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    A single life can become a proving ground for how private conviction and public upheaval compete to shape what a person dares to claim as truth. William Lilly’s History of His Life and Times, from the Year 1602 to 1681 is an autobiographical narrative that presents a long arc of experience framed by dates that also recall an era of acute change in Britain. Read as a memoir of self-making as well as a record of observation, it belongs to the early modern tradition of life-writing that mixes personal recollection with commentary on the wider world the author moved through.

The book is written by William Lilly and covers the period named in its title, beginning with his birth year and extending to 1681. Its genre is straightforwardly autobiographical, and its setting is the social and political landscape of seventeenth-century England as encountered by the author. The work’s very form, a continuous account of “life and times,” signals an ambition to link individual development to the pressures and opportunities of a turbulent century. Readers should approach it less as a detached chronicle than as a self-authored perspective shaped by purpose, memory, and argument.

Lilly offers an account of how he came to see himself, how he earned trust and authority, and how he navigated the expectations of patrons, rivals, and institutions. The premise is not a single plot but a sustained act of self-narration: episodes, encounters, and decisions are arranged to explain a career and defend a reputation. The reading experience is intimate and deliberate, as the author speaks in a first-person voice that can be practical, assertive, and occasionally combative. The tone tends toward justification and witness, inviting readers to weigh what is emphasized and what is passed over.

Because this is a memoir rather than a neutral report, its power lies in how it renders lived experience from within a contested world of belief. Lilly’s narrative repeatedly returns to questions of credibility: what counts as evidence, who gets to speak authoritatively, and how a person persuades others to accept specialized knowledge. The text also reveals the everyday mechanics of status and survival, including how networks, reputation, and economic need shape choices. These themes are presented not as abstractions but as problems encountered in real time, giving the book a persistent immediacy.

The “times” in the title matter as much as the “life,” and the book keeps a steady attention on the interplay between personal circumstance and public events. Even without treating it as a comprehensive history, readers gain a sense of how political and social instability filters down into livelihoods, friendships, and anxieties. Lilly’s perspective illustrates how an individual interprets large-scale change while trying to maintain a coherent identity. This makes the memoir valuable not only for what it recounts but for how it demonstrates the formation of historical consciousness in a participant-observer.

For contemporary readers, the book remains relevant because it dramatizes recurring dilemmas: the marketing of expertise, the management of public opinion, and the negotiation between sincerity and self-presentation. Lilly’s account encourages a critical reading posture, reminding us that first-person testimony can be both revealing and strategic. It also foregrounds the material realities behind intellectual life, showing how ideas are carried by institutions, money, and social risk. In an age still preoccupied with authority, misinformation, and contested expertise, the memoir’s anxieties and arguments feel strikingly legible.

History of His Life and Times, from the Year 1602 to 1681 rewards patience with a layered portrait of a man explaining himself to posterity while trying to make his world intelligible. Its narrative is best read as a negotiated space between confession and defense, observation and interpretation. Without needing advance knowledge of the period, readers can follow the author’s effort to connect inner motives to outward events and to secure a place for his version of experience. The result is a work that stands at the intersection of memory and history, inviting both engagement and scrutiny.
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    William Lilly’s History of His Life and Times, from the Year 1602 to 1681 presents an autobiographical account spanning most of the seventeenth century, shaped as a retrospective narrative of personal experience set against public events. The work moves from early life through successive stages of adulthood, emphasizing how a single career and conscience are tested by changing social conditions. Lilly frames his story as both self-portrait and witness statement, balancing private circumstances with the pressures of reputation and controversy. The memoir’s governing question is how an individual explains his choices while living through turbulent times.

paragraphs in order, it traces Lilly’s formative years and the gradual assembling of his adult identity, including the practical concerns of livelihood, education, and social standing. The narration stresses the incremental nature of self-making, depicting how connections, patronage, and local circumstance can steer a life as much as deliberate ambition. Rather than a purely inward spiritual autobiography, the book consistently treats character as something negotiated in public, through work and relationships. Early episodes establish the habits of observation and record-keeping that will later support his claims about what he saw, heard, and endured as events intensified around him.

