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About the Book

What does it mean to be English?

* For centuries, Englishness was synonymous with Britishness, informed first by the political dominance of the English monarchs over the British Isles – reaching its apogee in the rule of Elizabeth I – and later by the island’s imperial might and expansion. But alongside that tradition, reaching back to medieval times, there has also been a vision of England as the rural arcadia celebrated by painters and poets. While the mythology of empire lingers on in the national psyche, Roy Strong argues that it is the rural tradition – combining aestheticism, pastoralism and patriotism – that offers an answer to the present crisis of English identity.

* National identity essentially resides in the mind: evolving over time it is inevitably selective in how it epitomizes the ideals and aspirations of a people. In this searching and deeply passionate book, Roy Strong reveals an iconography of England rooted in the cultural imagination. Rather than simply depicting reality, art and literature have often ennobled – and immortalised – reality in a way that has directly affected how we see ourselves. Today we view Suffolk through the eyes of Constable, the Lake District comes to life in the poetry of Wordsworth, and the country house seems to emerge from the novels of Evelyn Waugh.

* Free from nationalism, chauvinism and political bias, Roy Strong offers a vision of England that is inclusive and relevant for everybody living in the country today – an appreciation of the beauty of the English countryside, a love of nature and gardening, and a celebration of the dramas of Shakespeare, the paintings of Turner and the music of Elgar.


About the Author

Sir Roy Strong was director of the National Portrait Gallery from 1967 to 1973 and director of the Victoria & Albert Museum from 1974 to 1987, when he became a full-time writer, broadcaster and consultant. His books include The Story of Britain, The Arts in Britain, Coronation: A History of Kingship and the British Monarchy and, most recently, A Little History of the English Country Church.
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This book is the latest in a series of publications, stretching over a decade and a half, in which I have tried to present our nation’s past to a wide audience. This desire to communicate our history – in particular its creativity and astonishing immediacy – and how it has shaped our lives today has been the focus of my entire professional career. As director of the National Portrait Gallery and the Victoria & Albert Museum my guiding principle was to make our rich past available to everyman. That mission was often combined with alerting the public to the threat to some of our national icons; three landmark exhibitions which I staged in the 1970s concentrated on the history and uncertain future of our country houses, churches and gardens, triggering a huge response that helped ensure their survival.

My resignation from the V&A in 1987 signalled the end of my academic writing phase. I embarked on a series of books aimed to bring to life the nation’s past and make it accessible to the largest possible readership. The first, The Story of Britain (1996), was written in response to the crisis in history teaching in our schools; the second, The Spirit of Britain (1999) – reissued as The Arts in Britain (2004) – attempted to sketch our rich cultural history. Coronation (2005) provided a fresh look at the monarchy, while A Little History of the English Country Church (2007) told the story of these revered buildings and, with their survival under threat, presented a passionate plea for their preservation.

The present book was written with a similar sense of urgency. During the last decade there has been much public debate and a torrent of books on England and what it means to be English. This debate has often been politically charged, touching on highly controversial issues such as multiculturalism and devolution. Visions of England comes to the discussion from a different perspective: it examines how in the past the English have envisioned their country by means of literature, art, music and drama, and it asks whether this England of the imagination still speaks to us today. We need to understand where we come from in order to decide in which direction we want to go.

The text takes the form of a simple essay which I hope can be read in one sitting. However, this seemingly simple and short book has been quite a complex one to write and in achieving that, if indeed it has been achieved, I owe a huge debt to my editor Jörg Hensgen. His contribution has gone beyond the bounds of duty. Juliet Brightmore has yet again aided me in the search for telling images. And I must salute my literary agent, Felicity Bryan, for guiding me through this long succession of books, all of which have been written from the heart.

Roy Strong

The Laskett

March 2011
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What is England?


 

I WAS FOUR WHEN WAR broke out in 1939. That August we holidayed as a family at Caister in Norfolk: I can still remember the beach and our hurried departure back to London. I have few early memories of my two elder brothers as they were evacuated to East Anglia, taken in by farmers’ families for the duration of the war. One of them, when he returned, did not recognise my mother; I can still recall the devastation of that moment.

