

[image: Image]





[image: Image]






Helen Castor



ELIZABETH I

A Study in Insecurity

[image: Image]


[image: Penguin Books]







Contents

Genealogical Table

ELIZABETH I

Introduction: The Lady Elizabeth, 1533–1547

1. Much Suspected, 1547–1558

2. ‘Time hath brought me hither’, 1558–1570

3. Continue Her Delays, 1570–1587

4. Semper Eadem, 1587–1603

Illustrations

Notes

Further Reading

Picture Credits

Acknowledgements

Follow Penguin




About the Author

Helen Castor is a medieval historian and a Bye-Fellow of Sidney Sussex College, Cambridge. Her first book, Blood & Roses, a biography of the fifteenth-century Paston family, was longlisted for the Samuel Johnson Prize in 2005 and won the English Association’s Beatrice White Prize in 2006. Her second book, She-Wolves: The Women Who Ruled England Before Elizabeth, was made into a BBC2 TV series, and selected as one of the books of the year for 2010 in the Guardian, The Times, Sunday Times, Independent, Financial Times and BBC History Magazine. Her most recent book, Joan of Arc, was dubbed ‘a triumph of history’ (Guardian).




Penguin Monarchs

THE HOUSES OF WESSEX AND DENMARK


	Athelstan*	Tom Holland

	Aethelred the Unready	Richard Abels

	Cnut	Ryan Lavelle

	Edward the Confessor	David Woodman



THE HOUSES OF NORMANDY, BLOIS AND ANJOU



	William I*	Marc Morris

	William II*	John Gillingham

	Henry I	Edmund King

	Stephen*	Carl Watkins

	Henry II*	Richard Barber

	Richard I*	Thomas Asbridge

	John	Nicholas Vincent



THE HOUSE OF PLANTAGENET



	Henry III*	Stephen Church

	Edward I*	Andy King

	Edward II*	Christopher Given-Wilson

	Edward III*	Jonathan Sumption

	Richard II*	Laura Ashe



THE HOUSES OF LANCASTER AND YORK


	Henry IV	Catherine Nall

	Henry V*	Anne Curry

	Henry VI*	James Ross

	Edward IV*	A. J. Pollard

	Edward V	Thomas Penn

	Richard III	Rosemary Horrox



THE HOUSE OF TUDOR



	Henry VII	Sean Cunningham

	Henry VIII*	John Guy

	Edward VI*	Stephen Alford

	Mary I*	John Edwards

	Elizabeth I*	Helen Castor



THE HOUSE OF STUART



	James I*	Thomas Cogswell

	Charles I*	Mark Kishlansky

	[Cromwell*	David Horspool]

	Charles II*	Clare Jackson

	James II*	David Womersley

	William III & Mary II*	Jonathan Keates

	Anne	Richard Hewlings



THE HOUSE OF HANOVER



	George I*	Tim Blanning

	George II	Norman Davies

	George III	Amanda Foreman

	George IV	Stella Tillyard

	William IV*	Roger Knight

	Victoria*	Jane Ridley



THE HOUSES OF SAXE-COBURG & GOTHA AND WINDSOR



	Edward VII*	Richard Davenport-Hines

	George V*	David Cannadine

	Edward VIII*	Piers Brendon

	George VI*	Philip Ziegler

	Elizabeth II*	Douglas Hurd



* Now in paperback




For Ken, who is exactly perfectly right





Englishmen, you say that there

A single wolf cannot be found:

No. But you have there a she-wolf,

Worse by far than a million.

French verse, 1587

… it is all the hurt that evil men can do to noble women and princes, to spread abroad lies and dishonourable tales of them, and that we of all princes that be women are subject to be slandered wrongfully of them that be our adversaries, other hurt they cannot do to us.

Catherine de’ Medici, 1572
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Introduction

The Lady Elizabeth

1533–1547

On the morning of Friday 19 May 1536, a woman in a grey silk gown climbed a newly built wooden scaffold within the precincts of the Tower of London. She spoke a few words to the large crowd that pressed silently around the platform, then removed her gable headdress and tucked her dark hair into a cap to expose her slender neck. She knelt, and one of her attendants tied a blindfold around her fine dark eyes. Sightless now, she asked God to have pity on her soul, repeating the prayer over and over. The man holding a sword behind her shifted slightly, and then, in one swift motion, severed her head from her body.1

Until two days before she died, Anne Boleyn had been Queen of England. On 17 May the Archbishop of Canterbury had pronounced her three-year marriage to Henry VIII null and void. It was an annulment which made a legal nonsense of the trumped-up charges of adultery on which she had just been tried and convicted, but so clear was it that the king required both her death and the public erasure of their union that no one dared point out the incompatibility of the two verdicts. Still, she remained Marquis of Pembroke, the first woman to have been raised to the peerage in her own right, back in 1532, when the king had wanted nothing more than to marry her. Now, on this May morning, she became the first English noblewoman, and the first anointed queen, to die at the executioner’s hand. It was a shocking moment; and it left her only child facing a frighteningly unpredictable future.