As the narrative advances, Lilly increasingly positions himself amid the political and cultural instability of seventeenth-century England. He records how larger conflicts intrude upon ordinary routines, altering what can be said openly and what must be managed carefully. A persistent tension develops between personal conviction and the risks of public exposure, as he describes periods when speech, belief, and association could carry serious consequences. The memoir’s movement is episodic but cumulative: each encounter with authority, rumor, or shifting allegiance deepens the sense that survival depends on reading people and circumstances as much as on holding firm principles.

Lilly also devotes attention to the practicalities of maintaining credibility in a world of competing narratives. He describes how reports circulate, how reputations are made and unmade, and how a writer’s own testimony can be challenged by rivals or misunderstood by strangers. The book’s conflicts are frequently social and interpretive rather than purely physical, turning on whose account is trusted and what counts as evidence. In presenting himself as a participant-observer, Lilly repeatedly returns to questions of motive and responsibility, inviting readers to consider how memory, self-interest, and public judgment intertwine in life writing.

Across the middle portions, the work gathers momentum as Lilly’s activities bring him into closer contact with prominent debates and heightened scrutiny. He charts the strains produced by shifting power and by the need to navigate institutions that can reward, ignore, or punish. Without turning into a systematic history, the memoir offers a textured sense of how national upheavals are experienced in private decisions about work, alliances, and caution. Lilly’s tone remains purposeful: he aims to justify conduct, correct misapprehensions, and preserve a coherent story of himself amid noisy contention and rapidly changing circumstances.

Later sections underscore the costs of endurance over decades, as earlier choices echo in later disputes and as the meaning of past actions is repeatedly renegotiated. Lilly continues to integrate personal episodes with public developments, reinforcing the idea that a life cannot be separated from the era that shapes its opportunities and dangers. He pays attention to the precarious balance between being visible enough to matter and being exposed enough to be harmed. The narrative maintains suspense in its ongoing contests over reputation and interpretation, while withholding any single, simplistic moral about success or failure.

By carrying the account through 1681, Lilly’s memoir becomes a long-view meditation on agency, testimony, and the instability of public truth. Its broader significance lies in how it preserves a first-person record of a contentious century while illustrating the mechanics of self-defense in print: how a narrator selects episodes, addresses opponents, and seeks to stabilize his legacy. The work endures as a document of lived history as well as a study in autobiographical argument, showing how personal narrative can function as evidence, apology, and remembrance without fully resolving the tensions it lays bare.
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    William Lilly’s autobiography spans England from the late Elizabethan and early Stuart years into the Restoration, a period marked by religious conflict, civil war, and rapid growth in print culture. Born in 1602 in Leicestershire, Lilly lived as London expanded as a commercial and intellectual center, with St Paul’s Churchyard a hub for booksellers and pamphlets. He came of age under James I and then Charles I, when tensions over royal prerogative, taxation, and the governance of the Church of England shaped public debate. His narrative is rooted in these urban institutions and in the everyday realities of social mobility.

paragraphs

The early seventeenth century saw persistent fears of Catholic conspiracy, intensified by the Gunpowder Plot of 1605, and by England’s involvement in European religious and dynastic struggles. Domestically, disputes over Arminianism, ceremonial reforms, and the authority of bishops divided Protestants. Courts of high commission and Star Chamber were used to enforce conformity and curb dissent, contributing to political resentment. Economic pressures, outbreaks of plague, and periodic dearth affected Londoners across classes. In this setting, astrological and medical services remained common; almanacs and prognostications circulated widely, and learned astrology coexisted with official suspicion of “conjuring” and fraud.

paragraphs

By the 1630s, Charles I’s Personal Rule (1629–1640) heightened conflict between Crown and Parliament, especially over ship money and the king’s religious policies under Archbishop William Laud. Opposition networks relied on sermons, manuscripts, and illicit printing, while London’s guilds and parishes acted as key civic structures. The Bishops’ Wars (1639–1640) in Scotland forced Charles to recall Parliament, leading to the Short and then the Long Parliament in 1640. Measures such as the abolition of Star Chamber and the execution of Thomas Wentworth, Earl of Strafford, in 1641 reflected escalating constitutional crisis that forms the backdrop to Lilly’s London experience.

