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1
Tacitean history: Francis Bacon’s 

History of the Reign of King 
Henry VII

On 30 April 1621, a ‘Confession and Humble Submission’ was read 
before the House of Lords. In this document, Sir Francis Bacon 
acknowledged that, as Lord High Chancellor, he had received bribes 
and was, therefore, ‘guilty of corruption’.1 The Lords responded with 
a harsh sentence: Bacon was given a fine of £40,000, imprisoned at 
the King’s pleasure, and barred from holding office or high employ-
ment in the state and from coming within twelve miles of Court. In 
the weeks leading up to this verdict, and aware that punishment was 
inevitable, Bacon had made concerted efforts to cushion his fall.2 
Thus, in a letter dated 21 April, he provided the King with what 
Michael Kiernan has aptly labelled a ‘brashly phrased offer’:

but because he that hath taken bribes is apt to give bribes, I will go 
furder, and present your Majesty with a bribe. For if your Majesty give 
me peace and leisure, and God give me life, I will present your Majesty 
with a good history of England, and a better digest of your laws.3

To an extent, this attempt at bargaining achieved the results that 
Bacon desired; he was to spend only three days as a prisoner in the 
Tower and his fine was never collected. And while the promised 
history of England was never completed, he did, true to his word, 
devote himself to historical research in the months following his 
release. From this emerged The History of the Reign of King Henry VII, 
an account written in fourteen weeks at Gorhambury, near St Albans, 
between the end of June and the beginning of October 1621, and 
presented in manuscript form to the King on 8 October.

The conditions in which Bacon found himself had important con-
sequences for the kind of history he was able to write. Anxious to 
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18 COMMERCE, FINANCE AND STATECRAFT

work quickly, and unable to access the main archival material held 
in London, Bacon based his narrative on earlier printed accounts, 
such as Polydore Vergil’s Anglica Historia (1534), Edward Hall’s The 
Union of the two Noble and Illustrate Famelies of Lancastre [and] Yorke 
(1548) and John Speed’s History of Great Britaine (1611).4 However, 
while Bacon was reliant on these narratives, his engagement with 
them was shaped by his reading of a variety of other sources, prin-
cipally legal records, classical history (particularly Tacitus) and the 
writings of Machiavelli and his various critics. This chapter investi-
gates how Bacon fused methods and ideas derived from these works 
and explores the consequences of this move. Central among them, I 
argue, was the development of a new approach to the representation 
of finance and commerce.

The chapter is divided into three sections. Section one discusses 
the humanist approach to history employed in pre-Baconian histories 
of Henry VII, most significantly Vergil’s Anglica Historia. Section 
two looks at the challenge to conventional, humanist assumptions 
about history and politics posed by the late Elizabethan and Jacobean 
vogue for Tacitus, and explores how the employment of Tacitean 
ideas led Bacon to place financial affairs at the heart of his account. 
The final part is concerned with Bacon’s use of the parliamentary 
statutes passed during Henry’s reign. Through drawing on this source 
material, it will be shown that Bacon developed a detailed account 
of the King’s achievements as a manager of England’s commercial 
interests and, more generally, an original neo-Machiavellian analysis 
of the relationship between government and trade.

1. Polydore Vergil, humanism and Livian exemplary history

The most influential historical account of the reign of Henry VII 
prior to Bacon’s was that contained in Polydore Vergil’s Anglica 
Historia. Vergil was born c. 1470 at Fermignano, near Urbino, and 
studied at the universities of Padua and Bologna. By 1502 he was an 
employee of the Pope, and serving in London as collector of Peter’s 
Pence.5 Much of the rest of his life was to be spent in England and 
he began compiling a complete history of the country in around 
1506. A manuscript copy of this work – now preserved at the Vatican 
Library in Rome – was completed in around 1513 and, after a series 
of amendments, this text was published in Basel in 1534 as Anglica 
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Historia. New editions followed in 1546 and 1555, which both 
revised the content and extended the narrative from its original end 
point of 1513 up to 1538.

Vergil’s account exemplified a number of trends in human-
ist historiography and, aided by Thomas More’s History of King 
Richard III (written c. 1513–18), was responsible for introducing 
this approach to English historical writing.6 The most distinctive 
features of the humanists, as Antonia Gransden has argued, was their 
conception of themselves as members of an international scholarly 
community which drew ‘its principal inspiration from Italy’.7 Such 
a self- identification generally entailed a rejection, at least in part, of 
native stylistic and thematic conventions. Describing the chronicle 
tradition in England, Vergil noted that these ‘almost day-by-day 
accounts’ formed ‘annals in which both the arrangement and the 
style was so threadbare that they justly strike us, as they say, as food 
without seasoning’.8 His own work, he continued, sought to take this 
‘raw’ material, and ‘learnedly polish and adorn [it]’.9 At one level, 
the process of refinement involved raising the quality of historical 
prose, through the use of a clear and elegant form of Latin and 
the addition of some rhetorical flourishes, most notably elaborate, 
invented speeches. Equally significantly, however, humanists sought 
to improve the organisation of historical writing. Medieval chronicles 
had prized comprehensiveness and the result, as one modern com-
mentator has noted, was a ‘baggy and disordered recitation of names, 
dates, and notable political and natural events’.10 Vergil employed a 
much tighter structure. Following the approaches of Suetonius’ The 
Twelve Caesars (AD 121) and Platina’s Lives of the Popes (1479), he 
divided his post-Conquest narrative into books, each of which dealt 
with the reign of a particular monarch and employed the same basic 
form.11 Discussion opened with a description of the King’s ascent 
to the throne before providing a broadly chronological narrative of 
the principal occurrences in domestic and foreign affairs during his 
reign. The narrative then concluded with an account of his appear-
ance, family and, most importantly, ‘character’ – his main virtues and 
vices.12 These divisions enabled writers to emphasise that individual 
reigns had different distinguishing features, and that these features 
were, to a large degree, determined by the different personal traits of 
particular monarchs.