Elizabeth was not yet three. When she was born at Greenwich Palace on 7 September 1533, her sex had been a disappointment to her parents, who had confidently expected God to give them a boy to vindicate Henry’s repudiation of his first wife, Catherine of Aragon, the mother of his daughter Mary. Nevertheless, Elizabeth had been proclaimed ‘Princess of England’,2 heir to her father’s throne (for the time being at least, until the day when her mother should give him a son). Since it had proved necessary for Henry to reject the authority of the pope in order to annul his marriage to Catherine and marry Anne, the baby girl was also the living embodiment of the religious revolution through which her father became, in 1534, Supreme Head of an independent Church of England.

That new title and new Church remained, but Anne had not provided Henry with a prince. As the king began to cast around for reasons why the woman with whom he had once been obsessed might not in fact be the queen God intended for him, her enemies set to work to find some. And when Anne fell, Elizabeth’s status was drastically altered. The declaration that her parents’ marriage had never been valid left her a bastard, like her half-sister Mary before her – no longer the heir to the throne, nor a princess, but simply the ‘Lady Elizabeth’.3 Shortly afterwards, the line of succession was at last established elsewhere, with the arrival of the longed-for male heir, Edward, born in 1537 to Jane Seymour, the new wife Henry married less than a fortnight after Anne’s death.

However, there was nothing straightforward about Elizabeth’s revised position as the king’s illegitimate daughter. Despite the fact that, formally, Henry professed to believe that Anne had committed adultery with five men, one of them her own brother, he never showed any sign of doubt that Elizabeth was his child – and physically there was a strong resemblance, since the little girl had inherited his striking auburn hair and fair skin along with her mother’s dark eyes. Nor, clearly, was she a mere by-blow, the product of some fleeting court dalliance. She and her half-sister Mary had each been born to an anointed and crowned Queen of England – Anne had been six months pregnant with Elizabeth when she sat in state at her coronation in Westminster Abbey – even if their mothers had later, in turn, been stripped of that title. And as the years went on, Henry enshrined the ambiguities of his daughters’ histories in statute law. The Act of Succession of 1544 named Mary and Elizabeth as royal heirs to their half-brother Edward, while at the same time Henry continued to insist, in all other contexts, on their bastardy.

It was a contradiction that troubled their father little. Within his looking-glass world, the king found no difficulty in believing the impossible, if it helped satisfy his need to characterize his own wishes and desires as legally, morally and theologically correct. But it left Elizabeth’s future in political limbo. The lives of most royal women were shaped by marriage to husbands whose identities were decided by the manoeuvrings of national and international diplomacy. Elizabeth and her half-sister were pawns in this matrimonial game – but pawns whose value was extraordinarily difficult to assess. They were daughters of a king, but a king who had declared them both illegitimate. As a result, they could not stand in the front rank of eligible royal brides, even without the further complication of the profound religious schism that now divided their father from his Catholic counterparts on the continent.

At the same time, these were pawns who – however unlikely it seemed – might one day become queens. Until their half-brother Edward had children of his own, their place in the line of succession made their marriages a matter of intense political significance. There had never yet been a reigning queen of England, and the prospect was an alarming one: ‘man is the head of woman’, St Paul had declared,4 which meant that female rule was both disturbingly unnatural in theory and difficult to envisage in practical reality. So of course, since man was the head of woman, a reigning queen’s husband would exercise a guiding hand on his royal wife and, through her, the kingdom. If this proximity to the throne made Henry’s bastard daughters more appealing as potential brides, it also meant that the king and his advisers had every reason to scrutinize potential suitors with the greatest possible caution.

Politically, therefore, Mary and Elizabeth could not anticipate the lives that lay ahead of them with any degree of confidence. But, for Elizabeth, that structural contingency was paired with a much more profound insecurity. Mary’s first decade had been spent as the fêted child of devoted royal parents. The long-drawn-out disintegration of Henry and Catherine’s marriage and her father’s cruel treatment of her mother and herself caused deep trauma, of a kind which fed Mary’s emotional intensity and her dogmatic faith. Elizabeth, on the other hand, was too young when her mother died to have any memory of her, or of a time when her own position in the world had been anything other than precarious. Instead, she grew up knowing that her mother had been killed on the orders of her father. And yet her father was the one certainty that remained, without whose approval she could not hope to flourish. As the twelve-year-old Elizabeth said in the only surviving letter she ever wrote to him – a formal Latin composition to accompany a New Year’s gift – ‘I am bound unto you as lord by the law of royal authority, as lord and father by the law of nature, and as greatest lord and matchless and most benevolent father by the divine law, and by all laws and duties I am bound unto your majesty in various and manifold ways …’5

