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To promote a woman to bear rule, superiority, dominion or empire above any realm, nation or city is repugnant to nature, contumely to God, a thing most contrarious to his revealed will and approved ordinance, and finally it is the subversion of good order, of all equity and justice.


JOHN KNOX, The First Blast of the Trumpet Against the Monstrous Regiment of Women, 1558




 





I know I have the body of a weak and feeble woman, but I have the heart and stomach of a king, and of a king of England too.


QUEEN ELIZABETH 1, 1588
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This is an attempt to write the kind of book I loved to read before history became my profession as well as my pleasure. It is about people, and about power. It is a work of story-telling, of biographical narrative rather than theory or cross-cultural comparison. I have sought to root it in the perspectives of the people whose lives and words are recounted here, rather than in historiographical debate, and to form my own sense, so far as the evidence allows, of their individual experiences. In the process, I hope their lives will also serve to illuminate a bigger story about the questions over which they fought and the dilemmas they faced – and one that crosses the historical divide between ‘medieval’ and ‘early modern’, an artificial boundary that none of them would have recognised or understood.


What the evidence allows is, of course, very different as we look back from the sixteenth to the twelfth century. The face of Elizabeth I is almost as familiar as that of Elizabeth II, and the story of her life can be pieced together not only from the copious pronouncements of her government, but also from notes and letters in her own handwriting and from the private observations of courtiers and ambassadors, scholars and spies. Four hundred years earlier, with the significant exception of the Church, English culture was largely non-literate. Memory and the spoken word were the repositories of learning for the many, the written word only for the clerical few. A historian, relying on the remarkable endurance of ink and parchment rather than a vanished oral tradition, can never know Matilda, who so nearly took the throne in the 1140s, as closely or as well as her descendant Elizabeth. But we know a great deal, all the same, about what Matilda did, and how she did it; how she acted and reacted amid the dramatic events of a turbulent life; and how she was seen by others, whether from the perspective of a battlefield or that of a monastic scriptorium. If the surviving sources cannot give us an intimate portrait suffused with private sentiment, they take us instead to the heart of the collision between personal relationships and public roles that made up the dynastic government of a hereditary monarchy.


These stories also trace the changing extent and configuration of the territories ruled by the English crown within a European context that was not a static bloc of interlocking nation-states, but an unpredictable arena in which frontiers ebbed and flowed with the shifting currents of warfare and diplomacy. That context lies behind one consistent inconsistency within these pages: I have used different linguistic forms to distinguish between contemporaries who shared the same name. I have chosen not to disturb the familiar identification of the main protagonists by their anglicised names, but I hope nevertheless that such differentiation might not only have the convenience of clarity, but also give a flavour of the multilingual world in which they lived.


All quotations from primary sources are given in modernised form; I have occasionally made my own minor adjustments to translations from non-English texts. I have chosen not to punctuate the narrative with footnote references, but details of the principal primary and secondary sources used and quoted in the text, along with suggestions for further reading, appear at the end of the book.




*





I owe many debts of thanks incurred in the writing of this book – first among them, to my agent, Patrick Walsh, and my editors, Walter Donohue at Faber and Terry Karten at HarperCollins in the US. For their unfailing support and expert guidance, and for Walter’s ever perceptive advice at critical moments, I am more than grateful. Thank you too to Kate Ward at Faber, who has done a superb job of seeing the book (and me) through the production process. Three institutions provided a framework within which the book took shape: I am very lucky to count Sidney Sussex College, Cambridge, as my academic home; Ashmount Primary School is a community of which I feel privileged to be a part, for a few years at least; and Hornsey Library (and its cafe) offered a refuge without which I might never have finished writing. I hope it will be evident how much I have learned from other historians working in the field, many of them friends and colleagues, and among them all I should mention particularly John Watts, who found time to read a large section of the book to invaluable effect. I hope too that my friends and family know how much their generosity, support and inspiration have meant: heartfelt thanks to all, and especially to Barbara Placido and Thalia Walters, the best of neighbours past and present. I owe more than I can say to Jo Marsh, Katie Brown and Arabella Weir for their unstinting friendship and their strength and wisdom when I needed it most. My parents, Gwyneth and Grahame, and my sister Harriet have read every word of what follows with an insight and attention to detail of which I would be in awe if I weren’t so busy thanking them, for that and so much else. And special thanks, with all my love, to my boys, Julian and Luca Ferraro.


The book is dedicated to two of the most inspiring history teachers I could ever have wished for.
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6 July 1553: The King is Dead
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The boy in the bed was just fifteen years old. He had been handsome, perhaps even recently; but now his face was swollen and disfigured by disease, and by the treatments his doctors had prescribed in the attempt to ward off its ravages. Their failure could no longer be mistaken. The hollow grey eyes were ringed with red, and the livid skin, once fashionably translucent, was blotched with sores. The harrowing, bloody cough, which for months had been exhaustingly relentless, suddenly seemed more frightening still by its absence: each shallow breath now exacted a perceptible physical cost. The few remaining wisps of fair hair clinging to the exposed scalp were damp with sweat, and the distended fingers convulsively clutching the fine linen sheets were nailless, gangrenous stumps. Edward VI, by the grace of God King of England, France and Ireland, Defender of the Faith, and Supreme Head of the Church of England, was dying.


He was the youngest child of Henry VIII, that monstrously charismatic king whose obsessive quest for an heir had transformed the spiritual and political landscape of his kingdom. Of the boy’s ten older siblings, seven had died in the womb or as newborn infants. One brother, a bastard named Henry Fitzroy – created duke of Richmond and Somerset, earl of Nottingham, lord admiral of England, and head of the Council of the North at the age of six by his doting father – reached his seventeenth birthday before succumbing to a pulmonary infection in the year before Edward’s birth. His two surviving half-sisters, pale, pious Mary and black-eyed, sharp-witted Elizabeth, had each been welcomed into the world with feasts, bells and bonfires as the heir to the Tudor throne; but they were declared illegitimate – Mary at seventeen, Elizabeth as a two-year-old toddler – when Henry repudiated each of their mothers in turn.


When Edward was born in the early hours of 12 October 1537, therefore, he was not simply the king’s only son, but the only one of Henry’s children whose legitimacy was undisputed. ‘England’s Treasure’, the panegyrists called him, and Henry lavished every care on the safekeeping of his ‘most precious jewel’. By the age of eighteen months, the prince had his own household complete with chamberlain, vice-chamberlain, steward and cofferer, as well as a governess, nurse and four ‘rockers’ of the royal cradle, all sworn to maintain a meticulous regime of hygiene and security around their young charge. If the king could do nothing to alter the fact that Edward was motherless – Jane Seymour, Henry’s third queen, had sat in state at her son’s torch-lit christening three days after his birth, but died less than a fortnight later – he did eventually provide him with a stepmother whose intelligence and kindness touched a deep chord with the boy. Katherine Parr, the king’s sixth wife, was a clever, vivacious and humane woman who befriended all three of the royal children. She was already close to Princess Mary, whom she had previously served as a lady-in-waiting; and to nine-year-old Elizabeth and five-year-old Edward she brought a maternal warmth they had never before known, encouraging their intellectual development and enfolding them within a passable facsimile of functional family life. ‘Mater carissima’, Edward called her, ‘my dearest mother’, who held ‘the chief place in my heart’.


But Henry died, a decaying, bloated hulk, in January 1547. Nor could Edward, king at nine, depend on the continuing support of his beloved stepmother. The bond of trust between them was broken only four months after his father’s death by Katherine’s impetuous remarriage to his maternal uncle, the dashing Thomas Seymour. She died little more than a year later after giving birth to her only child, a short-lived daughter named Mary. The young king now found his family fragmenting around him. Thomas Seymour, reckless and restlessly ambitious, was brought down by  his own extravagant plotting six months after the loss of his wife. He was convicted of treason and executed in March 1549 on the authority of the protectorate regime led by his brother, the duke of Somerset. Just seven months later, Somerset himself fell from power, and was beheaded on Tower Hill in January 1552.


Edward had lost his father, stepmother and two uncles in the space of five years. He still had his half-sisters, but his dealings were straightforward with neither of them. He and Mary, twenty-one years his senior, were touchingly fond of one another; but they were irrevocably estranged as a result of the religious upheavals precipitated by their father’s convoluted matrimonial history. In 1527, Henry had been implacably determined to annul his marriage to his first wife, Mary’s mother, Katherine of Aragon. But the pope – at that moment barricaded within the Castel Sant’Angelo while Rome was sacked by the forces of Katherine’s nephew, the Holy Roman Emperor Charles V – had been in no position to grant Henry the divorce he so urgently desired. And if papal authority would not sanction the dictates of Henry’s conscience, then papal authority, Henry believed, could no longer be sanctioned by God. Convinced that the blessing of a son and heir had been denied him because his union with Katherine was tainted by her previous marriage to his brother Arthur – and intent on begetting such a blessing on the bewitching form of Anne Boleyn – Henry broke with Rome, and declared himself Supreme Head of the Church of England.


For the king, this was a matter of jurisdiction, not doctrine. In terms of the fundamental tenets of his faith, Henry remained a Catholic to the end of his life. But, with the ideas of Protestant reformers gaining currency across Europe, it proved impossible to hold the line that the new English Church was simply a form of orthodox Catholicism without the pope. Few of his subjects who shared Henry’s doctrinal conservatism found it as easy as their king to discard the spiritual power of the ‘bishop of Rome’. Meanwhile, the most fervent support for the royal supremacy came from those who wished for more sweeping religious change.


Thus it was that Edward’s education was entrusted to Protestant sympathisers. Henry, of course, expected them to subscribe exactly to his own idiosyncratic brand of portmanteau theology, but their influence on a boy who later described the pope as ‘the true son of the devil, a bad man, an Antichrist and abominable tyrant’ was unmistakable. Mary, on the other hand, had been brought up a generation earlier, when her father was still engaged in defending the faith of Rome against the challenge of the apostate Luther. The new religion espoused by her brother could be nothing but anathema to her, when vindication of her mother’s honour and of her own legitimacy was inextricably bound up with adherence to papal authority. From 1550, their mutual intransigence embroiled them in a bitter wrangle over Mary’s insistence on celebrating mass in her household, in open defiance of the proscriptions of Edward’s Protestant government.


Between Edward and Elizabeth, there was no such spiritual breach. Elizabeth was the living embodiment of the Henrician Reformation – the baby born to Anne Boleyn after Henry had used his new powers as Supreme Head of his own Church to secure the divorce which the pope had refused him. Just as attachment to Rome was an indissoluble part of Mary’s heritage, so separation from it was of Elizabeth’s. And, like Edward, she had been exposed to the ‘new learning’ both in her humanist-inspired education and through the evangelical influences in Katherine Parr’s lively household. Conforming to the Protestant reformation instituted by Edward’s ministers therefore presented Elizabeth with no crisis of conscience. The teenage princess adopted the plain, unadorned dress commended by the reformers with such austerity that Edward called her ‘my sweet sister Temperance’. (More cynical observers noted not only the political expediency of this ostentatious godliness, but also how well the simple style suited her youth and striking looks – a conspicuous contrast to the unflattering effect of the heavily jewelled costumes favoured by thirty-five-year-old Mary).