The Anglica Historia was also rooted in characteristically humanist 
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20 COMMERCE, FINANCE AND STATECRAFT

ideas about the function of history as a source of morally edifying 
lessons or exempla. Central to this approach was the idea that the 
actions described in historical narratives provided useful examples of 
both virtuous and the non-virtuous conduct. The former, as Vergil 
explained in the first section of the Anglica Historia, could stimulate 
readers ‘to achieve immortal glory and virtue’, while the latter helped 
in ‘deterring others from vice by fear of infamy’.13 As a consequence, 
history served to pass ‘judgements about what things are of the great-
est use for the conduct of our lives’.14 This conception of history had a 
long and illustrious heritage. The key discussion in the ancient world 
had come from Livy, who in the preface to his History had observed:

The special and salutary benefit of the study of history is to behold 
evidence of every sort of behaviour set forth as on a splendid memorial; 
from it you may select for yourself and for your country what to emu-
late, from it what to avoid, whether basely begun or basely concluded.15

Such sentiments were, it should be emphasised, broadly in line with 
much medieval historical writing. However, whereas medieval histo-
rians conceived of history as a means of providing ‘pious edification’, 
classical and humanist authors sought to inspire a more active and 
explicitly political form of virtue.16 Alexander Barclay, for example, 
in the dedication that prefaces his 1525 edition of Sallust, noted that 
every good example written in histories ‘is set for a warnyng & mony-
cion unto princes and governours therby to rule & order themselfe: 
& a commen wele’.17 Similar notions inform Thomas Blundeville’s 
The True Order and Methode of Wryting and Reading Hystories (1574), 
the first English work specifically concerned with the study of his-
tory. For Blundeville, history enabled men to gather judgement and 
knowledge ‘as well to direct […] private actions, as to give Counsell 
lyke a most prudent Counseller in publyke causes, be it matters of 
warre, or peace’.18

These ideas about historical writing’s capacity to provide ‘Counsell’ 
also ensured that classical and humanist historians frequently dealt 
with issues relating to government finance. Within the works of Livy 
and Tacitus, for example, there are accounts of matters such as the 
mechanisms through which the state raised money,19 the actions it 
performed in times of dearth and crisis to ensure that the popula-
tion were fed and watered,20 and its management of the system of 
private borrowing.21 Polybius, meanwhile, argued that in relation to 
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each of the specific nations discussed, a ‘general sense of the wealth 
and resources [was] vital knowledge for a historian to have’.22 Such 
comments were echoed by Blundeville. Alongside discussions of the 
‘force’ and the ‘maner’ of government in a particular ‘Countrie or 
Citie’, it was necessary, he argued, for a historian to provide accounts 
both of ‘the trade of lyfe’ and the ‘publique revenues’.23 Knowledge of 
the former meant that we can ‘learne howe to have lyke in like times’, 
while the latter made us aware ‘what things have bene done therwith’ 
and, as a consequence, ‘we come to know what the Countrye or Citie 
is able to doe’.24

Vergil’s account of Henry VII, like the rest of the Anglica Historia, 
is in line with these ideas regarding history’s moral function and 
political focus. His commentary on the King’s character, as such, 
is principally concerned with identifying Henry’s virtues and vices, 
and outlining the various ways in which they shaped his approach to 
government. In the manuscript draft of the text from 1513, Vergil 
provided a balanced account of both the King’s merits and his fail-
ings. With regard to the former, it was noted that Henry’s ‘spirit was 
distinguished, wise and prudent; his mind […] brave and resolute’ 
and ‘his  hospitality […] splendidly generous’.25 The King’s chief 
merit, however, was his respect for justice, which ‘he cherished […] 
above all things’.26 This ensured that he punished the violent and 
wicked, and that his death was greatly regretted by his subjects, who 
under his protection ‘had been able to conduct their lives peaceably, 
far removed from the assaults and evil doing of scoundrels’.27 Such 
virtues, however, were, in part, counterbalanced by the King’s princi-
pal vice: his avarice. To an extent, the Anglica Historia presented this 
trait as an unintended consequence of the King’s successes. It was 
only after 1502, once he had subdued the last of the rebellions that 
blighted his reign, that Henry was shown to have become preoccupied 
with wealth. Two further explanations for this development were also 
provided. The King argued that he treated his people with harshness 
and severity ‘to ensure they remained more thoroughly and entirely in 
obedience to him’.28 The people, however, ‘had another explanation’, 
attributing these exactions to ‘the greed of their monarch’.29 Vergil 
had more sympathy with the latter interpretation, commenting that 
‘it is not indeed clear whether at the start it was greed; but afterwards 
greed did become apparent, so irresolute, vacillating and corrupted 
are all human purposes’.30 The vice was then further accentuated, the 
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22 COMMERCE, FINANCE AND STATECRAFT

Italian continued, by a group of informers, who noting the turn in the 
King’s behaviour, ‘dangled before [him] ways of making money’.31 
This helped to ensure that ‘the good prince by degrees lost all sense of 
moderation and was led into avarice’.32 The implication, therefore, of 
Vergil’s analysis was that the shift in Henry’s behaviour was a product 
of a psychological change. This change, however, had been triggered 
and then exacerbated by specific political factors.

Such developments, Vergil argued, had highly pernicious conse-
quences for the management of Henry’s revenues. Primary among 
these was the appointment of two lawyers, Richard Empson and 
Edward Dudley, as judges. These individuals, ‘realising that they had 
been given the job by the King not so much to administer justice as to 
strip the population of its wealth, without respite and by every means 
fair or foul vied with each other in extorting money’.33 To this end, 
they embarked on a series of prosecutions and land seizures, seeking 
both to amass personal fortunes and to satisfy the rapacious desires of 
the King. For Vergil, therefore, Henry’s avarice was ‘truly burthen-
some to his people’ who, as a result of the ongoing impositions, came 
to ‘greatly [fear] for themselves and their interests’.34 Concluding his 
discussion, he observed:

Avarice is surely a bad enough vice in a private individual, whom it 
forever torments; in a monarch indeed it may be considered the worst 
vice, since it is harmful to everyone, and distorts those qualities of 
trustfulness, justice and integrity by which the state must be governed.35

Perhaps unsurprisingly, Vergil appears to have had reservations 
about making these comments public. There was a twenty-year gap 
between the completion of the first draft of the Anglica Historia and 
its publication. And when Vergil did go to press, he substantially 
revised his verdict on Henry. By the time of the final edition, the 
‘character’ of the King had been entirely rewritten to accentuate 
Henry’s virtues and his various achievements, and the account of 
Empson and Dudley had been greatly reduced in length.36 Moreover, 
Vergil provided an endorsement of the King’s claim that his exactions 
were a product of fears about national security. Suggestions that 
the King was driven by a ‘lust for money-making’, it was noted, 
had arisen from ‘those who were wounded’ by this policy.37 These 
accusations were also fundamentally unfair:
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Indeed, this modest sovereign did not despoil his subjects of their 
fortunes immoderately, for he left behind him a kingdom most wealthy 
in all respects. This is made plain, among other things, by the immense 
amount of gold and silver annually brought into the island by merchants 
plying to and fro, whom he very frequently helped with interest-free 
loans, so that the flow of commerce, both useful and necessary for all 
men, would be more abundant in his realm.38

England’s commercial success, therefore, was evidence that Henry 
could not have been an avaricious ruler.