paragraphs

Civil war erupted in 1642 between Royalists and Parliamentarians, turning political argument into armed conflict and transforming the public sphere. London, largely aligned with Parliament, became a center for mobilization, taxation, and propaganda. The period saw an explosion of cheap print—newsbooks, pamphlets, sermons, and almanacs—through which readers tracked battles, fasts, and political developments. Lilly’s prominence as an astrologer was closely tied to this media environment, especially the popularity of annual almanacs. Parliament’s victory, the New Model Army’s rise, and the decisive battles of the 1640s shaped the social and ideological climate in which he wrote and practiced.

paragraphs
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In 1 vol. 8vo. 1772.

Although we cannot, with justice, compare Elias Ashmole to that excellent Antiquary John Leland, or William Lilly to the learned and indefatigable Thomas Hearne; yet I think we may fairly rank them with such writers as honest Anthony Wood, whose Diary greatly resembles that of his cotemporary, and intimate friend, Elias Ashmole.

Some anecdotes, connected with affairs of state; many particulars relating to illustrious persons, and antient and noble families; several occurrences in which the Public is interested, and other matters of a more private nature, can only be found in works of this kind. History cannot stoop to the meanness of examining the materials of which Memoirs are generally composed.

And yet the pleasure and benefit resulting from such books are manifest to every reader.

I hope the admirers of the very laborious Thomas Hearne will pardon me, if I should venture to give it as my opinion, and with much deference to their judgment, that William Lilly's Life and Death of Charles the first contains more useful matter of instruction, as well as more splendid and striking occurrences, than are to be found in several of those monkish volumes published by that learned Oxonian.

Lilly affords us many curious particulars relating to the life of that unfortunate Prince, which are no where else to be found. In delineating the character of Charles, he seems dispassionate and impartial, and indeed it agrees perfectly with the general portraiture of him, as it is drawn by our most authentic historians.

The History of Lilly's Life and Times is certainly one of the most entertaining narratives in our language[1q]. With respect to the science he professed of calculating nativities, casting figures, the prediction of events, and other appendages of astrology, he would fain make us think that he was a very solemn and serious believer. Indeed, such is the manner of telling his story, that sometimes the reader may possibly be induced to suppose Lilly rather an enthusiast than an impostor. He relates many anecdotes of the pretenders to foretell events, raise spirits, and other impostures, with such seeming candor, and with such an artless simplicity of style, that we are almost persuaded to take his word when he protests such an inviolable respect to truth and sincerity.

The powerful genius of Shakespeare could carry him triumphantly through subjects the most unpromising, and fables the most improbable: we therefore cannot wonder at the success of such of his plays, where the magic of witches and the incantation of spirits are described, or where the power of fairies is introduced; when such was the credulity of the times respecting these imaginary beings, and when that belief was made a science of, and kept alive by artful and superstitious, knavish, and enthusiastic teachers; what Lilly relates of these people, considered only as matter of fact, is surely very curious.

To conclude; I know no record but this where we can find so just and so entertaining a History of Doctor Dee, Doctor Forman, Booker, Winder, Kelly, Evans, (Lilly's Master,) the famous William Poole, and Captain Bubb Fiske, Sarah Shelborne, and many others.

To these we may add, the uncommon effects of the Crystal, the appearance of Queen Mabb, and other strange and miraculous operations, which owe their origin to folly, curiosity, superstition, bigotry, and imposture. 



THE LIFE OF WILLIAM LILLY, STUDENT IN ASTROLOGY.


Table of Contents




Wrote by himself in the 66th Year of his Age, at Hersham, in the Parish of Walton-upon-Thames, in the County of Surry. Propria Manu.





