamentary form on the title page to The Continuation.79 To this 
Chamberlayne adds Bacon’s argument from the climatically determined character of the 
people of England. For, if he begins by asserting a superiority in the quality of English air 
within a climate shared with the European continent – “The Aire is far more mild and 
temperate . . . then any part of the Continent under the same Climate” – he later claims 
that it is thanks to a specific “Temperate Climate” that the bodies of the English, their 
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“complexions” and “pleasing features” “do surpass all the Nations of the World”.80 So too 
in their “temper”:

The English according to the Climate, are of a middle temper. The Northern Saturnine and 
the Southern Mercurial temper meeting in their Constitutions render them ingenious and 
active, yet solid and persevering, which nourisht under a sutable liberty, inspires a courage 
generous and lasting.81

The most prominent modification to the sentences lifted from Bacon is the replacement 
of temperament (“Melancholly” “Choller”) with corresponding planet (“Saturnine” 
“Mercurial”), Mercury being associated with the choleric temperament in, for instance, 
Jean Bodin’s discussion of planetary and climatic influence on “tempers”.82 

Chamberlayne applies the planetary terms to the Northern and Southern tempers 
between which, as in Bacon, the English are situated. He adds a telling qualifying phrase 
“yet solid and persevering”, and replaces Bacon’s “wings of liberty” with “a sutable 
liberty”, thus exercising (“sutable”) constraint on the energy evoked by “ingenious and 
active” and the unconfined freedom suggested in “wings”.

To these English “Constitutions” the form of government corresponds, “an Hereditary 
Paternal Monarchy” which again exemplifies a temperate mean:

such a Monarchy, as that, by the necessary subordinate Concurrence of the Lords and 
Commons in the making and repealing all Statutes or Acts of Parliament, it hath the main 
advantages of an Aristocracy and of a Democracy, and yet free from the disadvantages and 
evils of either.83

This sentence may itself be a reworking of Bacon’s description: “The government of the 
people of this Nation in their originall, was Democraticall mixt with an Aristocracy”.84 

Crucially, of course, Chamberlayne adds “the necessary subordinate Concurrence of the 
Lords and Commons”, which it is precisely Bacon’s purpose to deny.85 Finally, 
Chamberlayne claims that the state of England under the restored monarchy is “a 
Kingdom that of all the Kingdoms of the World is most like the Kingdom of Jesus 
Christ; whose yoke is easie, whose burden is light”.86 This is again lifted from Bacon who 
closes his summing up of the “Saxon Commonweale” in the 1647 tract: “their govern
ment above all other likest unto that of Christs Kingdome, whose yoke is easie, and 
burthen light”.87 Lifting from Bacon key arguments from nature and from scripture in 
the service of the opposite political cause, Chamberlayne then adds – how consciously it 
is difficult to tell – a cultural argument when he explicitly (re)asserts that in restoring the 
monarchy the English returned to what was their natural and ancient form of 
government:

to this sort of Government the English seem to be naturally inclined, and therefore during 
the late Bouleversations or over-turnings, . . . the most and best of English Men, the general 
Spirit and Genius of the Nation . . . by mighty, though invisible, influence, concurred at once 
to restore their exiled Soveraign, and re-establish that ancient Government.88

The only instance given in the OED, “Bouleversations” is a self consciously formed 
coinage from French (bouleversement) which, together with the italic typeface, signals 
the foreign, imported character of what Chamberlayne elsewhere calls the “late 
Troubles”, a disturbance, that is, of the natural and ancient order, determined by as it 
mirrors the temperate climate and “constitutions” of the English.89 The purpose of 
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Bacon’s claims about the climatically determined “constitution” of the English people 
was of course to underscore that the parliamentary form of government was precisely not 
a foreign import, but native, while for Milton the climatically determined national 
character was such that it required precisely the importation of political and cultural 
forms from continental Europe.

Using the same arguments – indeed virtually the same sentences – in support of 
opposite political causes, Bacon and Chamberlayne thus share what we might call 
a nativist ideology, which is not shared by Milton. For if Milton readily celebrates the 
exceptional character of the English as a nation fit to lead, in, for instance, The Doctrine 
and Discipline of Divorce (1644) and the Areopagitica,90 he consistently associates their 
character with the climate of the cold North, and urges the consequent imperative to look 
to, and learn from, the models of continental Europe whether contemporary (Italian) or 
classical.91 Politically then and culturally England belongs for Milton to the continent of 
Europe, while for Bacon the people of England stand apart, “divers from all other people” 
as he claims of the Saxons, endowed with a climatically determined ethnic character 
shared with the ancient Greeks, which makes them politically skilled and fit to govern 
others as well as themselves.92

