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Introduction


October 1928


Newnham College and Girton College Cambridge University


Judith Shakespeare


In her 1929 feminist manifesto, A Room of One’s Own, Virginia Woolf explored the reasons why over the centuries women had written so little compared to men. “A woman must have money and a room of her own,” she famously pronounced, “if she is to write fiction.” In lectures originally given in 1928 at Newnham and Girton Colleges (both women’s colleges at Cambridge University), Woolf described her own circumstances—she had already written Mrs. Dalloway and To the Lighthouse—as a direct result of having inherited £500 a year from an aunt who died after falling off her horse in Bombay. Woolf got the news of her aunt’s gift around the same time that women were given the vote, in early 1918. “Of the two—the vote and the money,” she declared, “the money, I own, seemed infinitely the more important.”


The most celebrated part of A Room of One’s Own isn’t Woolf’s outrage over either women’s erasure from the history books or the second-class treatment they receive in almost all aspects of their lives. What most readers remember from Woolf’s polemical work is her account of Shakespeare’s imaginary sister, Judith. If there had been a Judith Shakespeare endowed with a talent like her brother’s, Woolf warned, she would have met with the darkest of fates. “Any woman,” she exclaimed, “born with a great gift in the sixteenth century would certainly have gone crazed, shot herself, or ended her days in some lonely cottage outside the village, half witch, half wizard, feared and mocked at.” For in spite of her genius, Judith Shakespeare “would have been so thwarted and hindered by other people, so tortured and pulled asunder by her own contrary instincts, that she must have lost her health and sanity.” Had any woman survived these conditions, Woolf concluded that “whatever she had written would have been twisted and deformed, issuing from a strained and morbid imagination.”


Woolf had good reasons for her pessimism. To be a woman in Shakespeare’s England was to live a drastically reduced life. Girls were rarely permitted to go to grammar schools and were never allowed to attend university. Before marriage, they were supposed to serve and obey their fathers. Once married, women’s obedience shifted to their husbands, who assumed possession of their wives’ personal property and became their legal guardians under a doctrine called “coverture,” which literally meant women were “covered” by the legal fiction that husbands and wives were one person. (This arrangement lasted until the passage of the Married Women’s Property Act in 1870.) Renaissance women could not hold political office or vote. They could not become lawyers or doctors. They could not appear onstage in theaters. They were supposed to keep quiet in public, and disruptive behavior could lead them to be brandished as “scolds” and paraded through the streets wearing a heavy iron muzzle known as a “scold’s bridle.” Despite all of these restrictions and hardships, however, some women did learn their letters, read voraciously, and then take up the pen themselves. They weren’t encouraged, and they rarely found even a shred of acclaim, but there were some women who managed to write.


When Woolf wrote A Room of One’s Own, she knew almost nothing about the powerful literary works a small group of women had written—and in many cases, published—around the time of Shakespeare. These brilliant poems and plays, translations and histories, had been lost or forgotten for centuries. But Woolf had recently encountered one of these women’s writing, which she peremptorily dismissed as trivial. In 1923, Woolf’s lover Vita Sackville-West published the early diaries of Lady Anne Clifford, who had lived with her first husband, Richard Sackville, Earl of Dorset, at Sackville-West’s childhood home at Knole. Sackville-West saw in Anne a kindred spirit, a fellow reader and writer who was dissatisfied with the prescriptive role English society had carved out for her, and who had heroically found a way to fight back.


In 1605, the fifteen-year-old Anne Clifford, an aristocratic girl raised with all imaginable privileges of birth and wealth, was disinherited from one of the largest properties in England. Her father, George Clifford, Earl of Cumberland, a dashing courtier who was the Queen’s Champion at the annual Accession Day jousts, had squandered away most of his money in his gambling debts and privateering ventures (he was famous for his capture of San Juan, Puerto Rico). When George died, he passed on both his debts and his vast estates, totaling roughly 90,000 acres, not to Anne—his only surviving child—but to his brother, Sir Francis Clifford.


Anne’s response was to wage what would become one of the greatest inheritance battles England had ever seen, a nearly forty-year legal fight that brought her into direct conflict with the most powerful men in the kingdom. From her dramatic showdown in King James’s private chambers at Whitehall Palace where, pressured to accept a substantial cash settlement, she brazenly declared to the king that she would never give up her lands “under any condition whatsoever,” to her trespassing on her uncle’s estates on horseback to persuade his tenants not to pay their rent; from her suffering at the hands of her profligate husband, who abandoned her for long stretches of time with the hope Anne would break down and put an end to her lawsuit, to her social ostracization from other ladies at court; through all of this, and much more, Anne kept herself going by keeping a diary. When she finally gained her father’s lands after the death of her uncle and his only son, she also expanded her great diaristic project to write both a full memoir of her life and a massive history of the Clifford family from the Norman conquest through the present.


Anne would no doubt have been thrilled to know that a woman like Vita Sackville-West brought her writing back into the world. She would have been less pleased with Virginia Woolf’s response. In her 1931 essay “Donne After Three Centuries,” Woolf laid out the little she knew about Renaissance women writers. “If they wrote themselves,” she claimed,




and it is said that both Lady Pembroke and Lady Bedford were poets of merit, they did not dare to put their names to what they wrote, and it has vanished. But a diary here and there survives from which we may see the patroness more closely and less romantically.





“A diary here and there” brought Woolf to Anne, whom she described as “practical and little educated,” someone who painstakingly restored her castles but “never attempted to set up a salon or to found a library.” “A great heiress,” Anne was “infected with all the passion of her age for lands and houses, busied with all the cares of wealth and property.” She may have “read good English books as naturally as she ate good beef and mutton,” but in Woolf’s estimation, Anne’s writing didn’t deserve our attention.


Sackville-West saw it differently. She admired Anne’s “sharp, vigorous mind, that had, so humanly, its sentimental facet on the opposite side to all its severity.” She sympathized with Anne’s early struggles—“restrained on the one hand by the severe and virtuous influence of an ever-present mother, and coloured on the other hand by the fable of an adventurous and almost legendary father”—and she conjured up the “neat and meticulous child, keeping her accounts in a note-book with that precision which followed her throughout life.” She applauded the old woman (Anne lived to eighty-six) who kept her diary “with the same scrupulous care up to the day before her death,” filling the pages with a fascinating combination of “gossip,” “strong family feelings,” “texts and maxims,” and above all “coincidences,” which she would “turn happily down any little by-path in order to ferret . . . out.”


That Woolf couldn’t grasp what was thrilling about Anne’s diaries reflects her own tastes and biases—a topic beyond our interest here—but it also gives us a different perspective on the reasons she thought Judith Shakespeare couldn’t have practiced her art. For it turns out Woolf’s doomed vision of women writers in Renaissance England was horribly mistaken. Although she claimed to have heard of “Lady Pembroke” (whom she might more respectfully have called by her own name, Mary Sidney), she seems never to have read a word of either Mary’s dazzling verse translation of the Psalms or her beautiful poems to Queen Elizabeth. She almost certainly hadn’t heard of Aemilia Lanyer, the first Englishwoman to publish a book of original poetry in the seventeenth century, whose brilliant poem, “Salve Deus Rex Judaeorum,” offers a feminist retelling of both Eve’s fall and the Crucifixion. Woolf likewise knew nothing about Elizabeth Cary, whose stunning tragedy recounting the murder of the ancient Jewish princess Mariam at the hands of her tyrannical husband, Herod, was the first original play to be published by a woman in England. Revisiting many of the themes of Shakespeare’s Othello written just a few years before, The Tragedy of Mariam bravely affirms a woman’s right to follow her own conscience and speak her mind at whatever cost.