I1 was born in the county of Leicester, in an obscure town, in the north-west borders thereof, called Diseworth, seven miles south of the town of Derby, one mile from Castle-Donnington, a town of great rudeness, wherein it is not remembered that any of  the farmers thereof did ever educate any of their sons to learning, only my grandfather sent his younger son to Cambridge, whose  name was Robert Lilly, and died Vicar of Cambden in Gloucestershire, about 1640.

Footnote 1:(return)
"William Lilly was a prominent, and, in the opinion of many of his cotemporaries, a very important personage in the most eventful period of English history. He was a principal actor in the farcical scenes which diversified the bloody tragedy of civil war[3q]; and while the King and the Parliament were striving for mastery in the field, he was deciding their destinies in the closet. The weak and the credulous of both parties, who sought to be instructed in 'destiny's dark counsels,' flocked to consult the 'wily Archimage,' who, with exemplary impartiality, meted out victory and good fortune to his clients, according to the extent of their faith, and the weight of their purses. A few profane Cavaliers might make his name the burthen of their malignant rhymes—a few of the more scrupulous among the Saints might keep aloof in sanctified abhorrence of the 'Stygian sophister'—but the great majority of the people lent a willing and reverential ear to his prophecies and prognostications. Nothing was too high or too low—too mighty or too insignificant, for the grasp of his genius. The stars, his informants, were as communicative on the most trivial as on the most important subjects[2q]. If a scheme was set on foot to rescue the king, or to retrieve a stray trinket—to restore the royal authority, or to make a frail damsel an honest woman—to cure the nation of anarchy, or a lap-dog of a surfeit, William Lilly was the oracle to be consulted. His almanacks were spelled over in the tavern and quoted in the senate; they nerved the arm of the soldier, and rounded the periods of the orator. The fashionable beauty, dashing along in her calash from St. James's or the Mall, and the prim, starched dame, from Watling-street or Bucklersbury, with a staid foot-boy, in a plush jerkin, plodding behind her—the reigning toast among 'the men of wit about town,' and the leading groaner in a tabernacle concert—glided alternately into the study of the trusty wizard, and poured into his attentive ear strange tales of love, or trade, or treason. The Roundhead stalked in at one door, whilst the Cavalier was hurried out at the other.

"The Confessions of a man so variously consulted and trusted, if written with the candour of a Cardan or a Rousseau, would indeed be invaluable. The Memoirs of William Lilly, though deficient in this essential ingredient, yet contain a variety of curious and interesting anecdotes of himself and his cotemporaries, which, where the vanity of the writer, or the truth of his art, is not concerned, may be received with implicit credence.

"The simplicity and apparent candour of his narrative might induce a hasty reader of this book to believe him a well-meaning but somewhat silly personage, the dupe of his own speculations—the deceiver of himself as well as of others. But an attentive examination of the events of his life, even as recorded by himself, will not warrant so favourable an interpretation. His systematic and successful attention to his own interest—his dexterity in keeping on 'the windy side of the law'—his perfect political pliability—and his presence of mind and fertility of resources when entangled in difficulties—indicate an accomplished impostor, not a crazy enthusiast. It is very possible and probable, that, at the outset of his career, he was a real believer in the truth and lawfulness of his art, and that he afterwards felt no inclination to part with so pleasant and so profitable a delusion: like his patron, Cromwell, whose early fanaticism subsided into hypocrisy, he carefully retained his folly as a cloak for his knavery. Of his success in deception, the present narrative exhibits abundant proofs. The number of his dupes was not confined to the vulgar and illiterate, but included individuals of real worth and learning, of hostile parties and sects, who courted his acquaintance and respected his predictions. His proceedings were deemed of sufficient importance to be twice made the subject of a parliamentary inquiry; and even after the Restoration—when a little more scepticism, if not more wisdom, might have been expected—we find him examined by a Committee of the House of Commons, respecting his fore-knowledge of the great fire of London. We know not whether it 'should more move our anger or our mirth,' to see an assemblage of British Senators—the cotemporaries of Hampden and Falkland—of Milton and Clarendon—in an age which roused into action so many and such mighty energies—gravely engaged in ascertaining the causes of a great national calamity, from the prescience of a knavish fortuneteller, and puzzling their wisdoms to interpret the symbolical flames, which blazed in the mis-shapen wood-cuts of his oracular publications.

