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  ‘Hilton’s biography manages an impressive balancing act; while eruditely analysing Renaissance ideas and Elizabethan realpolitik it retains all the sexiness we have

  come to expect from books about the Tudors’




  Rachel Trethewey, Independent




  ‘Hilton provides us with an accomplished evocation of a remarkable ruler. Her book is as elegantly fashioned and ingeniously contrived as those pieces of Renaissance

  jewellery that Elizabeth loved to wear’




  Anne Somerset, Mail on Sunday




  ‘Game-changing … how history should be written’




  Andrew Roberts, author of Napoleon the Great




  ‘Elizabeth I is our most written-about monarch but the author finds more to uncover’




  Jonathan Bate, The Times




  ‘Full of unusual and interesting insights. Hilton brings balance to the view that we must judge Elizabeth through the prism of her gender. It is refreshing to be

  confronted by challenging arguments instead of tired anecdotes’




  Leanda de Lisle, Spectator




  ‘This book draws on new research from Italy, France, Russia and Turkey – and the clichéd image of “a bewigged farthingale with a mysterious sex

  life” is replaced with a queen who used her femininity when convenient, but who also transcended it’




  i newspaper




  ‘A lively and colourful reassessment of the “Virgin Queen” ’




  The Tablet




  ‘A new approach to writing Elizabeth’s life, one which places her firmly in the context of the European Renaissance and beyond’




  Linda Porter, History Today




  ‘This biography is both informative and enthralling. It is grounded in facts, keeps speculation to a minimum (and even that little is well reasoned), and cuts through the

  legends to give a glimpse of the real Elizabeth, cunning and naïve, generous yet petty’




  Historical Novels Society




  ‘A radical new biography of Queen Bess’




  Choice




  



 


 


 


 


 




  To my daughter, Ottavia




  





   


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

   




  ELIZABETH I




  RENAISSANCE PRINCE


  

  A Biography


  

   


  

  [image: ]


  

   


  

  LISA HILTON


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

  [image: ]




  





  ‘Princes have mysterious spirits and properties, unknown to all others.’




  Thomas Cromwell
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  Between 1569 and 1603, a painting by the Dutch artist Joris Hoefnagel was seen by the thousands of visitors who streamed through the court of

  Elizabeth I at Whitehall. They came to admire, to solicit, to petition, to intrigue. Some, it was said, came for love, and others, it was also said, came to murder. All were conscious of the

  presiding presence of the mysterious and magnificent ruler of England, the nation’s second Queen Regnant, ‘Great Harry’s’ daughter, Elizabeth herself. But when they stood

  beneath Elizabeth I and the Three Goddesses, what did they see?




  This first known allegorical portrait of Elizabeth is a product of the Protestant diaspora of the mid-sixteenth century. Ten years into the Queen’s reign, her contentious (and, by

  Elizabeth herself at least, somewhat resented) position as the figurehead of religious reform across Europe had already transcended her role as monarch of what was then ‘the isolated,

  impoverished island kingdom of England’. The artist was a refugee from the Netherlands, where reformist rebels were locked in conflict with the Catholic power of Spain. In choosing to display

  Hoefnagel’s picture so prominently, Elizabeth was making a powerful statement about her conception of herself as a ruler, a statement which relied on its viewers’ ability to interpret

  the classical visual language of the picture. To contemporaries then, ‘seeing’ the picture properly required both an understanding of Elizabeth’s place in the confessional

  politics of Europe and the capacity to filter that understanding through the ‘new learning’ which had revolutionised European thought over the preceding centuries. Put simply, it is a

  Renaissance picture, and it depicts a Renaissance prince.




  The painting is a rendition of the Judgement of Paris, in which Elizabeth, holding her orb and sceptre, faces the three goddesses Juno, Minerva and Venus. Juno, the Queen

  of Heaven, holds her hand to the skies, expressing the endorsement of Elizabeth’s judgement by God. The attributes of the three deities, a sceptre, a sheaf of roses and a quiver of arrows,

  lie on the ground, uniting the rival goddesses in their ‘defeat’ by Elizabeth, who has reconciled their respective qualities of power, intellect and beauty. Given the timing of the

  composition, when Elizabeth had not yet officially transformed herself into the Virgin Queen, it may be read as a cautious encouragement of a still-marriageable woman, but the audience at Whitehall

  might also have seen something else. Elizabeth is cast in the male role, as Paris, whose award of the prize in the ancient world’s most lethal beauty contest to Venus brought about the Trojan

  War. One myth surrounding the foundation of the kingdom of Britain attributes it to Aeneas, one of the few inhabitants of Troy who escaped Greek devastation. So when the picture was seen by a

  German visitor, Baron Waldstein, at the palace in 1600, history might suggest that Elizabeth/Paris, who never did give an apple for Venus, in the end, had not only reconciled the qualities of the

  three goddesses, but in doing so had followed Aeneas in refounding her nation, battered yet triumphant after a great conflict.




  In the twenty-first century, we might perceive something else. Hoefnagel’s canvas is divided into two distinct parts. On the left stands Elizabeth, erect and crowned, stiff in her brocaded

  gown, her canopy of state just visible behind, enclosed by the forbidding wall of a palace. To the right, the goddesses are posed in a bright, gentle landscape, delicately ethereal, the trees in

  full leaf, the grass lush. Above them, in the distance, is another palace, not a gloomy defensive fortress, but a turreted fantasy, a tower of delight. To my eyes, the distinction in the picture is

  between the past and the future. Elizabeth I reigned from 1558 to 1603. In those forty-five years something occurred in England, something which recalibrated ideas about Englishness and nationhood

  and which left the country a very different place at the end of the period than at the beginning. In 1500, when Elizabeth’s grandfather, the first Tudor monarch Henry VII, was on the throne,

  no conception of England as a unified state existed. Subjects’ loyalties were divided between the regnum and the sacerdotium, that is, the worldly power

  of the king and the sacred power of the Pope. It was Elizabeth’s father, Henry VIII, who first overturned this ancient division, yet it is not until the second half of Elizabeth’s reign

  that the ‘realm’ of England was identified as a ‘state’, a usage in place by 1590. Elizabeth herself is absolutely central to the manner in which this shift is brought

  about, yet somehow the ever-burgeoning interest in the Queen and her Tudor ancestors – the mini-series, the films, the abundant literature, the documentaries – has had the effect of

  diminishing her, reducing her to little more than a bewigged farthingale with a mysterious sex life. The young woman confronting the classical goddesses of Hoefnagel’s portrait is a very

  different creature from the perennially frozen mask of magnificence which conventionally characterises her reign. In the picture, Elizabeth is in motion, moving from the darkened constrictions of

  medievalism towards a recognisable world, one informed by the new learning the goddesses embody. She is stepping forward into the light, into the Renaissance, into a princely modernity.
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  Elizabethan spelling is notoriously whimsical – I have generally modernized it where it seemed necessary for clarity. And William Cecil, Baron Burghley ought properly to

  be referred to as Lord Burghley from 1571, but somehow has remained Cecil, since that was how I thought of him for four years.




  





   

 

 

 


CHAPTER ONE
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  Elizabeth I may have been the second of England’s Queens Regnant, but she was descended from a tradition of ruling women in both England and

  Europe. The patrilineal claim of the Tudors was flimsy to say the least: a very little drop of royal blood had to be made to go a very long way, and much has been made of the propaganda employed by

  Elizabeth’s grandfather and father, Henry VII and Henry VIII, to aggrandise the Tudor line at the expense of the royal claim which came through Henry VII’s marriage to the Plantagenet

  heiress Elizabeth of York. If Elizabeth I consciously invoked the influence of five hundred years of powerful English queens, as well as ruling women among her contemporaries, this recasts her

  conception of herself within that structure of Tudor propaganda, which she not only inherited, but so successfully reconstructed. Nearly every biography of the Queen begins from the premise that

  her rule was in some way anomalous, by virtue of her gender. Often, the fact of Elizabeth’s biological femininity has then been used as a basis from which to interpret nearly every aspect of

  her governance. In my view, this is simply wrong.




  Elizabeth herself was happy to play on the conventions of gender when it suited her ‘weak and feeble’ woman’s body to do so, but convention is not fact any more than rhetoric

  is reality. Arguably, contemporary conceptions of sexual difference were considerably more supple and sophisticated, and far less constricting, than those of the twenty-first century. Practically,

  Elizabeth’s gender was significant in certain areas – the organisation of her household, for example, or her inability to lead her troops in battle – but Elizabeth’s

  intellectual upbringing, and particularly the influence of the ‘new learning’, gave her a princely self-image not in the least circumscribed by femininity.