Mary Sidney, Aemilia Lanyer, Elizabeth Cary, and Anne Clifford were among a small but not insignificant group of Shakespeare’s contemporaries who did what Woolf deemed impossible: they wrote works of poetry, history, religion, and drama when none was encouraged from their kind. They weren’t professional writers who earned an income from their works, and however wealthy they may have been—three of these four women were very rich—they were far from free to dedicate as much time as they’d like to writing. Each had husbands and children to care for and households to run; they enjoyed bursts of great productivity and were beset by periods of stagnation; they wrote when their circumstances allowed. And yet, whatever limitations these women faced, their writing largely defined who they were and how they wanted to be remembered. Against all odds they found rooms of their own, if only to be buried inside them with their writing for hundreds of years before the doors were finally torn down.


Shakespeare’s Sisters opens up Renaissance history to four extraordinary women for whom writing was their life force. Once we learn about these women and read their books after centuries of neglect, it’s not only their names that we recover. Suddenly, there are new voices. We hear from teenage girls married off to men they would never have chosen; wives forced to tolerate their husbands’ spending their money and taking lovers; mothers whose babies died before their first birthday, or whose children were taken away by their fathers as punishment for wifely disobedience. We hear from widows filing their own lawsuits in Chancery Court, opening charities and schools, traveling for pleasure to Europe, building their own houses, and erecting monuments. We hear a woman’s perspective on the killing of Mary, Queen of Scots and the Spanish Armada; the Protestant wars in the Netherlands and the witchcraft trials in England and Scotland; the ongoing persecution of Catholics and the outbreak of the Civil War. We realize that however much we thought we knew about the Renaissance, it was only half the story. We begin to understand how much we’ve been missing.









Chapter One


April 28, 1603


Westminster, London


Queen Elizabeth


From above, it looked as if London had been taken over by an enormous black snake. Sixteen hundred participants marched in the somber procession, forming a cortege that stretched for half a mile. Together, they were wearing some 12,000 yards of black cloth, which had been distributed to the official mourners to make their own hoods and suits. Jostling for places in the streets, windows, and gutters were thousands of spectators eager to get a final glimpse of their queen. After ruling for forty-four years—a decade longer than the average life expectancy to someone born in the sixteenth century, and through the reigns of eight popes and four kings of France—Queen Elizabeth was being laid to rest.


Elizabeth’s rise to power had been anything but smooth. When she was two years old, her mother, Anne Boleyn, was beheaded on charges of adultery and treason; shortly thereafter, the little princess was declared illegitimate. Kept in relative obscurity for much of her childhood, Elizabeth enjoyed a brief period of familial harmony when her father, Henry VIII, married his sixth—and final—wife, Katherine Parr. Katherine, who shared Elizabeth’s youthful zeal for Protestantism, treated her lovingly and helped to ensure her restoration as one of Henry’s heirs (she was third in line, after her half siblings, Edward and Mary). But Henry’s death in 1547 brought more trauma to the fourteen-year-old girl, who became the victim of overt sexual advances at the hands of her stepmother’s new husband, Thomas Seymour, whom Katherine had married with surprising haste only months after becoming a widow. Given that the new king—the ten-year-old Edward VI—had as his “protector” Seymour’s older brother, Elizabeth had nowhere to turn.


Things only got worse for her with Edward’s untimely death in 1553, leaving Mary—the Catholic daughter of Henry’s first wife, Catherine of Aragon—the presumptive heir to the throne. Protestant plots to unseat her led to enormous political unrest in the kingdom, and relations between the two half sisters quickly deteriorated when Mary took the throne. In 1554, she had Elizabeth imprisoned in the Tower of London, after putting down a rebellion to overthrow her rule in which Elizabeth was directly implicated. In the next few years, around three hundred Protestants were burned at the stake. It was a miracle that Elizabeth survived. In 1558, Mary’s health, which had always been frail, deteriorated rapidly following a flu epidemic; she died on November 17 at the age of forty-two. Suddenly, the disgraced Elizabeth would be queen. At her coronation on January 15, 1559, the path before her was fraught with perils: there were threats of invasions from Spain, ongoing wars with France and Scotland, a depleted treasury, and few trusted allies in sight. No one would ever have imagined she would rule for as long as she did.


Nearly half a century later, England was in a state of national grief as it prepared to bury its queen. Elizabeth had died on March 24 at the age of sixty-nine, after suffering from what was described as “a settled and unremovable melancholy” and poor physical health. During her final weeks, she leaned up against a pile of cushions and refused to eat or sleep. The actual cause of death was a combination of bronchitis and pneumonia, although some historians think she was poisoned by the toxins in the heavy cosmetics she wore throughout her reign (even on her deathbed, she apparently had an inch of makeup covering her face). She died at Richmond Palace in Surrey, where she and her court often passed the winter. Demolished fifty years later by an act of Parliament during the Civil War, the palace was a Renaissance jewel on the bank of the Thames, built in white stone with octagonal towers whose weathervanes were capped in gold and azure. It looked straight out of a fairy tale. Elizabeth loved Richmond for more practical reasons: it had both excellent hunting grounds—she was a passionate hunter throughout her life—and unusually good insulation compared to the drafty and damp conditions of the other royal residences.


In the days before Elizabeth’s death, the kingdom had been in a state of high alert. Thousands of troops poured into London to keep the peace in the city; ports were closed and the navy on guard for fear of a foreign invasion. Any transition of power after a forty-four-year reign was complicated; in this case the circumstances were unusually fraught. Normally the monarch’s successor would long have been known, but the childless queen had kept her choice shrouded in mystery. She had good reason to do this, knowing full well that once she named her successor the country’s attention to her would be compromised. The result of her canny refusal, however, produced great instability in the state. In the final years of her reign there were no fewer than twelve claimants to the throne, including the Infanta Isabella, daughter of the Spanish king Philip II—a possibility that sent waves of panic through the Protestant establishment.


Fully aware of the chaos she was creating but clearly preferring it to the alternative, Elizabeth found herself on her deathbed without having made a will. It was only on the day before she died that she finally communicated her wishes, and there are competing reports of what happened. Either through a short verbal exchange or with a mere gesture of her hand, she chose as her heir the man long understood to be her favorite candidate: her cousin James VI of Scotland. James’s mother, the Catholic Mary, Queen of Scots, was Elizabeth’s lifelong enemy and had been executed for treason in 1587 following several decades of involvement in plots to assassinate the English queen and replace her on the throne. The Protestant James, who had quietly agreed to his mother’s execution with the lure of a “greater prize” that would await him, now took the throne as ruler of the newly united Scotland, Ireland, and England.