But Elizabeth’s subtle intelligence was of a different stamp from the deeply felt, dogmatic piety of her brother and sister, albeit  that this temperamental resemblance between Edward and Mary left them stranded on opposite sides of an unbridgeable religious divide. Elizabeth was cautious, pragmatic and watchful, acutely aware of the threatening instability of a world in which her father had ordered the judicial murder of her mother before her third birthday. She had no memory of a time when her own status and security had not been at best contingent, and at worst explicitly precarious. As a result, she conducted her political relationships and religious devotions with diplomatic flexibility, rather than the emotional absolutism of her siblings. (‘This day’, she said when told of the execution of Thomas Seymour, ‘died a man with much wit and very little judgement’ – a shrewd and startlingly opaque response from a fifteen-year-old girl who had not been immune to Seymour’s charms, and had only narrowly avoided fatal entanglement in his grandiose schemes.)


Despite their ostensible religious compatibility, then, Edward and Elizabeth were not close. They had been brought together in January 1547 to be told of their father’s death – and clung to one another, sobbing at the news – but saw each other only rarely in the years that followed. Still, if the young king lacked the emotional and political support of immediate relatives at his court, it hardly mattered, given that Edward would one day surely marry and father a family of his own. He had been formally betrothed in 1543, at the age of five, to his seven-month-old cousin Mary Stuart, the infant queen of Scotland. But the Scots were unhappy about the implications of this matrimonial deal – which threatened to subject Scotland to English rule – for the same reason that the English were keen to pursue it. Unsurprisingly, the Scots resisted subsequent attempts to enforce the treaty through the ‘rough wooing’ of an English army laying waste to the Scottish lowlands, and in 1548 Mary was instead taken to Paris to renew the ‘Auld Alliance’ between Scotland and France by marrying the four-year-old dauphin, heir to the French throne.


A French bride – the dauphin’s sister Elisabeth – was later proposed for Edward himself; but in the meantime he found friendship within his household, in the boys who shared his education. His closest companions were Henry Sidney, whose father was steward of Edward’s household; Sidney’s cousins Henry Brandon, the young duke of Suffolk, and his brother Charles; and Barnaby Fitzpatrick, son and heir of an impoverished Irish lord. In 1551 Fitzpatrick was sent to France to complete his training as a courtier and a soldier, but Edward maintained an affectionate correspondence with his ‘dearest and most loving friend’ – even if Barnaby failed to comply with some of the king’s more serious-minded requests; ‘… to the intent we would see how you profit in the French,’ Edward wrote earnestly, ‘we would be glad to receive some letters from you in the French tongue, and we would write to you again therein’.


The young king and his friends were taught by some of the finest humanist scholars in England. Edward mastered Latin before he reached his tenth birthday. Not only could he converse eloquently in the language and compose formal Latin prose, but he read and memorised volumes of classical and scriptural texts. In the years that followed, he acquired a fluent command of Greek and French, and at least a smattering of Italian and Spanish, through training which was not only linguistic but rhetorical, philosophical and theological. His reading of Cicero, Plato, Aristotle, Plutarch, Herodotus and Thucydides provided the intellectual basis for his weekly oratio, an essay in the form of a declamation, written alternately in Greek and Latin, which he was required to deliver in front of his tutors each Sunday. He studied mathematics and astronomy, cartography and navigation, politics and military strategy, and music, learning to play both the virginals and the lute.


His ‘towardness in learning’ could not be denied, but his attempts to emulate the easy athleticism for which his ebullient father had been admired were less successful. As a young man, Henry had distinguished himself as an expert in the saddle and on the tournament field. He had been tall and well made, like his maternal grandfather, Edward IV: both stood over six feet, and were famed across Europe for their physical prowess and striking  beauty (at least before the appetite for excess which they also shared transformed both their looks and their health). Edward VI, on the other hand, had inherited his mother’s slight build along with her fair hair and grey eyes, with a tendency, by some reports, for his left shoulder to stand higher than his right. He rode well, and hunted regularly, but the surviving records of his first attempts in the tiltyard, where his father had so excelled, suggest that it was not an arena in which he immediately felt at home. In the spring of 1551, Edward led a group of friends dressed in team colours of black silk and white taffeta, against challengers in yellow led by the young earl of Hertford, in a sporting competition to ‘run at the ring’ – that is, to tilt at a metal circlet hanging from a post, victory going to whichever rider succeeded in carrying it off on the point of his lance. ‘The yellow band took it twice in 120 courses,’ the king noted disconsolately, ‘and my band touched often, which was counted as nothing, and took never, which seemed very strange, and so the prize was of my side lost.’


But, unlikely though it seemed that he would rival his father’s chivalric exploits, this slender, solemn boy was not noticeably frail. In his early childhood, policy rather than medical scrutiny had dictated the reports of Edward’s health relayed by foreign ambassadors at his father’s court. When a French marriage alliance was under consideration, François I’s envoy told his royal master that four-year-old Edward was ‘handsome, strong, and marvellously big for his age’. When the negotiations broke down, he observed that the prince had ‘a natural weakness’ and would probably die young. In truth, Edward had suffered only two serious illnesses: malaria, contracted at Hampton Court Palace just after his fourth birthday in the autumn of 1541, from which he recovered completely in a matter of weeks, and an attack of what was diagnosed as measles and smallpox at the beginning of April 1552. Again, his recovery was rapid. By 23 April he was strong enough to shoulder the heavy ceremonial robes of the Order of the Garter on St George’s Day at Westminster Abbey, and on 2 May Edward wrote to his closest friend, Barnaby Fitzpatrick, to apologise for the break in their correspondence. He had been ‘a little troubled with the smallpox’, he said, ‘… but now we have shaken that quite away’.


He knew how lucky he was. A year earlier, he had ridden in full armour through the streets of London to dispel rumours that he had fallen victim to the epidemic of sweating sickness which had taken hold of southern England. But this defiant royal display could not protect his friends from the virulent disease. The mysterious ‘English Sweat’ had arrived on English shores at the same time as the Tudor dynasty only a little more than half a century earlier, perhaps brought across the Channel by the French mercenaries who fought for Edward’s grandfather, the future Henry VII, at Bosworth Field. It was now endemic – the outbreak of 1551 was the fifth since 1485 – and deadly. That summer, the terrifying symptoms – fever, dizziness, intense headaches, rashes, pain in the limbs and a drenching sweat – appeared in Cambridge, where Henry and Charles Brandon, the duke of Suffolk and his brother, had been sent to study at St John’s College. They left the town as soon as they could, but it was already too late. Henry Brandon died on 14 July. Charles inherited his brother’s title on his sickbed; he was duke of Suffolk for half an hour before he too perished. They were sixteen and fourteen years old.


Edward was already well aware of life’s fragility, and he had his uncompromising faith to sustain him in his grief. Nonetheless, the deaths of the Brandon brothers cast a pall over the court that summer, despite the lavish reception laid on for three noble emissaries sent by the French king, Henri II, to invest Edward with the chivalric Order of St Michel. The visit went well enough, but several onlookers, French and English, including Edward’s principal tutor John Cheke, expressed concern about the unremitting demands placed on the thirteen-year-old king by this elaborate diplomatic choreography, on top of the regular pressures imposed by his schooling and the daily meetings of his Privy Council.


Edward’s illness the following spring intensified those worries, but he was robust enough by the summer of 1552 to undertake a  stately progress through Sussex, Hampshire, Wiltshire and Dorset, bestowing on some of his wealthiest subjects the costly honour of entertaining their king and his forbiddingly large entourage for days at a time. Throughout the trip, Edward sent regular bulletins to Barnaby Fitzpatrick, who was now serving with Henri II’s army at Nancy. ‘Whereas you have all been occupied in killing of your enemies,’ he told his friend, ‘in long marchings, in pained journeys, in extreme heat, in sore skirmishings and divers assaults, we have been occupied in killing of wild beasts, in pleasant journeys, in good fare, in viewing of fair countries, and have rather sought how to fortify our own than to spoil another man’s.’ It was apparent – however much Edward himself refused to admit it – that even these delightful diversions could now tax his stamina. But there still seemed no cause for serious concern about his wellbeing by Christmas, when the court threw itself into extravagant festivities under the direction of the ‘Lord of Misrule’, a gentleman of the royal household temporarily transformed into the anarchic ringleader of the season’s entertainments.


By Easter 1553, however, the court pageants – and with them the king’s health – had taken a more ominous turn. At the palace of Westminster that April, the Master of the Revels presented a cavalcade of Greek Worthies wearing headpieces ‘moulded like lions’ heads, the mouth devouring the man’s head helmetwise’, attended by torch-bearing satyrs, each equipped with a pair of ‘oxen’s legs and counterfeit feet’. But after the music and the tumbling, to the menacing beat of a single drum, came a ‘Masque of Death’, a macabre parade of ghastly figures, each one ‘double visaged, the one side like a man and the other like death’, bearing shields adorned with the heads of dead animals. And by then, as the players capered, the horrifying possibility was emerging that Edward might be watching a tableau of his own fate.


His physicians did not know it, but an attack of measles, such as the one from which the king had recovered a year earlier, serves to suppress the victim’s resistance to tuberculosis. And at the beginning of February 1553 – just two months before the Masque of Death stalked through Westminster’s great hall – Edward had fallen ill with a feverish, chesty cold which he could not shake off. Six weeks later he was still confined to his chambers, Charles V’s ambassador Jehan Scheyfve reported to the emperor in encrypted French, ‘and it appears that he is very weak and thin, besides which I learn from a good source that his doctors … are of the opinion that the slightest change might place his life in great danger’. In April, Edward rallied enough to be allowed brief, carefully supervised outings in the spring sunshine in the gardens at Westminster, and after the Easter festivities he was parcelled up in velvet and furs to be transported down the Thames by river-barge to his favourite palace at Greenwich, the great guns of the Tower of London booming in salute as the royal flotilla passed by. A fortnight later, however, Ambassador Scheyfve noted that the king had ventured outside only once since his arrival there. A ‘trustworthy source’ had let slip that Edward was wasting away, and that his racking cough was now bringing up blood and alarmingly discoloured sputum.


In public, the king’s councillors loudly maintained the fiction that his recovery was imminent. John Dudley, duke of Northumberland, the ruthless politician who had supplanted Edward’s uncle, Protector Somerset, as his chief minister in 1549, announced firmly on 7 May that ‘our sovereign lord does begin very joyfully to increase and amend’. But Scheyfve was in no doubt of the iron fist that lay beneath the surface of these velvet assurances. The royal doctors whose unhappy responsibility it was to preside over the king’s slow decline had requested the benefit of a fresh medical opinion, and reinforcements to their ranks had been recruited; but all those who treated Edward were ‘strictly and expressly forbidden, under pain of death, to mention to anyone private details concerning the king’s illness or condition’, the ambassador reported. Meanwhile, gossip on the streets of the capital about his failing health was discouraged more forcibly: three Londoners who had been overheard to say that the king was dying had their ears cut off in punishment.