Later discussions of Henry VII drew extensively on Vergil’s 
account and developed its analysis of both the King’s virtues and his 
vices. In relation to the former, as had been the case in the Anglica 
Historia, particular attention was paid to the King’s legal reforms. 
Edward Hall, for example, noted Henry’s desire to promote ‘good and 
profitable lawes and statutes’ and praised him as an ‘indifferent and 
sure justicier’.39 John Speed, meanwhile, making use of summations 
from a range of other historians, presented Henry as ‘the Salomon, 
who brought peace to this Kingdome, long before oppressed by warre and 
tyranny’.40 His key princely virtues were his ‘singular wisdome, excel-
lent temperance, and moderate frugality’ and his ‘policy, justice and 
gravity’.41 The chroniclers were divided, however, on the issue of the 
King’s avarice. Hall endorsed Vergil’s published account, noting that 
high taxation was part of Henry’s attempt to ‘pollitiquely’ eradicate 
the causes of ‘unquyetnes and mischief’.42 Speed, in contrast, was 
sceptical. While Vergil provided a plausible analysis of the King’s 
conduct, ‘we can hardly find any commendable root thereof, the 
wayes being so importune and harsh, by which hee raised money’.43 
Despite this, Speed sought to temper his criticisms. Discussion of 
avarice was restricted to a single paragraph in the main narrative and, 
in the ‘character’ which preceded the narrative, avarice was presented 
as ‘the naturall maladie of age’.44 Moreover, Speed claimed, the 
‘splendor’ of the public buildings that Henry erected served to divert 
the people’s envy away from him.45

The existence of these competing accounts of royal avarice, and 
Vergil’s abrupt volte face on this issue, imply that this was a matter of 
considerable importance to Tudor historiography. However, under-
pinning all the analyses were the same broad contentions. Henry’s 
successes had been a product of his virtues, and were principally 
legal in character. His failures, if there had been any, related to his 
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24 COMMERCE, FINANCE AND STATECRAFT

management of revenue and were a consequence of his avarice. As a 
result, his life provided a series of clear lessons for future statesmen.

2. Bacon and Tacitean history

Humanist conceptions of history retained their influence well into 
the seventeenth century. Bacon’s generation of historians, like their 
predecessors, identified their work with Graeco-Roman approaches 
to the past, criticised the native chronicle tradition and saw history 
as a source of politically instructive examples. At the same time, 
humanist generic conventions – most notably the use of the mon-
arch’s character as the key organisational principle within narratives 
and the employment of invented speeches – retained their influence. 
In the late Elizabethan and Jacobean periods, however, ideas about 
the sort of lesson the past might teach began to shift. It was this alter-
ation in attitudes to history’s didactic function, as we shall see, that 
opened the way to Bacon’s highly innovative approach to economic 
statecraft.

The key force driving developments in historical writing during 
these years was the growing influence of Tacitus. Over the course 
of the sixteenth century his work achieved popularity across Europe, 
and in the first half of the seventeenth century he became the most 
frequently published of the ancient historians and the subject of 
numerous commentaries.46 While an interest in Tacitus developed 
rather later in England than elsewhere, by the early 1580s he was 
being read and discussed by an influential group of scholars with 
connections to Oxford, among them Thomas Savile, Jean Hotman, 
Henry Cuffe and William Camden.47 A more active form of engage-
ment emerged in the 1590s from the circle of politicians surrounding 
the Earl of Essex, a coterie with close connections to the Oxford 
Taciteans.48 One of Essex’s supporters, Henry Savile, an elder brother 
of Thomas, completed the first English translation of Tacitus’ work, 
a 1591 edition of the first four books of the History and the Agricola. 
This was supplemented by a pseudonymous preface, which in the 
view of some contemporary observers, Ben Jonson among them, was 
authored by Essex.49 Moreover, a number of those individuals asso-
ciated with Essex, including John Hayward and Bacon, went on to 
produce distinctively Tacitean histories.

What was Tacitus’ appeal and what did it mean to write Tacitean 
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history? One answer to this question came in the 1601 discussion 
of historical writing by the essayist Robert Johnson.50 For Johnson, 
history is ‘the mixture of profite and delight’.51 It proceeds by noting 
‘causes and effects, counselles and successes, likenes betweene nature 
and nature, action and action, fortune and fortune’.52 This enables 
history to teach its readers ‘to deliberate with ripenes of judgement’.53 
Johnson went on to emphasise the diverse ways it might achieve this, 
distinguishing between two broad approaches. The first of these is a 
Livian variety of exemplary history. In it:

as it were in Cleanthes table, vertue is set out in her best ornamentes, 
as in the describing of famous battelles, where specious wars, the ruine 
of nations, the scituation of Countries, the uncertaine traverses of for-
tune, the death of brave Commanders, have a certain kind of Majesty 
linked with delight, and the mind by conversing in them is not onelie 
delighted, but also lifted up with a spirite of better resolution, and 
raysed to thinke of imitating: These fil a man with better courage, but 
faile in inabling him for the manage of civill actions.54

The second type of history is:

like labyrinths, relating cunning and deceitfull friendshippes, how rage 
is suppressed with silence, treason disguised in innocence, how the 
wealthy have beene proscribed for their riches, and the worthy under-
mined for their vertue. These provoke us to eschew their viletie and 
lacke of vertue, and to be rather viceles[s] than greatly vertuous: and 
although they bee distasted by those who measure Historie by delight, 
yet they are of most use in instructing the minde to the like accidentes. 
And sithens men prostituting their wittes to all hopefull endes of gaine, 
are ready to adventure themselves in the like actions, they are the most 
necessarie thinges, that can be warned us, to the intent that in the 
like practises, we may seeke meanes of prevention and frustrate all the 
attempts of such subtlely evill companions. In this ranke I preferre 
Tacitus as the best that any man can dwel upon.55

Johnson’s comments, and the more detailed discussion of Tacitus’ 
work that followed, identified a number of characteristics of Tacitean 
history, three of which are particularly significant for this study. First, 
it took as its subject some of people’s less desirable forms of behaviour, 
principally deceit and injustice, and sought to analyse their operation 
and the impact they had on the state. As a result, it had a close 
resemblance to the approach that modern sociologists have labelled 
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26 COMMERCE, FINANCE AND STATECRAFT

‘social pathology’.56 Second, this form of writing was premised on 
the idea that there was a disjunction between the appearance of 
actions and their true meaning and significance. The function of his-
tory was to delve beneath the surface, and uncover the psychological 
drives and arcana imperii (state secrets) which really shaped events. 
Tacitean writing was concerned, therefore, with causation, specif-
ically the interaction between character and action. It maintained, 
however, that this relationship would be complex and, until revealed 
by the historian, concealed from public view. Third, the value of 
this approach lay in its realism. Underlying this suggestion was a 
fundamentally pessimistic view of political life. Great virtue of the 
sort inspired by exemplary history was presented as unsuitable for the 
world of ‘civill actions’. Instead, ‘viceles’ conduct was required which, 
while it avoided direct immorality, was adapted to life in a world 
where treachery and unfairness were the norm. Realist histories both 
‘provoke’ their readers to engage in such behaviour and provide a 
guide to the nefarious actions that they can expect from others.57

Bacon’s relationship to the Livian and Tacitean traditions was a 
complex one. In a letter to Sir Fulke Greville, written in the 1590s, 
he praised Tacitus as ‘simplye the best’ of the historians, noting also 
that Livy was ‘verye good’.58 This judgement was overturned in The 
Advancement of Learning (1605), where it was claimed that, among 
the historiographers, it was Livy who was ‘best’.59 References to both 
Livy’s History and Tacitus’ Annals and History, meanwhile, abound 
throughout Bacon’s published work, and in De Augmentis Scientiarum 
(1623) he included both writers in his discussion of the capacity of the 
‘wiser sort of historians’ to trace the connection between the actions 
of historical personages and their natures.60 Despite his praise for 
Livy, however, Bacon remained highly critical of exemplary forms of 
history, and his own approach to historical writing was distinctively 
realist and, in this sense, distinctively Tacitean in character.