  Elizabeth saw herself primarily as a prince, in the sense that royalty, in the perceptual model of her times, negated gender. Furthermore, it was as a modern monarch, a ‘Renaissance

  prince’, that Elizabeth attempted to govern and refashion her realm. Elizabeth was not, primarily, an exceptional woman, she was an exceptional ruler, and one way in which she became so was

  to envision herself, as she once told the Venetian ambassador, as a ‘prince from a line of princes’, even where those princes were not necessarily male.




  What, then, were the qualities of a ‘Renaissance prince’? How can we recognise one, and how can it be claimed that Elizabeth was one? Definitions of the Renaissance itself are

  notoriously slippery. Everyone has an idea of what the Renaissance was, but in what exactly it consisted is more fluid, if not downright confusing. As a concept, it exists without the world of

  scholarship, and thus defies scholarly attempts to argue it out of existence; however, it is not quite possible, Dr Johnson-style, to aim a kick at Brunelleschi’s dome in Florence and refute

  its absence thus. The Renaissance is a nineteenth-century definition of a movement in learning and the arts that may have begun in the tenth century, or the twelfth, or, according to some theories,

  never have begun at all. Nevertheless, two salient features are broadly accepted. Chronologically, the most acceptable definition of the Renaissance is the period between 1300 and 1600, to which

  might be added, psychologically, a sense that something was changing, something was happening, and that this ‘something’ was man’s sense of his own place in the universe:




  

    

      

        The new man, the modern man, was a man who made himself, who constructed himself, and who was conscious of this creation. This was, precisely, the ‘Renaissance

        man’.1


      


    


  




  ‘Renaissance’, of course, means ‘rebirth’, and what was reborn during the period in question was not only the classical learning of ancient Greece and

  Rome, which was being rediscovered across that period, but ‘a renewed affirmation of the human’,2 which affected not just works of art (the most popular

  association of the Renaissance), but politics, medicine, civic life, education, war, architecture and ultimately religion. Perhaps it is useful to imagine the medieval social structure as a cycle,

  a wheel upon which, generation after generation, the same modes of living and the same systems of belief were enacted, and then, by contrast, to see the Renaissance as an arrow shot through this

  cycle, a linear trajectory of self-conscious progress and change. The impetus behind the arrow was the ‘new learning’, or ‘humanism’.




  Until the sixteenth century, serious education in England was the province of the shabby ‘poor scholars’ familiar from Chaucer. As one anxious father had it:




  

    

      

        I swear by God’s body I would rather that my son should hang than study letters . . . it becomes the sons of gentlemen to blow the horn nicely, and to hunt skillfully and elegantly

        carry and train a hawk. But the study of letters should be left to the sons of rustics.3


      


    


  




  By the end of Elizabeth’s reign, it was such views that appeared embarrassingly backward. Humanist learning exploded medieval certainties as thoroughly, and sometimes as

  destructively, as a bomb. In the fallout, everything looked different. Again, it is difficult to speak precisely of a humanist ‘project’, but it is possible to speak, during the period

  of the Renaissance, of a humanist reality. That reality is characterised, above all, by curiosity, by an urge to ‘illuminate in its totality and its richness the figure of man’.

  Humanism was not one set of thoughts or ideas which all practising humanists supported, but, rather, a collective conviction that the study of classical texts provided the opportunity to envisage

  the world anew. The word ‘humanist’ was in use in the universities of Italy by the fifteenth century, denoting one who practised studia humanitatis, that is, grammar, rhetoric,

  poetry, history and moral philosophy, based on the study of classical authors. This discipline represented the coalescence of three currents of intellectual activity which had been present,

  respectively, in Italy during the medieval period, but which, over the three hundred years in question, burgeoned into a tsunami of learning. The combination of rhetorical

  training of the bureaucrats of the Italian city-states, which had its roots in Roman custom, Latin grammar from the thirteenth century, and classical Greek literature brought to Europe after the

  fall of the Byzantine Empire to the Ottomans in 1453, revolutionised European thought between 1300 and 1600. The discovery of Greek and Latin manuscripts, their study and diffusion, and the

  translation of Greek into more accessible Latin produced a wealth of knowledge which Europe had never seen before. Scholars worked on history and mythology in order to better understand the texts,

  and produced works not just of literature and history, but mathematics, astronomy, medicine and biology. Humanism ‘represented a body of scholarship and literature that was secular, without

  being scientific, and that occupied a place of its own, independent of, though not opposed to, both theology and the sciences’.4 With the advent of the printing press in 1450, the

  total change in the intellectual climate effected by humanism was disseminated, again as never before, by the new possibility of mass production. What united humanists above all was that

  self-conscious belief that they lived in an age of dramatic progress, of reinvention, of wonder.




  The ‘new learning’ was more than an intellectual and artistic movement: it transformed not only the way people thought, but the way they lived. Technological advances in warfare

  meant that towns looked physically different, and the way in which they were governed changed, too. The period saw feudalism give way to capitalism, and with this a fundamental shift in the methods

  and practice of authority from which emerged the nation-state. The very nature of power was being altered. Rulers were becoming liberated from the constraints of medieval social structure, they

  were able to consolidate their power through the deployment of standing armies, more effective taxation and a professionalised ‘civil servant’ class. As the influence of both nobility

  and Church diminished, rulers centralised power through their courts and began, notably, to engage with ‘mercantilist’ politics, designed to stimulate economic growth while depriving

  potential enemies of resources. Of course such changes were tremendously varied, taking place at different rates and by different means across time and place, but by the end of the period the

  emergent idea of the ‘state’ can be seen as reflecting this dramatic shift.




  To arrive at a definition of a ‘Renaissance prince’ would thus require a blending of these two elements. The term could encompass, but not be limited to, patronage of the arts, of

  the ‘new learning’, within the period, but also an appreciation of this fresh concept of the state. The morphology of this state was first articulated by Machiavelli,5 whose

  works The Prince and the Discourses were in circulation in manuscript from 1513, though they were not published until 1532. In 1559, the Vatican placed Machiavelli’s work on its

  list of prohibited books, where they remained until the twentieth century. Even now, the name Machiavelli is suggestive of duplicity and cynicism, of ruthless self-interest, and the notorious moral

  catch-all of the ‘ends justifying the means’ (as though anything other than the ends might be proposed to justify them). Five centuries’ worth of prejudice has its roots among

  Machiavelli’s sixteenth-century readers – by 1590 Machiavelli had become a stock stage villain, a byword for manipulation and general tricksiness. Christopher Marlowe’s The Jew

  of Malta claims the Florentine writer as the reincarnation of the Duc de Guise, whom Elizabeth I once described as her ‘greatest enemy’, while the next year Shakespeare refers to

  that ‘notorious Machiavel’ in Henry VI Part I. Machiavelli’s ideas represent the collision of two conflicting ideologies, two very distinct ways of looking at the world, an

  opposition which has its source in the developments of the new learning. Yet why did Machiavelli’s first readers find these ideas as shocking and disturbing as they found them compelling? And

  why should they be so essential to a definition of a ‘Renaissance prince’?




  In many ways, Machiavelli is a very un-Renaissance writer. Given that he was a product of fifteenth-century Florence, still referred to in Italy today as ‘the cradle of the

  Renaissance’, his lack of interest in its intellectual and artistic achievements is almost startling. Machiavelli’s unique concern is statecraft, the getting and maintaining of power.

  His attitude to the discoveries of humanism is strictly utilitarian. The classical history so revered by his contemporaries is employed not as any kind of moral example, but as a form of what now

  might be referred to as ‘best practice’ – what can be learned from the ancients on the acquisition and endurance of authority. The Prince is often

  understood as a ‘mirror book’ for rulers (the term refers to the instruction manuals which proliferated during the Renaissance, giving advice on everything from religious observation to

  table manners), a ‘how to’ manual for the contemporary ruler. Recent scholarship posits it as something more, a constitutional tract produced as a consequence of ‘the change from

  feudalism to the princely state’.6 Contrary to the stereotype, Machiavelli’s works are more than an ABC for the forward-thinking tyrant; they are a philosophical reaction to

  the radical changes in the form and practice of governance which his age witnessed. Throughout the 1490s, Machiavelli had seen his own beloved city of Florence descend from a notionally free

  republic to a theocracy to a city under alien occupation by the French, to a ducal state governed by Lorenzo de Medici, the dedicatee of The Prince. The overarching preoccupation of the

  latter work and the Discourses is if and how a state which has been corrupted can regain and maintain its liberty. For Machiavelli, the ruler’s primary duty was the preservation of the

  state at any cost. This was also one of the principal concerns of Elizabeth I and her ministers throughout her reign, indeed, arguably, it was the creation and secure maintenance of England as a

  state which was that reign’s object.