Early on the morning of March 24, Elizabeth’s privy councilors rushed from Richmond to London to announce the news. Surrounded by council lords, bishops, and scores of earls, barons, and knights—there were some three hundred men in all—the secretary of state, Sir Robert Cecil, made the official proclamation: the queen was dead, long live the king. While the councilors were busy reassuring London citizens of a smooth transition, Elizabeth’s servants began preparing her corpse. Unlike most of her predecessors, Elizabeth had requested not to be embalmed—a process that, through the removal of the viscera and stuffing of the cavities with sweet spices, delayed the corpse’s decay during the often lengthy period between the monarch’s death and burial. Instead, Elizabeth’s corpse was wrapped tightly in cerecloth, a special linen soaked in wax, and then dressed in her formal robes. Before the body was closed off in a wooden coffin, a death mask was made, preserving her face for eternity.


Once the preparations of her corpse were finished at Richmond—the procedure took several days—Elizabeth’s coffin made its first public appearance as it journeyed down the Thames on a barge, accompanied by a group of her gentlewomen and privy councilors. The trip was made at night, and the banks of the river flickered with torchlight. Its final destination was Whitehall Palace, where Elizabeth would lie in state until the funeral. The center of royal power since 1530, when Henry VIII appropriated the already grand residence in Westminster from the fallen Cardinal Wolsey, Whitehall, with its vast galleries, courtyards, staterooms, and gardens, was one of the largest palaces in Europe. (In 1689, it was destroyed by fire, leaving only the splendid Banqueting House designed by Inigo Jones intact.)


The main approach to Whitehall was by water, with a double-tiered pier connecting the Thames to the privy stairs of the palace. Once inside, Elizabeth’s coffin was placed on a high bed in the Withdrawing Room, where guests came to pay their final respects. The room was draped in expensive velvets and satins that covered the walls, windows, and the bed of state; dark tones of black and purple were set off by rich gold and yellow. To the astonishment of at least one of the visitors, the Venetian ambassador Giovanni Scaramelli, the deceased queen was treated with the same ceremony she enjoyed while alive. As he wrote in his April 12 dispatch to the Doge of Venice, it was “as though she were not wrapped in a fold of cerecloth, and hid in such a heap of lead, of coffin, of pall, but was walking as she used to do at this season, about the alleys of her garden.” Elizabeth’s coffin was waited upon with her full range of servants and gentlewomen, who kept up their usual rituals: morning blessings and prayers, the Good Night ceremony each evening at 9 p.m., and so on. In what seemed to Scaramelli an elaborate farce, even Elizabeth’s table service was fully maintained.


Keeping up the appearance of living grandeur was a task made more complicated by an unfortunate development: whoever had wrapped Elizabeth’s corpse had skimped on the cloth—rumor had it that the man given the job had sold the extra fabric for profit—so that the seals were not airtight. As King Lear said of Gloucester, the queen “smell[ed] of mortality.” This only added to the burdens confronting the ladies of the bedchamber who sat with the coffin night and day. These official members of Elizabeth’s household were joined by other noblewomen who came to court for the period of mourning and rotated in and out of the privy chamber. According to the 1603 memoir of Anne Clifford, her mother, Margaret, Countess of Cumberland, was “sitting up with [the coffin] two or three nights.” Like so many duties at court that seem to our eyes unappealing—the role of “groom of the stool” comes first to mind—it was considered a great honor to watch over the corpse, and the thirteen-year-old Anne complained about being kept out “by reason I was held too young.” She spent her days at Whitehall instead in the gardens, where the talk was focused on the new king and queen.


The demanding work of maintaining Elizabeth’s corpse finally came to an end on April 28, when the ceremony moved outdoors for the grand finale. The procession began with 260 poor women from London’s almshouses, walking in rows of two. The inclusion of the poor in royal funerals was a long-standing English tradition: the wealth and status of the deceased was communicated in part through the number of social inferiors participating in the ceremony. For a king’s funeral, there were only men from the charitable houses; for Elizabeth’s funeral, the poor mourners were exclusively women.


Following the almswomen, who were typically paid a small fee for their presence, the procession moved through England’s social hierarchy, beginning with members of the royal household marching in order of rank. The sheer scale and variety of the servants made visible to the public just how extensive an institution the royal court was—it was a world unto itself.
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Almswomen leading the procession at Queen Elizabeth’s funeral


There were porters for wheat and wine, children of the scullery and pastry furnace, conductors of the bakehouse, coopers and grooms, purveyors of poultry and wax, the master of spice-bags, cart-takers, apothecaries and surgeons, the chief clerk of the wardrobe, surveyors and supervisors of the dresser, sewers of the hall, sergeants of the woodyard and larder, gentlemen ushers and waiters, the clerk of the green cloth, the clerk of the privy seal, royal chaplains, and secretaries for the Latin and French tongues.


There were also clusters of court musicians, who—according to the detailed drawings of the event that have survived in the form of a long roll—held their instruments down as a sign of mourning. Music was likely played at some point in the procession (members of the children’s choir, for example, are shown with open books of music in their hands), but the fact that all of the musicians and singers were at a good distance from the queen’s coffin suggests there was a solemn silence surrounding her. This may have been to allow for the sounds of grief to reverberate through the streets: as one eyewitness described it, “there was such a general sighing, groaning, and weeping as the like hath not been seen or known in the memory of man.”


Among the musicians was Aemilia Lanyer’s husband, Alfonso, who was listed in the royal household’s records as having received an allowance for “mourning livery” to wear at the funeral. Along with five of Aemilia’s cousins, Augustine, Arthur, Andrea, Edward, and Jeronimo Bassano, the roughly thirty-year-old Alfonso was a member of the court’s recorder ensemble. (Now largely demoted to use in children’s musical instruction, the recorder was the most popular of all end-blown flutes in the Renaissance.) Aemilia may have had musical talent herself: her father, Baptista Bassano, hailed from a well-known Venetian family of musicians whose gifts seem to have been smoothly transmitted from one generation to the next. But there were no women musicians at court—these jobs were only for men. When Alfonso set off from their home in St. Botolph’s parish in Bishopsgate to take his place in the procession, Aemilia and her ten-year-old son Henry would have been left to fend for themselves with the rest of London’s citizens.


Following all of the members of the household and closer to Elizabeth’s hearse, the status of the mourners steadily rose. Officers of the court and government, including the Lord Chief Justice, the Master of the Revels, and foreign ambassadors and agents, were followed by the Master of the Requests, the Lord Mayor and aldermen of London, and the Master of the Jewel House. This last position was held by Elizabeth Cary’s father-in-law, Sir Edward Cary. Elizabeth had been married six months earlier to Sir Henry Cary, an ambitious courtier who would ultimately be “created” (or named) Viscount Falkland and become one of King James’s privy councilors. It’s not clear whether Elizabeth was herself present, as she was still living with her parents in Oxfordshire at the time, while Henry was in London pursuing his career. But given that the marriage had been arranged precisely to give her wealthy, self-made father, Lawrence Tanfield, access to the nobility, there would have been no better introduction to the splendor of the court than the funeral of the queen.