The thinking behind this preference was perhaps explained most 
clearly in the typologies of history developed in The Advancement and 
De Augmentis.61 Figure 1 summarises Bacon’s account as advanced 
in the latter text. The highest distinction was that between ‘Natural 
History’, which dealt with ‘the deeds and works of nature’, and 
‘Civil History’, which concerned itself with ‘those of men’.62 This 
second mode was itself divided into ‘Ecclesiastical’, ‘Literary’ and 
‘Civil’ varieties.63 The last of these was ‘pre-eminent among human 
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28 COMMERCE, FINANCE AND STATECRAFT

writings’, but to be successful, it needed to ensure that ‘events [were] 
coupled with their causes’.64 Indeed, such causal analysis constituted 
‘the ornament and life of Civil History’.65 More generally, its role 
was to relate ‘the revolutions of times, the characters of persons, 
the fluctuations of counsels, the courses and currents of actions, the 
bottoms of pretences, and the secrets of governments’.66 Discussing 
the various subdivisions that made up this category, Bacon stated his 
preference for ‘lives’ – history concerned with a particular person – 
over ‘chronicles’ – history that was concerned with a particular period 
of time:

For History of Times represents the magnitude of public actions, and 
the public faces and deportments of persons, but omits and covers 
up in silence the smaller passages and motions of men and matters. 
But such being the workmanship of God, that he hangs the greatest 
weights upon the smallest wires, it comes commonly to pass that such 
a history, pursuing greater things alone, rather sets forth the pomp and 
solemnity of business than the true inward springs and resorts thereof. 
Moreover, when it does add and insert the counsels and motives, yet 
from its love of grandeur it introduces into human actions more gravity 
and prudence than they really have; so that a truer picture of human life 
may be found in a satire than in some histories of this kind. Whereas 
Lives, if they be well and carefully written (for I do not speak of elegies 
and barren commemorations of that sort), propounding to themselves 
a single person as their subject, in whom actions both trifling and 
important, great and small, public and private, must needs be united 
and mingled, certainly contain a more lively and faithful representation 
of things, and one which you may more safely and happily take for 
example in another case.67

In describing ‘lives’ in this manner, Bacon emphasised that realism 
constituted their chief merit. While not necessarily pathological in 
approach, ‘lives’ avoided false attributions of ‘gravity and prudence’ 
and, in this sense, employed a model of human nature closer to satires 
than chronicles. Their aim was a form of psychological uncovering; 
they sought to reveal the hidden but ‘true inward springs’ of human 
behaviour, and to show how these ‘springs’ influenced actions and 
events. Such a focus allowed ‘lives’ to fulfil many of the functions that 
Bacon associated with civil history, most significantly the relation of 
‘characters of persons’, ‘the courses and currents of actions’ and ‘the 
secrets of governments’. At the same time, ‘lives’, as distinct from 
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chronicles, presented a true picture of humankind and, as a conse-
quence, provided worthy and realistic objects for imitation.

Bacon’s historiographical practice in the History was closely con-
nected to his theoretical discussions. The task he set himself, in effect, 
was to transform the ‘exemplary’, Livian-style analysis of his source 
material into a new, Tacitean narrative. Avarice was key to such an 
endeavour. Indeed, it was through placing discussion of this vice at 
the very centre of his analysis that Bacon was able to provide the sort 
of pathological, psychological and character-based analysis associated 
with Tacitus. A key effect of such a manoeuvre, meanwhile, was to 
ensure that the History became a study of the financial interactions 
between the King, Parliament and the populace, and the various 
benefits and losses that accrued to the nation as a result.

At the heart of Bacon’s reworking of his source material was a new 
approach to the relationship between character and action. Discussing 
the ‘springs’ that had shaped the King’s actions, he observed:

No doubt, in him as in all men (and most of all in Kings) his fortune 
wrought upon his nature, and his nature upon his fortune. He attained 
to the crown not only from a private fortune, which might endow him 
with moderation, but also from the fortune of an exiled man, which 
had quickened in him all seeds of observation and industry. And his 
times being rather prosperous than calm, had raised his confidence 
by success but almost marred his nature by troubles. His wisdom, by 
often evading from perils, was turned rather into a dexterity to deliver 
himself from dangers when they pressed him than into a providence to 
prevent and remove them afar off. And even in nature, the sight of his 
mind was like some sights of eyes, rather strong at hand than to carry 
afar off. For his wit increased upon the occasion, and so much the more 
if the occasion were sharpened by danger. Again, whether it were the 
shortness of his foresight, or the strength of his will, or the dazzling of 
his suspicions, or what it was; certain it is that the perpetual troubles of 
his fortunes (there being no more matter out of which they grew) could 
not have been without some great defects and main errors in his nature, 
customs, and proceedings, which he had enough to do to save and help 
with a thousand little industries and watches.68

For Bacon, therefore, action was conceived as the product of a dia-
lectic between ‘fortune’ – by which he meant ‘circumstance’ – and 
‘nature’. The two elements of this dialectic, however, had contrasting 
qualities. Fortune was shown to be in a constant state of flux. An 
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individual’s nature, while it responded to changes in fortune, retained 
a fixed inner core. This idea was important to Bacon’s analysis of 
Henry’s avarice. Vergil and other earlier historians, as we have seen, 
either denied that Henry was led by this trait or presented it as 
something that developed in the latter part of his life.69 In contrast, 
Bacon saw avarice as an innate aspect of the King’s personality and 
one that had informed his actions throughout his political career. As 
was noted with regard to the Parliament of 1485, ‘points of profit 
to his coffers’ were something of which ‘from the very beginning 
[Henry] was not forgetful’.70 Consequently, although Bacon accepted 
Vergil’s claim that the King’s post-1502 impositions were triggered 
by the political stability of the period, he did not see this shift in cir-
cumstances as changing the King’s nature. Rather, it simply allowed 
Henry’s character to reveal itself more clearly; whereas in the first part 
of his reign he was ‘happily contained and refrained by some bands of 
fortune’, later he became free to act as he pleased.71

The suggestion that avarice underpinned the King’s character did 
much to shape the History’s narrative, and led Bacon to emphasise the 
fundamentally mercantile nature of the King’s approach to statecraft. 
On occasions, this simply involved expanding upon the arguments 
of previous historians. Bacon’s discussion of Empson and Dudley, 
for example, both endorsed and borrowed from Vergil’s account, and 
supported its core contention that Henry’s desire for self- enrichment 
had been the driving force behind their extortions. However, as well 
as making reference to a wider range of legal records than other 
historians, Bacon concluded with a unique detail. Switching to 
first-person explanation, he observed:

I do remember to have seen long since a book of account of Empson’s, 
that had the King’s hand almost to every leaf by way of signing, and 
was in some places postilled in the margent with the King’s hand 
likewise, where was this remembrance:
  Item, Received, of such a one, five marks, for a pardon to be pro-

cured; and if the pardon do not pass, the money to be repaid; except 
the party to be some other ways satisfied.