  In many ways, Elizabeth was much less a ‘Renaissance’ figure than her father. Though she was flatteringly (and inaccurately) compared to Lorenzo de Medici, the

  ‘Magnificent’, the archetypal Renaissance ruler whose death precipitated the collapse of the Florentine republic which Machiavelli sought to restore, she was, unlike Henry VIII, no

  artistic innovator. She built no palaces, patronised few significant painters, kept an appropriate though not by the standards of the time an astonishing court. Her artistic legacy is not

  startling, though by no means so impoverished as might first appear. Yet she did accomplish that primary objective, the securing of her state, in the wake of her father’s revolutionary break

  from Rome and the brief, bloody restoration of Catholicism during the reign of her older sister Mary. Whether or not Elizabeth was a strong or a weak ruler; whether she guided the nation

  successfully through the upheavals of religious and legal reform, or created a cruel religious antagonism which obtained for centuries; whether she left England as a strong

  nation with a new sense of a united identity, or an exhausted and bankrupt country desperate for change, it is in this that Elizabeth remains unique, not only because she survived to govern at all,

  but because she did so sui generis, in a way which had never been seen before.
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  Henry VIII’s long courtship of Elizabeth’s mother, Anne Boleyn, his divorce from his first wife, Katherine of Aragon, and the subsequent, desperately dramatic fall

  of Queen Anne are the stuff of Tudor legend. Elizabeth’s birth in 1533 produces such a crowd of spectres around her cradle, both the vindictive ghosts of the Plantagenet past and the

  insistent phantoms of hindsight, that it is sometimes difficult to remember that, then, no one knew how it would turn out. Writing a decade after the end of Elizabeth’s queenship,

  Shakespeare, in Henry VIII, describes her birth, giving Archbishop Cranmer an encomium on the baby’s future, an anticipatory eulogy of the ‘maiden phoenix’s’

  greatness:




  

    

      

        Her ashes new create another heir




        As great in admiration as herself




        So shall she leave her blessedness to one –




        When heaven shall call her out from this cloud of darkness




        Who from the sacred ashes of her honour




        Shall star-like rise, as great in fame as she was,




        And so stand fix’d.


      


    


  




  And Henry joyfully replies:




  

    

      

        O Lord Archbishop,




        Thou hast made me now a man; never before




        This happy child did I get anything.




        This oracle of comfort has so pleas’d me




        That when I am in heaven I shall desire




        To see what this child does and praise my Maker.


      


    


  




  We know, and Shakespeare’s audience knew, that it didn’t really happen like that. But this need to distort fact, to gloss, to reshape, tells

  us a great deal about Elizabeth’s capacities as a ruler, contentious though her legacy may be. The idea of Elizabethan England as a ‘Golden Age’ was as much a myth when

  Shakespeare was writing as it is now, yet however much the reign is disassembled and criticised, the myth persisted. The play of Henry VIII, which reflects on Elizabeth’s legacy, is a

  useful means to contextualise the two contrasting dynamics which defined Elizabeth’s rule and to some extent created that myth. What Elizabeth did was to negotiate her way between two

  differing and incompatible ideologies, which we might call ‘chivalric kingship’ and ‘statecraft’, which left England a markedly different place on her death in 1603 from her

  accession in 1558. It is the conflict between these two ways of thinking which is the connective current of Shakespeare’s history plays, and which is resolved, in Henry VIII, by

  Elizabeth herself.




  The history plays, which begin in the thirteenth century with King John and end in the sixteenth with Henry VIII, represent a chronicle of the passing of the medieval world, and

  its replacement by a new order. Shakespeare’s ‘notably nostalgic’7 portrayal of Henry’s reign is haunted by another prince, the most famous of them all –

  Machiavelli. As the culmination of the history cycle, the play contrasts two political systems, the medieval and the modern, or the Christian and the Machiavellian. It was the incompatibility of

  the latter which Machiavelli’s contemporaries found so shocking.




  What Machiavelli did was to ‘call the bluff on the belief . . . that all genuine value systems are compatible’.8 The medieval model, that of ‘chivalric

  kingship’, posited that a Christian ruler could govern honourably, according to the tenets of the Church, and that there was no essential conflict between justice and expediency. This is not

  to say that the medieval monarch did not lie, cheat and murder (Elizabeth’s own ancestors are ample proof), but that when they did so their actions were seen as deviations from a code, and

  judged accordingly. Machiavelli did not advocate immorality in the pursuit of gain, but what he did argue was that apparently immoral actions could, according to circumstance,

  be ethical. This was not a novel conundrum – it was discussed by many of the classical authors that humanist scholarship was rediscovering. Cicero and Quintilian – writers with whom

  Elizabeth I was familiar – discussed the idea that ‘political success demands morally obnoxious acts from anyone seriously engaged in politics’,9 while the Stoics

  claimed that there could be no conflict between honestum and utile, the impulse towards truth and necessity, a view which many humanists maintained. This was the stance taken, for

  example, by Roger Ascham, Elizabeth’s own tutor, whose disapproval of Machiavelli was expressed in his call for a return to the ‘days of yore’,10 an idealised past

  where the true and the good were less problematically aligned. What Shakespeare recognised, and what Henry contends with in the play, is that the Renaissance had brought about challenges for rulers

  for which this traditional model proved inadequate.




  Machiavelli’s critics maintained that Christianity and Machiavellian statecraft were intrinsically opposed. Henry VIII demonstrates that the need for the latter is invoked by the

  limitations of the former, that is, while:




  

    

      

        Too much can be made of Machiavellian influence in Tudor political theory . . . it cannot be ignored . . . the forces that were activating English thought came into play because of

        political and social exigencies for which traditional patterns no longer sufficed. And among these forces Machiavelli was one.11


      


    


  




  Europe was changing. The superstructure of the Church, which had imposed its hierarchy over the remnants of feudal government, was diminished in authority, indeed in England

  that authority was desuete. The princely state was emerging as the foundation of a very different political order, which required a different set of imperatives for government, which seemed

  inimical to the older idea of honourable or chivalric kingship. What the Christian ethic could not allow was the ‘doubleness’ of Machiavellian thinking, that a ruler might say one thing

  and do another. As Calvin had it, ‘If the tongue speak otherwise than the heart thinketh, both be abominable before God’.12 Both Protestant and

  Catholic writers associated Machiavelli with mendacity, even with the ‘father of lies’, Satan himself. A sermon preached at St Paul’s Cross in 1578 expressed horror at the idea

  of:




  

    

      

        the most wicked assertion of the unpure Atheist Machiavel, who shameth not in most ungodly manner to teach that princes need make no account of godliness and true

        religion.13


      


    


  




  Yet as James I, Elizabeth’s ‘heir’ as referenced in Henry VIII, had it, ‘a king can never without secrecy do great things’. The Renaissance

  prince needed The Prince. Much of the action of the characters in Henry VIII echoes the book, and Machiavellian maxims – beware of the hatred of commoners, or of appropriating worldly

  goods – are present there. The challenge of the play is aligning the two variant thought systems required to achieve what Machiavelli described as ‘the highest form of virtue’,

  which is ‘the ability to do whatever is necessary to preserve the state’. In the play, it is implied that such a reconciliation can only be effected by the divine right, yet this right,

  which Henry has arrogated to himself in his separation from Rome and the founding of the Church of England, is compromised by the ‘un-Christian’ political strategy employed to obtain

  it. The paradox is that a Christian king has succeeded by un-Christian methods. Cranmer’s closing speech suggests that it is Elizabeth who will finish what her father began, allying the two

  systems morally, to secure a free and independent England.