During those years, our 1920s brick-terrace house in the north London suburbs became its own little island fortress. Both the front and the back gardens were turned into vegetable plots; where there had been a lawn and flower beds there were now neat rows of potatoes, carrots, leeks, tomatoes and salad greens. We kept chickens in a pen at the bottom of the garden, which gave us eggs and, at Christmas, the only roast bird of the year.

Inside the house we lived in two rooms: the kitchen in which we ate and the front living room which now held most of our furniture and belongings. One of the upstairs bedrooms stored a neighbour’s furniture as he went off to fight. Across the windows were hung funereal swags of blackout curtaining; at night no chink of light was to be allowed to escape for fear of giving enemy aircraft a clue as to the humanity beneath. A latticework of sticky brown paper covered the windows, designed to avert the scattering of lethal shards of broken glass in the case of a bomb blast. In the dining room, sturdy wooden posts appeared to prevent the ceiling from collapsing and there, in an alcove formed by parts of an Anderson shelter, I slept. Outside, in the garden, there was the shelter itself to which, when the air-raid warning sounded, I was carried in my nightclothes.

The war in effect destroyed the family. Initially I was evacuated with my mother to the south coast, where I recall seeing holiday beaches covered with barbed wire. (Why we were sent to the very coast where the enemy would have landed is today beyond my reasoning.) Later we spent some time in East Anglia in a cottage lit by oil lamps before I was sent away on my own, a pathetic child with a label tied round my neck, to South Wales. I remember weeks of untold misery as I cried myself to sleep while the ‘doodlebugs’ fell on London.

As the war drew to its close my brothers and I returned home and a map of Europe was pinned to the living-room wall on which coloured pins recorded the gradual advance of the Allied forces into Germany. When the end finally came bonfires were piled high at the intersections of every street and there was laughter and tears. Yet the austerity and deprivation of those years would continue for another decade.

It is hardly surprising that the only occasion when the whole school was taken to see a film it was Laurence Olivier’s production of Henry V (1944); it must have been in 1945, when I was ten. I can see it now in my mind’s eye opening as it did in the playwright’s Globe Theatre, but it quickly dissolves into a Très Riches Heures pasteboard world. This was a patriotic pageant with the great actor uttering those famous lines:

On, on, you noblest English,

Whose blood is set from fathers of war-proof!

Fathers that, like so many Alexanders,

Have in these parts from morn till even fought

And sheathed their swords for lack of

argument:

Dishonour not your mothers; now attest

That those whom you call’d fathers did

beget you.

Be copy now to men of grosser blood,

And teach them how to war. And you, good

yeomen,

Whose limbs were made in England, show

us here

The mettle of your pasture; let us swear

That you are worth your breeding; which I

doubt not;

For there is none of you so mean and base,

That hath no noble lustre in your eyes.

I see you stand like greyhounds in the slips,

Straining upon the start. The game’s afoot:

Follow your spirit, and upon this charge

Cry ‘God for Harry, England, and Saint George!’

* * *

I was taught history in the early 1950s, at a grammar school on the fastnesses of the Great Cambridge Road. At that time, and for decades after, it never crossed my mind that the history I learned about was wholly Anglocentric. I belong to the last generation that was taught what modern historians refer to as the Whig interpretation of the nation’s past, that glorious progression from absolutism to parliamentary democracy. History was the history of England. Scotland, Wales and Ireland, if they came into it at all, only figured as incidentals to what was the triumphant story of an island people who came together to create a global empire, with a civilising mission in the form of our institutions, our law and our various democratic processes. There was no questioning the fact that England was Britain.

Today of course we do know that this isn’t true. The empire has long become the Commonwealth and within the British Isles the Scottish and the Welsh have asserted their own identities, culminating in the establishment of a Scottish Parliament and a Welsh Assembly in 1999. Looking back, I now realise that I grew up during the last great imperial war, one in which the constituent parts of the United Kingdom together with its far-flung empire fought united against foes on the European mainland and in the Far East.

For many English people – and I am English by descent on both sides, with perhaps a smattering of Huguenot – this has come as a shock. We are suddenly forced to rediscover our own identity. That has not been a problem for either the Scots or the Welsh, who had to sharpen theirs over the centuries in reaction to the overwhelming dominance of the English on the island. The English face a more difficult problem: they have to disentangle England from Britain. That is not an easy task, for the two have been inextricably intertwined for so long that we have forgotten that they are in fact two quite distinct geographical and political entities.

