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Several decades ago D.B. Quinn and Nicholas Canny pioneered the idea 

that in Tudor Ireland, as a laboratory for English colonisation, the Irish 

were cast by English observers using methods of Renaissance 

anthropology as uncivilised barbarians. As such their alleged wandering 

existence was criticised, their food, drink, clothing, dwellings and even 

hair-styles were censured and the system of inheritance, succession, 

legal practice and political organisation which pertained in Gaelic Ireland 

was scorned vituperatively. However, the specifics of these individual 

aspects of the English othering and subsequent dismissal of Irish culture 

were not delved into in minute detail. This development was largely 

attributable to the fact that Quinn and Canny’s model for understanding 

Tudor English activity in Ireland was largely superseded in the 1980s 

and 1990s by an interpretation which suggested that, rather than being 

dominated by an antagonistic clash of cultures, conquest and 

colonisation, the sixteenth century witnessed a concerted effort to reform 

Ireland along legal and judicial lines.  However, recent years have seen a 

resurgence in the idea of Ireland as a conquered colony and consequently 

a broad range of works analysing how the English approached individual 

aspects of Irish culture has appeared. William Smyth has examined how 

English and Irish conceptions of geographical space and cognitive 

awareness of the physical land which they occupied differed. Margaret 

Rose Jaster has looked at the specifics of the Tudor sumptuary laws in 

Ireland, while Patricia Palmer has demonstrated that Tudor imperial 

lingual policy in Ireland aimed to consciously try to disavow the very 

existence of the Irish language, to silence it within correspondence and 

the written record, thus affirming the dominance of English.  
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 John Montaño’s The Roots of English Colonialism in Ireland adds 

considerably to this growing body of detailed studies on individual facets 

of this tendency to cast the Irish as barbarians as part of their colonial 

ideology amongst Tudor Englishmen. The specific focus of his study 

concerns land cultivation and how the English in sixteenth-century 

Ireland perceived themselves to be civilised as they practiced arable, 

tillage farming and lived a sedentary existence in both urban centres and 

permanent residences such as stone houses in rural areas. In contrast, 

the Irish were deemed to be steeped in barbarism owing to their failure to 

cultivate land in a manner after that of southeast England in favour of a 

pastoral, nomadic existence often lived in the woods and upland areas in 

semi-permanent dwellings. It is Montaño’s central contention that this 

aspect of the English othering of the Irish became the principal 

justification for colonial activity in sixteenth-century Ireland.   

 Central to Montaño’s study are the multitude of political treatises 

and policy papers written on the government of Tudor Ireland, in 

particular, the regularity with which the need to cultivate land in Ireland 

is discussed and criticism of the natives for failing do so proffered within 

those texts. He convincingly demonstrates that this was one of the 

foremost concerns for Tudor analysts of Ireland right through the 

century in a manner which no previous study has succeeded in doing to 

date. The present author would argue that in places Montaño’s reading 

of these tracts is overly empirical. For instance, a lengthy discussion of 

the writings of the first earl of Essex in relation to his attempted 

colonisation of northeast Ulster in the early 1570s concludes that the 

magnate was a firm believer in land cultivation and ordering the built 

environment of the region through the construction of towns and smaller 

settlements. Yet Essex, who prior to the time of his writing had shown a 

far greater interest in military campaigning than establishing a civil 

colony in the province, was most likely attempting to win Elizabeth over 
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to the idea of continuing to fund his enterprise by showing a dedication 

to such endeavours. As such his use of the language and subject of land 

cultivation was more opportunistic than ideological (259–263).  

Nonetheless, despite this slight criticism, Montaño’s argument, on 

the whole, is convincing; and those familiar with these texts, which 

collectively are essentially the most significant group of sources for the 

study of political discourse in Tudor Ireland, will quickly realise that 

Montaño has identified and presented a systematic study of one of the 

principal tropes found in those documents. Indeed such is the 

persuasiveness of Montaño’s thesis that he could almost be criticised for 

arguing too effectively. A casual reading of the book could impart the idea 

that Tudor Englishmen in Ireland were interested solely in land 

cultivation there and that issues such as the security of the wider 

English state, a desire to end the drain of Ireland on Whitehall’s coffers, 

or naked self-interest on the part of the range of adventurers and land 

speculators operating throughout the country, were not perhaps of equal 

consequence. However, as a reproach this is a benign one. Ultimately, 

Montaño’s central thesis is to be praised for the service it renders in so 

lucidly arguing just how central the issue of land cultivation was to the 

English experience in sixteenth-century Ireland.     

There is one issue, though, in relation to Montaño’s hypothesis 

which stands out as somewhat curious. At the outset of his study he 

notes that several political commentators in Tudor Ireland recommended 

that destroying the crops of the Irish, thus starving them into 

submission, was the best means to end rebellion there. He then quite 

rightly interprets this as evidence not just of the fact that the natives 

practiced arable farming in tandem with pastoral livestock farming, but 

more importantly, that the English were well aware of this fact. Hence 

their condemnation of the Irish as barbarians owing to their pastoralism 

and nomadic existence was not the result of a genuine belief that they 
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were such, but rather a consciously constructed myth, one which served 

to justify their own conquest, confiscation and colonisation of Irish-held 

lands (4–11). While this argument is entirely convincing — although it 

should be noted that many Englishmen arriving in Ireland later in the 

century may have actually began to believe these myths which were 

propagated much earlier — Montaño has curiously and frustratingly 

limited his discussion of the topic to this brief section at the start of his 

work, with only some brief allusions thereafter. His study would have 

benefited substantially from elaborating further on this point. 