Edward himself was also pressed into service in the attempt to stem the flood of rumour and counter-rumour. He was now too weak to show himself in the open air, or even to stand unaided, but on 20 May he was held up at a window of Greenwich Palace to watch as three great ships set out from the Thames on a voyage of exploration masterminded by the Venetian cartographer Sebastian Cabot. Captained by Sir Hugh Willoughby and piloted by the talented navigator Richard Chancellor, the Bona Esperanza, Bona Confidentia and Edward Bonaventure had been funded by a joint-stock company of merchants and courtiers to search for a passage through the north-eastern seas to the trade routes of China. It was a glorious sight – the tall ships and their crews decked out in pale blue as they took their leave, while the cannon thundered and the crowds cheered. Propped up painfully behind Greenwich’s ornate glass, Edward could not know that two of the three vessels setting off with such hope would never see England again. The small fleet was separated by a storm off the Norwegian coast little more than two months later. Richard Chancellor, at the helm of the Edward Bonaventure, reached the port of St Nicholas on the White Sea and pressed on by sled to Moscow, where his overtures to the Tsar, Ivan the Terrible, established English trading privileges so successfully that the China Company became the Muscovy Company immediately on his return. But Hugh Willoughby – a distinguished soldier who had begged for this command despite his inexperience at sea – was not so fortunate. Lacking Chancellor’s expert guidance, the Bona Esperanza and Bona Confidentia meandered up and down the Russian coast, hopelessly lost, until in September they dropped anchor in arctic waters off the uninhabited shore of Lapland. The ice-bound ships, containing the frozen bodies of Willoughby and his men, were found by Russian fishermen the following summer.


Edward, whose black-and-gold desk was often heaped with maps and atlases beside his brass quadrant and astrolabe, had been excited by Cabot’s ambitious plans; and the duke of Northumberland, at the head of the young king’s government, was a former lord admiral of England who had been instrumental in bringing Cabot from his Spanish home to London and assembling the wealthy syndicate to back Willoughby’s mission. But in May 1553, as the three ships disappeared into the haze of the horizon, Northumberland had no time to savour the fruits of his labours. Despite the belligerent optimism of the duke’s public pronouncements, it was obvious that Edward would not survive to see the return of the ship that bore his name. He was not seen again at the palace windows. Barely able to leave his bed, he was now running a constant fever. He coughed incessantly, and his face and legs began to swell. The noxious treatments administered by his anxious doctors became ever more oppressive: his head was shaved to permit the application of poultices to his scalp, and the stimulants prescribed as ‘restoratives’ left him unable to rest without heavy draughts of opiates. Whispered conversations in the corridors at Greenwich and at Westminster no longer debated whether the king would die, but when. Everything now depended on who would succeed him – and that was a matter of terrifying uncertainty.


Henry VIII had moved heaven and earth – almost literally, given the convulsions he had precipitated in his subjects’ spiritual lives – in his effort to secure a male heir. In the end, all his hopes had come to rest on the narrow shoulders of one boy, who had proved too fragile to sustain them. And, extraordinarily, there was no one left to claim the title of king of England. For the first time in the kingdom’s history, all the contenders for the crown that Edward was about to relinquish were female.


This unprecedented lack of a king-in-waiting was in part the result of Tudor paranoia about the dilute solution of royal blood that flowed in the Tudor line itself. True, Henry VII, the first Tudor monarch, could trace his descent from Edward III, the mighty warrior-king who had ruled England in the fourteenth century. But that descent had come via the Beauforts, illegitimate offspring of Edward III’s son John of Gaunt – a bastard family who had later been legitimised by act of parliament but explicitly excluded from the royal succession. Henry VII’s acquisition of the  crown on the battlefield at Bosworth in 1485 therefore had everything to do with the unpredictable effects of civil war, and nothing to do with birthright.


Henry VIII’s dynastic claims were less tenuous, thanks to his mother, Elizabeth of York, the eldest daughter of Edward IV and sister of the murdered princes in the Tower. But neither of the two Henrys would ever admit that her role had been more than that of a fitting consort for the ‘rightful’ Tudor monarch. Meanwhile, both kings had engaged in a cull of the surviving representatives of the Plantagenet bloodline. Few of Elizabeth of York’s remaining royal cousins died in their beds; some were cut down on the battlefield, others on the block. Violence had brought the Tudors to the throne, and violence now left them unchallenged in possession of it.


But this new dynasty was a young sapling compared to the Plantagenet family tree, and had produced few boys to fill its branches. Henry VII had been an only child, born to a thirteen-year-old mother who never conceived again. He fathered eight children: only four survived infancy, of whom the eldest, Arthur, died at fifteen, leaving one younger brother, the future Henry VIII, and two sisters, Margaret and Mary. Both of these Tudor princesses made glittering but short-lived diplomatic matches, Margaret to the king of Scotland and Mary to the king of France. Both then married again in widowhood, Margaret to Archibald Douglas, earl of Angus, a powerful Scottish lord, and Mary – in headstrong haste, only weeks after the death of her first husband – to Charles Brandon, duke of Suffolk, the handsome best friend of her brother, King Henry.


By 1553 Henry VIII and his sisters, Margaret and Mary, were dead. As Henry’s son Edward hovered between fervent prayer and feverish delirium, all eyes turned to his siblings and cousins, the possible contenders for his throne. The prospects were not reassuring. There were Edward’s two half-sisters, Mary and Elizabeth, both of whom had been declared illegitimate more than fifteen years earlier. There was Mary Stuart, the ten-year-old queen of Scots, granddaughter of Margaret Tudor by her first, royal marriage, who was now living in Paris as the intended wife of the heir to the French throne. Margaret’s second marriage – a violently tempestuous relationship that ended in divorce – had left her with a single daughter, Margaret Douglas, whose legitimacy had also been brought into question by her parents’ separation. There was Frances, sole surviving child of the love-match between Mary Tudor and her second husband Charles Brandon; and Frances in her turn was now the mother of three girls, Jane, Katherine and Mary Grey. Frances’s younger sister Eleanor Brandon had died some years earlier, but she too had left a daughter, Margaret Clifford. In these nine women – the oldest nearly forty, the youngest not yet ten – were vested the remaining hopes of the Tudor line.


Extraordinary though it might seem, their sex was the explicit focus of little discussion in the fraught circumstances of May 1553. It was, after all, what they had in common. What mattered now was what separated them: the issues of principle – questions of birth and faith – and the urgent political calculations that would identify the next monarch from among their number. Henry VIII had been in no doubt of the decisive factor in determining the succession, should the worst ever happen to his only son: his own blood, he had declared, should prevail. The rights of his eldest child, Mary, and then his second daughter, Elizabeth, to inherit the crown after their brother were upheld in the Act of Succession of 1544 and confirmed in their father’s last will, despite Henry’s unwavering insistence, in other contexts, on their illegitimacy. It was a tribute to Henry’s overwhelming personal authority that the tacit contradiction between his daughters’ bastardy (which had been enshrined in statute law in the 1530s) and their standing as his heirs was not challenged in his lifetime.


By 1553, however, the old king had been dead for six years, and even his fearsome spirit could not compel obedience from beyond the grave. So much so that the impetus to set aside the claims of his bloodline sprang from the contentious process by which an equally fundamental embodiment of his rule – the Henrician


Church of England – had also been abandoned. Since his death in 1547, the successive regimes led by the dukes of Somerset and Northumberland had dismantled the doctrinal conservatism of Henry’s religious settlement in favour of the evangelical Protestantism in which their young king believed so ardently. For centuries, English church buildings had been infused with the sights, sounds and smells of the Catholic liturgy, the notes of the Latin mass echoing on air made visible by the scented smoke of candles and incense, while the intercessory presence of the saints took tangible form not only in carefully preserved fragments of flesh and bone, but in richly coloured images painted on plaster and worked in glass, stone, wood and alabaster. Now, in only two years, parish churches had been transformed. By 1549, walls had been whitewashed, statues smashed and shrines dismantled. Plain windows let the light shine in on places of worship dedicated to the word – and no longer the image – of God. Processions, pageants and mystery plays were outlawed. Chantry chapels, founded to provide masses and prayers to speed the passage of sinful souls through Catholic purgatory, were dissolved. And worshippers in this new stripped-down Edwardian Church found the Latin mass – the most fundamental expression of the Christian faith for as long as the kingdom of England had existed – replaced by the spoken English liturgy of Archbishop Cranmer’s new Book of Common Prayer.


Resistance to these drastic innovations took the frightening form of armed rebellion in Devon and Cornwall in the summer of 1549, and helped to bring down Protector Somerset’s government that autumn. But the pace of religious change only increased under his successor, the duke of Northumberland. Conservative bishops were deprived of their sees; bonfires of Catholic service-books were lit; precious plate and vestments were summarily confiscated; and in 1552 Cranmer produced a second, radically revised and unequivocally Protestant prayer book. Only months later, however, the young king’s rapidly deteriorating health threatened to undo the ‘godly reformation’ over which he had presided. Should Edward die – a possibility that had to be faced by the spring of 1553 – the Act of Succession would hand the crown to his elder sister Mary, whose devotion to the old faith had proved as resolutely immovable as Edward’s allegiance to the new. It was a prospect that was wholly unacceptable to both the king and his chief minister: to Edward, because he could not countenance the idea that his own death might precipitate his subjects back into papist darkness; to Northumberland, because his Protestant convictions were underpinned by the political certainty that his own career, and perhaps his life, would not long survive Mary’s accession.


Edward was only fifteen, but he was a Tudor king who believed in his authority to command the future just as much as his father had done. Despite the troublesome technicality that, as a minor, he could not make a legally binding will – and that, even if he could have done so, a private document would have no power to overturn an act of parliament – Edward carefully composed what he called ‘my device for the succession’. Drafting and redrafting in his own hand, he methodically set about excluding his Catholic sister’s right to his throne. Religion was the essence of the issue, but – disquieteningly for Edward – Mary’s faith offered no formal justification for prohibiting her inheritance. The question of her legitimacy, however, proved to be more fertile ground. Their father’s insistence that Mary was a bastard, even as he nominated her as her brother’s heir, gave Edward ample scope to argue (as letters patent drafted by his legal advisers later put it) that she was ‘clearly disabled to ask, claim, or challenge the said imperial crown’. It was a tactic which would also strike a collateral target. If Mary was illegitimate, then so, too, was his younger sister Elizabeth, a committed believer in the reformed religion. But that, clearly, was an outcome Edward was prepared to accept, whether because he was convinced of his sisters’ bastardy, or because he knew that Elizabeth’s Protestantism was more politic and less full-hearted than his own.


The decision to set aside Mary and Elizabeth solved one problem – the intolerable possibility that Catholicism might be restored  – but raised another: to whom, then, could Edward entrust his crown and his legacy? The Act of Succession had already discounted the descendants of Henry VIII’s elder sister Margaret, and Edward had no more reason than his father to restore them. Margaret’s granddaughter and heir, Mary Stuart, was a staunch Catholic who, as queen of Scotland and dauphine of France, personified the traditional alliance between England’s two most enduring enemies. Her proximity to the English throne had been a powerful element of her appeal as a prospective daughter-in-law to the French king, Henri II; but the threat of England being subsumed into a new Franco-British empire ruled from Paris was sufficiently alarming to undermine any chance that she might be seen as a viable claimant in London.