And over against this memorandum (of the King’s own hand):
 Otherwise satisfied.72

The image presented of the King, therefore, is that of a punctilious 
petty tradesman busying himself over his account book.
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Elsewhere, Bacon departed more abruptly from his predecessors. 
Vergil, and the chroniclers who drew on his work, had offered over-
whelmingly positive accounts of Henry’s approach to military affairs, 
emphasising that, while he sought to avoid unnecessary loss of life, 
he had done everything in his power to protect English interests 
and behave justly. This was particularly true with regard to French 
attempts to seize Brittany in the late 1480s and early 1490s. Henry’s 
initial willingness to go to war, Vergil argued, was a product of his 
desire to ‘check, curb, and defeat the French, who were threatening 
the liberty, life, and blood of the [Bretons]’.73 Ultimately, however, 
when the French sued for peace, Henry consented; he was aware 
that Brittany was already lost, and that an end to the conflict would 
mean that ‘he could more readily confront […] coming domestic 
troubles’.74

Bacon’s account was entirely at odds with this. The King, he 
argued, had no intention of fighting, and only declared himself in 
favour of military intervention in order to secure a generous allo-
cation of revenue from Parliament. As a result, he ‘did but traffic 
with that war, to make his return in money’.75 When it came to the 
peace negotiations, meanwhile, Henry’s approach was driven by the 
prospect of further financial inducements rather than considerations 
regarding the nation’s interests and, as such, he obtained ‘rather a 
bargain than a treaty’.76 This behaviour, Bacon concluded, meant 
that the King had aimed at acquiring two distinctive types of ‘profit’: 
‘upon his subjects for the war, and upon his enemies for the peace’.77 
In doing so, he had run England ‘like a good merchant, that maketh 
his gain both upon the commodities exported and imported back 
again’.78

Such representations, of course, constituted direct criticisms of 
Henry’s conduct; to be a merchant, it is implied, is to prioritise selfish 
financial desires over more honourable, kingly concerns. Running 
alongside such commentary, however, is a more Tacitean-style 
analysis concerning the benefits of an amoral, avarice-led form of 
statesmanship. It was Henry’s desire to enrich himself, for example, 
that is shown to be at the root of his promotion of commerce: as ‘a 
King that loved wealth and treasure he could not endure to have 
trade sick’.79 The History’s discussion of the law moves in a similar 
direction. While Bacon maintained that the King’s desire to augment 
the royal coffers led him, on occasions, to ignore or pervert standard 
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32 COMMERCE, FINANCE AND STATECRAFT

judicial practices, he also saw this desire as having contributed to 
Henry’s successes as a legislator.80 The King, it was noted, conceived 
of law-making as a process of financial exchange whereby he would 
provide ‘good laws’ as ‘retribution’ for the treasure he exacted from 
the populace.81 Moreover, a number of the King’s successful laws, 
most notably the measures designed to counter depopulation, were 
shown to have their origins in a desire to maintain tax revenue.82 
Equally significantly, the vast fortune that Henry accrued – Bacon 
estimates it at ‘near eighteen hundred thousand pounds’ – is, in part, 
justified in the History by the close relationship between monarchical 
wealth and power.83 The influence, for example, of Lady Margaret, 
Duchess of Burgundy – the chief promoter of the impostor kings 
Lambert Simnel and Perkin Warbeck – is said to arise from the fact 
she was ‘abounding in treasure’.84 By the same token, Maximilian, 
King of the Romans, was a largely ineffective monarch because he 
was ‘feeble in means’.85 Henry, Bacon implied in his conclusion, was 
aware of these examples: ‘having every day occasion to take notice of 
the necessities and shifts for money of other great Princes abroad, it 
did the better by comparison set off to him the felicity of full coffers’.86 
Consequently, whereas Vergil saw the King’s fortune as bringing him 
only misery, for Bacon it represented both Henry’s moral failings and 
a pathway to political stability and, potentially, happiness.

As a result of this, avarice, or rather avarice-as-statecraft, is key 
to the History’s originality. Vergil and his predecessors had treated 
Henry’s financial exactions, his military record and his legislative 
achievements as separate phenomena; Bacon, by contrast, conceived 
of them as products of a single desire. This approach not only altered 
the impression given of the King’s character, it also constituted a rejec-
tion of the moral framework that had been central to early humanist 
history. Vice, for Bacon, did not necessarily create private and public 
misery, but instead was the source of a complex assortment of gains 
and losses. To an extent, the History’s innovations are a product of 
its fashionable, Tacitus-inspired approach. Avarice enabled Bacon to 
make the sort of causal connections between character and action that 
were often seen by Jacobean writers as the defining feature of the best 
Roman history. It also allowed him to engage in a series of Tacitean 
reflections on deceit and duplicity, and to emphasise the gap between 
the King’s public acts and demeanour, and the drives that shaped 
his behaviour. The lessons that this unmasking demonstrates, mean-
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while, are worldly and realistic, rather than straightforwardly moral; 
consequently, they are a good deal closer to Tacitean arcana imperii 
than Livian exempla. What distinguishes Bacon’s work from classical 
accounts, however, is its focus on avarice. Such a move leads him to 
place money, and with it issues of finance, at the heart of his narrative 
in a manner that has no direct precedent in Graeco-Roman or English 
history. Moreover, and equally uniquely, the image that ultimately 
emerges of Henry is that of a merchant monarch, carefully managing 
his coffers and ensuring that his financial gains outweighed any losses.

3. The law and neo-Machiavellian trade

The second feature that distinguished Bacon’s analysis from earlier 
accounts of Henry VII was its analysis of the law. Previous historians, 
as we have seen, had drawn attention in general terms to Henry’s 
desire to promote ‘good and profitable lawes and statutes’.87 Bacon, 
however, provided a much more detailed form of analysis, tempo-
rarily halting the main chronological narrative in order to outline 
the causes, provisions and ultimate effects of the principal legislation 
passed in the King’s Parliaments. Such an approach, as this section 
will demonstrate, allowed him to develop both an original account 
of the King’s achievements as a legislator and a distinctively neo- 
Machiavellian analysis of economic statecraft.