 The issue of land cultivation, though, is just the central thesis of 

Montaño’s study and there is much more material here to satisfy the 

reader. Chapter One is a study of the intellectual forces underpinning 

both the drive to cultivate land in sixteenth-century Ireland and also the 

tendency to view the Irish as barbaric for allegedly failing to adopt tillage. 

With respect to the former, the Renaissance rediscovery of classical 

works such as Hesiod’s Works and Days and Virgil’s Georgics is identified 

as a catalyst for the growth in interest in land cultivation, which 

subsequently influenced Tudor writers such as John Fitzherbert and 

Thomas Tusser to produce the Boke of Husbandry and Five Hundred 

Pointes of Good Husbandrie, respectively. While these works popularised 

contemporary notions about the desirability of land cultivation, the 

representation of the Irish as wandering pastoralists found in the works 

of Medieval writers such as Giraldus Cambrensis and William of 

Malmesbury cemented Tudor Englishmen’s perception that the Irish were 

outside the bounds of contemporary civility owing to their intransigence 

in this area (22–63). This analysis is satisfying and Montaño appears, 

perhaps, to be at his most comfortable when discussing aspects of 

intellectual history. 

 The second and third chapters move on to consider the strategies 

actually employed by successive administrations in Tudor Ireland to 
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encourage land cultivation. Here Montaño argues that during the reign of 

Henry VIII there was a general tendency to believe that English-style land 

use could be encouraged by reforming the Irish, thus leading them to 

devote themselves to land cultivation (64–102). However, this more 

conciliatory approach is identified as having been abandoned by the mid-

Tudor period, at which time a more aggressive method was adopted, one 

which sought to displace native occupiers of land and plant in colonies of 

English settlers who might cultivate those regions (103–153).  

The supposition that conciliation was prioritised under Henry, and 

later abandoned in favour of coercion from the late 1540s onwards, 

corresponds with the prevailing historiography and seems largely correct. 

Nevertheless, there was a concerted campaign amongst political elements 

in the Pale in the mid 1530s to convince the monarch of the desirability 

of a campaign of limited conquest, particularly in south Leinster. 

Montaño does acknowledge this, but then seems to suggest that the 

reason why such a programme of conquest was not undertaken at this 

time was owing to some ideological aversion on the part of the 

government; a preference for attempting to reform the Irish (91–102). 

Rather it seems more likely that the decision not to adopt a policy of 

conquest in the 1530s was strictly financial, not ideological. Henry did 

not wish to pay for it and conciliation, which was cheap, was 

consequently embraced for a few years before the recourse to militarism 

in the late 1540s. This change in approach is identified as being 

piecemeal though, and Montaño sees the real shift as occurring in the 

mid 1560s. The resolution at this time to establish a number of colonies 

throughout parts of Munster, Leinster and, most importantly, northeast 

Ulster, equated, in Montaño’s view to the reaching of an ‘ideological 

Rubicon’ for ‘Elizabethan policy in Ireland’ (137).  

 Montaño then proceeds to analyse the processes which were 

attendant upon this drive towards land cultivation, confiscation and 
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plantation. Chapter Four, for instance, addresses the issue of mapping 

and surveying Ireland, processes which were necessary for any 

administration seeking to run a country for many parts of which it had 

but the most rudimentary of geographical knowledge (154–212). While 

this particular section could have become a simple reworking of the fine 

research undertaken over the past several decades by William Smyth, 

J.H. Andrews and Annaleigh Margey, amongst others, on cartography in 

Tudor Ireland, Montaño avoids this by concentrating on the development 

of land surveying. This accords with his focus on land ownership and 

cultivation and is welcome, given that work on this topic has often been 

limited to studies of seventeenth-century Ireland.  

 Following this study of map-making and surveying there is an 

analysis of how Tudor Englishmen sought to order the built environment 

in tandem with encouraging arable farming and husbandry. Specific 

attention is paid here to how the cutting of passes and roads through the 

wooded Irish terrain, the erection of ditches and the construction of 

permanent dwellings, whether in the shape of castles, stone houses or 

urban settlements, were prioritised throughout the century in the 

writings of political commentators on Ireland (213–281). 

 Finally, in the sixth and seventh chapters of his lengthy work 

Montaño examines how the reform of Irish culture was considered pivotal 

for those interested in introducing civility to the country and developing 

the land therein. Here he suggests that Tudor Englishmen conceived that 

the root of the failure to embrace land cultivation by the Irish was the 

result of the pernicious influence of Gaelic culture, the latter embracing 

modes of dress, retaining of bards and rhymers, and, most saliently, the 

recourse to the bastard feudal exactions often collectively termed ‘coign 

and livery’ in Ireland. In particular Montaño is keen to note that Tudor 

commentators believed, or at least claimed, that Gaelic culture fostered a 

wild, wandering way of life, often played out by rebels in the woodland 
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regions of Ireland, and was thus inimical to the introduction of civility 

and the land cultivation attendant upon it.   

