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In this original and beautifully executed book, Alastair Bellany offers a detailed study of the political context and significance of the murder of Sir Thomas Overbury in 1613.  The book is interdisciplinary and multi-faceted, and Bellany shows how widely ‘politics’ and ‘the political’ need to be defined in order to do full justice to them.  He also integrates perceptions of the Overbury affair into the workings of contemporary news culture, and draws out the scandal’s place within the longer-term cultural origins of the English Revolution.  Concentration on a single important episode proves to be a highly effective way of exploring the protean nature of early Stuart political culture.


After a clear and efficient introduction, setting out the book’s historiographical context, the first chapter provides a full account of the Court politics surrounding the Overbury murder and its aftermath.  Bellany shows how the rise of Robert Carr, Earl of Somerset, as James VI and I’s favourite divided the political elite, especially after Carr started to become more actively involved in political affairs after about 1610.  Carr’s pro-Catholic, pro-Spanish, anti-parliamentary attitudes aroused increasing concern until by the spring of 1615 a full-scale factional struggle was being waged at the Jacobean Court.  The accusations that Carr and his wife were complicit in the Overbury murder turned out to be his political enemies’ trump card.


 The second chapter relates the Overbury affair to the remarkable growth of news culture that took place in England between about 1580 and 1630.  Bellany identifies three particular genres of scribal news material - newsletters, separates and verse libels - and shows how these formed part of a regular news flow from London to the provinces.  He also argues convincingly that their impact was by no means limited to those who could read, and that networks existed for disseminating news to the non-literate that ensured that scribal news culture was not at all an elite preserve.


Among the most interesting chapters are those that examine what contemporaries found fascinating and disturbing about the Overbury affair.  Bellany argues that early seventeenth-century perceptions of what was scandalous about it need to be reconstructed on their own terms rather than being seen through early twenty-first-century eyes.  In particular, poisoning was seen as the worst kind of murder, and was commonly associated with witchcraft and popery.   In an especially fine chapter entitled ‘The powder poison’, Bellany explores how some contemporaries perceived the affair as part of a broader popish conspiracy and took it as further evidence of a popishly corrupted Court.  For many at the time, the poisoning of Overbury assumed sinister significance as the latest in a sequence of crimes that included the Spanish Armada of 1588 and the Gunpowder Plot of 1605 (hence the phrase ‘powder poison’).


Bellany demonstrates that contemporaries saw the affair in terms that were not only highly moral, but also overlain with Protestant providentialism.  Within this framework, James was cast as an agent of divine justice and reform.  Yet the King’s failure to ensure that Carr and his wife were punished as severely as many hoped for raised worrying questions about where James’s own loyalties lay.   This in turn fuelled longer-term anxieties about Court corruption and the King’s inability to redress it.  Bellany’s final chapter, on the ‘afterlives’ of the affair in history and memory, analyses how the affair helped to undermine the reputation and moral authority of the Crown and the Court during the early seventeenth century, with profoundly damaging long-term consequences.  The memory of the scandalous events of the mid-1610s reinforced hostility towards Buckingham in the 1620s and later, in 1640-2, fuelled the fears of a popish plot that played such a key role in the events leading up to the English Civil War.  While consciously avoiding a rigid polarisation between Court and Country, Bellany shows that the Overbury affair was important in opening up a deep cultural split between those who saw the nation’s ills as emanating primarily from the sins of a popishly corrupted Court, and those who felt that the greatest danger lay in presumptuous libelling and Puritan ‘popularity’.  That split, he argues, stood at the heart of a cultural polarisation that is central to our understanding of the causes of the English Revolution.


Throughout this book, Bellany’s account transcends traditional historical categories and polarities: between Court and Country, between elite and popular culture, and between the political and the social or cultural.  He provides a model of how a sensitive reading of a range of disparate sources (both in manuscript and print, and including visual material) can generate a deeply persuasive and satisfying sense of the ‘otherness’ of the early seventeenth century.   He has written a powerful, perceptive and stimulating book that takes discussion of these themes onto a new level of sophistication.  In the process, he clearly establishes the central importance of the Overbury affair - and contemporary perceptions and interpretations of it - in leaving behind a legacy of mistrust of the Court that played a significant role in the cultural origins of the English Revolution.
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