Immediately preceding the coffin were members of the male aristocracy—viscounts, earls, marquesses, and dukes—as well as church bishops and the archbishop of Canterbury. Mary Sidney’s elder son, William Herbert, Earl of Pembroke, held the Great Banner of England, behind which came an open chariot drawn by four gray horses, each draped in black velvet, carrying the main attraction. The queen’s coffin was covered in purple velvet, on top of which lay her life-size, eerily realistic effigy. The wax and wood statue wore Elizabeth’s crown upon a wig of bright red hair and was dressed in her most formal robes; in the effigy’s hands were the royal orb and scepter. Six knights bearing their coats of arms held up a canopy over the chariot, while twelve other knights carried heraldic banners that surrounded the coffin in a sea of vibrant color. For the throngs of onlookers in the streets, it would have been difficult to see anything but the colorful flags.


In the wake of the hearse, the aristocratic mourners abruptly switched from men to women. First came the Swedish-born Helena Snakenborg, Marchioness of Northampton. As the most senior lady of the bedchamber, Lady Helena was given the role of the chief mourner—a position always filled by someone of the same sex as the deceased—after King James’s cousin Lady Arbella Stuart turned the honor down. James, who was in charge of making the choice, had approached Arbella as a way of compensating her for Elizabeth’s poor treatment. Like James himself, Arbella was a direct descendant of Henry VII’s daughter Margaret Tudor; since she was English (and not Scottish) born, many had in fact regarded her as Elizabeth’s rightful heir. Many, but not the queen, who had banished Arbella from court late in her reign after she was seen flirting with Elizabeth’s favorite, Robert Devereux, Earl of Essex. More worrying than her jealousy over Essex was the queen’s concern that Arbella might make a marriage that could threaten Elizabeth’s plans for her successor; months before Elizabeth’s death, Arbella was discovered plotting a potential match with another possible heir to the throne, Edward Seymour. After receiving James’s invitation to be the funeral’s leading lady, Arbella apparently responded that since she had been denied access to the queen during Elizabeth’s lifetime, she wouldn’t “after her death be brought upon the stage for a public spectacle.”
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Noblewomen and maids of honor at the queen’s funeral, wearing their expensive mourning gowns


Lady Helena was followed by the fourteen “countess assistants” to the chief mourner, a group of the highest-ranking noblewomen in the country; these included Mary Sidney, who had recently been widowed and hence was now Dowager Countess of Pembroke, and Anne Clifford’s mother, Margaret. The rest of the female aristocracy—the remaining countesses and viscountesses, the earls’ daughters and baronesses, and finally the maids of honor of the privy chamber—brought up the rear.


The procession ended at Westminster Abbey, where the crowds were left outside as the official mourners filed into the church. Compared to the extraordinary procession outdoors, the church service was surprisingly simple. An organ played a fanfare, the queen’s almoner delivered a sermon, and the traditional liturgy for burial was performed. Scaramelli, the Venetian ambassador, didn’t attend for fear of angering the pope (such were the dangers of entering a Protestant church), but his source told him “little else was done except the chanting of two psalms in English and the delivery of a funeral oration.”


A more conspicuous absence than Scaramelli’s was that of England’s new king. There’s no clear answer as to why James wasn’t present at Elizabeth’s funeral, but he had certainly received mixed messages. On the one hand, some English councilors had encouraged him to come and took his absence as a sign of disrespect, an impression confirmed by his decision not to wear mourning clothes or to allow others in his court to do so. When the French king Henry IV sent a special envoy to Scotland to congratulate James, he was told on arrival that “no one, whether ambassador, foreigner or English, was admitted . . . in black.” On the other hand, the royal household had been so consumed with tending to Elizabeth’s corpse that Cecil remarked, “the State could not attend both the performance of that duty to our late sovereign, and of this other of his Majesty’s reception.”


Meanwhile, around the time of the funeral London was struck with bubonic plague, which ravaged the city in a manner unseen over the previous forty years. Plague was a regular occurrence in Renaissance England, with outbreaks roughly once a decade throughout Elizabeth’s reign, but the 1603 plague was one of the most devastating, killing nearly a quarter of London’s population. Under these circumstances there was no way to welcome the new king with the pomp and ceremony he expected, and James, understandably cautious, took his time in making the long journey from Scotland to the English capital. At Westminster Abbey on July 25, four months after Elizabeth’s death, he was finally crowned. An era had ended. But a legacy—one that would define English politics and culture for generations—was just beginning.


Mary Sidney, Aemilia Lanyer, Elizabeth Cary, and Anne Clifford: four women who were born during Elizabeth’s reign and knew no other ruler. What did Elizabeth’s life—or her death—mean to them as women? Over the course of her forty-four years in office, Elizabeth had repeatedly defied the country’s expectations for a female monarch. As the seventeenth-century philosopher and statesman Sir Francis Bacon declared, no one could have imagined so fierce a nation “could be swayed and controlled at the beck of a woman.” During the reign of Mary I, some outspoken Protestants dared to challenge whether women could ever rule by divine right. In his treatise published shortly before Mary’s death entitled The First Blast of the Trumpet against the Monstruous Regiment of Women, the Scottish Protestant John Knox argued that a female monarch was both “repugnant to nature” and a violation of God’s will. Women, Knox exclaimed, were “weak, frail, impatient, feeble, and foolish, and experience hath declared them to be unconstant, variable, cruel, and lacking the spirit of counsel.” Little did he know that within months a queen of his own faith would take over the kingdom, making his words less than opportune. His friend John Calvin quickly jumped in to try to cover up the offense, but the explanation he gave only made matters worse. In a letter to Elizabeth’s secretary of state, Sir William Cecil, Calvin affirmed Knox’s general position—he even likened women’s rule to slavery, calling them two evils God had delivered to punish mankind—but he conceded that there were some women specially endowed with “the singular blessing of God.” Elizabeth, in short, was an exception to the rule.


The idea of Elizabeth as an exception did nothing to change the period’s general perceptions of women. Far from being held up as a role model, she was merely set apart from the rest of her sex. The queen’s own rhetoric affirmed her unique status, framing her gender as something to be overcome. On some occasions, she defined herself as essentially male. “I know I have the body but of a weak and feeble woman,” she proclaimed before her troops at Tilbury in 1588, “but I have the heart and stomach of a king.” At other times, as in her “Golden Speech” to Parliament in November 1601, she declared that her unusual talents came directly from God: “should I ascribe any of these things unto my self or my sexly weakness, I were not worthy to live.”


If Elizabeth’s public speeches tended to deny her “sexly weakness,” her personal appearance oddly pulled in the opposite direction—she was nothing if not a bundle of contradictions. As confirmed even on her deathbed, she wore an extravagant amount of makeup, covering her skin with the whitest of powders; she dyed her hair and also had a variety of red and blond wigs; she carried herself in a coquettish manner. As she grew older, her love of clothing became ever more of an obsession: by the end of her reign she had over three thousand dresses in the Great Wardrobe at Westminster. After a private audience with the sixty-four-year-old queen at Whitehall in 1597, the French ambassador André Hurault reported that Elizabeth had left her gown open in front so that he could see “the whole of her bosom,” which, he noted, was “somewhat wrinkled.” Her face, he added, “is and appears to be very aged,” while her teeth were “yellow and unequal, with many of them missing.” This may have been a tactless account, but to judge from Elizabeth’s portraiture, you would never have known of any flaws. In her last painted image, the so-called Procession Picture from 1601, the nearly seventy-year-old queen appears as a much younger woman dressed in virgin white, her rosy cheeks and fair complexion unmarred by the ravages of time.