Before her ninth birthday, Elizabeth had gained and lost three stepmothers. The first, Jane Seymour, died of an infection less than a fortnight after giving birth to Henry’s son. The second, Anne of Cleves, was rejected by the king, who found himself disappointed by the personal reality of this diplomatic match before the marriage had even taken effect. And the third, Katherine Howard – a cousin of Elizabeth’s mother, not yet out of her teens – was killed in the same way as Anne, as a result of similar charges of sexual misconduct. From the summer of 1543 a fourth stepmother, the kind and clever Katherine Parr, began to facilitate a more workable approximation of functional family life for the three royal siblings. But the violent riptides of politics at their father’s court were never far away, and Elizabeth had neither the unique status of her brother Edward as heir to the throne nor, like half-Spanish Mary, powerful relatives on the continent to keep a weather eye on her welfare.

At a distance of almost half a millennium, the effects of these formative experiences on Elizabeth are not easy to explore. In the absence of the types of evidence which, in a later period, might offer direct insight into deeply private thoughts and feelings, the temptation is simply to dismiss them as unknowable. Not only that, but the bludgeoning familiarity of the narrative of Henry and his six wives tends, now, to numb our imaginative response to the terrors of an age when the toxic combination of a king’s monstrous ego and profound religious division made politics a blood sport, on a scale previously unknown in England outside the havoc of civil war. And, if there is a historiographical case for merely noting the facts of Elizabeth’s childhood and moving on, it often seems to be reinforced by the enigma she presents in the historical record. Her intellect is clear in every surviving word she ever wrote or spoke. Infinitely less clear is the emotional burden or subtext of what she said, hidden as it always was behind the carapace of a carefully constructed public self.

But this unreadability is not a trick of the historical light: Elizabeth was as unfathomable to her contemporaries as she is to posterity. (As the King of Spain’s ambassador in London wrote in 1566 – significantly, perhaps, concerning the personally as well as politically fraught question of whether Elizabeth would choose to marry – ‘she is so nimble in her dealing and threads in and out of this business in such a way that her most intimate favourites fail to understand her, and her intentions are therefore variously interpreted.’)6 Her inscrutability, in other words, is evidence in itself. What we know, for example, about her response to the loss of her mother is this. She never once, at least so far as the extant sources can tell us, uttered Anne’s name. She lionized the father who was responsible for her mother’s execution. Yet, when she secured the degree of control over her environment to make it possible, she chose to surround herself with her mother’s blood relatives. And in her later years she owned an exquisite mother-of-pearl locket ring, studded with rubies and diamonds, which opened to reveal miniature paired portraits of herself and Anne. Arguments from silence are notoriously difficult to make, and the specific sentiments behind these silent actions are impossible to elucidate; but, whatever else they may or may not suggest, this handful of observations can hardly stand as evidence that the knowledge of her mother’s violent death left Elizabeth’s psyche unaffected and undisturbed.

From the moment of her earliest conscious memories, then, a deep and enduring insecurity – insecurity that was a matter of both external political reality and, so far as it is possible to tell, her internal psychological landscape – was the defining feature of Elizabeth’s life. It forged her sharp intellect into a cautious and subtle intelligence, and her interaction with the world into a masked and watchful reactivity, even before the dramatic and perilous sequence of events that brought Anne Boleyn’s bastard daughter to inherit Henry VIII’s throne. But sovereignty did not bring safety, and those same instincts – to watch and wait, to choose her friends carefully and her enemies more carefully still – continued to guide the new queen as the threats to her person and her kingdom mutated and multiplied. The experience of insecurity, it turned out, would shape one of the most remarkable monarchs in England’s history.
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1

Much Suspected

1547–1558

Elizabeth’s world changed for ever on Friday 28 January 1547, when her father died in the early hours of the morning. For thirteen years, his cruel and self-serving capriciousness – a dependable uncertainty, a known unknown – had dictated the course of her life. Now, her half-brother Edward wore the crown, and she faced the unknown unknowns that would come with the rule of the noblemen who barged and jostled for power around him. Chief among them was the boy-king’s uncle, Edward Seymour, Earl of Hertford (and soon Duke of Somerset), who was appointed Lord Protector of the realm and Governor of the king’s person during the royal minority. Seymour had carried Elizabeth in his arms at Edward’s christening nine years earlier; it remained to be seen whether his support would always be as steadfast.