"As a set-off against these honours may be mentioned, the virulent and unceasing attacks of almost all the party scribblers of the day; but their abuse he shared in common with men, whose talents and virtues have outlived the malice of their cotemporaries, and



'Whose honours with increase of ages grow,

As streams roll down, enlarging as they flow.'"





Retrospective Review, Vol. ii. p. 51.





The town of Diseworth did formerly belong  long unto the Lord Seagrave, for there is one record in the hands of my cousin Melborn Williamson, which mentions one acre of land  abutting north upon the gates of the Lord Seagrave; and there is one close, called Hall-close, wherein the ruins of some ancient  buildings appear, and particularly where the dove-house stood; and there is also the ruins of decayed fish-ponds and other outhouses. This town came at length to be the inheritance of Margaret, Countess of Richmond, mother of Henry VII. which  Margaret gave this town and lordship of Diseworth unto Christ's College in Cambridge, the Master and Fellows whereof have ever since, and at present, enjoy and possess it.

In the church of this town there is but one monument, and that is a white marble stone, now almost broken to pieces, which was placed there by Robert Lilly, my grandfather, in memory of Jane his wife, the daughter of Mr. Poole of Dalby, in the same county, a family now quite extinguished. My grandmother's brother was Mr. Henry Poole, one of the Knights of Rhodes, or Templars, who being a soldier at Rhodes at the taking thereof by Solyman the Magnificent, and escaping with his life, came afterwards to England, and married the Lady Parron or Perham, of Oxfordshire, and was called, during his life, Sir Henry Poole. William  Poole the Astrologer knew him very well, and remembers him to have been a very tall person, and reputed of great strength in his younger years.

The impropriation of this town of Diseworth was formerly the inheritance of three sisters, whereof two became votaries; one in the nunnery of Langly in the parish of Diseworth, valued at the suppression, I mean the whole nunnery, at thirty-two pounds per annum, and this sister's part is yet enjoyed by the family of the Grayes, who now, and for some years past, have the enjoyment and possession of all the lands formerly belonging to the nunnery in the parish of Diseworth, and are at present of the yearly value of three hundred and fifty pounds per annum. One of the sisters gave her part of the great tithes unto a religious house in Bredon upon the Hill; and, as the inhabitants  report, became a religious person afterwards.

The third sister married, and her part of the tithes in succeeding ages became the Earl of Huntingdon's, who not many years since sold it to one of his servants.

The donation of the vicarage is in the gift of the Grayes of Langley, unto whom they pay yearly, (I mean unto the Vicar) as I am informed, six pounds per annum. Very lately some charitable citizens have purchased one-third portion of the tithes, and given it for a maintenance of a preaching minister, and it is now of the value of about fifty pounds per annum.

There have been two hermitages in this parish; the last hermit was well remembered by one Thomas Cooke, a very ancient inhabitant, who in my younger years acquainted me therewith.

This town of Diseworth is divided into three parishes; one part belongs under Locington, in which part standeth my father's house, over-against the west end of the steeple, in which I was born: some other farms are in the parish of Bredon, the rest in the parish of Diseworth.

In this town, but in the parish of Lockington, was I born, the first day of May 1602.

My father's name was William Lilly, son of Robert, the son of Robert, the son of Rowland, &c. My mother was Alice, the daughter of Edward Barham, of Fiskerton Mills, in Nottinghamshire, two miles from Newark upon Trent: this Edward Barham was born in Norwich, and well remembered the rebellion of Kett the Tanner, in the days of Edward VI.

Our family have continued many ages in this town as yeomen; besides the farm my  father and his ancestors lived in, both my father and grandfather had much free land, and many houses in the town, not belonging to the college, as the farm wherein they were all born doth, and is now at this present of the value of
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