  [image: ]




  While there is no direct evidence that Elizabeth herself owned a copy or read The Prince, it is impossible that she could have been ignorant of its ideas, which had been

  current in England for some time when she succeeded to the throne. Richard Morison, secretary to her father’s minister Thomas Cromwell, who was in Italy until 1536, has been credited with

  using Machiavellian doctrines.14 Mary Stuart’s Lord Chancellor, Bishop Gardiner, in letters of advice to Philip of Spain between 1553 and 1555 lifts 3,000 words from

  Machiavelli’s work. Elizabeth’s ministers Francis Walsingham, William Cecil and Nicholas Bacon all read Machiavelli, Sir Christopher Hatton owned a copy, and in

  1560 a translation of Machiavelli’s The Art of War was dedicated to Elizabeth, a dedication repeatedly included in later editions. ‘Given [Elizabeth’s] extensive humanist

  education, her fluency in Italian and her life-long interest in philosophy, it is highly probable that she was, like most of her councillors, familiar with Machiavelli’s

  ideas.’15




  Elizabeth was very much a Renaissance ruler in that, like her father before her, she invested a good deal in her self-presentation as a scholar-king. She wrote and translated throughout her

  life, not only her own speeches, on which she worked closely with a secretary before handing them to her minister William Cecil for checking, but also letters in French, Italian, Greek and Latin as

  well as poems and prayers. One couplet references Machiavelli directly:




  

    

      

        Never think you Fortune can bear the sway,




        Where virtue’s force can cause her to obey.


      


    


  




  The central premise of The Prince is the perennial conflict between virtu and Fortune. A ruler, Machiavelli suggests, can control fate through the exercise of

  virtu. Virtu is not the same thing as virtue, that is, adhering to high moral standards. Virtu, derived from the Latin virtus, in turn from the root vir, ‘man’, can be

  understood as a combination of qualities – courage, fortitude and ingenuity among them – but it differs from virtue, goodness, by the ‘goals achieved and the results of achieving

  them’. Virtu is counterposed with Fortune, conventionally depicted throughout the medieval period as a woman who turns and overturns the destinies of humankind on a wheel – mercurial,

  fickle, ever-changing, or as Machiavelli put it in a poem, ‘apt to change her whirling in the middle of the spin’. ‘Fortune is a woman’, he writes, ‘and if you want to

  master her you must beat her and compel her to struggle.’ The ultimate goal for the prince is to ‘govern Fortune’ which can only be achieved by applying moral flexibility to

  political expediency. ‘Only if men could properly discern the demands of the times and adjust their behaviour accordingly’ is this possible. Different behaviour,

  in different contexts, can achieve the same result.




  Elizabeth I has been described as ‘one of the most perfect incarnations of the Machiavellian prince’.16 The need to adapt to circumstance, to bow to necessity in order to

  better control it, was a lesson Elizabeth learned early, and upon which her literal, as well as political, survival may well have depended. The contrast between her reputation and that of her

  disastrously dogmatic sister Mary is a case in point, while her execution of Mary Stuart, which cost her a good deal of personal struggle, represents perhaps the best example of Machiavellian

  statecraft over ‘chivalric kingship’. Knightly ideals, which had, in principle at least, underpinned an older form of politics, had no place in a new ideological age where political

  assassination was construed as an instrument of divine will.




  Elizabeth presented herself as a Machiavelli-style politician in a 1585 letter to James of Scotland:




  ‘if you suppose that princes’ causes be veiled so covertly that no intelligence may bewray them, deceive not yourself, we old foxes can find shift to save ourselves by others’

  malice and come by knowledge of greatest secret specially if it touch our freehold’.




  The reference the Queen catches here is to Machiavelli’s example that ‘The lion cannot protect himself from traps, and the fox cannot defend himself from wolves. One must therefore

  be a fox to recognise traps and a lion to frighten wolves.’ That is, what will achieve a desired result in one context will fail in another. Mary Stuart’s ambassador Maitland warned

  about Elizabeth’s capacity for dissembling, claiming that she was ‘all plain craft without true dealing’. That Elizabeth was influenced by Machiavelli is not exactly news, but in

  the conflict between Fortune and virtu referenced in the couplet, she does something else.




  The poem was written to Walter Ralegh, in response to the latter’s own complaint that, in the best language of courtly discourse, ‘Fortune hath taken away my love’. The poem is

  dated to around 1589, at the cusp of Ralegh’s influence before it began to decline in the face of Elizabeth’s promotion of Robert Devereux, Earl of Essex. Four years later, Elizabeth

  was to translate one of the most important works of medieval thought, Boethius’s The Consolation of Philosophy, and her response to Ralegh’s verse reads

  like a rehearsal of the dialogue in Boethius, between Philosophy and Fortune, but also as a recasting of the gendered categories of Machiavelli’s virtu and Fortune.




  In The Consolation, Boethius suggests that only God can overcome fortune, whose power is limited to the sublunary, or material world. Elizabeth’s verse advice to Ralegh plays with

  the conventions of courtly love, but also positions the Queen as God’s representative. Ralegh’s plea is couched in the conventional courtly terms – he is the swooning knight, she

  the inconstant mistress. Elizabeth’s answer switches the roles. She portrays herself as Philosophy, or virtu, appropriating the ‘male’ role to herself, while Ralegh is encouraged

  to recover his ‘courtly masculinity’ (which by implication is compromised). In directing Ralegh towards virtu, she also implies that she has power over Fortune, enhancing her own divine

  status as God’s representative on earth. Where Elizabeth is truly a Renaissance prince, then, a creature of her times, is in this refashioning of her own right to govern within a new

  political order which is nevertheless justified by her arrogation of divine power to herself. As Henry VIII suggests, this was something that Henry VIII himself never quite

  managed.




  Henry was in many ways very much a prince of the Renaissance. The new learning may have come late to England – a fact of which the king was very much aware – but on his accession in

  1509 he was determined to embrace it both intellectually and practically. There is a case to be made for elements of Renaissance sophistication having been introduced in England as early as the

  reign of Richard III, which closed the fifteenth century, but by that century’s end a realm which had been ravaged by the Wars of the Roses for forty years still retained memories of a much

  more barbaric age. Henry VII showed his respect for developments in European culture by conferring the Order of the Garter on the Duke of Urbino, whose court in the Italian Marches epitomised the

  artistic and social ideal of Renaissance princedom, as captured in Baldassare Castiglione’s The Book of the Courtier, perhaps the most influential ‘mirror book’ of the

  period. He commissioned Polydore Vergil to produce the first major study of English history, and rebuilt Richmond Palace in the new style. Almost from the moment he ascended

  the throne, Henry VIII’s ambition was to build upon these first, somewhat faltering gestures, to create a court which would ultimately equal that of his great rival, François I of

  France. English intellectuals such as Linacre and Colet transmitted the advances being made in Padua, Florence and Rome to the first Tudor court, while one of the greatest Renaissance scholars,

  Erasmus, spent the five years between 1510 and 1515 at Queens’ College, Cambridge (he loathed it). Henry commissioned Pietro Torrigiano to create the tomb-monuments of his grandmother,

  Margaret Beaufort, his father, and his mother, Elizabeth of York, the latter of which remain at Westminster Abbey today. Henry’s patronage of Holbein, or the court culture which produced

  writers such as Sir Thomas Wyatt, or the building of Nonsuch Palace, to take some of the most obvious examples, would qualify Henry as a ‘Renaissance’ ruler, yet while in his secession

  from Rome he brought about the conditions which foregrounded Elizabeth’s rule, he did not succeed in aligning Church and state in the manner which renders his daughter unique. Had he lived

  longer perhaps he might have done so – certainly there is much speculation as to the extent of his reformist tendencies at the end of his life, and in his directions for the governance of his

  boy-heir Edward VI he attempted to establish a parliamentary paradigm which would permit this, yet the brevity of Edward’s reign arrested this dynamic. (England under Edward remained an

  intellectually dynamic place, perhaps most notably in the atmosphere of St John’s College, Cambridge, which was to have tremendous influence on the Elizabethan administration, but even

  considered in the most positive light, Edward himself remains a figure of promise, rather than achievement.) The particular challenges facing Elizabeth on her succession were brought about both by

  this legacy from her father and the attempts of her sister Mary to overturn it. Mary was very much a creature of the world Elizabeth is leaving behind her in the Three Goddesses portrait.