Bacon’s source with regard to Henry’s legislation was the Rolls 
of Parliament. He could have viewed these parchment manuscripts 
in person at the Tower of London before the terms of his impeach-
ment prevented him from coming within twelve miles of Court. 
Alternatively, and as seems more likely, he may have taken advantage 
of an offer from the antiquarian John Seldon to forward the notes 
that he had taken concerning ‘divers proclamations, & commissions 
touching state of Henry 7. his time in the rolls’.88 The inclusion of 
such material in a work of history was unconventional and contro-
versial. John Hayward was later to provide a direct criticism of the 
use of statutes in histories, and in the History itself Bacon felt obliged 
to include a paragraph-long defence of his own practices.89 Three 
principal reasons were given:

[1] because it was the pre-eminent virtue and merit of this King, 
to whose memory I do honour, and [2] because it hath some 
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34 COMMERCE, FINANCE AND STATECRAFT

 correspondence to my person; but chiefly [3] because in my judgement 
it is some defect even in the best writers of history, that they do not 
often enough summarily deliver and set down the most memorable 
laws that passed in the times whereof they write, being indeed the 
principal acts of peace.90

The emphasis here on ‘memorable’ laws is particularly significant. 
A discussion of history, Bacon was aware, should not be a tedious 
list of legal regulations. Rather it was necessary to identify the most 
important statutes, while avoiding reference to laws that were ‘of a 
more private and vulgar nature than ought to detain the reader of 
an history’.91 Ideas about vulgarity were also of central importance 
to Bacon’s discussion of Henry’s achievements as a lawmaker. The 
King’s regulations, it was noted, were

deep and not vulgar; not made upon the spur of a particular occasion 
for the present, but out of providence of the future; to make the estate 
of his people still more and more happy, after the manner of the 
legislators in ancient and heroical times.92

This reference to ‘ancient and heroical’ legislators served to associate 
Henry’s practices with the achievements of figures such as Solon 
and Lycurgus, and by extension, Bacon’s own work with the his-
torians who described them. Ultimately, however, his engagement 
with the statutes led his work in a different direction to that of other 
classical and neoclassical writers. Among the material contained in 
the Rolls was a substantial body of commercial and financial law. In 
relation to trade, this covered issues such as the import and export of 
goods by English and foreign merchants,93 the taxation of overseas 
traders,94 the prices of particular goods,95 the use of weights and 
measures96 and the management of trading companies.97 With regard 
to finance, there were statutes concerning usury,98 the exchange of 
foreign money,99 coinage,100 as well as various measures relating 
to taxation.101 Bacon, in a manner no previous historian had done, 
engaged with these regulations, sometimes briefly discussing their 
principal provisions, elsewhere offering more lengthy analysis. Given 
the criteria he had established for the inclusion and exclusion of par-
ticular laws, such a move makes a clear statement. For Bacon, these 
were not ‘vulgar’ pieces of legislation, but rather the sort of ‘deep’ laws 
from which precepts could be drawn, and which, as a consequence, 
merited consideration in a serious work of history.
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In dealing with these laws, one of Bacon’s key aims was to judge 
the merits of particular statutes. His approach to this task was, in 
a sense, fundamentally un-empirical. He did not seek alternative 
forms of evidence to examine whether a certain law had promoted 
or hindered trade, enriched or impoverished the people. Rather, the 
laws were his only source material and – as was standard practice in 
classical and neoclassical history – judgements were made using a 
series of seemingly pre-conceived ideas regarding what constituted 
good government.102 With regard to economic issues, Bacon’s under-
standing of good government was derived from his engagement with 
an ongoing European debate concerning the relationship between 
wealth and grandezza (national greatness). Key to this discussion was 
the work of Machiavelli.103 For the Florentine, to achieve grandezza 
it was necessary to create a ‘numerous and well-armed people’.104 In 
his discussions of how this might be achieved, Machiavelli dismissed 
what he referred to as ‘the popular opinion’ of wealth as the ‘sinew 
of warfare’.105 Rather, while money was clearly necessary for a prince 
or republic to enter into a war, it was ‘good soldiers’ who were key, 
as ‘gold is an insufficient means of finding good soldiers, but good 
soldiers are a more than sufficient means of finding gold’.106 These 
good soldiers, he maintained, were generally infantrymen not caval-
rymen, and always free citizens driven by a desire for glory rather than 
mercenaries who fought for a ‘bit of salary’.107

Underpinning such comments were a series of core assumptions. 
Machiavelli associated wealth and the desire for wealth with selfish-
ness and corruption; indeed, excessive riches are presented as incom-
patible with ‘well-organised republics’.108 The poverty of Rome’s 
citizens, meanwhile, was shown to have been central to its success, 
with Machiavelli placing particular emphasis on the selection of 
two small-landowner farmers, Cincinnatus and Regulus, as Roman 
generals.109 Such appointments demonstrated both the virtue of the 
republic, which valued merit over wealth, and the virtue of these indi-
viduals, who sought honour from battle rather than material reward. 
Concluding his account of the generals, Machiavelli observed: ‘it 
would be possible to demonstrate with a long discussion how much 
better are the fruits of poverty than of wealth and that poverty has 
honoured citizens, provinces, sects, while wealth has destroyed them, 
if this subject had not on many occasions been celebrated by other 
writers’.110
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Machiavelli’s arguments were to be subjected to considerable criti-
cism in the years following their publication, as various writers sought 
to demonstrate that wealth was not just compatible with greatness, 
but fundamental to its existence.111 In his Politics (1589, published in 
English in 1594), for example, the Flemish humanist Justus Lipsius 
rejected the notion that a state required a spirited citizen militia to 
advance its interests. Rather, he argued, the foundations of mil-
itary success lay in acquiring a disciplined professional army and 
the money to pay and arm it. As a consequence, a provident prince 
should carefully consult his army about the financial costs of war 
before entering into it: for as the ‘phisitions do denie that men cannot 
walke without sinewes, so warre cannot set forward without coine’.112 
A similar argument was developed by the Italian writer Giovanni 
Botero in his A Treatise, Concerning the Causes of the Magnificencie 
and Greatnes of Cities (1588, published in English in 1606).113 As 
Machiavelli had done, Botero maintained that a state’s greatness was 
a product of the ‘multitude’ of its inhabitants.114 However, for Botero 
it was not just liberty that drew individuals to a metropolis, but also 
plenty. In particular, a state that promoted manufacturing would 
not only generate money, but also attract people to make, trade and 
transport goods, and supply the needs of labourers. Consequently, a 
statesman had two important functions to fulfil. First, he needed to 
lure manufacturers who were masters of ‘Art and cunning’.115 This 
could be achieved

if he bring out of other countries excellent artificers, & give them enter-
teinment & convenient seate to dwell upon: if he reckon of good witts, and 
esteeme of singular and rare inventions and workmanship: if other while 
also he doe reward perfection and excellency in things of Art and cunning.116

