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Professor Tony Claydon

School of History, Philosophy
and Social Sciences
Bangor University

Visiting Professor 2019

I am Tony Claydon, Professor of Early
Modern History at Bangor University, in
North Wales in the United Kingdom. In
October 2019 | had the privilege of being
a visiting professor at Tokyo University,
on the Komaba Campus: it was the
second time | had enjoyed this month-
long post, and was the first time | had
been to Japan in the autumn. This meant |
got to see the leaves starting to change
colour, and the first snow of the winter on
Fuji (which | saw from the centre of
Tokyo: in the warm haze of the spring,
the time when | had visited before, | had
doubted this was possible!). It was a
perfect time of year to visit Tokyo:
though I did have to stay in my apartment
for two days as Typhoon Hagibis
(Typhoon No. 19) raged outside. Whilst
using the time to write, deliver a lecture
and a workshop, and run a five day
intensive course for upper level students,
I was also able to do some travelling. |
went to Nikko, which is one of my
favourite places on earth — especially if
you can get to the temples and shrines
very early in the morning. Professors
Nishikawa and Katsuta also took me on a
short but very enjoyable tour of western
Japan: including visiting Himeji Castle,
which has just been twinned with Conwy
Castle in Wales. Conwy is an impressive
medieval stone fortification; like Himeji
it is a UNESCO world heritage site; and
it is only twenty kilometres from my
university — so | was very interested to
go to see its new Japanese partner.

In many ways the highlight of the month
was teaching the intensive course, which
examined if England in the seventeenth
century, under the Stuart monarchs, was
the first ‘modern’ society. This covered
ways in which parliament became more
powerful between 1603 and 1714
(especially as the result of two
revolutions: the English Civil War, and
the Glorious Revolution of 1688); the
growth of the central state in the period;
the achievement of greater religious

freedom; and the circulation of new and
radical ideas about liberty, science,
toleration, and the economy. Perhaps
most interesting, though, was our
discussion of political debate and new
media of communication (the seventeenth
century saw the emergence of the popular
press as a place where national affairs
were debated in a series of bitter print
controversies). In many ways, the
changes and distortions seen in the
seventeenth century seemed to mirror our
contemporary age, with the rise of mass
participatory politics in social media. We
saw the same concerns about the erosion
of truth, extreme partisanship, the
questionable status of people leading
debates, and the dizzying speed of reply,
that worry many people today as they see
politics conducted in new forums. In this
way, we reflected, Stuart England may
have been as much the first POST-
modern society, as the first modern one.
The course was thus as enjoyable as the
whole stay in Japan: and | thank my hosts
heartily for my time in Tokyo.
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