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Oliver Cromwell has been the subject of only a handful of German-
language biographies, but Dieter Berg’s latest work admirably fills
this gap. However, it would be misleading to classify this book sim-
ply as a narrative of the life of the Lord Protector. Berg has compre-
hensively mined the existing historiography (as evidenced by the fif-
teen-page bibliography) to produce a study of Cromwell which deft-
ly weaves events in his life together with social, political, and military
develop ments in the British isles and Continental europe. As a result,
this work is a natural and worthy successor to Berg’s 2016 study of the
tudor dynasty and england’s relationship with its Continental
neigh bours in the sixteenth century. 

the book is divided into two distinct sections. the first, compris-
ing chapters one to six, provides a chronological overview of Crom -
well’s life, whereas the second part is made up of three thematic chap-
ters on key topics of the Lord Protector’s rule as well as his legacy. the
first two chapters span the period from Cromwell’s birth in 1599 to the
end of Charles i’s ‘Personal rule’ in 1640. in addition to covering the
child hood, education, marriage, financial struggles, spiritual crisis,
and early parliamentary career of the future Lord Protector, these
chapters place Cromwell’s formative years in the broader context of
the difficulties facing the first two Stuart monarchs, as well as devel-
opments in europe leading up to and during the thirty Years War.
Such an approach—which is often lacking in biographies of Crom -
well—provides valuable background for the financial and domestic
issues facing english heads of state by the time that Crom well became
Lord Protector of the Commonwealth. Chapters three and four adopt
a similar approach in covering the years 1640 to Charles i’s trial and
execution in 1649. Berg’s focus on the political developments of the era
means that he provides only a whistle-stop tour of the military actions,
with scarcely three pages devoted to the First english Civil War. As it
was his martial activities and leadership which brought Cromwell to
national prominence, it is surprising that the battles of Marston Moor
and Naseby are afforded little more than a namecheck each.

the fifth chapter covers the turbulent years from 1649 to 1653,
examining the attempts to find a lasting solution to fill the constitu-
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tional vacuum following the regicide. Berg also details the attempts
to safeguard the nascent Commonwealth from military threats (per-
ceived and real) in ireland and Scotland, as well as the economic con-
cerns which led to hostility and open warfare with the Dutch
republic. the chapter six spans the last five years of Cromwell’s life,
covering the short-lived Barebones Parliament and his tenure as Lord
Protector from December 1653 until his death in September 1658.
throughout chapters five and six, Berg is adamant that Cromwell’s
actions after 1649, especially his forcible dissolution of the rump,
were not driven by a private lust for power, but rather the result of
frustration towards an institution which refused to discuss constitu-
tional issues and had not taken the steps deemed necessary by ‘Old
ironsides’ to heal the rifts caused by the Civil War. 

the thematic section of the work opens with chapter seven cover-
ing four aspects of Cromwell’s rise to power and rule as Lord Pro -
tector: the army, foreign policy, ireland, and the economy. the first
three sub-sections in particular stress the central role of Cromwell’s
belief in a divine mission for his career and policies. the section on the
army narrates his rise from inexperienced cavalry officer to a princi-
pal commander of the force which provided the basis of his power in
the 1650s. Berg credits this meteoric rise to Cromwell’s popularity
amongst his ‘godly’ troops, as well as his providential views, which
led to conflict with the earl of essex and his siding with the army in
their eventual break with parliament. in his examination of irish
affairs, Berg divides the topic into three distinct periods (1649–50,
1650–2, and 1653–8) and argues that Cromwell should only be held
accountable for the first, in which he was actually present in ireland.
the author by no means attempts to absolve his subject from the
atrocities committed at Drogheda and Wexford, but he goes to great
lengths to exonerate him from the brutal actions of his successors in
ireland, and even repeats tom reilly’s assertion that Cromwell was
‘framed’ by english royalist and irish nationalist writers.

the sections on the economy and foreign policy are the stronger
parts of chapter seven, and reflect the strengths of the book as a
whole by placing england in the broader context of europe in the
early seventeenth century. As Berg quite rightly states in the section
on foreign policy, a knowledge of english foreign policy under James
i and Charles i is essential to understanding the international situa-
tion by the time Cromwell was able to influence england’s position



on the european stage. For example, he clearly outlines england’s
interest and short-lived involvement in the thirty Years’ War, and
details the Dutch republic’s rise as a commercial power to provide
context for the First Anglo-Dutch War of 1652–4. Berg identifies four
key objectives of the Lord Protector’s foreign policy: protecting the
Protestant faith from Catholic persecution, defending the Common -
wealth from external powers, preventing attempts to restore the
Stuart monarchy, and expanding english trade and colonial posses-
sions. the author asserts that it is ‘striking’ that these objectives were
intended to achieve peace and balance, without noting that almost
every ruler’s foreign policy similarly aimed to bring about such out-
comes, albeit on their terms. in the final part of the seventh chapter
Berg provides a socio-economic background of early Stuart Britain,
including the effects of the thirty Years War on trade and english
exports, before examining the impact of the Civil Wars on the english
economy and the Commonwealth’s attempts to remedy the dire fis-
cal situation. Frustratingly, whilst Berg asserts that policies such as
selling of crown lands, sequestering royalists’ estates, introducing
price and wage controls, and stimulating overseas trade, saw a stabi-
lization and improvement in english national finances, he does not
provide any data to support such claims.

