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ANDREW C. THOMPSON, George II: King and Elector, Yale English
Monarchs Series (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2011), xii + 315
pp. ISBN 978 0 300 11892 6. £25.00 $40.00

Although George II’s reign (1727–60) was longer than that of any pre-
vious monarch in British history since Elizabeth I, he has not, so far,
received much academic attention. It is only recently that some schol-
ars have worked on a general reassessment of the Georgian monar-
chy.1 The present book by Andrew C. Thompson, who has already
demonstrated his expertise on British–Hanoverian relations,2 is in
line with these recent trends in the historiography of eighteenth-cen-
tury Britain. The author is well prepared for such a task by virtue not
only of his earlier book, but also of his impressive reading of German
sources and secondary works, which is vital to any attempt of this
sort. As he points out, much of the surviving archival material is pre-
served in the state archives in Hanover (pp. 2–3).

Thompson’s interest is clearly focused on the field of (foreign)
policy, but this book is not a narrow political biography in the classi-
cal sense. Although it has a political focus, it offers a full description
of George’s life from his birth in Hanover in 1683 to his death in 1760.
It provides a well-written account of political conditions in Britain,
Hanover, and Europe, and the various stations of George’s life as
electoral prince, Prince of Wales, Elector of Hanover, and King of
Great Britain. It includes chapters on family and court life, and on ten-
sions within the Hanoverian dynasty. Sometimes these insights into
familial matters become somewhat lengthy, especially when they
relate to mistresses and love affairs which tend to be anecdotal.

Yet Thompson demonstrates—and this is surely the strength of
this book—the crucial role of the monarchy in eighteenth-century
Britain. George II is depicted as an active monarch who worked hard
to achieve his political aims. Thompson shows the monarch as a
politician with firm control over most aspects of his own policies,
especially in foreign affairs, where he was much more expert even
than Robert Walpole, his prime minister. He also adjusted, as the
author points out, to a variety of roles. For example, he was able to
1 e.g. Hannah Smith, Georgian Monarchy: Politics and Culture, 1714–1760 (Cam -
bridge, 2006); Jeremy Black, George II: Puppet of the Politicians? (Exeter, 2007).
2 Andrew C. Thompson, Britain, Hanover and the Protestant Interest, 1688–1756
(Wood bridge, 2006).
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take on the persona of a Landesvater in Hanover and to conform to the
totally different political system in Britain. 

The book begins with an overview of the political events and
processes that led to the Hanoverian succession. By the time of his
father’s coronation, George was already an electoral prince with
political and military ex perience. In London, however, he was a
‘king-in-waiting’. This and his connections with opposition groups
during the ‘Whig split’ led to growing tensions with his father and to
the separation of his household from the court. Thomp son thorough-
ly analyses the conflict between George and his father, which was
later repeated in the tensions between George and his own eldest
son, Frederick. It is interesting (although already well known) to note
that in both cases the political opposition centred on the respective
Prince of Wales and his household, thereby creating a rival court. On
his own accession, George was willing to replace some of the leading
figures in the government, but in the end Walpole was successful in
winning the trust of the new king, thus providing some kind of con-
tinuity. George’s reign was dominated by the escalating conflict with
Spain over the American colonies and growing tensions in Europe,
especially over the Habsburg succession. The king’s personal
involvement in the battle of Dettingen (1743) was exploited by the
government as a great victory won by George himself but, as Thomp -
son shows, even this could not silence the opposition. Internal affairs
were the other great theme of George’s reign. Thompson dedicates
large parts of his book to politics and the British political system,
showing George’s struggles with the opposition, which rallied to the
household of Frederick Prince of Wales, and his engagement in for-
eign affairs. Problems with Spain, growing tensions with Austria
leading to the renversement des alliances in 1756, and the Jacobite rebel-
lion of 1745 are the subjects of the concluding chapters.

What is clearly demonstrated is that George II was by no means a
weak monarch governed by his ministers, wife, and mistresses.
Thompson criticizes this traditional narrative which, in his view, is
part of a ‘Whiggish’ account founded on the idea of a developing
ministerial executive becoming more and more independent of the
Crown. This view, he suggests, overstates the role of the first prime
minister, Robert Walpole, while that of the monarch is played down
(p. 3). Thomson, however, establishes a different perspective on the
relationship between George and his ministers, which also leads him
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to reassess the development of the executive, and especially the evo-
lution of the cabinet as the main executive organ of government.
Recent studies of British government in the eighteenth century have
stressed the Glorious Revolution as the most important turning point
in its development. From that time on, the traditional narrative
claimed, Britain rapidly became a constitutional monarchy in which
the monarch ceased to be the centre of political decision-making.
Thomp son, by contrast, argues that the most important changes
occurred during the reign of George II, not because the monarch was
weak, but because he took an active part in planning and imple-
menting foreign policy. This meant that the monarch had to be in
touch with his secretaries of state and other leading ministers, even
during his frequent trips to his Hanoverian territories. A system of
government able to execute the will of the king in his absence and the
ability to keep up communications were therefore of vital importance
(pp. 214–19).

Apart from international affairs and relations with Hanover, the
second great theme of George’s reign was his conflict with his eldest
son, which is discussed several times in the book (for example, pp.
119–22). Frederick had been left in Hanover when George went to
Britain in 1714, and the new Prince of Wales was taken to London
only after the death of his grandfather. He thus grew up alienated
from his parents. His increasing financial problems along with a
rather small allowance led him to contact members of the opposition
to seek parliamentary support against his father. His early death in
1751, however, left the opposition without a centre and caused
George to make arrangements for a regency in case of his own
demise during his grandson’s minority (pp. 207–14).

Although George, in Thompson’s account, was not governed by
his wife or his mistresses, the position of Queen Caroline and, after
the queen’s death in 1737, of Lady Yarmouth, George’s mistress
brought over from Hanover, is by no means neglected. During her
life, Caroline played many important roles. At first, while Princess of
Wales, she had an important part in court life and ceremony because
of the absence of a queen. Later she took on many aspects of politics
in which George was less interested, for example, governing the
Church of England (pp. 106–7). Thompson takes the affection be -
tween George and his consort seriously, thereby questioning the
view that the king was emotionally cold (pp. 122–6).
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It is perhaps a weakness of biography as a genre that important
developments in structures and systems have to be embedded in the
chronological pattern of a personal life story. Thompson, however,
manages to revise our view of crucial aspects of the British govern-
mental system via the king’s biography, for example, the develop-
ment of the cabinet. Moreover, the typical problems of biographies
are at least partly compensated for by an index that includes not only
names and places, but also key terms. On the whole, Thomp son’s
book is a well-written, full-scale biography of a largely underesti-
mated king. It offers profound insights into the political system of the
Hanoverian monarchy, and a plausible and well-argued reassess-
ment of Britain’s Hanoverian king, based on a wide range of source
material from Britain and Germany. Thompson comes to the conclu-
sion that Britain in 1760 was very different from Britain in 1727 or
1714, and that this change was in large measure due to the monarch
himself.
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