Even without hearing Elizabeth’s misogynistic speeches or seeing her age-defying portraits, sixteenth-century Englishwomen would have been well aware that they shared very little with their queen. Elizabeth occupied neither of the roles that defined most women’s lives: those of wife and mother. She was never forced to submit to the will of a husband who had legal rights over her body and property; she never suffered the pains of childbirth or experienced, as so many women had, the death of a beloved son or daughter. Not only did she lack personal experience of marriage and childbirth: she showed very little interest in understanding what the lives of most women in her kingdom were actually like.


In her personal embrace of chastity, Elizabeth routinely opposed the marriages of the women around her. In 1585, one of her favorite gentlewomen in the privy chamber, Frances Howard, wrote to her future husband, Edward Seymour, Earl of Hertford, that the queen spoke to her using “many persuasions . . . against marriage and the inconvenience thereof” and claimed she would herself care for Frances more than he ever could. As a result of responses like this, Elizabeth’s women frequently married without consulting her. When they were later found out, the queen’s reaction could be violent. Upon discovering, for example, that her second cousin and member of her privy chamber, Mary Shelton, had secretly married Sir John Scudamore in 1574, Elizabeth angrily sent her away from court after breaking Mary’s finger with a hairbrush. As late as 1597, the courtier William Fenton declared that “the Queen doth still much exhort all her women to remain in virgin state as much as may be.”


Whether Elizabeth actually made an affirmative decision never to marry remains a mystery. On the one hand, in her first speech before Parliament in February 1559, she announced that she was “already bound unto a husband, which is the kingdom of England,” and held out her hand to show her inauguration ring. “Reproach me so no more that I have no children,” she declared, “for every one of you, and as many as are English, are my children.” The twenty-five-year-old queen concluded the speech by conjuring up her epitaph: “when I have expired my last breath, this may be inscribed upon my tomb:




‘Here lies interred Elizabeth


A virgin pure until her death.’ ”





On the other hand, in response to a petition from Parliament in 1563 urging her to take a husband—one of multiple petitions of this kind issued between 1559 and 1576—she remarked: “If any think I never meant to trade that [single] life, they be deceived.” At stake in these discussions was nothing less than the future of the kingdom. Without children of her own, Elizabeth’s rule was destined to be haunted by the question of succession, creating no end of anxiety and paranoia among the English people, who were wary of a foreign king.


During the first decades of her reign, Elizabeth dangled the possibility of marriage before both the nation and a string of suitors. The first serious contender was Mary Sidney’s uncle Sir Robert Dudley, widely considered the queen’s favorite courtier, whom she created Earl of Leicester in 1564. When Elizabeth came to the throne it was widely rumored the two were lovers: Robert lived at court in a suite of rooms suspiciously close to the queen’s and was never far from her side. After his wife died in 1560, having apparently fallen down a flight of stairs—following a lengthy investigation, the coroner ultimately deemed it a “death by misadventure”—he began an active suit to marry Elizabeth that lasted well into the 1570s.


In the meantime, a series of Catholic princes from the Continent came and went. Among the serious contenders were Charles II, Archduke of Austria; Henry, Duke of Anjou (later Henry III of France); and Henry’s younger brother, Francis, Duke of Alençon and Anjou. Francis came the closest to winning Elizabeth’s hand, despite their significant age difference: when he came to England in the winter of 1579, he was twenty-one and she was forty-five. By all accounts Elizabeth was very fond of Francis—she affectionately called him “my frog”—and even at one point agreed to a formal engagement before calling it off the next morning. This was a huge relief to the more fiercely Protestant members of the Privy Council, who under no circumstances wanted to see a Catholic match. After Francis’s departure from England in 1582, the prospect of the queen’s ever marrying came to a definitive end. This didn’t stop her from engaging in lengthy flirtations with younger courtiers—most spectacularly Sir Walter Raleigh and Essex—through her final years. But the role Elizabeth chose to play above all had already been anticipated in her 1559 address to Parliament. She wanted to be known as the Virgin Queen.


Elizabeth was both a woman and more than a woman, or no woman at all. Rejecting identities of wife and mother, she embraced those of military leader and religious icon, roles out of reach for all but her. Indeed, she showed no interest in constructing an image of herself that was either relatable or aspirational to Englishwomen. She may have broken through the glass ceiling, but she didn’t care whether others followed suit.


There was one way, however, in which the queen provided a strong positive example for women like Mary Sidney, Aemilia Lanyer, Elizabeth Cary, and Anne Clifford. This was in her role as a writer. From early in her childhood, Elizabeth had been encouraged not only to study a wide range of languages but also to write things of her own. Her personal tutor, the celebrated Cambridge teacher of Greek and Latin Roger Ascham, taught his young pupil to master her linguistic skills by doing “double translations”: Elizabeth would first translate a passage from Greek or Latin into English and then translate it back into the original tongue. By comparing her two compositions, she honed her skills in both languages. The results of these and other exercises, Ascham claimed in his 1570 bestselling book, The Schoolmaster, were nothing short of extraordinary. There were “few in number in both the universities [Cambridge and Oxford] or elsewhere in England,” Ascham boasted, “that be in both tongues comparable with Her Majesty.” “It is your shame (I speak to you all, you young gentlemen of England),” he declared, “that one maid should go beyond you all in excellency of learning and knowledge.”


As a young girl, Elizabeth put her intellectual talents to good use within the royal household. For the traditional exchange of gifts with her family members at New Year’s, she took to preparing translations of learned texts. For her father, Henry VIII, she translated her stepmother Katherine Parr’s book of English prayers into three different languages: French, Latin, and Italian. To her brother, the future Edward VI, she gave a translation into both Latin and English of an Italian sermon by the Protestant reformer Bernardino Ochino. For Katherine, whose own education and passion for Protestantism made her a crucial role model, Elizabeth prepared two very special gifts. The first was a prose translation of a spiritual poem written in French by Katherine’s fellow Protestant queen, Marguerite of Navarre. This beautiful little book, which Elizabeth wrote out in her own perfect Italic hand, and whose cover she personally embroidered, is one of the treasures of the Bodleian Library at Oxford. It’s hard to imagine a comparable example of three powerful Renaissance women—two queens and a princess who would herself become a queen—connected through a single object. In her dedicatory letter to her stepmother, the eleven-year-old Elizabeth remarked that the mind risks becoming dull if it isn’t “always occupied upon some manner of study.”


As proof of Elizabeth’s commitment to maintaining her mind, the following year she gave Katherine another impressive translation from French: the long first chapter of Calvin’s Institutes (roughly seventy pages in its modern edition). In the three-page dedicatory letter accompanying this gift—written in perfect French—she declared that of “all the arts and sciences, the invention of letters seems to me the most intellectual and spiritual, excellent and ingenious.” Elizabeth didn’t simply have a talent for writing: she worshipped at its altar.