Second, he had to prevent ‘rude & unwrought things’, such as ‘Wooll’, 
‘Silke’, ‘Timber’ and ‘Metall’, from being exported.117 If this was not 
done, artificers would abandon a city, thereby reducing its population, 
and the prince’s revenue would be diminished, as manufactured goods 
sold for more than the unwrought natural products.118 Concluding 
his discussion, Botero praised the laws against the ‘carrying out of 
Woolles out of their dominions’ made by the kings of England and 
France, arguing that such regulations contributed to the ‘riches and 
the greatnes of the King’ and advanced the interests of his people.119

Bacon was clearly interested in the issues raised by such analyses, 
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and he accepted the notion that one of the key roles of a statesman 
was to administer the wealth and plenty of a polity in a manner that 
advanced its greatness. In relation to military affairs, however, he 
rejected the sort of arguments developed by Lipsius and Botero and, 
albeit with some qualifications, sided with Machiavelli.120 His most 
detailed engagement with this subject before the History came in his 
unfinished work of c. 1608: ‘Of the True Greatness of Britain’.121 
Bacon’s analysis began by outlining the errors and excesses ‘of cer-
tain immoderate opinions’ regarding a nation’s military power, and 
repudiating the suggestion that size of territory, fruitfulness of soil, 
fortification of towns and riches might, of themselves, promote great-
ness.122 To demonstrate this he turned directly to ‘the authority of 
Machiavel’, and endorsed both his rejection of the claim that ‘money 
was the sinews of war’ and his contention that ‘there are no other true 
sinews of war, but the sinews and muscles of men’s arms’.123 Support was 
also provided for the Florentine’s comments regarding the connec-
tion between poverty, physical hardship and military success. Thus 
concluding his discussion of a range of successful kingdoms – among 
them the Persians, Spartans, Turks, Goths and Vandals – Bacon 
noted that ‘in case of foreign wars, you shall scarcely find any of the 
great monarchies of the world, but have had their foundations in 
poverty and contemptible beginnings’.124 This was not to say, how-
ever, that treasure and money were inherently pernicious. Rather, 
Bacon went on to argue, they could assist in bringing ‘true greatness 
and strength to a state’ if three conditions were met:

First, […] that they be joined with martial prowess and valour.
Secondly, That treasure doth then advance greatness, when it is rather in 
mediocrity than in great abundance. And again better when some part of the 
state is poor, than when all parts of it are rich.
And lastly, That treasure in a state is more or less serviceable, as the hands 
are in which the wealth chiefly resteth.125

To an extent such comments remain firmly in the Machiavellian 
tradition. Poverty is presented as a condition of military virtue, and 
Bacon favours the even division of wealth that Machiavelli associates 
with a republic – his preferred form of government. Nevertheless, 
for Bacon, such conditions might be made to exist within a modern 
commercial society. Indeed, when searching for an example of a 
society where wealth had been distributed evenly, he turned not 
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to the farms of ancient Rome, as Machiavelli had done, but rather 
to the warehouses and shops of the Dutch. For Bacon, it was the 
fact that wealth had been distributed between ‘merchants, burghers, 
tradesmen, freeholders, farmers in the country, and the like’ that had 
been key to Dutch survival and success.126

Such arguments were to be developed a good deal further in the 
various discussions of Henry’s statutes which punctuate the History’s 
narrative. These sections of the discussion emphasised that the wealth 
derived from commerce had the potential to enervate a nation and 
was, as a consequence, a potential threat to national greatness. Bacon’s 
contention, however, was neither that trade should be ignored, nor 
poverty embraced. Rather, he sought to show that through the care-
ful management of commerce, Henry had been able to make wealth 
support and augment power.

This concern with economic management meant that there were 
parallels between Bacon’s approach and that of Botero. For both 
writers, one of a monarch’s key functions was to promote a form 
of nationally beneficial commercial activity. Bacon emphasised the 
importance of this role in an invented speech he gave to Henry, 
supposedly delivered to Parliament in the late 1480s:

And because it is the King’s desire that that this peace wherein he 
hopeth to govern and maintain you do not bear only unto you leaves, 
for you to sit under the shade of them in safety, but also should bear 
you fruit of riches, wealth, and plenty; therefore his Grace prays you 
to take into consideration matter of trade, as also the manufactures of 
the kingdom […]127

Underpinning Bacon’s account here was the assumption that a ‘lawful 
and royal’ form of trading could contribute to a nation’s interests. 
And in his discussion of the ways in which Henry had succeeded in 
promoting trade, the History came to endorse a number of Botero’s 
views on good practice. For example, Bacon praised Henry’s statutes 
for ‘the keeping of wools within the realm’, assuming, as Botero 
had done, that exporting raw materials was a commercially ill- 
advised move.128 Equally, the History endorsed measures restricting 
the import of silk. Key to the analysis here was a series of widely 
held assumptions about ‘worked up’ (already manufactured) goods. 
Making and selling these goods to other countries, it was agreed, 
achieved a profit. Buying them from abroad, however, enriched for-
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eign manufacturers and, particularly as they were generally luxury and 
disposable items, wasted native resources. Such an argument could 
then be used to justify bans on foreign imports. As Bacon observed, 
Henry’s regulations preventing certain types of silk from entering the 
country pointed to a ‘true principle’: ‘that where foreign materials are 
but superfluities [by which he means ‘luxuries’], foreign manufactures 
should be prohibited, for that will either banish the superfluity or gain 
the manufacture’.129 For Botero, therefore, as for Bacon, ‘gaining’ the 
manufacture constituted a sensible goal for government policy.

Despite these similarities, however, the bulk of the commercial 
directives that Bacon described had a different goal than those 
endorsed by Botero. Botero’s primary concern had been with how a 
city might attract artificers and merchants and protect the interests of 
its tradesmen. Bacon, in contrast, focused on and applauded the vari-
ous laws that Henry used to regulate these sections of the population, 
paying particular attention to measures used to prevent individuals 
enriching themselves to the detriment of ‘lawful and royal trading’.130 
Reference is made, for example, to the ‘good and politic laws’ made 
to prohibit usury and illegal money exchanges, which are referred 
to as the ‘bastard use of money’ and ‘bastard usury’ respectively.131 
Also summarised and endorsed are measures taken to limit the price 
of cloth,132 to restrict the power and wealth of London’s trading 
companies,133 and to ensure that overseas tradesmen both paid taxes 
and were prevented from withdrawing money earned in England out 
of the nation.134 Underlying these comments is the Machiavellian 
idea of a tension between excessive private wealth and the interests 
of a well-run state. Traders and manufacturers, as Bacon presents 
them, are not simply sources of greatness, but also threats to it. To 
increase their profits, usurers might charge outlandish rates of inter-
est, clothiers set unfairly high prices, trading companies take advan-
tage of monopolistic trading practices, and foreign merchants enrich 
themselves at the expense of the English. Where Bacon differed from 
Machiavelli, however, was in his interest in the ways that trade might 
be managed to alleviate these problems. For Bacon a vital and – as 
Henry’s reign demonstrated – achievable task for government was 
to restrict those forms of commerce that harmed a nation’s interests. 
Through doing so, it was emphasised, a monarch could promote 
beneficial forms of trade and advance a nation’s interests.