The lone remaining contenders, therefore, were the heirs of King Henry’s younger sister, Mary, and her second husband, Charles Brandon, duke of Suffolk. Edward, of course, knew the Brandon family well. His childhood friends Henry and Charles Brandon, whose loss he had felt so deeply in 1552, were not his blood relatives, but sons of the duke’s remarriage to a fourteen-year-old heiress just three months after Mary Tudor’s death. However, Tudor blood flowed in the veins of Mary’s daughter Frances Brandon, whose husband, Henry Grey, the new duke of Suffolk after the deaths of his wife’s young half-brothers, was a member of Edward’s Privy Council. In the early spring of 1553, the ailing king – ‘not doubting in the grace and goodness of God but to be shortly by his mighty power restored to our former health and strength’ – still saw the claims to the throne of Frances Brandon and her three daughters as a safety net rather than an imminent political reality. The first draft of his ‘device’ accordingly nominated as his successors any future sons to whom Frances might yet give birth, to be followed by the male heirs of her (as yet unmarried) daughters, Jane, Katherine and Mary Grey.


By May, however, there could no longer be any question but that Edward was dying. If the king still laboured under any delusions about his prospects of recovery, Northumberland could not afford to indulge them, since the twin imperatives of safeguarding the fledgling Edwardian Church and securing the duke’s political career were now matters of critical urgency. At the beginning of June, with Northumberland at his bedside, Edward once more took up his pen to amend his ‘device’ for the succession. Where the original draft spoke of the crown descending to the unborn sons of Frances Brandon’s eldest daughter – ‘the Lady Jane’s heirs male’ – the king now altered the text to read ‘the Lady Jane and her heirs male’. With the addition of two small words, Jane Grey became the chosen heir to Edward’s crown.


It seemed the perfect solution. Jane was fifteen years old, an exceptional scholar and a fiercely devout adherent of the same evangelical faith as Edward himself. She had also, on 21 May, become Northumberland’s daughter-in-law, when she married his teenage son, Guildford Dudley, in a magnificent ceremony at the duke’s London home. But Jane was an unwilling bride, forced into unhappy compliance out of duty to her ambitious parents, and it was far from clear whether her regal responsibilities would be any more welcome than her marital ones, either to Jane herself, or to the realm she now stood to inherit. Certainly, Edward’s sister Mary, who had been dispossessed of so much in her thirty-seven years, would not stand quietly by while her rights as ‘princess of England’ were passed over in favour of a slip of a girl representing a Church Mary hated. As so often before, she and her brother were evenly matched in the intensity of their convictions, Mary’s determination to lead her people back to the true faith of Rome every inch the equal of Edward’s resolve to save them from it. And in that campaign she would hope for the support of her cousin, the Holy Roman Emperor Charles V – whose ambassador Jehan Scheyfve continued to despatch ominous reports of Edward’s physical decline – as well as the backing of an as yet unknown number of her prospective subjects.


As a result, June 1553 was a month of mounting tension and barely suppressed fear. The princesses Mary and Elizabeth, who had been prevented from seeing their brother since the early  stages of his illness, were now kept in ignorance of the progress of the disease, beyond what they could glean of the speculation spreading from the capital to their homes twenty miles north, at Hunsdon and Hatfield. The duke of Northumberland reinforced the garrison at the Tower of London and ordered royal warships into the Thames; and the king’s lawyers and councillors were called in secret to his bedchamber to put their seals to Edward’s ‘device’ for Lady Jane’s succession. The Chief Justice of the Court of Common Pleas, Sir Edward Montagu, apprehensively demurred on the grounds that the scheme was not only legally unenforceable but criminal, even treasonable, by the terms of the Act of Succession of 1544. But a combination of the fury of a dying boy and a promise that the plan would imminently be ratified by parliament brought the judges to heel. Their imprimatur persuaded those councillors who still hesitated, Archbishop Cranmer foremost among them, to append their signatures to the document. At the beginning of July, Princess Mary was at last summoned to the king’s bedside. Northumberland planned to accommodate her in some suitably secure royal lodging – the Tower, say – on her arrival in the capital. It was hardly surprising that Mary fled in the opposite direction, taking refuge instead at her estates in Norfolk, which were reassuringly close to the coast should escape prove necessary, and surrounded by her loyal retainers.


Now, on the afternoon of 6 July, the king lay in the great gilded bed, transformed by the extremity of his suffering into a figure of grotesque pathos. He was not alone: his personal physician, George Owen, who had been present at his birth fifteen years earlier, was in constant attendance, quietly assisted by Christopher Salmon, a favourite among Edward’s valets. His devoted friend Barnaby Fitzpatrick had been unable to return as Edward had wanted, detained by family responsibilities in Ireland. Instead, two gentlemen of the king’s chamber – Sir Thomas Wroth and Sir Henry Sidney, Edward’s companion since childhood – kept vigil at his bedside. But he was beyond help. The imminent inevitability of his death had been reported to the royal courts of Europe for weeks, and time and again Edward had defied the rumours; but the stimulating effects of the powerful drugs his doctors had administered were fading as their toxins poisoned an already failing body. Now he lay still and silent, eyes closed in the swollen, darkened face, the disfigured hands motionless. For a moment it seemed as though the shallow breathing had stopped; but then Edward began to murmur to himself, the prayer inaudible but its purpose clear. Sidney took him in his arms, and held him until he died.


Outside, a summer storm raged. Later, it was said that the howling darkness that engulfed London was the wrath of Henry VIII, thundering from the grave at the thwarting of his will. His son was dead, and with him died Henry’s vision of a glorious line of Tudor kings. Amid the chaos and confusion, one thing alone was certain: for the first time, a woman would sit upon the throne of England.
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Long Live the Queen?
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‘I cannot well guide nor rule soldiers, and also they set not by a woman as they should set by a man.’ So wrote Margaret Paston, a Norfolk gentlewoman contemplating the unhappy necessity of defending one of her properties against a rival claimant almost a century before Edward VI’s death. She had her own reasons for emphasising her limitations: recently widowed and exhausted by years in the front line of similar disputes, she wanted to leave her grown-up sons in no doubt that they, not she, now bore responsibility for holding the family fort. Nevertheless, she was right, and about more than her own situation. In a few characteristically succinct and forthright words, she had identified the principal practical constraints on female rule in medieval England.


They were constraints that were evident in the most iconic image of power available to Margaret and her contemporaries. The great seal by which royal commands were authenticated was the physical manifestation of the crown’s authority, a pictorial representation of England’s ruler that was instantly recognisable to the vast majority of England’s people who had neither set eyes on their monarch nor learned to read the documents from which the red wax hung. On one side of the seal the king sat in state to give justice to his people, orb and sceptre in his hands; on the other he rode a towering warhorse, his sword unsheathed in defence of his kingdom.


But a woman could not sit as a judge, nor could she lead an army. Physically, women were equipped for the differently hazardous work of childbearing, rather than to wear and wield heavy steel on the battlefield. Culturally, they were by nature – that is, as designed by a divine creator – lesser than men. At their best, these softer, frailer beings might complement the sterner masculine virtues of their lords and masters with the feminine ones of mercy, mildness and maternal nurture. At worst, they might lead men astray with their inconstancy, their irrationality and their capacity – as whore rather than madonna – for sexual sin. Either way, it was in obedience, modesty, assistance, supplementarity, that a woman’s place lay within the order of God’s creation. And, as such, a woman was no more capable of leadership in peace than in war.


That, at least, was the theory. Experience, depending on individual capabilities, might be less absolute. Margaret Paston was intent on pointing out to her sons that they should not depend on her as captain of the family’s defences precisely because – resourceful and indomitable as she was – she had had to play the role before, sending to her husband in London for crossbows and poleaxes as well as the sugar and almonds that usually made up her shopping lists. It was not ideal, then, but nor was it unthinkable that a woman might occupy a position of command or control. Supplementarity, after all, might mean that a wife or mother could be called upon to protect the interests of a husband or son if they were temporarily absent or hampered by youth or infirmity; and female assistance might be transmuted into influence or even guidance in the hands of a woman possessed of particular intelligence, charisma or will.


Nevertheless, there were limits to what a woman could do. The power of a monarch, his authority instituted and sanctioned by God, was implicitly and inherently male. In practice, there were a number of ways in which such power might be acquired, but all of them reinforced that most basic identification. The dynasty that ruled Margaret Paston’s England could trace its descent back to Duke William of Normandy, a warrior who had made himself a king on the battlefield in 1066. The Bayeux Tapestry, telling the story of that military conquest in elegantly enigmatic embroidery, depicts just three women within its narrative – one a nameless victim of war, another caught up in a now-unfathomable sexual scandal, and the third, Edith, wife of Edward the Confessor and sister of Harold Godwinson, an archetypal figure of female virtue  at the deathbed of her royal husband. All are marginal figures in a masculine world, vastly outnumbered even by the horses and ships of the duke’s invasion force, let alone by the men of his army. And William’s forcible accession interrupted an older tradition whereby the Anglo-Saxon nobles chose their king from among the men of the royal bloodline. This opportunity for the judicious weighing-up of personal qualities had the unfortunate habit of descending into a bloodbath, as candidates for the throne sought to demonstrate their own kingly ruthlessness and eliminate their rivals in one fell swoop – but, whether an Anglo-Saxon monarch was chosen by consensus or violent competition, there was no doubt that he would be male.


It was only gradually, as new precedent and new custom began to be established in Norman England, that primogeniture emerged as the defining principle of the royal succession. Heredity, of course, risked bestowing the right to rule on daughters as well as sons. The developing common law within England, for example, allowed female heirs to inherit land, albeit not on the same terms as their male counterparts: an eldest son would succeed to an estate in its entirety, whereas, in the absence of a male heir, daughters would each receive an equal share. But a kingdom could not be divided in the same way as a smallholding, a manor or even an earldom; and by the sixteenth century very little had been unequivocally resolved about the possibility of female succession to the English throne, other than the evident fact of its undesirability.


In some ways, the circumstances of 1553 appeared to offer more encouraging signs for the prospects of a female sovereign than had been the case even fifty years earlier. Tudor anxiety about the conspicuous vulnerability of the fledgling dynasty had combined with the personal frailties of the last two Tudor kings to diminish expectations of the monarch as warrior. Henry VIII had been at first too irreplaceable and then too incapacitated, and Edward VI simply too young, to lead an army into battle. Instead, the new model of the humanist prince, entering the fray on the intellectual rather than the military front line, offered a paradigm of government by brain rather than brawn from which women were less obviously excluded.


On the other hand, the very fact that the tumultuous upheavals in English life over the previous two decades had been fundamentally predicated on Henry VIII’s desperation for a son had reinforced the manifest deficiencies of his rejected alternative, a female heir, in the minds of his subjects. And while the claim to the throne, such as it was, of the entire Tudor dynasty had come through a woman, Henry VII’s mother had still been alive in 1485 to see her son crowned. Why then, if women could indeed rule, had Westminster Abbey not rung with cheers at the coronation of Queen Margaret Beaufort? In fact, the protracted and bloody civil wars from which Henry Tudor had so unexpectedly emerged victorious had gone a long way toward suggesting that a combination of military force and plausible fitness for power was more likely to secure the crown than strict adherence to the hereditary principle. It seemed possible, therefore, that the lessons of recent history might count women out of contention altogether.