From day to day, Elizabeth’s routine continued, at least in the schoolroom. She had been studying Latin, Italian and French for some years already, and a few months before her father’s death she had begun to learn Greek under the guidance of William Grindal, a brilliant young Cambridge-trained scholar. When in January 1548 Grindal died suddenly of the plague, he was replaced by his close friend and former tutor, Roger Ascham, who guided Elizabeth through an intensive programme of learning by double translation: rendering classical and religious texts into English, then re-translating that new English version back into the original language. Mornings were for Greek, afternoons for Latin – a daily regime which also offered the opportunity to practise the beautiful italic handwriting she had been taught by her French tutor, Jean Belmain. Her command of language had been precocious from the start: a courtier who encountered the six-year-old Elizabeth in 1539 reported that she spoke ‘with as great a gravity as she had been forty years old’.1 But now she was being trained as a sophisticated linguistic technician: how to use words, on the page and in person, to flatter, to persuade, to argue, to conceal.

Domestic warmth and constancy were provided by her governess Katherine Champernowne, who had recently married one of Elizabeth’s many Boleyn cousins, a Norfolk gentleman named John Ashley. Kate Ashley, as she now was, had no children of her own and – at about thirty to Elizabeth’s thirteen – was old enough to offer a quasi-maternal presence of care and support. Theirs was a complex intimacy, a deepening friendship between an adolescent almost-princess and a woman who was both her governess and her servant. Kate and her family believed in the new humanist-inspired fashion for educating girls, and she did everything she could to encourage Elizabeth’s learning. Then, when Elizabeth’s living arrangements changed in the aftermath of Henry’s death, it transpired that Kate was also prepared to encourage something much more dangerous.

In the early months of the new reign, Elizabeth – with Kate Ashley at her side – was sent to live with her widowed stepmother, Katherine Parr. It was a seemly and seemingly happy arrangement, which promised to enfold an orphaned royal daughter within a nurturing home until she grew old enough to have an establishment of her own. Within weeks, however, the nature of the household was radically altered. Before she had caught the old king’s eye, Katherine Parr – who was already by then twice widowed – had hoped to marry Thomas Seymour, younger brother of Henry’s third wife, Jane, and of the new Lord Protector. Thomas was handsome, dashing and relentlessly ambitious. It now became clear that Katherine’s affection for him was undimmed. His attraction to her was redoubled by her new status as Queen Dowager. They married secretly in the spring of 1547, a rash and scandalously precipitate act which, when it became known, angered and alarmed Seymour’s brother and the rest of the Privy Council. Still, it could not be undone; and Elizabeth, at not quite fourteen, found herself living with a new stepfather.

At first, to the casual observer, all seemed peaceful. Early in 1548, Katherine discovered that she was pregnant for the first time in her four marriages. Then, at the end of May, Elizabeth and her servants abruptly left her stepmother’s home to stay instead with Kate Ashley’s sister Joan and her husband, a courtier and privy councillor named Sir Anthony Denny. At the end of August Katherine went into labour and gave birth to a healthy girl – but the delivery left her with an infection that developed into a dangerous fever. On 5 September, she died. Among the mourners at her funeral was her husband’s ward, the young Jane Grey, daughter of the Marquis of Dorset. Elizabeth did not attend.

Four months after that, in January 1549, Thomas Seymour was arrested. For this insistently egotistical man, no advance was sufficiently rapid, no promotion enough. The loss of his royal wife and his inability to accept the need to play second fiddle to his brother in their nephew’s government had precipitated him into a restlessly incoherent series of manoeuvres attempting to build up his political and financial capital. Among them, it was alleged, were plans to marry the young king to Seymour’s own ward Jane Grey – who was herself a great-niece of Henry VIII – and, rumour had it, to remove Edward from the protector’s custody by force. Not only that, but Seymour had a new bride in mind for himself: Elizabeth.

Within days of his detention, Kate Ashley was also a prisoner in the Tower, along with Elizabeth’s financial administrator Thomas Parry. The story that emerged from their interrogations was not an edifying one. Seymour had been flirting with Elizabeth from the moment he moved into Katherine Parr’s household. There had been horseplay of a giggling and boisterous kind, in which the dowager queen had sometimes joined: Kate told of a time when Seymour had cut the skirt of Elizabeth’s black dress to ribbons in the garden at Katherine’s home at Hanworth, while her stepmother – presumably laughingly – held her still. On another occasion, the couple came into Elizabeth’s chamber before she was up and tickled her while she lay in bed. But more often these early-morning visits were from Seymour alone. Either he or Elizabeth might still be in their nightgowns, ‘and if she were up, he would bid her good morrow and ask how she did, and strike her upon the back or on the buttocks familiarly …’, Kate confessed, ‘and if she were in her bed, he would put open the curtains’ – this despite the presence of her maids and governess – ‘and bid her good morrow and make as though he would come at her, and she would go further in the bed so that he could not come at her’.2