  Her persecution of the reformed faith was based on precisely the absolute distinctions which Machiavelli proposed a ruler might disavow. Mary consistently – and rather heroically –

  refused to abandon her own inner Catholic convictions, and was quite unable to make a distinction, in her own case or that of others, between what she believed and what she

  chose to make apparent. Herself highly educated, Mary was much less interested in advancing learning than she was in dragging England back to conformity. The realm inherited by Elizabeth in 1559

  was thus poised between confessions, between ideologies, between conservatism and reform. But how did her own story begin?
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  Perhaps the starting point of the trajectory which was to carry the young woman of the Three Goddesses portrait into the Renaissance was her signature. When Elizabeth

  Tudor learned to write, she did so as a princess. Her first letters, formed under the tutelage of William Grindal, who taught her between 1544 and 1546, are notable for the clarity of their neat

  italic hand. Italic script spoke of classical education, associating its user with the erudite tradition of ‘new learning’ so prized by European elites. Yet, ‘though prestigious

  in some contexts . . . [it] seems to have been viewed by some in the later part of the Tudor period as a childish, womanish, second hand skill’.17 When Elizabeth came into her

  crown in 1558, one of the first things she did to signify her new status as Queen was to adopt what she called her ‘skrating’hand, the runaway script which sprawls across her

  correspondence like a dancing spider. Like Hamlet, Elizabeth held it ‘a baseness to write fair and laboured much/ How to forget that learning’.18 No longer a polite young

  lady, eager to please with her accomplishments, the young Queen bestowed more attention than any of her Tudor predecessors on her signature, creating a swooping, intricate flourish derived from the

  huge ampersand displayed in the bottom right corner of her childhood writing manual, Palatino’s Il Libro Nuovo. Notably, neither of the sample ‘R’s’ the Queen melded

  in her signature were influenced by Palatino’s model of the word ‘Regina’; significantly, they are modelled on the letters which begin ‘reverendissimo’ and

  ‘rarissimo’, that is in the masculine rather than the feminine form. Elizabeth’s signature is a tiny, poignant window into the mind of a young woman whose path to the throne

  had been so perilous as to make its completion almost incredible, it is also a measure of her apparently serene certainty of her own destiny. Teenage girls practise

  signatures, signing themselves into imagined futures with the crush of the week: Elizabeth wrote her future as a monarch. And she chose to do so not as a princess, but as a prince.




  Elizabeth’s decision to reinvent her signature shows us two things. First, that she was comfortable enough within the rarefied atmosphere of humanist learning to play with it, to

  appropriate it to her own ends, and second, in a gesture which foregrounds her much later manipulation of the Machiavellian concept of virtu in her exchange with Ralegh, that those ends involved a

  dissolution of gender categories. Something similar occurs in the Three Goddesses portrait. The Judgement of Paris perhaps had particular associations for Elizabeth, since it formed part of

  the six pageants performed at the coronation of her mother, Anne Boleyn. In Anne’s procession to Westminster Abbey for her crowning, she paused at the Great Conduit, where the Judgement was

  acted out. Conventionally, the prize of the golden apple in the myth was given to Venus; in Anne’s pageant the actor playing Paris paused at the last moment and gave the prize to Anne

  herself, announcing:




  

    

      

        yet, to be plain,




        Here is the fourth lady now in our presence,




        Most worthy to have it of due congruence.


      


    


  




  Anne’s acceptance of the apple casts her in a conventional feminine role, as a woman to be judged and rewarded by a man, but in the Three Goddesses picture, it is,

  as we have noted, Elizabeth herself who is Paris, who has taken the authority of choice upon herself.




  Throughout her reign, Elizabeth was to exploit the fluidity of gender categories which, in the perceptual paradigm of her age, surrounded those few exceptional individuals who enjoyed the status

  of sovereign rulers. This fluidity was represented in language. Elizabeth I referred to herself as a ‘prince’, as did her kinswoman and fellow Queen Regnant Mary Stuart. Sovereign

  monarchs were ‘male’, even when they were female. Perhaps the best analogy is with languages where nouns are gendered: a thing, a table or a book, say, is

  categorised by a preposition as male or female. Perhaps the use of the word which most sums up Elizabeth’s character is her glorious riposte to Robert Cecil, ‘The word must is

  not used to princes’. Also significant to sovereign status was the distinction between the ‘body natural’ and the ‘body politic’ of a prince. In Elizabeth’s

  case, these potential biological dualities were central to her authority, which she sought to enforce through a mystic virginity, which confirmed her not only as a head of state but as the

  quasi-divine figurehead of a new religion.




  Elizabeth’s realisation of this role is demonstrated visually in one of the best-known images of her as Queen, the Armada Portrait of 1588. It is curious that the cultural legacy of

  Elizabeth I’s personal rule has been described as being ‘of the word, not the eye’. No monarch before or since has so effectively stamped an age with their image. Elizabeth

  constructed her appearance with a precision which might in contemporary terms be called ‘branding’ – the consistent details of red hair, ivory skin, ornate ruff and elaborately

  jewelled costume rendering her instantly recognisable. The Armada Portrait, the zenith of Elizabeth’s age, at least so far as propaganda was concerned, fulfils all the iconographic

  elements which so effectively annealed her image to her reign. The most intact of three versions, in addition to as many as six derivatives, the portrait is nevertheless novel in that it takes a

  horizontal rather than a vertical perspective ‘as though some new and spectacular format had to be invented to match the magnitude of the event’.19 Elizabeth’s hand

  rests upon a globe, after the manner of a Roman emperor, above it is set the Crown Imperial, equating the status of the Tudors with that of the Holy Roman Empire. Between the columns behind the

  Queen we see the English fireships advancing into the Spanish fleet on the left, and on the right the enemy’s battered, ignominious retreat to the cruel Scottish coast – images of

  shipwreck, it should be noted, were at the time used to imply heresy – there is no doubt that the Spanish are being punished by the same God who delivered victory to the Queen. All we see of

  Elizabeth is her face, poised and smooth beneath her pearl-dressed wig, and the long pale hands of which she was proud all her life. Her gown, with its huge puffed sleeves, bows, embroidery and

  jewels, is less a garment than a treasure trove, an insistent display of wealth and wonder. This is in no way a representation of a human being, rather the portrait captures

  a point of apotheosis, of the translation from monarch to immortal. The atypical perspective of the painting, whereby the chairs and tables which surround the Queen are observed simultaneously from

  differing viewpoints, reinforces the gesture of her hand set upon the globe; this is a ruler who commands not just guns and ships, merchants and soldiers, even, it is implied, storms and sun, but

  time and space themselves. The picture’s background performs the same trick as Shakespeare’s conclusion to Henry VIII, refashioning Elizabeth’s life in smooth and

  triumphant continuity.




  Here, then, are three moments where we might engage imaginatively with Elizabeth – the assiduous student of the new learning, swirling out her future with her quill; the young Queen,

  stepping forward into the sunlight of a dawning age; and the triumphant sovereign, her humanity excised beneath a gorgeous canvas of authority. It is in the gaps between these moments that

  Elizabeth created herself. In seeing her as a Renaissance prince, this book is just one way of looking at how she did so.




  





   

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWO
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  When the infant Princess Elizabeth awoke in her nursery on 20 May 1536, the landscape of her childhood was imperceptibly but irrevocably changed.

  Her mother, Queen Anne, had died the previous morning in the Tower precincts, her head struck from her body by the dancing blade of a French swordsman imported from Calais for the task. So many

  corpses, so many ghosts. Elizabeth’s path to the throne was littered with a hundred and fifty years’ worth of bodies. Since 1400, when the two strands of the great Plantagenet dynasty

  which had ruled England since 1154 divided and turned against one another, the preoccupation of the English crown had been heirs. The childless Richard II (with whom Elizabeth was later to identify

  herself) lost his throne to Henry Bolingbroke, subsequently Henry IV. The death of his son Henry V, the second Lancastrian king, in 1422, left the nation under the nominal leadership of a tiny

  baby, inaugurating the second phase of the Wars of the Roses, the dynastic conflict which dominated English politics until Henry Tudor seized the throne from Richard III in 1485. Richard’s

  predecessor, Edward IV, had been a strong ruler, but he, too, left an heir in his minority, the romantic and mysterious king-who-never-was Edward V. Richard’s own son, Edward of Middleham,

  the short-lived Prince of Wales, died like his cousin in childhood. With Henry’s accession and celebrated reunion of the two strands of the dynasty in his marriage to Elizabeth of York, the

  succession seemed assured, though it passed to another Duke of York, Henry VIII, rather than his elder brother, Arthur Prince of Wales. It was hardly surprising, given this legacy of treachery,

  death and devastating insecurity, that when Henry married his brother’s widow, Katherine of Aragon, he should have been even more concerned than his ancestors with the

  getting of a male heir, yet this was the one thing which, in his view, God denied him. Henry’s struggles to release himself from his first marriage and wed Elizabeth’s mother Anne

  precipitated the greatest confessional schism Europe had yet seen and set England on the course to Protestant isolation which became such a self-declared part of the emerging nationalist identity

  of his daughter’s state.