Certainly, that was the conclusion to which Edward VI had come when he first sat down to draft his ‘device for the succession’. The young king had a methodical as well as a scholarly mind, and he had absorbed with every fibre of his being his father’s conviction that a monarch could shape his kingdom by royal fiat in the form of statute and ordinance. Government now proceeded by the framing of detailed legislative regulation, and the original version of Edward’s ‘device’ therefore set out a logical plan for the institution of a new set of rules that would provide England with a legitimate, Protestant and, crucially, male monarch to succeed him, should he fail to have a son of his own. His sisters were not legitimate; his Scottish cousins were not Protestant; which left his Grey cousins as the means by which the crown would pass, after the model of his great-grandmother Margaret Beaufort, through the female line to rest on the male head of one of their as yet unborn sons.


But life was too messy and unpredictable to be moulded even  by the formidable will of a Tudor king. Edward had not planned to die at fifteen, and with his last illness his designs for the future of his kingdom fell apart. The nomination of Jane Grey as his successor abandoned logical principle in favour of pragmatic improvisation, since Jane was a female heir whose mother, from whom her claim derived, was still living. This, then, was no wholesale acceptance of female succession but an attempt to preserve the spirit of Edward’s intentions through a lone anomaly – a legitimately born, Protestant woman who would, by Edward’s explicit specification, pass on the crown to her ‘heirs male’. Should his scheme succeed, then, England’s first queen regnant would also be its last. Should his father’s will prevail, on the other hand, and his sister Mary inherit the crown, then an entirely different precedent would be established.


In 1553, therefore, the future of female rule was about to be tested, in principle and in practice. But female rule in England also had a past. In 1153 – exactly four hundred years before Edward’s death, in a world as remote from Tudor England as the sixteenth century is from the twenty-first – a civil war that had raged for two decades was brought to an end with the sealing of a peace treaty at Winchester. That civil war had been caused by the claims of a woman who could – and, her supporters believed, should – have been the first queen to rule England in her own right. Matilda, daughter of Henry I and granddaughter of the Conqueror, came tantalisingly close not only to establishing her right to the throne, but also to securing an unequivocal hold on power.


She did so in a political world where boundaries, laws and precedents were drawn and redrawn with almost every generation – partly because of the fluidity of an uninstitutionalised government, and partly because newly Norman England was not bound by the example of its Anglo-Saxon past. In one sense, then, this militarised society – where monarchs were required to be soldiers, feudal lords at the head of a personal following – offered little scope for female leadership. But at the same time, there were few formal, explicitly articulated obstacles standing in the way of female rule. And despite contemporary assumptions about the limitations of her sex, Matilda tested the presupposition of male sovereignty almost to destruction.


She did not succeed; nor did she unequivocally fail. Because her challenge ended in concession and compromise, the precedent it set was partial and complex. Women, it seemed, could not expect to exercise royal power in their own right, but Matilda both transmitted her claim to her son and played an influential role in his counsels. The lesson of her failure to secure the throne – and the story of the four centuries that elapsed before the claims of her female Tudor descendants – was therefore not straightforwardly that of the exclusion of women from power in England. Instead, it appeared that the conventional roles of wife and mother might, in some unconventional circumstances, offer opportunities for government to be guided by a female hand.


Between the twelfth and the fifteenth centuries three more exceptional women – Eleanor of Aquitaine, Isabella of France and Margaret of Anjou – discovered, as queens consort and dowager, how much was possible if presumptions of male rule were not confronted so explicitly. Eleanor governed England during the long absence of her ‘most beloved son’, Richard the Lionheart. Isabella challenged her husband’s misrule, championing the cause of legitimate government in the name of her young son, the future Edward III. Margaret took up the standard of royal authority in defence of her infant son and her incapacitated husband, Henry VI. All three had the freedom to act because their power was exercised under the legitimising mantle of a male monarchy.


But such freedom had limits. Eleanor found herself able to play the elder stateswoman only after she had spent fifteen years in custody for her involvement in a rebellion against her husband, Henry II. Isabella’s failure to comprehend the responsibilities of power as well as its rewards resulted in her overthrow not long after that of her husband, Edward II. And Margaret’s attempt to shoulder her husband’s dead weight gradually collapsed, along with his government, as it became clear that the will animating  this composite royal authority was not that of the king himself.


Freedom to act, in other words, did not mean freedom from censure and condemnation. The risk these queens ran was that their power would be perceived as a perversion of ‘good’ womanhood, a distillation of all that was most to be feared in the unstable depths of female nature. The unease, if not outright denunciation, with which their rule was met has coalesced in the image of the she-wolf, a feral creature driven by instinct rather than reason, a sexual predator whose savagery matched that of her mate – or exceeded it, even, in the ferocity with which she defended her young. ‘She-wolf of France, but worse than wolves of France’, Shakespeare famously dubbed Margaret of Anjou:






How ill-beseeming is it in thy sex


To triumph like an Amazonian trull


Upon their woes whom Fortune captivates!








And the appellation was later extended by Thomas Gray to her countrywoman, Edward II’s queen Isabella (‘She-wolf of France, with unrelenting fangs / That tear’st the bowels of thy mangled mate …’).


The visceral force of this image drew on a characterisation of female power as grotesque and immoral that had surfaced with remarkable speed in a number of vituperatively explicit polemics once the prospect of a female sovereign became an imminent reality in 1553. Most resounding of all was The First Blast of the Trumpet Against the Monstrous Regiment of Women, unleashed from Geneva in 1558 by the Protestant firebrand John Knox. This tract, and others adopting a similar stance, were composed in reaction to the specific political and religious developments of the mid-1550s, but the arguments they made had deep roots within English political culture. Female ‘regiment’ – or regimen, meaning rule or governance – was ‘monstrous’ – that is, unnatural and abominable – because women were doubly subordinate to men, once by reason of Eve’s creation from Adam’s rib, and again because of her transgression in precipitating the fall from Eden. And therefore ‘to promote a woman to bear rule, superiority, dominion or empire above any realm, nation or city is repugnant to nature, contumely to God, a thing most contrarious to his revealed will and approved ordinance, and finally it is the subversion of good order, of all equity and justice’, Knox ringingly declared, before elaborating several thousand words of largely circular variation on that pungent theme.


By this argument, then, any exercise of power by a woman was a manifestation of the female propensity for sin; and the Old Testament offered a ready identification of female rule as a sexualised tyranny in the infamous figure of Jezebel, wife of King Ahab, who exploited her hold over her husband and their two sons to turn Israel away from God and subject its people to immorality and injustice. ‘Such as ruled and were queens were for the most part wicked, ungodly, superstitious, and given to idolatry and to all filthy abominations, as we may see in the histories of Queen Jezebel…’ wrote Thomas Becon, a Protestant preacher and homilist, in 1554. Knox, whose favoured rhetorical mode inclined markedly toward fire and brimstone, tackled the subject with obvious relish: ‘Jezebel may for a time sleep quietly in the bed of her fornication and whoredom, she may teach and deceive for a season; but neither shall she preserve herself, neither yet her adulterous children from great affliction, and from the sword of God’s vengeance …’ And Knox’s blasting trumpet was directed not only at women who sought to rule in their own right, but also at those whose authority, like that of Jezebel herself, depended on their husbands and sons.


The example of the medieval queens who had exercised power in England in previous centuries, therefore, was both complex and troubling, even for those who had no wish to emulate Knox and his colleagues in the articulation of polemical absolutes. A woman could not easily fit the role of a monarch, moulded as it was for a man. Nor could a wife or mother step forward to act in place of a husband or son without raising questions about the nature of her rule and its place in the right order of creation. But shedding the she-wolf’s skin would come at a price: the ‘good woman’ who  acknowledged her duty of obedience and the primacy of her role as a helpmeet could not, after all, hope to offer sustained political leadership in any meaningful sense.


For the Tudor women confronting the succession crisis of 1553, then, the battle to secure the throne was only the first step on a hard road ahead. Their right to wear the crown would not go unquestioned, but that challenge was finite and graspable compared to the test which the exercise of power would present. In facing that greater test, they had every reason not to look back to their medieval forebears. Those earlier queens had been compromised by the provisional nature of their authority, and condemned by history for their unnatural self-assertion. No self-respecting Tudor monarch – self-evidently, of course, fit to rule by God-given right – would need to acknowledge such problematic exemplars. It was to kings, not queens, that Tudor sovereigns looked for example and warning. (‘I am Richard II, know ye not that?’ Elizabeth sharply remarked in response to Shakespeare’s meditation on the nature of kingship.)


But that very identification with male sovereignty emphasises what the Tudor queens shared with the women who had held power in the centuries before them. In the lives of those women – in their ambitions and achievements, their frustrations and failures, the challenges they faced and the compromises they made – were laid out the lineaments of the paradox which the female heirs to the Tudor throne had no choice but to negotiate. Man was the head of woman; and the king was the head of all. How, then, could royal power lie in female hands?
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This Land Grew Dark
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On 1 December 1135, another king of England lay dying. Not a boy but a man of nearly seventy, Henry I had ruled the English people for more than half his lifetime. A bull-like figure, stocky and powerfully muscular, Henry was a commanding leader, ‘the greatest of kings’, according to the chronicler Orderic Vitalis, who observed his rule admiringly from the cloisters of a Norman monastery. His greatness did not lie on the battlefield – a competent rather than exceptional soldier, Henry avoided all-out warfare where he could – but in his judgement, his charisma and his acute political brain. Nor had age dimmed his relentless energy; he had spent the summer and autumn of 1135 on military patrol along the borders of his lands, and in November he rode to his lodge at Lyons-la-Forêt, thirty miles east of Rouen, for the restorative pleasures of a hunting trip.


But while he was there, against his doctor’s orders, the king indulged in a dish of lampreys, an eel-like fish that was prized as a delicacy, served in a pie powdered with spices or roasted with a sauce of blood and wine infused with ginger, cinnamon and cloves. Perhaps his physician was right about the indigestible richness of the dish; perhaps the lampreys were dangerously unfresh; or perhaps the illness by which Henry was struck that night was no more than unhappy coincidence. Whatever the cause, within a couple of days it was clear that he was unlikely to survive. As in 1553, a king’s mortality brought great men scrambling to his bedside, and the succession to his throne became a matter of frantic political speculation.


The country whose rule Henry was about to relinquish would not have been wholly familiar to his Tudor descendants. England in 1135 was a young kingdom – or, rather, an old kingdom in the upstart hands of a new royal dynasty. There had been a king of all England for two hundred years, ever since the independent Anglo-Saxon territories of Northumbria, Mercia, Wessex and East Anglia had first been united under Æthelstan, grandson of the great King Alfred. Despite the repeated shockwaves of Viking assaults on this newly unified land – assaults so successful that the English throne was appropriated for a time by the Danish King Cnut – Anglo-Saxon England had grown by the mid-eleventh century into a remarkably powerful, wealthy and sophisticated state. And then, on 14 October 1066, on a sloping field six miles north of Hastings, the flower of the Saxon aristocracy was cut down by charging horsemen under the command of Henry’s father, William, duke of Normandy.