As queen, Elizabeth made no effort to hide her intellectual interests from her subjects. Following in the footsteps of Katherine, whose 1547 devotional work, The Lamentation of a Sinner, was the first book bearing a woman’s name to be published in England, Elizabeth published a book of prayers entitled Precationes privatae in 1563. The first part of the book consisted of Latin prayers she had written to express her gratitude for two major events in her life: her recovery from smallpox in 1562, and her safe delivery from prison in 1555 after her sister Mary had suspected her of treason. She also included a prayer thanking God in the frankest of terms for her birth as a royal woman. “Thou hast willed me,” she wrote, “to be not some wretched girl from the meanest rank of the common people who would pass her life miserably in poverty and squalor, but to a kingdom.”


Such a sentiment certainly wouldn’t have endeared Elizabeth to the poor women in her kingdom, but she could safely assume that few of them would be able to read at all, let alone in Latin. It’s very hard to calculate literacy rates for this period, as many people knew how to read but not how to write, and yet estimates are typically based on whether someone could sign his or her name. But historians believe around thirty percent of Englishmen were literate, with the figure dropping to ten percent for women living in London, and lower for women outside of the metropolis.


The second part of Elizabeth’s 1563 book consisted of 259 “Sententiae”—pithy sayings from scripture, classical authors, and Christian writers—which Elizabeth had translated from Latin to English. In entries entitled “On Justice,” “On Mercy,” and “Of Counsel,” she displayed her extensive learning on good government; in paired sections “Of Peace” and “Of War,” she showed her pragmatism as a military leader, despite belonging to the “unwarlike sex.” Under the guise of scholarly translations, Elizabeth was establishing her credentials to rule.


What was already visible in this early publication became more pronounced in Elizabeth’s later works: namely, her use of writing as a powerful tool to respond to the challenges she faced. In 1593, when her most important Protestant ally in Europe, the French king Henry IV, decided to convert to Catholicism (this was the occasion for his famous utterance, “Paris is worth a mass”), Elizabeth comforted herself by translating Boethius’s Consolation of Philosophy, a medieval Latin dialogue that argued against the pursuit of worldly fortunes in favor of trusting in God. Five years later, she turned to an essay by Plutarch known by its Latin name, “De curiositate,” a study of how spying, rumormongering, and slandering might affect social and political harmony.


These were themes close to Elizabeth’s heart throughout her reign, but they were especially relevant in 1598 following the death of Sir William Cecil, who had been Elizabeth’s principal adviser since she came to the throne. In the power struggle that ensued between Cecil’s son Robert, who took over as secretary of state, and Elizabeth’s volatile favorite, Essex, both parties set up their own spy networks for gathering intelligence. In addition to finding whatever solace she could from the ancient Greek philosopher (whom she read in a Latin translation by Erasmus—her Greek was presumably rusty), she gave herself an extra challenge, converting Plutarch’s essay from prose into verse. The choice in part reflected Elizabeth’s childhood training. In The Schoolmaster Ascham described making his young pupil transform texts from one genre—as well as one language—to another. It also reflected another side of her intellectual life: her love of writing poems.


It’s impossible to know how often Elizabeth wrote poetry to work through crises in her life, but several powerful examples have survived. First, when Mary put her under house arrest at Woodstock in 1554 after her release from the Tower of London, Elizabeth wasn’t allowed either to receive visitors or to have pen, paper, or ink. She responded to this hardship by scribbling a poem on the window frame in her chamber with a piece of charcoal. “O Fortune,” the poem begins, “thy wresting, wavering state / Hath fraught with cares my troubled wit.” This poignant confession of her suffering gives way to Elizabeth’s desire to be avenged: the ten-line poem concludes with her prayer that God would “grant to my foes as they have thought,” an enigmatic way of wishing they might reap what they have sown. In the same room, on the glass of a window, Elizabeth used a diamond to inscribe this terse, defiant couplet: “Much suspected by me / Nothing proved can be,” under which she carved her name, “Elizabeth the prisoner.”


In the aftermath of Mary, Queen of Scots’ escape into England in 1568 and the 1570 defeat of a rebellion of powerful Catholic earls supporting her, Elizabeth turned to poetry again. In her poem known by the first half of its opening line, “The Doubt of Future Foes,” Elizabeth warns her enemies that their plots would be discovered and their traitorous heads chopped off (a threat that ultimately came to fruition, at least for Mary):




Their dazzled eyes with pride,


Which great ambition blinds,


Shall be unsealed by worthy wights


Whose foresight falsehood finds . . .


My rusty sword through rest


Shall first his edge employ


To pull their tops who seek such change


Or gape for future joy.





After circulating widely in manuscript copies—ten different copies from the period have survived—Elizabeth’s poem was published in 1589 in George Puttenham’s Arte of English Poesie, a handbook of literary terms and technique that became indispensable reading for aspiring poets. In an obviously absurd compliment—this was the era of Spenser, Marlowe, and Shakespeare—Puttenham named the queen “the most excellent poet” alive, whose “learned, delicate, noble muse” surpassed everything that has been written “before her time or since.” Perhaps not, but what couldn’t be doubted was how much writing poems meant to the queen in times of strife.


Elizabeth didn’t write only political poems: she also used verse to express her struggles with love. “I grieve and dare not show my discontent,” one such poem begins, written after the departure of her favorite foreign suitor, Francis: “I love and yet am forced to seem to hate.” Nowhere else did she reveal so plainly the sadness she felt at the failure of her marriage negotiations or admit how much she hid beneath her steely surface. “Some gentle passion slide into my mind,” she implores later in the poem, “For I am soft, and made of melting snow.” On another occasion, Elizabeth put into verse her sorrow over losing suitors as she grew older and her regret that she had sent them all away: “For I did sore repent that I had said before, / ‘Go, go, seek some otherwhere; importune me no more.’ ”


A final poem from late in Elizabeth’s life suggests her desire to withdraw from all of the “vain pleasures” that had brought her nothing but pain:




Now leave and let me rest, Dame Pleasure, be content.


Go choose among the best; my doting days be spent.





None of these accounts of herself would have been familiar to those around her, who saw an invulnerable monarch who neither accepted her age nor desisted in her flirtations. Elizabeth kept nearly all these poems very private: unlike “The Doubt of Future Foes,” they weren’t printed in her lifetime, and they appeared in only a handful of manuscripts, suggesting she shared them with a very small number of people, if at all. It’s possible there are more poems about her love affairs that have been lost in the archives. But from the few she left behind, we hear a different voice from this strong queen: the voice of an anguished woman.


On May 15, 1603, James gave the order for Elizabeth’s coffin to be buried following several weeks of its display in Westminster Abbey; her effigy was removed from view a week or so later. Nearly half a century after her coronation, the queen had finally exited the London stage. With her death, Englishwomen were stripped of a complicated role model whose accomplishments went far beyond anything they were taught to imagine as possible. There’s no way to know what impact Elizabeth’s writing may have had on ambitious and well-educated women like Mary, Aemilia, Elizabeth, and Anne, or how much of her writing they knew; all four of them, as we’ll see, had interactions of one kind or another with the queen. However much or little of Elizabeth’s writing they may have read, the queen set a precedent for using her pen both to connect to the world outside her and to express her innermost fears and desires, something that all four women at the heart of this book would also do. To have been born into a country with a queen of great intellectual ability was to have seen from earliest girlhood the potential of a woman’s mind. Elizabeth’s death was a loss, but it was also an opportunity.