  Elizabeth was the product of that schism, and for two years, officially at least, she was his petted darling, the first child of that godly marriage which would people the courts of Europe with

  Tudor blood. Yet on 20 May 1536 all the small certainties of her world were severed. Historians have been arguing ever since about the effect this had on Elizabeth, but we cannot know how and when

  the two-year-old girl was informed of her mother’s death or what her reaction was. This has not prevented generations of writers from imaginatively constructing the consequences of

  Elizabeth’s loss, but statements such as ‘Unresolved grief continued through Elizabeth’s childhood . . . for Anne Boleyn’s name could not be mentioned without provoking a

  fearful reaction from Henry VIII. Such a situation often leads to excessive mourning reactions on occasions of loss and later melancholia’,1 are merely speculative and without

  authority, though not uninteresting. That Elizabeth was nurturing a secret guilt at having fulfilled the desire of her Electra complex (the killing of her mother), that she was traumatised into

  evading marriage in later life, that she promoted a cult of her virginity in order to compensate for her inadequacy as a woman, that she needed to dominate and control those around her, has all

  been confidently and speciously attributed to the scars left by her mother’s execution. That Anne’s death had some effect on her daughter is reasonable; we simply do not know what that

  effect was, even if Elizabeth herself did.




  This is not to say that Anne was not influential in her daughter’s life. Her trial, her execution and the dissolution of her marriage invested her absence with a form of negative

  capability – an absence which has been understood as haunting her daughter’s life ever after. Two weeks before her death, the queen had written to Henry, begging him not to punish their

  daughter in his resentment against her, a plea which, given the declared illegality of their marriage, Henry had no choice but to ignore: the most significant aspect of

  Anne’s legacy to Elizabeth was the ambiguous status of her birth, the stain of illegitimacy which was to dog her well beyond her eventual accession to the throne. The comment of

  Elizabeth’s governess, Lady Bryan, on the sudden alteration in Elizabeth’s status, ‘As my lady Elizabeth is put from the degree she was in, and what degree she is at now I know

  not but by hearsay, I know not how to order her or myself ’, summed up a confusion which spread from the royal nursery across the courts of Europe. There was not one moment of

  Elizabeth’s entire life during which her status was unequivocally accepted. So while we can only surmise Elizabeth’s feelings towards Anne from a (very) limited record of her actions,

  Elizabeth’s refusal to accept her bastard status did at times invoke her mother, though in a symbolic or legalistic, rather than an emotional fashion.




  The very circumstances of Elizabeth’s birth have proved cause for debate. Was she, as one of her father’s biographers asserted, ‘the most unwelcome royal daughter in English

  history’,2 or the confirmation of God’s blessing on a controversial marriage which both parents nevertheless confidently believed, in 1533, would go on to produce sons? On 26

  August that year, Anne had formally ‘taken to her chamber’ at Greenwich to await the birth of her child, in a ceremony which closely followed that set out in the Ryalle Book for

  the delivery of Henry’s mother, Elizabeth of York. Elizabeth’s room had been decorated in blue arras cloth and gold fleur-de-lis, as any more complex decorative scheme was considered,

  according to the protocol, as ‘not convenient about Women in such case’.3 Anne selected tapestries featuring the story of St Ursula and the eleven thousand virgins, a

  prescient choice, while her bed, fitted with feather pillows and a crimson cover finished with ermine and gold edging, followed the model of her late mother-in-law. The bed was ceremonial as much

  as practical, functioning as a semi-throne, surmounted with a canopy of state embroidered with the crowns and arms of the royal couple. The canopy was ‘a potent symbol of the queen’s

  position, in which her claim to the authority of the crown derived from the fact that she shared a marriage bed with the king’. A pallet at the foot of the bed served

  for daytime use, and for the labour itself when the time came. Again following the precedent of fifteenth-century queens, the birthing chamber was furnished with two cradles, one upholstered and

  gilded to match the state bed, the second more simply carved in wood. The chamber also contained an altar and closet for Anne’s devotions. After hearing Mass, Anne entertained the court

  (though not the king) in her Great Chamber, where she was served with wine and spices as she had been at her coronation. Then she retired with her women to remain enclosed until the birth. The

  birthing chamber was a powerful feminine space, a reliquary of sacred mystery. This still, entirely feminine world, where all the roles of the queen’s household were taken by women, became

  the tense, beating heart of the court. As Anne waited out the long weeks in those dim, stifling rooms, she at least seemed serene as to the ritual’s end. Anne had every intention of bringing

  forth a prince. The court doctors and astrologers had assured the royal couple that their child would be male, and letters (later hastily amended) had been prepared to announce the birth of

  Henry’s true heir.




  How the queen passed her time during her seclusion is not known – herbal baths were popular for women in late pregnancy, and quiet diversions such as embroidery or reading aloud were

  recommended; one imagines that, like all heavily pregnant women, Anne simply longed for it to be over. Nor is it known whether Anne made use of the sacred girdle of Our Lady which had been brought

  from Westminster Abbey in 1502 to lend succour to Elizabeth of York. Prayer was more or less the only painkiller on offer in this age of terrifyingly high maternal mortality, and birthing girdles,

  associated with various saints, had been used to encourage women in childbirth for centuries. Katherine of Aragon had used the Westminster girdle and had also lent it to her sister-in-law, Margaret

  Tudor. The use of such a relic by Anne would certainly have been controversial, given the attitude of the government at this stage of the Henrician Reformation to relics, pilgrimages and miracles,

  preaching on which was officially banned for a year in 1534, but there is an interesting possibility that Anne made use of a ‘Protestantised’ holy symbol, an amulet roll. These were

  scrolls containing prayers or holy stories which acted as textual interpretations of physical relics such as the Westminster girdle, invoking the same mystic connections.

  While disdain for relics was a principle of the reformed religion, a certain latent power still attached to them. One example of such a roll exists, related to five fifteenth-century versions. The

  extant roll was produced in 1533 as a response to the royal pregnancy, and features the legend of the mother and child martyrs Sts Quiricus and Julitta. These saints were not unknown in England (a

  half-dozen rural churches dedicated to them exist), but the invocation of St Quiricus as an intercessor is more firmly rooted in the French tradition, where he appears as the popular St Cyr, who

  visited Charlemagne in a dream. Given Anne’s French education, and the publication of such rolls in London at the time of her pregnancy, she may have found Quiricus, in a textual, rather than

  a confessionally dubious relic form, an appealing form of spiritual aid.




  After a reportedly difficult labour, Anne’s confinement ended shortly after three o’clock on 7 September. (The nineteenth-century biographer Agnes Strickland has the queen announcing

  in a remarkably complete sentence for a woman who has just given birth that ‘Henceforth they may with reason call this the Chamber of Virgins, for a virgin is now born in it on the vigil of

  that auspicious day when the church commemorates the nativity of our beloved lady the Blessed Virgin Mary’. If Miss Strickland had known of the existence of the amulet roll, she might have

  been less sanguine, as St Julitta met her martyrdom without her head at the hand of the tyrant king of Tarsus.)




  Eustace Chapuys, ambassador to the Holy Roman Emperor Charles V, lost no time in pronouncing on the royal couple’s despair and fury at the birth of a princess, but then Chapuys, whose

  master was the nephew of Katherine of Aragon, loathed Anne Boleyn and everything associated with Henry’s second marriage. Despite his gloating, there is little contemporary evidence that

  Henry was more than conventionally disappointed by Elizabeth’s sex, indeed he reassured Anne of his joy in the child and his love for them both. A celebratory Te Deum was sung at St

  Paul’s, and, two months after Elizabeth’s birth, Chapuys noted sourly that the king had been overheard by one of Anne’s ladies saying that he should sooner

  beg for his bread on doorsteps than lose his wife. Unarguably, though, Anne had failed in what had always been the primary task of queens, and the succession remained perilously uncertain.