Kate insisted that she had reproved Seymour for his inappropriate behaviour. It also emerged that Katherine Parr’s growing unhappiness with her husband’s interest in her stepdaughter had been the reason for Elizabeth’s sudden departure from her household. But Kate Ashley had not been immune to Seymour’s charismatic machismo. (Their conversations too had been edged with innuendo. One message from Seymour to Kate had been accompanied by an inquiry, ‘whether her great buttocks were grown any less or no?’.) And after the dowager queen’s death, when it became clear that Seymour might have designs on Elizabeth as his next wife, Kate had ‘wished both openly and privily that they two were married together’ – though only, she swore, if the Lord Protector and the council should agree.3

There is every sign that, in wishing so, Kate was encouraging her young charge along a path Elizabeth was far from unwilling to tread. She would blush at the mention of his name, Kate admitted. Other witnesses described her pleasure at hearing him praised, and her resistance if he were criticized. If this was an adolescent crush on a handsome and flirtatiously attentive older man – a father-figure who was not sexually out of bounds, should he ask for her hand – it is only likely to have been intensified by the fact that the prospect of marrying Seymour would spare Elizabeth the usual fate of royal daughters: to be sent abroad, in permanent exile from all that was familiar, to make a new life with a stranger for a husband. And when she spoke of the match to her governess and closest confidante, she was met not with caution, but excited support.

Now, however, it was suddenly evident just how dangerous such daydreams might be. Elizabeth’s cofferer Thomas Parry was reduced to abject terror by his entanglement in Seymour’s plots: ‘I would I had never been born, for I am undone’, he told his wife in panic when he was taken into custody.4 Kate Ashley was braver in the face of imprisonment but, as the investigation went on and the case against Seymour grew, the dark and cold of the Tower and the desperate uncertainty of their situation took a heavy toll on her too. Of them all, the one who maintained the greatest poise was fifteen-year-old Elizabeth.

The man who had been named as her new guardian-cum-interrogator, a former servant of Katherine Parr named Sir Robert Tirwhit, had no doubt that he would soon extract the confession of complicity that the protector and council required. ‘I do see it in her face that she is guilty’, he told Somerset on 22 January, less than a week after Seymour’s arrest. By the following day Tirwhit remained outwardly confident, but had begun to get the disconcerting measure of his new charge. ‘I do assure your grace she has a very good wit’, he wrote, ‘and nothing is gotten off her but by great policy.’ Five days after that, he sounded a great deal more harassed by his lack of progress. Despite bouts of weeping, Elizabeth was immovable: she had not been involved in Seymour’s plans, and there had been no discussion of any marriage without the explicit proviso that the consent of the council was paramount. ‘I do verily believe that there has been some secret promise between my Lady, Mistress Ashley, and the cofferer, never to confess till death’, Tirwhit declared, all complacency gone.5

As he was writing these words, Elizabeth was pressing home her hard-won advantage. In a letter to the protector that same day, she not only asserted her innocence and defended her servants, but railed against rumours that she too was a prisoner in the Tower and pregnant with Seymour’s child. ‘My Lord, these are shameful slanders, for the which, besides the great desire I have to see the king’s majesty, I shall most heartily desire your lordship that I may come to the court after your first determinations, that I may show myself there as I am.’6 Somerset was not pleased by her defiance and responded with a rebuke, but Elizabeth would not back down. In another letter a month later – a masterpiece of imperious argument beneath a veneer of obedient humility – she reminded him that she was the king’s sister, and that he had promised her his friendship. ‘And’, she added, ‘as concerning that point that you write – that I seem to stand in mine own wit in being so well assured of mine own self – I did assure me of myself no more than I trust the truth shall try.’7 She already knew she could rely on no one else to protect her.

The stakes could not have been higher. On 20 March 1549, Thomas Seymour was executed as a traitor on Tower Hill. It took two strokes of the axe to sever his head from his body. Tradition has it that Elizabeth, when told of his death, said, ‘This day died a man with much wit and very little judgement.’8 The remark is almost certainly apocryphal, but as a thumbnail sketch of Seymour it can hardly be bettered. Even more than that, its emotional opacity and shrewd intelligence sum up the public persona Elizabeth was developing at speed. A year earlier she had observed, in a formal Latin letter to her brother the king, that ‘it is (as your majesty is not unaware) rather characteristic of my nature … not to say in words as much as I think in my mind’.9 That instinct – along with the decision to take up a defensible position and resist all pressure to shift her ground – had now proved its worth by saving her from real danger. It was a lesson she would not forget.

