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Keith Edwin Wrightson is an eminent historian of English social and cultural history 

from the end of the middle ages to the start of the industrial era in the eighteenth 

century.  An original and highly productive scholar, his work has had an impact 

throughout the English-speaking world and beyond.  Appointed lecturer at St 

Andrews University in 1975, he moved to Cambridge in 1984.  He was elected a 

Fellow of the British Academy in 1996, two years before becoming Professor of 

English Social History at Cambridge.  Since 1999, he has been a professor of history 

at Yale University, a position from which he has undertaken to reinvigorate a long, 

but endangered, tradition of British studies in the USA.  He has held visiting 

professorships, and been an invited speaker, at universities and conferences 

throughout Europe, Canada, Australia, China and Russia as well as the United 

States.    

 

His first book, Poverty and Piety in an English Village (1979), which was written in 

collaboration with David Levine, quickly became a classic example of how a 

microscopic reconstruction of a particular locality (Terling, Essex) and its inhabitants 

can have much broader implications.  This research also led to several articles on 

then virtually unexplored subjects such as infanticide, illegitimacy, and kinship.  The 

insights from these, along with a wonderfully intuitive reading of contemporary 

diaries and autobiographies, provided the foundations for English Society 1580-1680 

(1982), a brilliant synthesis that is arguably the most influential book published on 

early modern English history in the past thirty years.  Taking the analysis down 

through the middling and poorer sections of society, it at one and the same time 

ignited the interest of generations of undergraduate students whilst setting the 

agenda for much of the best advanced research on the ‘new social history’.  During 

his fifteen years at Cambridge, Wrightson supervised more than a dozen doctoral 

students, most of whom now hold university posts in the UK, Canada and the United 

States.  If Keith’s vision of how history can be written inspired them, it has never 

inhibited their creativity.  He encourages his students to ask their own questions and 
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then helps them to master the historian’s crafts, including felicitous prose, which they 

need in order to answer them.  

 

Keith Wrightson was born at Croxdale, and raised in and near Chester-le-Street.  He 

says that at an early age he imagined that God lived in Durham Cathedral, and he 

regularly seeks inspiration from Durham’s greatest historian, the Venerable Bede.  

After winning a scholarship to the Dame Allen School in Newcastle, he went on to 

obtain his BA and PhD degrees from Cambridge where he was attracted to the new 

approaches to social and demographic history being pioneered there.  But his origins 

have inspired his historical imagination as much as his education. The Making of an 

Industrial Society: Whickham 1560-1765 (1991) is dedicated ‘To the people of the 

Durham coalfield, past and present’.  It is a richly textured investigation of the social 

and cultural transformations that accompanied the development of the Tyneside 

mining industry. Keith went on, moreover, to incorporate this detailed work into a 

broader vision.  In 2001 his ground-breaking attempt to resurrect the sub-discipline 

of economic history, Earthly Necessities.  Economic Lives in Early Modern Britain 

(2000) was awarded the John Ben Snow Prize by the North American Conference 

on British Studies. 

Wrightson has also maintained long-standing links with Durham University and the 

region.  He gave a plenary lecture at the first conference of the Centre for 

Seventeenth Century Studies in 1985, and has been a member of the editorial board 

of its flagship journal, The Seventeenth Century, since its inception.  In recent years, 

he has actively supported the North East England History Institute and acted as a 

commentator for our post-graduate conferences. In 2008, the History Department 

nominated him an ‘Honorary Professor’.  

But, always the researcher, Keith was also working during this same period in local 

archives on his forthcoming book, Ralph Tailor's Summer (Autumn 2011), an 

account of Newcastle's reaction to a devastating outbreak of plague in 1636, seen 

through the eyes of a scrivener who wrote many of the last wills of the dying.  It is a 

work that says a lot about an historian who was captivated at an early age by the 

Hollywood version of Sir Walter Scott’s Ivanhoe, and who is happiest when he can 

slip into a Manhattan jazz venue.  Vividly evocative of many aspects of everyday life, 
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it is a moving account of adversity, written by a sensitive observer, who is not 

unaware of the mean-spirited side of the human condition, but who celebrates 

instead its capacity for neighbourliness, collective support and compassion.  A story 

of how a community endured hard times in the past, it resonates in the hard times of 

the present. 

Mr Chancellor, I present to you Keith Edwin Wrightson to receive the degree of 

Doctor of Letters, honoris causa. 
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