William claimed to be the rightful heir of the Anglo-Saxon king Edward the Confessor, but the Norman conquest of England that followed the slaughter at Hastings was nothing less than a revolution. The Anglo-Saxon political caste was systematically eliminated, as four or five thousand thegns – the great Anglo-Saxon landholders – were violently displaced by a new elite of fewer than two hundred Norman barons. French, not English, was now the language of power in England. And this political year zero opened the way for a new kind of kingship, too. The evolutionary intricacies of Anglo-Saxon landholding were swept away by William’s irruption into the political landscape. England was now the personal property of its conqueror, to be parcelled out at will among his loyal supporters through a chain of feudal relationships, where land was granted from lord to vassal in return for an oath of personal fidelity and a pledge of military service. Such relationships were the currency of politics throughout western Europe, but only in England, on a blank slate wiped clean by conquest, could the king create a feudal hierarchy depending directly on his own authority, untrammelled by customary rights and local tradition.


England, however, was only one part of the Conqueror’s domains. After 1066, the Channel was no longer a frontier but a thoroughfare, carrying William and his most powerful subjects between the lands they now held on both sides of the sea. In England, he was a king, imposing his royal will on a vanquished people. In Normandy, on the other hand, he remained a duke – not a sovereign lord but a vassal of the king of France. In practice, Philippe I had little hold on his nominal liegeman: he could not come close to matching the military might that had enabled William to seize the English crown, nor could he escape the constraints of custom and precedent that William’s invasion had obliterated on the other side of the Channel. Nevertheless, questions remained about how the new Norman kingdom of England might fit within a map of Europe which was composed not of neatly interlocking nation-states behind precisely defined borders, but of a constantly shifting web of overlapping jurisdictions, alliances and allegiances.


Henry was the third Norman monarch to wield this double authority, after his formidable father and his dandified, overconfident brother William, known as ‘Rufus’ because of his ruddy complexion. A child of the Conquest, born in Yorkshire two years after his father’s triumph at Hastings, Henry personified the hybrid complexities of the Anglo-Norman world. He was educated in England, but – like the Conqueror, who briefly tried to learn English before giving it up as a bad job – Henry thought and spoke in Norman French. The two greatest contemporary historians who recorded his exploits and revered his kingship, Orderic Vitalis and William of Malmesbury, were each the son of a Norman father and an English mother, one writing in the Norman monastery of St Evroult, the other at Malmesbury Abbey in Wiltshire. And now, in December 1135, Henry’s English birth would be followed by a Norman death, as he made his final confession and received the last rites at Lyons-la-Forêt.


Despite the hush of the room and the spiritual ministrations of the archbishop of Rouen, the king’s energetic mind could not find peace in his final hours. His overwhelming preoccupation, as it had been for the last fifteen years of his life, was the question of who should succeed him – and he had good reason to be anxious.


In the seventy years of its existence, Norman England had not yet settled on a means of determining the identity of a new king. Before 1066, the Anglo-Saxons had looked to the Witan, the great nobles of the realm, to choose the man best suited to lead them from among the Æthelings, direct royal descendants of the sixth-century warrior Cerdic, first Saxon king of Wessex. In Normandy, meanwhile, the duke himself had traditionally nominated his own heir – in practice, almost always his eldest son – to whom his magnates then swore fidelity and allegiance.


That was the way in which the Conqueror had become duke of Normandy, at the age of only seven, and he had followed Norman custom in designating as his successor there his eldest son Robert, known as Curthose – ‘short shanks’ – or, more contemptuously still, Gambaron – ‘fat legs’ – because of his low stature. In England, however, William was not bound by precedent, whether Norman or Anglo-Saxon. And for the last four years of his life, the king and his eldest son had been acrimoniously estranged. In September 1087, when William – now a corpulent but still powerfully imposing man of sixty – lay on his deathbed, he was grudgingly prepared to concede that Robert should rule in Normandy, as he had promised more than twenty years earlier. But in England, he intended that the crown should pass to his second and favourite son, William Rufus, who was despatched from his father’s bedside at Rouen across the Channel to Westminster. There Rufus was crowned king little more than two weeks after his father’s death.


The result was war. Robert could not accept that his younger brother should supplant him in England, while Rufus set his sights on adding his elder brother’s duchy to his new kingdom. Sporadic fighting and tension-filled truces left Rufus – who was a better soldier and a shrewder leader than his unimpressive brother – with the upper hand, until in 1096 Robert abandoned the struggle, pawning Normandy to Rufus for a cash payment of ten thousand silver marks to fund his departure on crusade.


Robert was still away, spending some time in southern Italy on a leisurely journey back from the Holy Land, when on 2 August 1100 William Rufus was killed, speared in the heart by a stray arrow during a hunting expedition in the New Forest. If Robert had hoped to succeed him as king of England – and he surely did, given that William had no children, and that each of the brothers had named the other his heir in a short-lived treaty of 1091 – he was to be bitterly disappointed. Their clever, ambitious youngest brother, Henry, was with Rufus when he died in the dappled sunlight of the forest. Henry took only an instant to weigh up the opportunity with which the rogue arrow had unexpectedly presented him. Ruthlessly composed amid the panic and confusion, he spurred his horse twenty miles north to Winchester, the ancient capital of Wessex, where he seized control of the royal treasury and persuaded the barons who had reached the town in time for Rufus’s hastily arranged burial the next morning to nominate him as their new king. He then rode full pelt for London, another sixty miles north-east, where he was crowned in Westminster Abbey on 5 August, less than seventy-two hours after his brother’s untimely death.


It was a brilliantly successful coup d’état. When Robert arrived home in Normandy a month later, he was unable to shake Henry’s hold on England. Six years after that, when military tension broke into open warfare at Tinchebray in south-western Normandy, Robert was defeated and captured by Henry’s forces. The remaining three decades of his life were lived in captivity, where he abandoned any attempt to revitalise his cause in favour of a contemplative existence spent writing poetry and, from his comfortable quarters in Cardiff Castle, learning to speak Welsh.


Henry was now master of both England and Normandy – and the victory of this youngest of the Conqueror’s three sons seemed to represent a conclusive defeat for the principle that eldest sons might expect to succeed their royal fathers. But Henry’s perspective as a young pretender turned out to be very different from his scruples as an established and undisputed monarch. An archetypal poacher turned gamekeeper, Henry was adamant that his own offspring should never be ousted from power by a coup of the kind that he had masterminded to secure the throne for himself.


His campaign to establish the legitimacy of his line beyond all possible doubt began just three months after he became king, with his marriage to Edith, daughter of King Malcolm III of Scotland. Her father was dead, and Scotland shaken by conflict over the succession, but the orphaned and exiled princess was a beautiful young woman whose ‘perfection of character’, according to Orderic Vitalis, Henry had ‘long adored’. Her particular political virtue as Henry’s new queen, however, was that, through her mother, she had Anglo-Saxon royal blood in her veins. Edith herself was not an Ætheling, since only male heirs could claim that title. But any children of her marriage to Henry would have the unique distinction of tracing their descent from the house of Cerdic as well as from the Conqueror, and their right to rule would be affirmed twice over.


By the end of 1103, there were two royal infants: a girl called Matilda (the same Norman name that her mother had now adopted in place of the Anglo-Saxon Edith) and a boy named William. Despite the length and strength of their parents’ marriage, which lasted until the queen’s death in the spring of 1118, there would be no more children. The young Matilda was therefore despatched to Germany for a magnificent diplomatic marriage to the Holy Roman Emperor, Heinrich V, and her brother – whom Orderic Vitalis called William Ætheling, in recognition of his doubly royal heritage – was educated as befitted a prince who would cement his father’s success in binding England and Normandy together.


William was not, in fact, Henry’s only son, since well-sown wild oats meant that the king had a growing family of illegitimate children, more than twenty in all, scattered around his English and French domains. ‘All his life he was completely free from fleshly lusts,’ the chronicler William of Malmesbury wrote with an impressively straight face, ‘indulging in the embraces of the female sex, as I have heard from those who know, from love of begetting children and not to gratify his passions …’ But there could be no doubt that, among this large family, William was the apple of his father’s eye, the boy on whose shoulders all Henry’s hopes now rested.


William was only ten when he began to act as a formal witness of his father’s royal edicts. By the age of sixteen, he was married to the daughter of Count Foulques of Anjou and Maine, territories immediately to the south of Normandy, and had ridden into battle with his father against the forces of the French king Louis VI (known, thanks to his expanding girth, as Louis the Fat), on the plain of Brémule in eastern Normandy. Both his marriage and what turned out to be a stunning victory at Brémule were intended to secure his place in the succession against the one man who could challenge him: William Clito, only legitimate son of Henry’s older brother, the imprisoned Robert Curthose.


Like mirror images, these first cousins faced one another: two grandsons of the Conqueror, each named William in his honour, born within a year of each other, and each designated as a royal heir, ‘Clito’ being the Latin equivalent of the Anglo-Saxon ‘Æthe-ling’. But only one could succeed; and Henry’s implacable determination that his son should be king made it certain that Louis the Fat would champion his rival. Both boys – at barely sixteen and seventeen, they were scarcely more – took their place amid the heat and dust of the battlefield at Brémule in August 1119, but it was William Ætheling who triumphed. William Clito fled with King Louis to the safety of the French stronghold at Les Andelys where, the next day, Henry returned the French king’s captured warhorse and all its splendid trappings, while William Ætheling sent back William Clito’s palfrey with a selection of rich gifts for his defeated cousin in an exquisitely judged gesture of chivalric condescension. One year later, in the summer of 1120, Louis finally bowed to the inevitable. He agreed to accept the homage of William Ætheling as lawful successor to the duchy of Normandy, thereby recognising the legitimacy of Henry’s rule on both sides of the Channel and of William’s claims as his designated heir. William Clito’s cause was lost, and William Ætheling’s future secure.


Fresh from this triumph, Henry and his magnates gathered at Barfleur, the harbour at the northern tip of the Cotentin peninsula from where the Conqueror had launched his assault on England in 1066, and which was now the greatest port on the Norman coast. By 25 November 1120, Henry’s fleet was ready to sail. The voyage between England and Normandy was a familiar one to the king and his court – Henry’s father had crossed the Anglo-Norman sea seventeen times in the twenty-one years he ruled England – but it was not to be taken lightly, especially in winter, when the risk of rough winds and towering waves made the journey particularly hazardous. Henry himself had never before sailed later in the year than September, but there seemed no cause for concern as he surveyed the glassy water, scarcely rippled by the southerly breeze that would billow gently in the ships’ sails on the way north to the English coast.


As the afternoon light began to fade, he embarked on the esnec-ca, the king’s great dragon-headed longship, named ‘serpent’ in the ancient language of the Norsemen who had become ‘Normans’ when they settled in France two hundred years earlier. His son William, however, was not with him. Instead, the seventeen-year-old prince had taken passage on a newly refitted vessel named the White Ship, piloted – propitiously, it seemed – by the son of the shipmaster who had first brought the Conqueror from Barfleur to England fifty-four years earlier.