The very act of devolution has meant that increasingly we are asked not to consider so much what we share as what sets us apart. I think it is significant that the 300th anniversary of the Act of Union in 2007 passed by largely unnoticed. And it seems to be symbolic that one of the Scotsman Gordon Brown’s last acts as Chancellor of the Exchequer was finally to order the banishment of the figure of Britannia – who first appeared on second-century Roman coins – from the next issue of our coinage.

While Scottish and Welsh nationalism is generally regarded as a legitimate form of self-expression, those raising the flag for England are often labelled as chauvinist or racist. I find this baffling. One of the reasons I am proud of being English is the generosity of the country to all comers. England has always been a polyglot nation. The Anglo-Saxon kings styled themselves rex Anglorum, king of the Angles or English, although the realm also embraced Saxons and Jutes; after 1066 William the Conqueror adopted the same title for his rule, which now included the Vikings and his own Norman followers. More important still, down the centuries England offered a home to those fleeing persecution – from the Huguenots in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries to the Jews in the nineteenth – and after the dissolution of our empire in the 1950s and ’60s, the country has welcomed immigrants from all parts of the world.

There has been widespread debate on Englishness and English identity in the media over the last few decades, and a huge amount of academic ink has been spilled deconstructing the island’s identity and rewriting its history – in the process demolishing many of the old certainties I was brought up on. Yet while academics are good at dissecting and demolishing things, they usually don’t regard it as their duty to replace what they have cheerfully knocked down; we are simply left with the debris. As far as I know, no one has attempted to describe for the wider reading public the iconography and mythology of England which continue to underwrite our national life in the twenty-first century. Moreover, while many are bemoaning what has been lost, little thought has been given to a reconfiguration of our identity. This book does not claim to offer a solution; instead I have tried to illuminate those traditions that remain building stones of Englishness in today’s world.

In the process I have benefited a great deal from the extremely valuable and perceptive scholarship of recent years; a select bibliography in the back of this little book is aimed at readers who want to explore some of the topics I raise here. From that scholarship we learn that the English have in effect defined themselves only twice: first between about 1580 and 1610 and then again between about 1880 and 1910.

During the Elizabethan era England became a Protestant nation. Shorn of any trace of its medieval continental empire it was now contained within the political boundaries we recognise today and the advent of cartography meant that for the first time English people could place themselves in the geographical space of the country. The Reformation and the break with Rome created a unique ecclesiastical system in the Church of England. From 1559 to 1829, the year of Catholic Emancipation, only members of the Church of England could hold any form of office or gain access to the two great universities. The Book of Common Prayer and the Authorised Version of the Bible provided a shared language and form of worship that defined the nation. England became the inviolate Protestant island whose people had defeated the might of Catholic Spain and in the following centuries laid low the forces of Catholic France. The Elizabethan period also witnessed a literary renaissance which exploded upon the scene during the last decade of the sixteenth century. English poets and playwrights created a vernacular literature the equal of that of ancient Greece and Rome, which is evident in the works of Sir Philip Sidney, Edmund Spenser, Michael Drayton, Christopher Marlowe, George Chapman, Sir Walter Raleigh and, above all, in the plays of William Shakespeare.

Much of this was drawn on in the late Victorian and Edwardian period, when a vision of the country was born that was to sustain the English people through two world wars and well into the twenty-first century. It celebrated the nation’s old heartlands: the Anglo-Saxon kingdoms with their rolling countryside, their villages nestling in the valleys with their church spires rising above the surrounding buildings, their ancient manor houses, market towns and cathedral cities. This was a vision of England that was embraced by the Georgian poets, by painters such as John Piper and Paul Nash, and by a succession of composers ranging from Edward Elgar and Ralph Vaughan Williams to Benjamin Britten. This was the England that soldiers fought for in those world wars: they may have come from factories and offices yet they did not fight for Manchester or Birmingham but for the likes of Chipping Campden and Lavenham.

It is a striking fact that although England was the first industrialised country in Western Europe, where today eighty per cent of the population live in cities and towns, urban life forms no part of the iconography of England. As I will show, the reason for this is that by the time the Industrial Revolution began in the eighteenth century, English identity had already been framed in terms of the countryside. And as national identity exists primarily in the imagination, how could this vision of England’s green and pleasant land be reconciled with the factories and
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