Much of the focus of this analysis is on the provisions contained in 

the ‘surrender and regrant’ arrangements arrived at between the 

administration of Anthony St Leger and numerous Gaelic lords in the 

early 1540s, including: that the latter would adopt English customs such 

as inheritance by primogeniture and English dress, and cease their 

exactions (282–334). Thus, in keeping with his earlier assertions that 

policy was ultimately conciliatory during Henry VIII’s reign, Montaño 

suggests that the reform of Irish culture was foreseen prior to the mid-

Tudor period. However, after this point he observes a gradual progression 

towards a belief that the Irish were beyond reform and, consequently, 

their culture would have to be rooted out and a tabula rasa created 

before the land could be civilised (335–385). This is, broadly speaking, 

convincing, though Montaño, who believes that ‘[b]y the time Elizabeth 

came to the throne, few officials in Ireland favored a policy of 

conciliation, assimilation, adopting civil habit, or granting gold chains; in 

its place they offered the pardon of Maynooth or the halter’ (349–350), 

might have taken much better account of the fact that within government 

circles down to the end of the century there were a significant number of 

senior officials calling for a more conciliatory approach to Irish 

governance grounded on the Common Law.  

Occasionally arrangement of this overall chapter arrangement 

appears somewhat ungainly, principally as there is repetition of material 

across chapters. For example, the background to the plantation of the 

midlands counties in the late 1540s and early 1550s, including Walter 

Cowley’s surveying of the region and the organisation of grants by 

viceroys such as Edward Bellingham, Anthony St Leger and James Croft, 

is related in detail multiple times (118–119, 168–169). To a large extent 

this is an unavoidable by-product of the thematic arrangement of 



Óenach: FMRSI Reviews 4.2 (2012) 57 

 

 

material in Montaño’s study but it is possible that more concision could 

have been employed in some of these instances.  

Beyond the major themes of Montaño’s study, land cultivation, 

expansion of geographical knowledge, improvement of the built 

environment and cultural reform, his work offers a number of 

significantly interesting sub-sections which deal with topics rarely 

engaged in by historians of the period. For instance, there is a sizeable 

analysis of how the policy of shiring the country proceeded from mid-

century onwards, while a subsection on how the construction of a road 

network figured in the theoretical designs of those offering advice on how 

to conquer and colonise Ireland is especially welcome (187–195, 250–

256). Finally, in his consideration of the political treatises on which so 

much of his study is based Montaño has utilised a wider range of texts 

than the group of canonical writings often focused on exclusively by 

historians. This is welcome but many more of these documents remain to 

be looked at and studied in detail by scholars of the period.      

 There are certainly flaws in Montaño’s work. For instance, in 

places there are such glaring oversights in his facts that it borders on 

carelessness. Such is the case when Montaño refers to Thomas Cusack, 

one of the most significant political figures of sixteenth century Ireland, 

as ‘John’ Cusack, while elsewhere Edmund Spenser, a not 

inconsiderable figure in his own right, is bestowed with a knighthood 

which he never in fact possessed (336, 383). Elsewhere, Walter Cowley is 

referred to as ‘William’ (238). When addressing the issue of policy 

formation for Ulster following the death of Shane O’Neill in 1567 

Montaño focuses on a handful of treatises dating to this time, for one of 

which he speaks of ‘the author’ when relating to the composer, despite 

the fact that the document was drawn up under the joint authorship of 

the lord chancellor and Irish council, and for another which he 

mistakenly asserts was sent to William Cecil for his perusal, when the 
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secretary of state was actually the author thereof (139). The 

misattribution of documents appears frequently. For instance, a tract 

composed in 1561 on Bardic culture is certified as being written by 

Thomas Smith, the future English secretary of state. Yet this text was 

most likely drafted by John Smyth, a shadowy government agent 

operating in Ulster at that time; while Thomas Smith, who admittedly 

did, in the 1570s, involve himself in a prominent colonisation scheme in 

Ireland, appears to have displayed little or no interest in affairs there by 

1561 (350–351).  

This lack of precision detracts marginally from the study, but 

overall Montaño has produced a perceptive and valuable work. It is 

slightly marred in places by inattention to detail in the presentation of 

facts, while at times his reading of some of the political tracts which form 

the bedrock of his research is a bit too literal. However, the essential 

criteria for appraising The Roots of English Colonialism in Ireland must be 

whether its central thesis stands up to scrutiny: that English 

commentators in Ireland repeatedly articulated the view that the failure 

of the Irish to adopt land cultivation and its attendant processes 

qualified them as barbarians and, thus, a people who might justifiably be 

displaced from their lands. This it most assuredly does. It is the major 

achievement of Montaño’s work that he has demonstrated just how 

central was this issue to English activity in Tudor Ireland and the 

development of a colonial ideology there.   
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