As the royal esnecca put to sea in the twilight, a glamorous company of ebullient young aristocrats assembled on the White Ship’s freshly-scrubbed deck. Among them were two of William’s illegitimate siblings: Richard, newly betrothed to a rich Norman heiress, and another Matilda, wife of the powerful count of Perche. There too were the young earl of Chester and his wife, along with the earl’s illegitimate brother Othuer, who was the prince’s tutor, and the king’s favourite nephew, Stephen, count of Mortain. Altogether the prince’s entourage numbered more than two hundred people, from the cream of the Anglo-Norman nobility to the fifty rowers grasping the long oars that stretched down beneath the great square sail to the dark sea below.


And when at last the White Ship slipped out into the blackness of the quiet water, everyone on board was roaring drunk. Three casks of wine had already been emptied by the time the ship was ready to sail. As the party grew wilder and more raucous, the boisterous behaviour of the prince’s companions had become so alarmingly reckless that Stephen, count of Mortain – who, alone, was still sober because of a stomach upset – asked to be put ashore. He was safely back on land when the ship left the quayside, its oars pulling violently through the water as the inebriated crew raced to overtake the esnecca, somewhere ahead in the pitch-dark night, with the clamorous encouragement of the drunken passengers.


No one saw the rock at the mouth of the harbour. There was no warning: just the heart-stopping jolt of a brutal impact; the sickening crunch of splintering wood; and sudden screaming panic as the ship began to list. With freezing water pouring in through the shattered hull, it took only minutes for the White Ship to go down. The frantic cries of hundreds of terrified voices carried faintly to the shore, but on a moonless night, in perishing temperatures, there was no hope of rescue.


As the voices fell gradually, chillingly silent, two men were left alone in the darkness, clinging to a spar. One was a young nobleman named Geoffrey FitzGilbert; the other, a butcher named Berold, a native of Rouen, who had set foot on board only to reclaim some debts he was owed by the careless aristocrats of the prince’s court. They prayed together, trying to keep up each other’s spirits despite the shock and the biting cold. Eventually FitzGilbert could hold on no longer. His numbed and stiffened fingers lost their grip on the wet wood, and he slipped quietly away into the depths of the sea. But the butcher clung on, his rough sheepskin jacket – so unlike the waterlogged silks and furs that had dragged the drowning courtiers down – still preserving the last traces of his body’s warmth. At dawn, he was found by three fishermen. He was the White Ship’s only survivor.


It was two days before anyone dared break the news to King Henry, waiting anxiously in England for his son’s arrival. When a stuttering boy was finally pushed forward to tell him of the wreck, this bull of a man collapsed in anguish. It was a personal tragedy: Henry had lost kinsmen, friends and servants, and, most terrible of all, three of his beloved children. But, for a king, the personal was always political, and all Henry’s hopes for his country’s future had been swallowed by the sea along with his drowned son. ‘No ship that ever sailed brought England such disaster,’ William of Malmesbury wrote grimly.


Overwhelming grief cast a long shadow over the rest of Henry’s life, but it did not incapacitate him for long. Just two months after the horror at Barfleur he married for a second time, to Adeliza, a beautiful girl the same age as his dead son. Politically, it was a promising alliance – Adeliza was the daughter of Godfrey, count of Leuven and duke of Lower Lorraine – but the raison d’être of the match was the need to resolve the sudden crisis over the succession. In that, however, it failed. Despite the fact that Henry’s ability to father children had been energetically demonstrated over the course of thirty years, and that Adeliza would eventually go on to have seven of her own when she married again after Henry’s death, this royal coupling produced no new heirs.


By 1125, it was already becoming clear that the fifty-seven-year-old king could not rely solely on the dwindling likelihood that his young wife might give him another son. But Henry did have one surviving legitimate child: his daughter, Matilda. He had not seen her for fifteen years, ever since she had left England as an eight-year-old girl to travel to Germany to join the court of her future husband, the Holy Roman Emperor Heinrich V. But in May 1125 the emperor succumbed to cancer at the age of just thirty-eight, and his young and childless widow was suddenly free to rejoin her father.


Henry lost no time in taking advantage of Matilda’s abrupt liberation from her imperial duties. At Christmas 1126, he presented his newly returned daughter to his magnates at a great gathering of the court held at Windsor and Westminster. There the nobles were required to swear a solemn oath that they would uphold her right, and that of any sons she might one day have, to succeed to her father’s throne. They did so without demur, in public at least; but Henry could not rest content with this formal acceptance of his daughter’s title, and in 1131 he demanded that his leading subjects repeat their pledges, reiterating their commitment to Matilda as ruler-in-waiting.


By that time, Henry had also sought to bolster her position, as he had done that of his dead son, through an alliance with Anjou, Normandy’s southern neighbour. In 1128, Matilda therefore married Geoffroi, heir to the county of Anjou, whose sister had once been the wife of her drowned brother. And by the time Henry made his last, fateful journey to Lyons-la-Forêt, his daughter’s second marriage had given him two healthy grandsons, two-year-old Henry and one-year-old Geoffrey, in whose chubby hands lay the future of the Anglo-Norman realm.


The king had done all he could, but he could not be sure that it was enough. Earls, counts and bishops crowded at his bedside as he roused himself to insist again, with a dying man’s desperate urgency, that all of his lands, on both sides of the sea, should pass to his daughter. At last, on the night of 1 December 1135, Henry I died. ‘He was a good man, and was held in great awe,’ wrote the author of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle. ‘In his time no man dared do wrong against another; he made peace for man and beast.’ It was a mercy, perhaps, that the sightless eyes of the Lion of Justice would not see the darkness that followed his passing.

















2


Mathilda Imperatrix 




[image: ]








It is a measure of the peculiarity of Matilda’s position in 1135 that we know so little about her. Her contemporaries, whether friends, enemies or neutral observers, struggled to decide how to handle or to judge her, how to place her within a political narrative that expected its chief protagonists to be male. As a result, she is an insubstantial, inconsistent presence in the chronicles, rarely seen in more than two dimensions, often disconcertingly portrayed as a marginal figure in her own story.


We can only guess what she looked like. Her father Henry, William of Malmesbury tells us, was ‘more than short and less than tall’, a vigorous, thickset man with receding black hair, a steady gaze and an unfortunate tendency to snore. Her mother, Edith-Matilda of Scotland, meanwhile, was ‘a woman of exceptional holiness, and by no means negligible beauty’. Although William puts no specific features to these royal good looks, he shows us the pious queen walking barefoot in church during Lent in penitential humility, and wearing a hair-cloth shift under her elaborate gowns. But, master of the thumbnail portrait though he was, William of Malmesbury’s sketch of Matilda herself is uncharacteristically opaque, a somewhat impersonal coupling of her parents’ most striking qualities: she ‘displayed her father’s courage and her mother’s piety; holiness in her found its equal in energy, and it would be hard to say which was more admirable’.


In part, of course, this arm’s-length treatment of Matilda’s character stems from the fact that she was an unknown quantity in England when she crossed the Channel at her father’s side in September 1126 for the first time in more than sixteen years. She was English-born, probably in February 1102 at Sutton Courtenay, a manor house near the ancient town and abbey of Abingdon in Oxfordshire, and seems to have lived in England for the first eight years of her life, although reliable information about her upbringing is almost entirely lacking. We know that her intelligent, capable mother rarely accompanied the king to Normandy, instead spending most of her time at the royal palace of Westminster, a mile and a half westwards along the Thames from London’s city walls, where Matilda’s flamboyant uncle, William Rufus, had built the largest great hall England had ever seen to house his marble throne. We cannot take it for granted that Matilda lived at Westminster with her mother – royal children rarely spent all or even most of their time in close proximity to their parents – but it seems likely that the queen’s cultured household, with its profound religious sensibility, provided the defining context for Matilda’s education.


Matilda’s mother tongue, like that of her parents and her peers, was Norman French, but she learned to read in Latin, the language of the Church, of international diplomacy, and of literate culture in England after the Conquest had obliterated Old English literary traditions. We might also hope, for her sake, that she was well prepared for her future as a royal bride, since it was a role she was expected to take up, in public at least, when she was no more than a child.


She was only six years old when the most eminent king in western Europe, Heinrich V of Germany, sought her hand in marriage. The kingdom of Germany was an agglomeration of states under the rule of a monarch chosen by a select group of the most powerful German noblemen and archbishops (albeit that, as in England, the hereditary principle proved hard to resist, so that Heinrich was the fourth heir of the Salian dynasty in direct succession to wear this supposedly elective crown). The German ruler was known not only as Rex Teutonicorum – king of the Germans – but also as Rex Romanorum – king of the Romans – in recognition of the fact that his power extended over what remained of the Western Roman Empire after its split from the Byzantine East, lands which included not only Germany but northern Italy, Burgundy, Austria and Bohemia. And the man who was elected king of the Romans could claim the right to be crowned by the pope in a ceremony which would elevate him from a mere king to the status of emperor, a title conferring on its holder a unique authority within western Christendom.


For Matilda’s father, King Henry, whose family had held the crown of England for less than fifty years and whose own controversial claim to the throne was not yet established beyond all challenge, this alliance with a monarch who would follow in Charlemagne’s footsteps as ruler of the Western Roman Empire was an enticing prospect – one for which he was more than prepared to send his small daughter overseas, and with her a large amount of money. And it was England’s wealth that made the match so appealing for Heinrich, whose authority over lands stretching from the Baltic to the Adriatic was not matched by his cashflow. The deal was done in the summer of 1109:seven-year-old Matilda was betrothed to the German king by proxy at a magnificent meeting of her father’s court, and it was agreed that, along with the hand of his child-bride, Heinrich would receive ten thousand silver marks, the same immense amount for which Robert Curthose had pawned the duchy of Normandy to William Rufus just thirteen years before.


Matilda had only a few months left to enjoy the familiarity of life in England. She had just passed her eighth birthday in February 1110 when she said goodbye to her parents, her brother and her home, and set sail for Boulogne, accompanied by a distinguished retinue of aristocrats and clergymen. They rode beside her carriage – its embroidered cushions doing little to ease the jolting of the wooden chassis on the wheel-axles – two hundred miles eastward, over the flat plain of Flanders and across the western borders of her future husband’s empire into the duchy of Lower Lorraine. There, in Liège, a great city ruled by a powerful prince-bishop, Matilda for the first time met the man to whom she was promised in marriage. 


Heinrich was twenty-four years old. It was four years since he had become king of Germany in succession to his father, Heinrich IV, whose reign had been blighted by bloody conflict over the extent of his royal authority, both with the nobility of Saxony and with the pope. He had been excommunicated in the course of this struggle, and as a result his corpse still lay unburied in an unconsecrated side-chapel of the imperial cathedral at Speyer, awaiting reconciliation in death with the papacy against which he had fought so bitterly in life.