  The recall of Henry’s illegitimate son Henry Fitzroy to court shortly after Elizabeth’s birth has been interpreted as an exhibition of the king’s anxiety, of his need to prove

  that he could father sons, but the fourteen-year-old Fitzroy’s marriage on 28 November to Mary Howard, daughter of the third duke of Norfolk, might equally be read as cementing a Boleyn

  triumph, as bringing the king’s offspring safely into the Boleyn/Howard power nexus now that he had a legal heir. The idea that Elizabeth’s birth was the beginning of the end for Anne

  is in no way borne out by contemporary reports – between October 1533 and June 1534 five witnesses reported king and queen to be ‘merry’ and in fine health.




  Elizabeth’s christening, on 10 September that year, also produced disparate accounts. Chapuys, gloating that the king’s mistress had borne him a bastard girl, claimed that the

  ceremony was ‘very cold and disagreeable, both to the court and the city’,4 while Edward Hall, the author of the 1542 Hall’s Chronicle, which describes the

  history of the union of the royal houses of Lancaster and York, dwelt on the magnificence of the ceremony in the friars’ church near Greenwich Palace, enumerating the dignitaries who attended

  and their roles, conjuring the image of the five hundred torches which accompanied the newly baptised princess back to her mother’s arms. The fact that neither of Elizabeth’s parents

  attended the ceremony was customary, and though Henry had cancelled the tournament planned for the birth of a prince, there was nothing lacking in the observances paid to a princess, from the

  Archbishop of Canterbury as godfather to the purple velvet stole in which the baby was wrapped.




  Some writers have claimed that Queen Anne insisted on breast-feeding her daughter, others that ‘we know virtually nothing of how the new princess was cared for in the first weeks of her

  life’.5 In December 1533, again according to royal convention, Elizabeth was removed to her own household at Hatfield in Hertfordshire, travelling through London in great and

  deliberately circuitous style so that the people could catch a glimpse of the new royal baby. (Chapuys reported with predictable distaste on the ‘pompous

  solemnity’ of this journey, but then he also believed that Elizabeth had been sent to Norfolk.) That Anne was ‘heartbroken’ at the severing of the ‘extremely close

  bond’ she had forged with her daughter is, again, a matter of supposition.6 The ‘merriment’ between Anne and Henry reported at court suggests that whatever Anne’s

  private feelings may have been she was not allowing them to show in public; moreover her place was at the king’s side and, more importantly, in his bed, that she might conceive again as soon

  as possible. There is no reason to believe that Anne did not think it more suitable for her daughter to be raised in a quiet and orderly routine in the country, away from the pestilence of London,

  as had been the thinking and practice of generations of royal mothers before her.




  And if Anne was unable to see her daughter often in person, Elizabeth’s household was a stronghold of Boleyn affinity. In charge were the queen’s aunt, Lady Anne Shelton, and her

  husband, Sir John, who served as steward, and Lady Margaret Bryan, who was half-sister to Anne Boleyn’s mother, Elizabeth Howard. After acting as a lady-in-waiting to Katherine of Aragon,

  Lady Bryan was given charge of Mary Tudor, with whom she remained five years, before Henry began planning to marry Anne. By now in her sixties, Lady Bryan was called out of retirement to care for

  Elizabeth, which suggests that Anne and Henry trusted her competence and experience, but her role also called for considerable diplomacy. To the horror of Chapuys, in October 1533 the king decided

  that Mary, now officially styled ‘the Lady Mary’ in acknowledgement of her bastard status, should join her half-sister’s household. ‘The King, not satisfied with having

  taken away the name and title of Princess, has just given out that, in order to subdue the spirit of the Princess, he will deprive her of all her people,’ choked the ambassador, adding that

  Mary had been reduced to the status of a ‘lady’s maid’. Mary’s arrival created a background of tension, status-mongering and outright danger which pertained throughout her

  sister’s life. Even as a tiny baby, Elizabeth was not safe from politics.




  Of course, Elizabeth could have known nothing of the schemes and disputes into which her household was plunged with the appearance of her furious, confused and resentful

  teenage sibling. What is known of Lady Bryan’s parenting appears to have followed a sensible, thoughtful model, in keeping with the practices of her age, which nonetheless were being

  influenced by the exciting developments of the Renaissance ‘new learning’. The fifteenth and sixteenth centuries saw a regeneration of interest in medicine and pediatrics, promoted by

  printing and the increased use of the vernacular, which allowed physicians to combine practical experience and classical learning in a new way. Numerous texts on child-rearing and the treatment of

  childhood diseases were published, particularly in Germany, one of which, Eucharius Rösslin’s Der Rosegarten, was the first ‘scientific’ pediatric manual to be

  translated into English, in 1533 and 1540. Swaddling, wrapping babies in tight linen bands to encourage their limbs to grow straight, was widely practised, but Rösslin took a daringly modern

  view: ‘Imagine what goes on in him [the baby] as he feels the touch of rough hands on his tender skin and is chafed with coarse woolen cloth or scratchy swaddling bands. What do you think it

  feels like to lie on a hard board covered with prickly straw?’7 Princess Elizabeth did not have to itch in scratchy bands or lie on straw, as Anne Boleyn provided suitably

  sumptuous clothes for her baby princess, including a gown of Russian velvet and embroidered purple satin sleeves, but Lady Bryan did follow some of the guidelines observed by Rösslin, such as

  weaning – late by modern standards – at two years on to pureed, sweetened food. She was concerned that Elizabeth, as a toddler, should not be allowed to sit up to table as it made her

  overexcited, and preferred her to stick to a plain, wholesome diet (which had little effect, as Elizabeth adored sweets all her life, and ruined her teeth with them). We don’t know whether

  Elizabeth possessed the latest fashionable baby accessory, a tricycle-like contraption which aided children in learning to walk, but she was taken for airings in the park and was apparently a

  physically lively, as well as an exceptionally mentally alert, child, ‘as goodly a child as hath been seen’.8 Lady Bryan wrote regularly to court with details of

  Elizabeth’s progress, and the child was visited quite frequently by her parents. Though her principal residence was Hatfield, Elizabeth was moved, again according to

  custom, between other royal residences to allow them to be cleaned, a necessity given the size of her household. In addition to the Sheltons, Lady Bryan and her first cofferer, William Cholmley,

  Elizabeth’s retinue was the equivalent of that of a great magnate, with about twenty ‘above stairs’ offices, dispensed by her father, and a further one hundred servants’

  posts. Her progress between Hatfield, Eltham, Hunsdon, Richmond, Greenwich and Langley during her early childhood reflects the need for frequent changes of location for the purposes of hygiene and

  provisioning.




  It was a move to Eltham in March 1534 which provoked one of the emblematic moments of the conflict between Elizabeth’s sister and her mother. From the start, Mary had proved absolutely

  intractable on the subject of Elizabeth’s status; on hearing the news that she was to remove to the princess’s household she had remarked with considered disingenuousness that she

  wondered where, since the daughter of Anne Boleyn had no such title. When Mary refused point-blank to enter the litter which was to carry her to Eltham unless she was given her own proper title, an

  infuriated Lady Shelton had her pushed into it by force and confiscated her jewels as punishment. Mary compounded her disobedience by complaining vociferously that she lived in daily fear of being

  poisoned by the ‘king’s mistress’. Never much of a politician, Mary could only take a martyred satisfaction in the humiliations her stubbornness provoked. Her treatment by

  ‘the concubine’ was a much-vaunted scandal, but Anne Boleyn’s attitude to Mary was based as much upon fear as spite, and Mary knew it.