Chapter Two


October 27, 1561


Tickenhill Palace, Worcestershire


Mary Sidney


In the fall of 1561, while Sir Robert Dudley was in hot pursuit of the new young queen, his sister Lady Mary Sidney temporarily left her post as one of Elizabeth’s gentlewomen to give birth to her fourth child. Her daughter Mary Sidney was born on October 27 at Tickenhill Palace in the area between Wales and England known as the Welsh Marches. Wedged between rugged mountains and gentle river valleys, this was a wild landscape made up of moors, woodlands, and farms; the villages were filled with half-timbered houses, the borders lined with castles. Tickenhill sat above the bustling market town of Bewdley on several acres of land adjoining a wooded park that, by the end of the sixteenth century, had more than 3,000 oak trees and 150 red deer. This was about as far from the queen’s privy chamber as Lady Sidney could be.


For Lady Sidney’s husband, Sir Henry Sidney, the palace was a rural retreat from his administrative base at Ludlow some fifteen miles away. Elizabeth had named Henry president of the Council of Wales and the Marches in 1560—a major position that made him her deputized ruler in the region—and his work involved frequent travel between his various seats. Lady Sidney was herself away much of the time fulfilling her duties for the queen (the couple had the Renaissance equivalent of a commuter marriage). Her position at court was both unpaid and demanding: the gentlewomen of the privy chamber were Elizabeth’s constant companions, helping her to dress and apply her cosmetics, sitting with her during her meals and evening entertainments, and even taking turns sleeping at her side (the unmarried queen never slept alone). When Elizabeth and her thousand or so household members moved from palace to palace every few months—the court changed residence more or less seasonally—Lady Sidney was expected to accompany her. The queen resented her women leaving her side for anything but the most urgent business, a status she grudgingly granted to childbirth.


The younger Mary Sidney’s birth was inscribed in the family’s unofficial book of records: a fifteenth-century Psalter nearly two feet in length in which important dates were jotted in the margins next to the appropriate month in the calendar for reading the Psalms. There were no birth certificates at the time—these were introduced in England only in the nineteenth century—so the exact birthdates for most people in the period are unknown; the best estimates are church records for baptism. Mary had two older siblings: Philip, born in 1554, and Elizabeth, born in 1560; another sister, Margaret, had died before her second birthday in 1558. It’s hard to fathom how Mary dealt with the death of Elizabeth in 1567; the two girls were a year apart and would have been constant companions. By that time, two more siblings had arrived: Robert in 1563 and Ambrosia a year or two later (her birthdate is not recorded). The family’s last child, Thomas, was born in 1569.


It’s surprising how many children Sir Henry and Lady Sidney managed to have, given the challenges they faced. Not only did they often live apart, but Henry also claimed to have lost all physical interest in his wife after her bout with smallpox, an illness that in his eyes stripped her of her beauty. In October 1562, Lady Sidney had been recalled from Wales to nurse the queen, who was ill with the highly contagious disease. In later centuries, smallpox would be responsible for the death of millions of people: records suggest that in the 1700s it killed between six and ten percent of London’s population. In the mid-sixteenth century, the disease had not yet developed its virulent strain and was rarely fatal; the primary concern was to keep victims from being disfigured. Smallpox typically began with a rash that spread all over the body, transforming itself into bumps and then pustules that ultimately turned into scabs; when the scabs fell off, they left the pockmarks that gave the disease its name. Given how quickly the disease could spread—scientists now understand it traveled through air droplets as well as through contact with the patient’s rash, bodily fluids, or clothing—nursing someone with smallpox was more or less a guarantee of infection.


However much Lady Sidney may have wanted to refuse the invitation to attend the queen on her sickbed, she had no choice but to comply. There was no Renaissance equivalent of maternity leave, and her infant daughter was in the care of a wet nurse (almost no women of the upper classes nursed their own children). Thus, shortly before Mary’s first birthday, Lady Sidney returned to the queen. Working alongside the royal physicians, who used the Japanese “red treatment” that had become popular in Europe beginning in the twelfth century, she helped wrap Elizabeth in a scarlet blanket thought to heal the rash and laid her on a mattress before a burning fire. After a little more than a week, Elizabeth recovered with only minor scarring, but Lady Sidney was much less fortunate. As Henry recounted with chilling frankness in a letter twenty years later: “When I went to Newhaven [in 1562] I left her a full fair lady in mine eye at least the fairest, and when I returned, I found her as foul a lady as the smallpox could make her, which she did take by continual attendance of her majesty’s most precious person.”


Henry’s bitterness toward “her majesty’s most precious person” wasn’t due only to her having ruined his wife’s complexion: he also felt the queen was burdening him with too many responsibilities, for too little pay. In 1565, in addition to his demanding post in Wales and the Marches, Elizabeth named him lord deputy of Ireland. The English had been officially ruling the Irish since the Anglo-Norman invasion of Ireland in the twelfth century, but they had never conquered the powerful Irish chieftains who controlled the local clans. Tensions between the two parties worsened dramatically in the mid-sixteenth century when the English tried to enforce their new state religion of Protestantism on their fiercely Catholic subjects. As Henry soon discovered, being lord deputy of Ireland was the political equivalent of nursing the queen with smallpox: it was a prestigious but utterly thankless job. Adding insult to injury, he was personally forced to pay the enormous expense of shuttling the entire Sidney household between Dublin and Wales.


Given the demands of her parents’ day jobs, Mary was raised largely at the hands of servants. When they weren’t on the move, the Sidney children spent much of their time at Ludlow Castle. Perched on a steep rock face over the River Teme, the fortress dated back to the time of the Normans, who used the strong defensive location and formidable curtain walls to fight off their fierce Welsh enemies. For Mary and her siblings, the castle was the stuff of medieval romance. They could climb the treacherously narrow staircase to the top of the thirteenth-century tower or run through the imposing gateway across the castle moat to the grassy field of the outer bailey; they could sit and read on the stone seats lining the windows of the North Range or say their prayers in the freestanding Chapel of Saint Mary Magdalene, whose unusual round nave dated back to the eleventh century. It’s impossible to know just how such an evocative place may have shaped the young girl’s imagination, but its ruins today have a haunting beauty.


Mary’s other childhood home was the palace that Henry had inherited outright from his father (and that wasn’t connected to his post as lord deputy): the magnificent Penshurst Place in Kent. Built in local sandstone in the mid-fourteenth century and fully fortified some fifty years later, the estate was given to Mary’s grandfather as a gift from Edward VI in 1552; it has remained in the Sidney family ever since. If Ludlow is the stuff of feudal romance, Penshurst epitomizes Renaissance civility. The elegant manor house and grounds sit on a level plain in the Medway valley thirty miles southeast of London, with open views to the south and west and woodland to the north. Thanks to renovations undertaken by Mary’s father, it has one of the earliest classical loggias in England as well as a spectacular Italian parterre designed to be viewed from the home’s formal staterooms. Ben Jonson, who wrote a poem about the house (“To Penshurst”) in the early seventeenth century, when it belonged to Mary’s brother Robert, Earl of Leicester, famously praised it for its grandeur without ostentation. “Thou art not, Penshurst, built to envious show,” Jonson begins, “but stand’st an ancient pile.”