the eighth chapter addresses social, political, and cultural devel-
opments in the 1640s and 1650s, starting with the growth of religious
and political non-conformist groups such as the Levellers, true
Levellers, Fifth Monarchists, and Quakers following the turmoil of
the Civil War. Berg details how the Commonwealth and Protectorate
regimes interacted with such groups and their demands for the
reform of church, society, and personal freedoms and liberties. in one
of his few criticisms of the Lord Protector, Berg asserts that Cromwell
lost a valuable opportunity for reform by violently suppressing the
Levellers, whose ideals influenced the American constitution and the
French revolution. the second section of this chapter details the evo-
lution of constitutional discourse from the mid 1640s. Whilst conced-
ing that Cromwell did not develop any concepts of his own, Berg
examines the development of competing ideas, ranging from
defences of monarchy following the execution of Charles i, to James
Harrington’s promotion of the development of a utopian republic. 

the chapter concludes with an overview of the cultural and edu-
cational aspects of the republican era. Berg contrasts the closure of
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theatres and stagnation of fine arts (with the exception of music)
under the Commonwealth with Charles i’s passion for art and his
court’s involvement in masques and performances. He also claims
that the culture war in the 1650s between exiled royalist poets and
republican propagandists led to the development of a modern style
of journalism. this section also deals with the regime’s education
reforms, especially attempts to increase literacy rates and modernize
curricula towards the teaching of subjects with professional use, such
as medicine, natural science, and mathematics.

the final chapter examines the end of the Commonwealth and the
restoration of the monarchy, before moving on to a discussion of
Cromwell’s treatment in scholarly literature. in a curious structural
decision, this detailed historiography, which starts with the hostile
depictions of the Lord Protector in the post-restoration period, ends
in the nineteenth century. For a similarly detailed overview of schol-
arship from the work of thomas Carlyle to the present day, one must
return to the book’s introduction. the latter part of the chapter com-
prehensively details Cromwell’s legacy in popular culture, ranging
from his portrayal by richard Harris in the 1970 film ‘Cromwell’, to
his depictions in Monty Python and ‘Blackadder: the Cavalier
Years’.

Ultimately, this work does not provide any new insights into the
life of its subject. Whereas more recent biographies have pried into
various aspects of the Lord Protector’s private life, this work tends
only to portray ‘Cromwell the statesman’ and overlooks ‘Cromwell
the man’. Aside from his background and a couple of very brief
instances mentioning his love of fine arts and music in addition to
hunting and falconry (which contrasted with the rigid standards of
his regime), we are offered almost no glimpses into the Lord Pro -
tector’s personal life. His wife is only mentioned twice, and his fam-
ily life in general is something of a blind spot in this work. For exam-
ple, Cromwell’s second-born son, also named Oliver, is not listed
amongst the offspring who survived to adulthood, even though he
reached the age of twenty-one before succumbing to smallpox during
the First Civil War. However, as this work is primarily a political
biography, it is unsurprising that these aspects of Cromwell’s life are
omitted.

Berg’s paints a largely uncritical depiction of the Lord Protector,
effectively concluding that Cromwell’s motives mostly justified his
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actions. As Cromwell was most likely not acting out of selfish
motives to increase his private wealth or power, but rather believed
he was fulfilling a divine mission to create a godly society, Berg
defends many of the Lord Protector’s undemocratic actions.
Although Berg contends that Cromwell always regarded parliament
as the supreme political authority, he frequently commends him for
severing the Gordian Knot of parliamentary debate and infighting
which hindered the implementation of his own private interpretation
of God’s will. For example, he criticizes the First Protectorate Parlia -
ment for questioning the instrument of Government (which estab-
lished Cromwell as Lord Protector) instead of introducing the socie-
tal reforms which Cromwell believed God entrusted him to intro-
duce, justifying its dismissal by the Lord Protector in January 1655.
Berg is especially lenient on Cromwell’s role in irish affairs. Al -
though the Act for the Settlement of ireland was passed by the rump
Parliament, and it was Cromwell’s successors in ireland who used
scorched earth tactics to subjugate the remaining regions and later
enforced the Act, he should not be absolved from all responsibility.
After all, Cromwell dominated governmental proceedings regarding
implementing the Act in the months following the dissolution of the
rump Parliament, and the Act was ratified and given the Lord
Protector’s assent in June 1657.

the real strength of Professor Berg’s study of Oliver Cromwell lies
in how it clearly lays out developments in europe and the British isles
before, during, and after the Wars of the three Kingdoms. Although
readers hoping for a straightforward biography may be disappointed
at the lack of insights into the Lord Protector’s life, the scope of this
work means that it will make a valuable contribution to the German-
language scholarship of seventeenth-century england.

tHOMAS Pert completed his doctorate in history at Lincoln
College, Oxford. His thesis was on the experiences of exile in early
modern europe. He is currently a visiting tutor in early modern
British history at Bishop Grosseteste University, Lincoln.
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