If Chamberlayne is Anglocentric like Bacon, his fellow monarchist William Temple 
(1628–99) takes a position with respect to Europe that aligns him rather with Milton. In 
an influential essay “upon the original and nature of government” (written in 1672 
published 1680), Temple, like Chamberlayne, represents the turbulence of the mid 
century as an unnatural turning away from the ancient form of government to which 
the English are naturally disposed, drawing likewise on climate theory to argue his case. 
Hereditary monarchy is thus represented again as the most natural as well as the most 
ancient form of government. England is not, however, singled out for its climate; rather it 
is subsumed in the larger region of a Europe characterised by “moderate Governments” 
as it is characterised by “more temperate Climates”, more temperate, that is, relative to 
the “extreams”, which are here, “the more Northern, and more Southern Nations” that 
“have ever lived under single and Arbitrary Dominions; as all the Regions of Tartary, and 
Muscovy on the one side: and of Africk and India on the other”.93 Under these extremes, 
“in the more intemperate Climates”, he later declares, adapting the Aristotelean scheme, 
“the spirits either exhal’d by heat, or comprest by cold, are rendred faint and sluggish, 
and by that reason the men grow tamer, and fitter for servitude”, whereas “in more 
temperate Regions the spirits are stronger, and more active, whereby men become bolder 
in the defence or recovery of their liberties”.94 These include the English, but Temple is 
less Anglocentric than Eurocentric. As J. D. Davies points out, Temple travelled widely in 
Europe and “his travels gave him a tolerant, cosmopolitan mentality” as well as “a good 
grasp of languages”.95 His arguments imply indeed that it is not just the English but the 
peoples of Europe that are naturally destined by their shared temperate climate, like 
Aristotle’s Hellenic race, to rule over those destined by their intemperate climates to be 
ruled. Interestingly then, given recent events, the perceived relation of England to its 
continental European neighbours cuts across the political divide between monarchists 
and parliamentarians.

The nativist ideology of Bacon and Chamberlayne is shared by another monarchist, 
the Swiss born émigré Guy Miege (1644-?1718) in The New State of England under 
Their Majesties K. William and Q. Mary published in 1691. Miege took much from 
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Chamberlayne’s work as Chamberlayne and his son publicly complained, failing to 
recognise how Miege thus sought to achieve an effect of continuity through the crisis 
which saw James II forced into exile, the installation of a foreign monarch (the Dutch 
protestant William), and a crucially modified constitutional form of monarchy. This is 
the “New” referenced in his title, which at the same time recalls Chamberlayne’s work. 
As absolutely Anglocentric as Chamberlayne and Bacon, asserting from the outset that 
“[o]f all the States of Europe there’s none more happy than ENGLAND, whether we 
consider the Advantages of its Situation, the Temperateness of its Air, the Richness of 
its Soil, the happy temper of its Inhabitants, or the Blessed Constitution of its 
Government, especially under their present Majesties”,96 Miege later specifically 
rehearses the claim of the English to a middle temper in accordance with their climate: 
“The English Temper is naturally sutable to their Climate. They are neither so fiery as 
the French, nor so cold as the Northern People”;.97 Like Chamberlayne he too repre
sents the form of government as a temperate mean, although of course he has to rejig 
Chamberlayne’s formulation to accommodate the rupture that has taken place and the 
establishment of a constitutional monarchy: “’tis such a Monarchy as has the main 
Advantages of an Aristocracy in the Lords, and of a Democracy in the Commons, 
without the Disadvantages or Evils of either”. Crucially now, there is no “necessary 
subordinate Concurrence of Lords and Commons” (Chamberlayne) “the Legislative- 
Power being lodged in the King, Lords, and Commons jointly”.98 Miege also makes 
a telling modification to Chamberlayne’s discussion of the former English vice of pride 
in apparel commenting not only (like Chamberlayne) that this belongs to a past state, 
which has given way to a present state of manly temperate plainness, but also that the 
English now do not seek to imitate others but are rather to be imitated: “with so much 
plainness and comeliness, with so much modesty and so little prodigality, . . . the 
English formerly so apish in imitating forein Nations in their Garb, might go now for 
a Model”.99 Miege thus invites readers to register the revolution that has taken place in 
the self-image of the English, no longer looking or needing to imitate foreign models – 
a key issue between Bacon and Milton, as we have seen – but providing a model to be 
imitated. Given that their character is determined by as it corresponds to their own 
temperate climate, this becomes a difficult if not impossible task. The English are then 
at once a (political and cultural) model to be imitated and inimitable – a unique 
organically constituted body of temperate subjects under a moderate form of govern
ment as natural to them as the climate that corresponds to as it determines their 
“constitution” – in both senses of the word. This would surely have gone down well 
with Bacon, who perhaps would have also found acceptable – more acceptable surely 
than Milton – the compromise of the form of constitutional monarchy established 
under William and Mary (though he might have baulked at William’s foreign origins). 
Indeed it is worth recalling that his tracts were republished together in 1689 by John 
Starkey, thanks, as he puts it in the advertisement, to “this wonderful Revolution, by the 
wise Conduct of his Highness the Prince of Orange”.100
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