A revised form of Machiavellian analysis aimed at circumventing 
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the tension between wealth and virtue was also of central impor-
tance to Bacon’s approach to the relationship between economic and 
military affairs. Although Machiavelli is not invoked directly, his 
influence is readily apparent in the History’s discussion of regulations 
regarding the importation of ‘wines and woads’ from Gascony and 
Languedoc.135 The law under consideration was the 1489 statute ‘An 
act against bringing wine into this realm in foreign vessels’.136 This had 
decreed that only English, Welsh and Irish ships could import these 
goods, with the measure being justified on the grounds that ‘there has 
recently been a great diminution and decay of the navy of this realm of 
England’.137 While Bacon followed his source material in noting that 
the measure was ‘for the better maintenance of the navy’, he placed it 
in a broader historical context.138 Whereas the ‘ancient policy’ of the 
kingdom had sought to secure cheapness by allowing international 
merchants to bring in all sorts of commodities, Henry looked ‘to 
the point of state concerning the naval power’.139 Through doing so, 
he wisely subordinated ‘consideration of plenty to consideration of 
power’.140 Such claims are based on the assumptions that there is a 
tension between power and plenty and that in choosing the latter 
over the former, Henry had made the correct, Machiavellian decision. 
This tension, however, is conceived of as partial rather than absolute. 
Bacon did not maintain that Henry should have banned the trade in 
wine and woads entirely; rather, it was necessary that it continued in 
order to create demand for English shipping. The task for statesmen, 
therefore, was not to ignore or reduce the nation’s ‘plenty’, but rather 
to manage it in a manner that ensured that it contributed to power.

An even more explicitly Machiavellian analysis was to be devel-
oped in Bacon’s discussion of the 1489–90 ‘Act against pulling down 
towns’.141 This statute sought to combat depopulation by decree-
ing that ‘houses of husbandry’ with more than twenty acres of land 
‘should be maintained and kept up for ever’ or face ‘seizure of the 
land itself by the King and lords of the fee, as to half the profits’.142 
For Bacon, however, the law’s real significance lay in its wider his-
torical implications. Two points are of note here. First, in a way 
that the law did not, Bacon traced the origins of the changes in land 
usage that had reduced the population back to the increased use of 
enclosure. The merit of the King’s legislation lay in the fact that it 
did not directly prohibit this practice, which had also augmented 
agricultural productivity, but rather sought to offset its pernicious 
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consequences. For Bacon, therefore, Henry’s achievement was to 
pioneer a regulated and improved form of enclosure that maintained 
improvements in the nation’s ‘patrimony’, but avoided depopula-
tion.143 Second, Bacon greatly expanded the statute’s brief reference 
to the enfeeblement of the nation’s defences to provide a detailed, 
and distinctively Machiavellian, analysis of England’s armed forces. 
His key contention was that, through establishing the conditions 
necessary for a citizen militia, the law had done much to ‘advance the 
military power of the kingdom’.144 The opinion of the ‘men of best 
judgement’, Bacon noted, alluding directly to Machiavelli, was that 
the principal strength of an army lay in its infantry.145 And for Bacon, 
as for Machiavelli, an infantry was the product of a certain type of 
social stratification. A good cavalry might be had in nations such as 
France and Italy, where the people were divided between ‘noblemen 
and gentlemen’ and ‘cottagers’.146 An infantry, however, required 
men ‘bred not in a servile or indigent fashion, but in some free and 
plentiful manner’.147 By ensuring that farms were of sufficient size to 
maintain an able body ‘out of penury’, the depopulation act had put ‘a 
great part of the lands of the kingdom unto the hold and occupation 
of the yeomanry or middle people’.148 As a result, Henry’s reform had 
‘secretly [sown] Hydra’s teeth’.149 England, despite its relatively small 
territories, had no need for mercenaries and was able to field a large 
and able body of armed men.150 Bacon, therefore, clearly imagined 
that the law on depopulation had helped to produce just the sort of 
armed, small landowners that Machiavelli had praised. However, 
not only did he emphasise that such measures were compatible 
with increased agricultural productivity, an issue of little interest to 
Machiavelli, but he also avoided the praise for poverty that had been 
a key feature of Machiavelli’s analysis. This move was to be of central 
importance for English historiography. It was Bacon’s association of 
Henry’s reign with the emergence of a prosperous ‘middle people’ that 
enabled this section of the History, as we shall see in later chapters, 
to play a key role in seventeenth- and eighteenth-century accounts of 
the rise of commerce and the commercial classes. Bacon, of course, 
knew nothing of such developments, and they are based, in a sense, 
on a misreading of his work; he is clearly discussing rural, agricultural 
developments, not changes to trade. However, such a misreading 
would itself have been impossible had Bacon not offered a partial 
rejection of Machiavellian ideas regarding wealth and poverty.
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Conclusion

Underlying Bacon’s analysis of Henry’s management of English 
trade is a series of assumptions about commerce, politics and history; 
I would like to conclude this chapter by briefly delineating these. 
Bacon’s account is based on the notion that there exist ‘good’ and ‘bad’ 
forms of commercial activity. The former are those which advance the 
interests of the kingdom; the latter those which work against them. 
This distinction was of key importance to the form of ‘reason of state’ 
theory that emerged in the latter part of the sixteenth century and, 
through discussing commercial affairs at length and drawing on such 
concepts, Bacon’s work aligns itself with this tradition. However, 
his contentions that an effective army could not be obtained purely 
through financial means, and that a pernicious form of commerce 
would be one that prioritised plenty over power, ensured that he took 
such ideas in a distinctively Machiavellian direction. In sum, there-
fore, Bacon rejected both Botero’s assumption that plenty and power 
were necessary concomitants and the extreme Machiavellian position 
that private plenty and public power were inherently incompatible. 
Rather, the key task for the lawmaker was to manage and restrain 
commerce in a way that reconciled power and plenty and wealth 
and virtue. The stakes in such an activity were high. Commerce 
could bring riches and wealth to a nation and, through augmenting 
the royal coffers, determine its international power and influence. 
Equally though, it was a potentially enervating force; ‘bad’ types 
of trade could drain a state of wealth, destroy its armed forces and 
enrich its competitors. Documenting attempts to regulate commerce, 
Bacon assumed, was one of the principal roles for a modern historian. 
Key to this idea was the claim advanced by Machiavelli and much 
humanist historiography that the study of history could provide a 
series of examples from which general principles of the utmost value 
to modern statesmen could be drawn. Bacon, however, in a way that 
Machiavelli did not, conceived of the administration of trade as a 
branch of politics worthy of detailed analysis and capable of being 
distilled into a practical and useful form of knowledge.
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