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I AND THE EARLY STUARTS

 

The Tudor and Stuart inns of court were major centres of learning and
literature, as well as professional associations of practising lawyers. This
book sketches the evolution of the inns from their medieval origins and
traces the dramatic impact of the societies’ rapid expansion through the
Elizabethan era and beyond. Wilfrid Prest’s comprehensive study, based
on original sources, surveys the structure and functions of the inns,
outlining key aspects, from tensions between junior and senior members
to the nature and effectiveness of their educational role. Its lively prose
locates the inns within the cultural, political, religious and social context
of Shakespearean and pre–civil war England.
This corrected and revised second edition of a classic work addresses

recent scholarship on the early modern inns of court and includes a new
chapter introducing the book to a new generation of readers.

 .  is Professor Emeritus of History and of Law at the
University of Adelaide, a senior fellow of Queen’s College in the
University of Melbourne, and a member of the Council of the Selden
Society. He has published widely on the social history of law and lawyers
in early modern England.
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PREFACE TO THE FIRST EDITION

Of the nature and order of the inns of court . . . I must profess my unhappi-

ness not to be able to write as I would, and they deserve . . . I humbly crave

the learneds’ pardon for it . . ..

Edward Waterhous, Fortescutus Illustratus (1663), 526.

A really good book on the inns of court has yet to be written . . ..

Sir Frederick Pollock to Mr Justice Holmes, 1931:

The Pollock-Holmes Letters, ed. M. De Howe (Cambridge, 1942), ii. 285–6.

The inns of court still occupy an historical no-man’s land, the domain of
antiquaries and domestic chroniclers. This book attempts a rescue oper-
ation, on a small but strategically important front. It aims to provide a
reasonably comprehensive account of the composition, structure and
functions of the late-Tudor and early-Stuart inns, relating developments
within their walls to the wider world outside and covering a period long
enough to highlight significant changes through time. Institutions are
more than the sum of their human parts, and this is not primarily a
prosopographical study, although Chapters 1 and 2 rely heavily on mass-
biographical data. Some attempt has been made to take account of the
activities and interests of the inns’ common lawyer members but without
in any way reducing our need for a general history of the early
seventeenth-century legal profession.

I am most grateful for the help given by the staff of the following
institutions: the Barr Smith Library of Adelaide University, the South
Australian Public Library and the Victorian Public Library; the Bodleian
Library, British Museum, Cambridge University Library, Essex and
Northamptonshire County Record Offices and the Institute of
Historical Research; the Folger Library, the Milton S. Eisenhower
Library of the Johns Hopkins University, the Harvard Law School
Library and the Henry E. Huntington Library.
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me to consult the archives of the societies. I am particularly indebted to
the librarians of the four inns, who eased my task in many ways; I hope
their doyen, Mr A. W. Ringrose of Lincoln’s Inn, will accept my thanks
on behalf of his colleagues.

I gratefully acknowledge support for research in England from the
Myer Foundation, the Australian Research Grants Committee and the
Faculty Grants fund of the Johns Hopkins University. The editors of the
Journal of the Society of Public Teachers of Law and Past & Present have
kindly enabled me to reprint parts of articles which first appeared in their
publications. I also thank Sir Francis Wogan Festing for allowing me to
consult the diary of his ancestor, John Greene. I owe a particular debt of
gratitude to Miss Irene Cassidy, my research assistant in London from
1968 to 1970, whose expert help did much to lessen the difficulties of
working at a distance from the sources.

I cannot mention by name all those who have contributed to the
emergence of this book from an Oxford DPhil thesis presented in 1965,
but I thank them nevertheless. Christopher Brooks, Jim Main, Frank
McGregor, Walter Richardson, George Rudé, Hugh Stretton, Lawrence
Stone, Nicholas Tyacke and Robin Walker kindly read and commented
upon various drafts; needless to say, the responsibility for errors of fact
and interpretation which remain is entirely my own. I am also most
grateful to the late H. E. Bell, Mrs Patricia Crawford, Dr D. E. Kennedy,
Professor S. E. Thome and the examiners of my thesis, Mr J. P. Cooper
and Dr E. W. Ives, for their helpful suggestions; to my parents, for their
moral and material support; and to all the friends and colleagues in
Adelaide and Baltimore who urged me on. That has been the least of
the kindnesses performed by my former supervisor, Christopher Hill;
I only wish this book were more adequate recompense for his encourage-
ment and inspiration.
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