When Mary was three, her ten-year-old brother, Philip, left Ludlow for the nearby Shrewsbury School, across the road from Henry’s administrative seat at Shrewsbury Castle, an impressive timber fortress built at the time of the Saxon settlement. Centuries later, Shrewsbury School would welcome the young Charles Darwin, who was born in the town. After four years at Shrewsbury, Philip began his studies at Christ Church, Oxford. There were no comparable milestones for Mary: her education took place entirely at home. Not only were girls barred from higher education at the universities, but they were also kept out of nearly all primary schools. There were a few exceptions: the Banbury Grammar School in Oxfordshire, for example, ruled in 1594 that girls above the age of nine (or at whatever age they could read English) were not to be admitted, which meant very young or illiterate girls would have been allowed to attend. But instruction beyond basic literacy—and especially any learning of Latin—was out of the question.


Given these restrictions, whether a girl received any kind of education in Renaissance England depended entirely on her family circumstances. In this respect—as in so many—Mary was lucky in her birth. First and foremost, she came from a line of well-educated women. Her maternal grandmother, Jane Dudley, Duchess of Northumberland, was known at the court of Henry VIII for her impressive mastery of foreign languages and her passion for Protestant reform. Later in life, the duchess developed interests in the natural sciences and even commissioned two treatises from the celebrated mathematician and astronomer John Dee: one on the origins of heavenly bodies, and another on the subject of “floods & ebbs.” Lady Dudley had eleven sons and two daughters, but she made sure the girls weren’t left behind their brothers: Lady Sidney and her sister Katherine, the future Countess of Huntingdon, were taught French, Italian, and possibly Latin; they were also trained to be good Protestants and knew the Bible well.


This impressive intellectual pedigree laid the groundwork for Mary’s own learning. The best-known book for female education in the period, the Spanish humanist Juan Vives’s Instruction for Christian Women, proclaimed that it was up to mothers to teach their daughters not only “the skills proper to their sex: how to work wool and flax, to spin, to weave, to sew,” but also the art of letters. “A pious mother,” Vives wrote, “will not think it a burden to consecrate some moments of leisure to literature or to the reading of wise and holy books.” Vives’s book was commissioned in 1523 by Henry VIII’s first wife, Catherine of Aragon, who employed Vives as a tutor for the young Princess Mary; he was operating under the assumption that upper-class women had little to do outside of tending to their children. In Mary Sidney’s case, it’s not clear how large a role her mother could have played in teaching her to read and write, given Lady Sidney’s obligations to the queen. But even if she was frequently away, she saw to it that her daughters received a first-rate education at home. Family account books confirm that private tutors were hired for the girls as well as for the boys: payments were made to “Mr. Lodwicke,” referred to as Ambrosia’s “schoolmaster” but likely also Mary’s; to Thomas Thornton, a tutor with unspecified duties; to “Mistress Maria, the Italian”; and to Jean Tassel, the children’s tutor in French.


There’s no way to know exactly what subjects Mary was taught, but a book published in 1605 to teach French to English “ladies and gentlewomen,” Pierre Erondelle’s The French Garden, described what a typical day in the Sidney household may have been like. Erondelle conjured up a conversation between a wealthy mother and her daughters. “At what hours do your Masters come?” the mother asks, to which her daughter Charlotte responds: “Our dancing Master cometh about nine a clock, our singing Master, and he that teacheth us to play on the virginals, at ten; he that teacheth us on the Lute and the Viol de Gamba, at four a clock in the afternoon; and our French Master cometh commonly between seven and eight a clock in the morning.” From seven in the morning until eleven, and then beginning again at four in the afternoon, the girls were busy learning the skills that would be expected of them as members of the English aristocracy.


What’s conspicuously missing from Erondelle’s list of the girls’ lessons is what would be regarded today as academic instruction—apart from the hour of French, there was no reading or writing involved. The girls’ brothers, by contrast, whom Erondelle refers to as “scholars,” spent their time “well employed as to their books.” This is how it went: unless you were a royal princess being groomed potentially to rule the kingdom, girls generally learned to dance and speak French while boys studied Latin and philosophy. From the records that have survived, the Sidney children seem to have followed a similar program. Even before Philip left for Shrewsbury, the family physician, Thomas Moffett, recorded that the young boy was provided with tutors “in languages, veneration of God, literature, public affairs and virtuous action”; no such curriculum is mentioned anywhere for Mary or Ambrosia. It’s hard not to imagine that Mary read alongside her brothers—especially Robert, for whom “great books” were purchased during the exact years she was being tutored at home. The best evidence for what she ultimately learned, however, lies in the writing she did as an adult. There, her obvious mastery of literature and theology went far beyond what the girls in Erondelle’s treatise were ever taught.


In the spring of 1575, Mary’s life took a dramatic turn. The year began tragically: following a serious illness that also afflicted Lady Sidney, Ambrosia died in Ludlow at the age of ten. This was the second sister Mary had lost in her short thirteen years, and once again there’s no way to know how she managed her grief. The news of Ambrosia’s death traveled quickly to the queen, who sent an unusually heartfelt condolence letter to Sir Henry:




Yet for as much as we conceive the grief you yet feel thereby (as in such cases natural parents are accustomed) we would not have you ignorant (to ease your sorrow as much as may be) how we take part of your grief upon us.





She then made what she hoped would be a welcome proposal. “God hath yet left you,” she reminded Sir Henry,




the comfort of one daughter of very good hope, whom if you shall think [it] good to remove [her] from those parts of unpleasant air (if it be so) into better in these parts, & will send her unto us before Easter, or when you shall think good, assure yourself that we will have a special care of her.





Mary was to become one of Elizabeth’s maids of honor.


To be a royal maid of honor was the most prestigious position a girl could have in Renaissance England. However aristocratic the family, there was nothing like sending your daughter off to live with the queen—this was the ultimate finishing school. The maids, who were typically around fifteen or sixteen when they arrived at court and by definition unmarried, didn’t have the finest room and board: they slept in a crowded dormitory known as the Coffer Chamber where they shared narrow beds, and they ate second-class food (often leftovers) at a long communal table set apart from the queen and her gentlewomen. They were also kept on a short leash by the “Mother of Maids,” one of the queen’s ladies appointed to make sure they kept quiet at night—apparently they often made a racket—and more important stayed out of trouble, a job usually performed with middling success. Besides carrying Elizabeth’s train, waiting on her at table, fetching miscellaneous things at her every whim, and keeping her entertained with music or dance, the girls spent much of their time simply being seen by the dashing courtiers coming in and out of the palace. Some of these men were officially in search of brides; many others were seeking less permanent arrangements. The inevitable affairs that took place were ignored unless the maid got pregnant, which happened quite frequently and led to strong recriminations of all parties. With luck a marriage might be arranged, but whatever the outcome the maid—no longer a maid—was forced to give up her position at court. Not surprisingly, the maids of honor had the highest turnover of anyone in the queen’s privy chamber.
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