But the start of his son’s rule was not marred by such battles. The new young king had allied himself with his father’s enemies two years before the old king’s death, and, with their support, his accession brought a temporary peace to the Empire. The task that Heinrich now faced was to rebuild the power of his crown. In theory, his authority reached from Hamburg in the north to Rome in the south, from Lyons in the west to Vienna in the east. In practice, however, he needed to ride to Rome at the head of an ostentatiously imposing entourage – a retinue which might, as circumstances dictated, take on the form of an army – to stamp his rule on his Italian territories and to secure his coronation as emperor at the hands of the pope. For that, he needed money; and so his little bride, who would bring him such a great dowry, was graciously and warmly received.


For the next few months Matilda accompanied her future husband on imperial progress, first of all to the graceful city of Utrecht in the Netherlands, more than a hundred miles north of Liège. There, at Easter, the royal couple were formally betrothed once again, in person this time, and Heinrich endowed his wife-to-be with rich gifts and lands reflecting her status as his consort. The court then moved along the valley of the Rhine to Cologne, Speyer and Worms, before arriving at Mainz, the foremost archiepiscopal see of all Germany, where preparations were under way for Matilda’s coronation. At eight, she was too young to become a wife, but not to be recognised as a queen: a solemn betrothal was as binding in the sight of the Church as the marriage vows to which she had committed herself for the future, so that contemporaries saw no incongruity in the fact that Matilda would receive her crown some years before her wedding ring.


Mainz, like Speyer and Worms, was home to one of the three great Kaiserdome, imperial churches built in monumental red sandstone on an awe-inspiring scale. The Romanesque cathedral at Mainz had an inauspicious history: fire had gutted the building on the day of its inauguration almost exactly a century earlier, and in 1081 another devastating blaze had undone the painstaking repairs. But, thanks to Heinrich IV, a new octagonal tower now soared over the nave as his small daughter-in-law arrived in ceremonial procession on 25 July – the feast day of St James the Apostle, whose mummified hand was preserved among the priceless relics in the royal chapel – to be crowned Germany’s queen. A new archbishop had not yet been appointed to the see of Mainz after the death of the last incumbent in 1109, so that it was the archbishop of Trier who carried Matilda delicately in his arms while the archbishop of Cologne anointed her with holy chrism and placed a crown (which was almost certainly too large, as well as too heavy, for a child) on her young head.


The ritual was designed to impress all those present, the eight-year-old girl at its centre as well as the assembled onlookers, with its potent blend of the sacred and the majestic. It was therefore with a powerful sense of her royal duty and dignity that Matilda left Mainz for Trier, a little less than a hundred miles westward, to learn what it was to be a German queen. Her education there was overseen by the prelate who had held her during her coronation, Archbishop Bruno, one of her future husband’s closest and most trusted counsellors, a man described by the French statesman and chronicler Abbot Suger of Saint-Denis as ‘elegant and agreeable, full of eloquence and wisdom’. Trier was a Roman city, the oldest in Germany, lying in the valley of the Moselle river between low wooded hills, and its cosmopolitan Franco-German culture provided the ideal setting for this Norman princess to learn the language, laws and customs of her newly adopted home. 


While Matilda studied under Archbishop Bruno’s careful guardianship, Heinrich put the treasure she had brought as her dowry to immediate and productive use. The royal couple’s betrothal at Utrecht in April had doubled as an opportunity for the king to begin the process of assembling forces for his planned expedition to Rome, and in August he crossed the Alps at the head of a vast following – Abbot Suger and Orderic Vitalis suggest a figure of thirty thousand knights, which, even allowing for evocative exaggeration, implies an exceptionally intimidating host – that was equipped and provisioned by Matilda’s silver.


Relations between Heinrich and Pope Paschal II had deteriorated badly since the king’s accession, over the bitterly contested question of investiture – the competition between Church and state for control of the creation of bishops, a running battle that was the focal point of a broader war over the relative powers of spiritual and temporal authority. Despite Paschal’s initial hopes, Heinrich had proved no more willing to yield to claims of a papal monopoly on investiture than his excommunicated father, and the pope therefore refused to crown him emperor unless he changed his mind. Heinrich had a ready answer: his soldiers seized Paschal and sixteen of his cardinals and held them all in close confinement for two months until they capitulated. Under this peculiarly irresistible form of persuasion, Paschal confirmed his royal enemy’s right to invest bishops with the ring and crozier of episcopal office; and on 13 April 1111, in the echoing basilica of St Peter in Rome, the pope’s unwilling hands placed the imperial crown – an octagonal diadem of gold studded with jewels and cloisonné enamelwork, enclosed by a golden arch and surmounted by a jewelled cross – on the new emperor’s head.


The conflict was far from over. Once Heinrich and his army had returned to Germany, the papal council lost no time in repudiating the concessions he had extorted by force. The imperial coronation was a sacred rite that could not be undone, but, while hostilities continued, it was abundantly clear that the emperor’s bride could not hope to be crowned in her turn as his empress.


She could, however, expect to become his wife. In January 1114, just before her twelfth birthday – twelve being the canonical age at which girls were permitted to enter into the sacrament of marriage – Matilda and Heinrich finally took their vows in the towering cathedral at Worms on the western bank of the Rhine. The sheer grandeur of the celebrations, the most opulent gathering of the German court in a generation, defied the descriptive powers of the chroniclers. Five archbishops, thirty bishops and five dukes witnessed the ceremony, each attended by an ostentatious entourage; ‘as for the counts and abbots and provosts’, one well-informed but anonymous commentator continued,




no one present could tell their numbers, though many observant men were there. So numerous were the wedding gifts which various kings and primates sent to the emperor, and the gifts which the emperor from his own store gave to the innumerable throngs of jesters and jongleurs and people of all kinds, that not one of his chamberlains who received or distributed them could count them.





Matilda’s performance on this intimidatingly magnificent occasion was immaculate. She was ‘a girl of noble character’, the anonymous chronicler remarked, ‘distinguished and beautiful, who was held to bring glory and honour to both the Roman Empire and the English realm’. It was also the beginning of her public life at her imperial husband’s side. It seemed an unlikely partnership: a girl scarcely on the brink of adulthood, married to a man of twenty-eight, a monarch who was not only able and astute but ruthlessly and relentlessly hard-headed. But observers were in no doubt of how well the relationship worked. ‘The emperor loved his noble wife deeply,’ wrote Orderic Vitalis; and, even if we choose to be a little more cynical than the conventions of courtesy allowed in describing the emotional dynamics of this dynastic alliance, it remains clear that Matilda won the trust and the respect of her powerful husband.


Her own family supplied the best of models for a royal consort. Her mother, Edith-Matilda, had been a devoted and skilful partner in Henry I’s regime, while her maternal grandmother, Margaret of Scotland, was so widely revered for her piety that she was later declared a saint. But Matilda, who had never known her grandmother, had not seen her mother since she was eight years old, and her success as Heinrich’s queen owed as much to the resilient intelligence of her own response to the role as it did to her genes or the training of her earliest years.


A complex task lay ahead of her. To be the consort of a ruler was not to be a mere appendage; she was not simply a decorative ornament to his court, or the passive embodiment of a political treaty. A crowned queen shared in her husband’s majesty – she, too, had been anointed by God, her authority given divine sanction – and, if she was necessarily a satellite of his power, she nevertheless had an influential part to play in his government. She might emphasise the spiritual dimensions of his rule rather than the worldly preoccupations that took the lion’s share of a king’s attention: the saintly Margaret of Scotland, for example, was unusual only in the extent, not the fact, of her religious devotion. She might serve as his representative when he could not be physically present, as Edith-Matilda had done with distinction in England during the years King Henry spent across the Channel in Normandy. And she might temper his justice with mercy, her intercession enabling her husband to moderate the harshness of the punishments he inflicted without compromising the respect in which his judgements were held.


This, in fact, was the first formal queenly role which the eight-year-old Matilda had been called upon to play, in ritual form, on her arrival from England in 1110, when she was asked at Liège to intercede for a disgraced nobleman, Godfrey, count of Leuven and duke of Lower Lorraine (whose daughter Adeliza would become her stepmother ten years later). And from 1114, when she left her schoolbooks behind after the extravagant spectacle of her wedding to take her place at her husband’s side, she fulfilled her duties as a sponsor of petitions and supplications with a dignity and grace that would later inspire her German subjects to remember her as ‘the good Matilda’.


But she could not be insulated for long from the Empire’s dangerous instability. Her husband, like his father before him, faced armed rebellion in Saxony and the Rhineland, while conflict with the Church now loomed menacingly on German soil. Archbishop Friedrich of Cologne – the man who had touched holy oil to Matilda’s forehead at her coronation, and hitherto one of Heinrich’s most loyal ecclesiastical supporters – finally abandoned the emperor in 1114, his theological conscience finding common cause with his territorial ambition. Pope Paschal had already sanctioned the emperor’s excommunication three years earlier, but now, in April 1115, the archbishop formally pronounced the dread sentence of anathema at Cologne, where imperial forces had been defeated by a rebel army only a few months before. A formidable faction within the German Church now held that their emperor had been excluded from the community of the faithful. All those who had sworn homage and fealty to him, they declared, were no longer bound by their oaths.





OEBPS/faber_online.jpg
fi

faber and faber





OEBPS/a038_1_online_online.jpg
o 50 100 rsomils
A
————

0 50 100 I50 200 kilometres

Wissant

Lands ruled by the English crown,
disputed between Matilda and Stephen

77773 The County of Anjou, ruled by
5

.} Marilds husband Geoffroi GeljeiauLion






OEBPS/9780571271726_cover_epub.jpg





OEBPS/ico_1_online.png





OEBPS/a00i_1_online.jpg





OEBPS/a002_1_online_online.jpg
‘Hovay VI = Elizabeth of Tork.

L
[ T

At James IV () = Margares = @) Avchibald

N of Seatand. Douglas,
Katherine Earlof Angus
of Arsgon.

Mariede = James Vof - Mgt
Guse | Scodnd  Dovglas

Mathow Stewart,
Earlof Lenmox

Feangois I () = Mary, Queen = (2) Henry Lord

T
Heney VI
() Katherine of Aragon
= (a) Anne Boleyn
= ) Jane Seymour
= (3 Anneof Cleves

MARY 1 = (5) Katherine Howard
¢ = (6) Katherne Parr

PhiipIl

of Spain

ELIZABETH |

Edward V1
of Frnce of Scos Darnley
James Hepburn, () =
Ealof Bothwel
James VIof Katherine = Charkes Brandon, (2) = Mary = (9 Lovis XI
Scotland snd Willoughty | Duke of Sufflk of Frnce
Tof England
r T r 1
Henry Charkes Frunces Eleanor
Brandon Brandon Brandon Brandon
Henry Grey, Henry Cliford,
Dukeof Suffole  Earlof Cumberand
Guildiord = JANE Katherine Mary Margacer
Dudley GREY

iy ey Clifford.





OEBPS/a036_1_online_online.jpg
A Colitar

1

Robert Willam I (Rufus) Hen

yl
(Curthose) N

Edith-Matilds

of Scotland
—]

Willam  Willam  Emperor Heinrich V ()  MATILDA
Cito  Adheling Geolloi of Anjou (2) =

—

Lovis VI () = Bleanor of Aqiine = (2) Henry 11

Geoffy

Wiliam

Stephen of Blis = Adel

Thibasd Henry,
of Blis Bishopof
Wincheer