Others were not so wise, or so fortunate. While Elizabeth retreated into the calm of her books and, in time, gathered Kate Ashley and Thomas Parry back into her service, Protector Somerset found himself caught in the teeth of the political machine with which he had destroyed his brother. By the autumn of 1549, after a summer of violent unrest in England precipitated by his social and religious reforms, the duke had lost the support of his fellow councillors. He gambled everything on a hopelessly misconceived attempt to seize sole control of the young king, which resulted only in his overthrow. On 11 October, he was taken to the Tower. Initially, the coup was bloodless. In the early months of 1550 Somerset was released and pardoned, and reinstated as a rank-and-file member of the council. But neither he nor his colleagues could reconcile themselves to his new place as a deposed leader in their midst. The toxic effects of mutual suspicion took hold in 1551, and in January 1552 – after months of manoeuvres, rumours and plots, real and imagined – Somerset too lost his head on the block.

Elizabeth hardly needed to learn that proximity to the throne might bring death in its wake. All the same, the executions of the king’s uncles – his two closest male relatives – were a powerful aide-memoire for a girl who was now playing to perfection the role of the dutiful princess. While the godly work of her brother’s Protestant reformation continued under the new head of his government, John Dudley, Duke of Northumberland, Elizabeth took care to demonstrate her public commitment to the reformers’ doctrinal principles. She signalled her modesty and virtue by wearing such plain and sober gowns that the king approvingly called her his ‘sweet sister Temperance’.10 The effect was not only to distance herself from the scandal that had threatened to engulf her after the fall of Thomas Seymour, but also to distinguish herself from her elder half-sister Mary, whose devotion to Rome and her mother’s Catholic faith was unswerving, and who refused to abandon the ornately jewelled costumes she wore along with her rosary.

By the spring of 1553, however, England’s religious settlement – and the shape of Elizabeth’s future along with it – was once again in doubt. The young king had fallen ill the previous year with measles and smallpox, but had recovered quickly, and there seemed no cause for continuing concern about his health by the summer of 1552. But early in 1553 he developed a feverish cold and a nagging cough he was unable to shake off. By the end of May it was clear that Edward – now bed-bound, swollen and coughing up blood – was desperately sick. In public, his councillors maintained that he would soon be well again. In private, they knew he was dying – and that fact created an imminent crisis.

According to their father’s will, first Mary and then Elizabeth stood next in the line of succession. Mary was Catholic. There could be no question that, once crowned, she would dismantle Edward’s Protestant Church of England and destroy the men who had shaped it. However, she and Elizabeth were also still technically illegitimate, thanks to their father’s relentless determination to have his cake and eat it in all questions relating to his marriages and offspring. So behind closed doors, Edward and Northumberland set about using the loophole of their illegitimacy to remove both Mary and Elizabeth from the succession. Instead, the dying king named fifteen-year-old Jane Grey – Henry VIII’s great-niece, and as fierce a Protestant as Edward himself – as his chosen heir. Since Jane had just married Guildford Dudley, one of Northumberland’s sons, she was the perfect vehicle, it appeared, for the seamless continuation of the Edwardian regime in terms of doctrine, policy and power structures.

But that seamless continuation would depend for its success on another internal coup, to silence or eliminate those who might object to its manipulation of political process and its deviation from accepted principles of inheritance. Northumberland’s first weapon was secrecy about the fact of Edward’s agonizing death, which took place on 6 July 1553. Jane herself knew nothing until three days later, when she was summoned to meet the Privy Council and told of her elevation to the throne. She responded with shock, tears and protest that the crown was not hers, until eventually she was persuaded that this was the will of her Protestant God. Reluctantly, she consented to move into the royal apartments at the Tower of London to prepare for her coronation.

Northumberland’s chosen queen was in place; but, despite the duke’s best efforts, Edward’s sisters proved much harder to control. Mary had been waiting at Hunsdon, twenty miles north-east of London, where the paucity of officially sanctioned information about the king’s condition was matched only by the flow of rumour and speculation, along with covert communication from the ambassadors of her maternal cousin, the Holy Roman Emperor Charles V. When Northumberland’s dissembling summons to Edward’s bedside finally came, Mary knew enough to ride in the opposite direction. And by the time the duke and his son Robert Dudley were both in the field against her at the head of their soldiers, she was safe behind the walls of her great castle at Framlingham in Suffolk, where 10,000 men and more were massing in her support.

As the drama played itself out, Elizabeth remained at her house at Hatfield, twenty miles north of the capital. At once too closely implicated in the crisis to escape and too removed from its central dynamic to act, she waited and watched in silence. She did so with such impenetrable self-control that no evidence survives of anything she said or did within Hatfield’s walls. There was danger everywhere. In an England ruled by Queen Jane, Elizabeth’s Protestantism would be protected but her person at risk: Mary and Elizabeth’s bypassed claims to their father’s throne would make their continued existence a constant threat to Northumberland’s new world order. In an England ruled by Queen Mary, Elizabeth would be heir presumptive unless or until her thirty-seven-year-old sister married and had a child; but there could be no guarantee of safety in a Catholic kingdom for a royal heir whose whole being, from the moment of her birth, was predicated on the break from Rome. Either way, she would be least exposed if she did nothing. She had friends close to the action – perhaps especially the man she had appointed surveyor of her estates, William Cecil, a relative of her cofferer Thomas Parry and a member of Northumberland’s Privy Council. But in the end there was scarcely time to take confidential advice.