  If Elizabeth was to be promoted, Mary must be reduced, and Anne understandably saw any leniency towards Katherine of Aragon’s daughter as undermining her own position. Anne’s

  bullying of Mary requires consideration, though, as much of the impetus to abase the princess came from Henry, with Anne being blamed (again following a model which had affected previous

  ‘foreign’ queens whereby they were criticised for their husbands’ actions rather than condemn the king himself), for a policy which Henry believed to be necessary to reinforce the

  validity of his annulment of the Aragon marriage. Nevertheless, Chapuys reported in January 1534 that Anne was complaining to the king that Mary ought to be supervised more

  closely, fearing that Henry’s ‘easiness’ would allow Mary to continue to use her title, which could not be permitted as it would disparage Elizabeth. Anne sent messengers,

  including Cromwell, to discourage Henry from seeing his daughter, though the French ambassador claimed that the king’s eyes filled with tears as he spoke of his obstinate daughter. Anne

  instructed Lady Alice Clere, Mary’s custodian, to insist that Mary ate her breakfast at the common table, and that, if Mary tried to use her title, to box her ears. The hapless Alice was also

  scolded by Anne’s brother, Lord Rochford, for treating Mary with ‘too much honesty and humanity’.9 At the time of the litter incident, Anne tried another tack, offering

  to intercede with the king if Mary could bring herself to some accommodation. Anne was invoking her queenly position here – intercession was an important traditional role in which queens

  could be the conduit for royal mercy – and Mary clearly grasped this, as she responded calmly that she knew of no queen in England but her mother, but if Madame de Boleyn would be so gracious

  as to speak to Henry she would be suitably grateful. Anne was predictably infuriated by this superb insolence. According to Chapuys, she began plotting to eliminate Mary. Anne received some

  satisfaction during the Eltham visit when, in April, Elizabeth was exposed quite naked to the visiting party of the French ambassador. This might seem peculiar, but the physical examination of

  dynastic brides was nothing unusual – Edward III’s queen, Philippa of Hainault, had undergone such an examination, and at a far more embarrassing age – but in Elizabeth’s

  case it was especially important, as deformity in children was attributed at the time to the sinful union of their parents. That Elizabeth should be proved flawless was encouraging, but Anne was

  troubled when it appeared that Elizabeth’s entry into the international marriage market was being overshadowed by her sister.
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  Europe in the first half of the sixteenth century was dominated politically by the two great powers of France and the Holy Roman Empire. In 1516, Charles V had succeeded to the

  Spanish crown, followed in 1519 by his election as Holy Roman Emperor, thus giving him control over a vast territory which stretched from Gibraltar to the north of Holland,

  effectively encircling the French dominions ruled since 1515 by François 1. Though François never took Charles up on his offer to settle their differences in single combat, the two

  monarchs were almost incessantly in conflict, particularly, though by no means exclusively, over control of their respective territories on the Italian peninsula. While England could in no way

  compare in land, wealth or military might with the two main players, her allegiance was useful to, and cultivated by, both, a counterweight in their endless tug of war. In the previous generation,

  Henry VII had sought to shore up his nascent dynasty by forming an alliance with Spain in the form of Katherine of Aragon, and subsequent English policy, while subject to the endless complexities

  and feints of sixteenth-century diplomacy, had remained broadly pro-Hapsburg.




  France was England’s traditional enemy, and Henry’s enthusiasm for military glory had seen him manipulated by Charles’s predecessors, Ferdinand of Aragon and the Emperor

  Maximilian, in 1514, into a war which was far more to their advantage than his. The marriage of Henry’s sister Mary to Louis XII of France that year cemented an alliance with the French,

  which endured (despite Mary’s swift widowhood and the accession of François in 1515) for some seven years, yet, despite the Treaty of London, brokered by Henry’s minister Wolsey

  in 1518 and the meeting between François and Henry known as the Field of Cloth of Gold in 1520, war was again declared in 1522. Another peace treaty was signed in 1525, but Henry’s

  pursuit of the Boleyn marriage necessitated a change in his foreign policy. Imperial troops sacked Rome in 1527, and the Pope, Clement VII, whose consent to an annulment of the Aragon marriage

  Henry urgently needed, found himself the prisoner of Charles V, Katherine’s nephew. The Treaty of Cambrai in 1529, between François, the Emperor and the Pope, secured an

  imperial–papal alliance, halted French campaigns in Italy and left England isolated. Henry now deemed it politic to cultivate François’s support for his marriage to Anne, which

  François was initially prepared to offer, in order to stave off a threatening alliance with Charles. Thus the early 1530s saw some tentative collusion with England’s break from Rome – the French king had strong-armed the theology faculty of the Sorbonne into declaring his marriage with Katherine invalid in 1530 and in 1532 a

  defensive alliance had been agreed at meetings at Boulogne and Calais. However, the appearance of Elizabeth herself disrupted this cooperation. When Henry discovered Anne was pregnant in early

  1533, he had little choice but to marry her immediately, lest his longed-for heir be tainted with illegitimacy, but François was furious when Henry pressed on so precipitately with the

  wedding. For his part, François had been dancing round the question of the English royal divorce, since he needed papal support for his own project of marrying his son to the Pope’s

  niece, Catherine de Medici, with the object of recovering French power on the Italian peninsula. Henry VIII professed himself disgusted with François’s approaches to the Pope (though

  in fact they worked to his advantage, as they delayed the sentence of excommunication from Rome which was a consequence of his denial of papal authority), and by the time the Valois–Medici

  marriage took place, the two kings had resumed their usual quarrelsome relationship. François wanted an English alliance, but was chary of losing papal support to join England in isolation

  if he gave his full sanction to the Boleyn marriage.




  In October 1534, the French had received a proposition that they should formally acknowledge the validity of Henry and Anne’s union and recognise Elizabeth. In November, the Admiral of

  France, Brion, arrived with a proposal from François that Mary be betrothed to the dauphin. François thus sought to keep all his potential allies happy – joining the houses of

  Tudor and Valois while implying to Charles and the Pope that Mary, not Elizabeth, was still the ‘right’ heir. Henry initially treated the offer as a feint, but eventually conceded that

  Mary might marry Francois’ third son, the duke of Angoulême, with the proviso that the couple renounce any claim to the English crown. Better still, Henry suggested, if François

  would persuade the Pope to revoke the sentence of excommunication against him, Angoulême could marry Elizabeth, in return for Henry’s renunciation of his own ancient title to France and

  a significant parcel of land grants on the French coast. Brion showed no interest in a proposed visit to Elizabeth, instead asking Henry to proceed with the negotiations for Mary’s betrothal. Anne’s anger was hysterical. Usually a model of the controlled court lady, she embarrassed herself by bursting into screeching laughter at an

  entertainment held for Brion, which clearly offended the Admiral.




  Royal marriage brokering could be as graceful, precisely choreographed and meaningless as a stately pavane, and the game being played here had little to do with the eventual marital disposal of

  either Elizabeth or Mary, and everything with the contentious status of Henry’s queen. If the French were promoting Mary, that status was by no means assured, particularly as Henry had

  implicitly acknowledged this in his insistence that Mary should formally renounce her claim (which theoretically was already legally void) on making a French marriage. Any hopes Anne may have had

  for the settlement of her daughter’s future dissipated when the marriage negotiations collapsed at an inconclusive summit in Calais, which Cromwell, who favoured an alliance with the Emperor,

  cried off.




  In January 1536, two crucial events took place. First, Katherine of Aragon died at Kimbolton. Recognising that she was ill with what modern assessments concur was cancer, she had written to

  Henry the previous month, commending ‘our daughter’ Mary to him and ‘beseeching thou to be a good father unto her’. Henry’s reaction to the news was repulsive. He

  accompanied Elizabeth to Mass dressed in yellow, their progress marked ‘by trumpets and other great triumphs’.10 Anne was reportedly overjoyed, but her triumph did not last.

  On the day of Katherine’s funeral, she suffered a miscarriage. Reportedly, the foetus was male, and conventionally, the queen ‘miscarried of her saviour’. Perhaps, though, it was

  not the child in her womb which had been protecting Anne, but a dying woman in Cambridgeshire. As long as Katherine of Aragon lived, Henry could not repudiate his wife. When she died,

  ‘Anne’s shield had been removed’.11




  The idea that Anne’s miscarriage heralded her downfall has been widely canvassed, but there is little evidence that this was the case. As late as April 1536, Henry continued publicly to

  endorse his marriage. That Anne had indeed miscarried a male child is confirmed by Chapuys, the chronicler Charles Wriothesley, who described her as being ‘delivered of a male child before

  her time’, and the poet Lancelot de Carles, who confirmed that ‘she gave birth prematurely to a son’. None of these writers mention that the foetus was in

  any way deformed, and yet this supposition has gained considerable currency, based on a comment made fifty years later by an exiled Catholic writer, Nicholas Sander, who claimed that the queen had

  been delivered of a formless lump of flesh. Even these words are too imprecise to support the claim of some disability or deformity, and it would certainly be strange that Chapuys did not remark

  upon it at the time had this been the case. That a deformed child was evidence of Anne’s adultery in the king’s mind, or that she was believed to be a witch, have been inferred from the

  suggestion, but since there was no deformed child the argument is circular. Had Anne’s pregnancy run to term, and had the boy lived, then of course the story of the queen, and the English

  succession, would be very different, but this does not mean that the miscarriage in itself precipitated Anne’s downfall.
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