London: the Greatest City
In 1599 Shakespeare built the Globe in the London Borough of Southwark. This was part of a new kind of entertainment for Londoners.

Professor Lisa Jardine: Other cities had travelling players who’d perform in pubs and taverns, and open spaces, but no other city had its own purpose built complete theatre, together with stage, and dressing rooms etc.

Audiences came from all walks of life – mostly ordinary working people, but also ruffians, prostitutes and others who lived in London’s poorest districts.

The experience of going to the theatre in the 17th century was a like a cross between clubbing and football – theatres were noisy, rowdy places where audiences ate, drank, and smoked. There were no loos, so people would have to go where they stood! And if they didn’t like a play they would let the actors know by throwing things on to the stage. 

LJ: These wild scenes were troubling to the Puritans who objected to anyone having fun. In their battle against King Charles I during the Civil War (which no-one wanted), they feared that theatres would spread anti-Puritan messages.
So they closed all London’s theatres down in 1642 and they remained shut for 18 years until Charles II returned to the throne in 1660. 

The tavern scene in south London was where some of Shakespeare’s greatest plays were written, but the Civil War ended all this creative culture. 

The Puritans’ religious fundamentalism continued after the execution of Charles I.
Cromwell’s republic lasted for 11 years. London during this time was very dreary: no theatres, no pubs or taverns, no Christmas! They had all been banned by Cromwell.
When Charles II became king in 1660 Londoners hoped the good times would return. And they did, along with peace and prosperity. He was known as the Merry Monarch.

BUT…… in 2 years London would be devastated first by plague (over 300 years after the Black Death) and then by fire.

We have a unique record of what London looked like at this time thanks to the work of Wenceslas Holler, a superb draftsman who arrived in London in 1637 as a refugee from Bohemia (which is now the Czech Republic).
From his vantage point on a bell tower on the South Bank he had a perfect view of ships on the river and medieval London Bridge to the East.  

His fantastically drawn panorama of London with Southwark in the foreground and the City of London over the river and the countryside beyond was called The Long View.

Museum curator: what’s remarkable about The Long View is the wealth of detail Holler includes: houses, individual people – an amazing record of the time. But English wasn’t his first language so some of the spelling is odd.

To modern eyes 17th century London might appear charming and quaint, but in fact it was falling apart and very dilapidated.  

LJ: compared to Paris and Rome, London was in very poor shape. St. Pauls had been hit by lightning in 1534 and troops and horses camped in it during the Civil War. The whole city was in a very run down state.
Desperate for work, Holler proposed to Charles II a vast, really detailed map of London. He produced a small sample that showed, e.g., people dancing round a maypole on May 1st - something that had been banned by Cromwell. Unfortunately Charles couldn’t afford to commission Holler.
(football clip – by mistake!)

But then London was hit by its first disaster in 1665 – Plague. It spread like wild fire and was the worst disaster to hit the capital for 300 years.
In May 31 people died in the poor quarter of St. Giles. In July casualties rose to 1,000 a week; to 2,000 a week by August; and to 7,000 a week by September. 

By the winter over 100,000 people had died – one fifth of London’s population.

Wenceslas Holler’s business was hit by the death of his son and publisher. 

But the worst was not yet over!

Chief Executive of English Heritage: in the 17th century people thought of natural disasters as punishments from God. London began to fill up with doom mongers.

The Quaker, Solomon Eagles walked the streets of London naked with a burning brazier on his head.

On September 2nd 1666 London reaped the whirlwind: this was when the great fire started. 