Northumberland had miscalculated badly. Few of the dead king’s subjects were yet as devoted to the reformed religion as Edward himself – and even fewer, it turned out, devoted enough to overturn the succession of Henry VIII’s elder daughter in favour of an almost unknown teenage girl. Not only that, but control of the administrative levers of power did not mean control of the country or its people, not if the hands holding the levers were doing so illegitimately. By 19 July – just nine days after Jane Grey’s accession had been announced on the silent and uneasy streets of London – Northumberland’s fellow councillors realized that saving their skins meant abandoning his sinking ship. They proclaimed Mary queen, and the city erupted in delirious celebration. Finally, Elizabeth was free to make a move.

When she did, it was a statement of intent. On 29 July 1553, Elizabeth rode into London with a ceremonial escort of 2,000 armed retainers, all dressed in green and white, the livery colours first adopted by her grandfather, Henry VII. There could be no mistaking that she, as well as Mary, could muster military support, and that she, as well as Mary, could represent the Tudor line of succession. She was once again the heir to the throne, for the first time since her mother’s death. Her sister’s rule would present her with a new configuration of threats, but Elizabeth’s message was that Mary would be ill advised to underestimate her capacity to defend herself.

The new queen set about establishing her rule with significant measures of mercy and circumspection. She ordered the execution of the Duke of Northumberland for his leadership of the failed coup, but spared the lives of his sons Robert and Guildford Dudley and his chosen instrument Jane Grey, who remained prisoners in the Tower. She assembled a council which included not only her own closest and most loyal supporters but also experienced administrators who had served her brother, even though they laboured under the taint of their collaboration with Northumberland. However, the one issue upon which Mary would contemplate no compromise was religion. All her subjects must embrace the true faith of Rome. Yet for every possible reason, personal and political, that was the one thing Elizabeth could not straightforwardly do.

Nor, as the heir to the throne, was hiding an option. But at just twenty, Elizabeth had already learned the value of dissimulation and procrastination, and now she deployed both to the best of her considerable skill. In September, knowing that Mary was increasingly unhappy with her failure to attend Mass, she sought a private audience with the queen. Weeping, she knelt at her sister’s feet and begged for instruction in a faith of which, she explained, she knew little. Mary seemed pleased – but less so, a few days later, when Elizabeth finally made an appearance at the Chapel Royal, only to complain ostentatiously of a debilitating stomach ache. At the beginning of December, she asked permission to leave court for her house at Ashridge in Hertfordshire. Once there, she wrote to Mary asking for copes, chasubles, chalices, patens and crosses to equip her chapel for Mass. It was a politic request, but observers – including the queen – remained sceptical of her sincerity.

Only weeks later, the sisters’ perennially tense relationship broke down completely. By the beginning of 1554 the celebrations that attended Mary’s accession had given way to alarm, as a queen who had declared herself married to her kingdom announced that she intended, in reality rather than rhetoric, to wed Philip of Spain, heir to her cousin Charles V, the Holy Roman Emperor. Here the unprecedented nature of Mary’s rule as a female sovereign in England worked against her: a wife, contemporaries knew, was subject to her husband by the order of God’s creation. Despite the fact that the treaty being hammered out by Mary and her councillors ensured that Philip would have the title but none of the powers of a king in her kingdom, fears grew that the queen’s marriage would subject England to Spanish rule. On 6 February, an army of 3,000 rebels led by a gentleman of Kent named Sir Thomas Wyatt marched on the capital. Mary stood firm. The revolt was crushed – and, with it, the queen’s magnanimity. It was not easy to be certain exactly what the rebels had intended to achieve, but all possible rivals for Mary’s throne now fell under suspicion. Jane Grey and her husband Guildford Dudley were beheaded less than a week later. Edward Courtenay, Earl of Devon, one of the last remaining descendants of the fifteenth-century Plantagenet kings, was imprisoned in the Tower. So, too, was Elizabeth.

In a young life that had already had its share of danger, this was a moment of overwhelming terror. And this time her physical collapse was real. She was brought from Ashridge to London, a journey of thirty miles that, in her weakened and vulnerable state, took eleven days to complete. It was reported that she was refusing to eat. All the same, when she arrived in the capital she had the curtains of her litter thrown back so that the Londoners could see her – not pregnant, as scurrilous rumour had it, but pale-faced, dressed in virginal white, with the proud composure that befitted Henry VIII’s daughter. She was held under guard at the palace of Whitehall while the queen’s councillors established that Wyatt had hoped to place Elizabeth on the throne, perhaps married to Courtenay, and that Elizabeth had known something of his plans, even if she had taken care not to respond in writing or with any other kind of irrefutable self-incrimination. Caught between the threats to her position under her sister’s regime and the appalling risks of rebellion, Elizabeth had hoped, once again, to wait on events before showing her hand. Instead, the net was tightening around her.

By 17 March, Mary had decided that Elizabeth should be taken to the Tower. In horror, Elizabeth asked for time to write to her sister, begging for a personal audience. Surely if they met face to face, she could convince Mary of the innocence she protested so strenuously? ‘I have heard in my time of many cast away for want of coming to their prince’, she wrote. If she was thinking of her mother’s fate, she knew better than to mention it. The example she offered was more recent, that of Thomas Seymour and his brother Somerset, the last time she herself had been under suspicion: ‘in late days I heard my lord of Somerset say that if his brother had been suffered to speak with him, he had never suffered. But the persuasions were made to him so great that he was brought in belief that he could not live safely if [his brother] lived, and that made him give his consent to his death.’ She had never received a letter from the rebel Wyatt, she declared, nor corresponded – as she was suspected of doing – with England’s enemy, the King of France, ‘and to this my truth I will stand in to my death’. She filled the rest of the page with diagonal lines, to prevent the addition of forged material once the letter left her hands, before adding one last sentence: ‘I humbly crave but only one word of answer from yourself.’11

It did not come. The time the letter had taken to write bought Elizabeth one more night outside the Tower’s walls, but the next morning she was escorted through its massive gates to the same royal apartments where her mother had spent the night before her coronation and her last days before her death. To the political danger in which Elizabeth stood, therefore, was added intense psychological pressure, which may not have been incidental to her sister’s plans. Elizabeth’s position as her next heir and greatest rival had reanimated Mary’s old loathing of her heresy, bastardy and ‘characteristics in which she resembled her mother’, the Spanish ambassador had reported months earlier; ‘and as her mother had caused great trouble in the kingdom, the queen feared that Elizabeth might do the same’.12

As her days in the Tower became weeks, and weeks became a month and then more, Elizabeth could resist only by enduring. Her health was not good and she never found sleep easy, but – even when confronted by members of Mary’s council, come to question her on formal charges of involvement in Wyatt’s rebellion – she kept a haughty composure, relying on the same defence that had brought her through the Seymour affair. She was innocent of conspiracy. If the queen and the council believed otherwise, they must prove it. She could not deny that, before the revolt, she had been planning to move from Ashridge to her castle at Donnington in Berkshire, and circumstantial evidence suggested plans had been in train to muster men and arms there. But, as she had told Somerset five years earlier, she was staking out her ground ‘no more than I trust the truth shall try’.13 And the truth was that, as the Spanish ambassador admitted through gritted teeth on 17 April, ‘there is not sufficient evidence to condemn Elizabeth’.14

Mary remained utterly unconvinced by her sister’s professions of loyalty, but was left struggling with the conundrum of what to do with her. Elizabeth had popular support, not just because she looked so much her father’s daughter (to those Englishmen and women who had had the chance to see her), but because she represented his religious legacy. Few of England’s people had wholeheartedly adopted Edward’s hot Protestantism, and few – it was now becoming clear – still clung wholeheartedly to Rome. Elizabeth attended Mass because her sister required it but, as Mary fretted, many of her allies and servants were ‘heretics’, and she herself could never be mistaken for a devoted adherent of papal authority. And the queen’s difficulty was that support for Elizabeth extended to the Privy Council, to those of Mary’s advisers who had served her father and brother and whose obedience to her own religious reforms was founded in realpolitik rather than faith. In the circumstances, Elizabeth could not be destroyed, either politically or personally – even supposing Mary felt able to countenance the elimination of her own sister – without risking more turmoil than she was already causing.

By the middle of May, therefore, the decision was taken to move Elizabeth from the Tower to house arrest at the palace of Woodstock in Oxfordshire. There, over the course of the next year, she played a game of cat and mouse with her hapless gaoler, Sir Henry Bedingfield. Woodstock was not physically secure enough to keep her cut off from all contact with the outside world, even had the household not been staffed (on the instructions of Mary’s cash-strapped administration) with Elizabeth’s own attendants and paid for with her own money. As it was, Bedingfield was no match for his prisoner, who began once again to flex her political muscles. She continued to protest her innocence, heaping pressure upon Bedingfield and lobbying the divided council, while her servants kept open clandestine channels of communication with sympathizers and supporters. All the same, her position remained acutely precarious. As she wrote during those dragging months, scratching the words with a diamond into a windowpane:


Much suspected [of] me,

Nothing proved can be.

Quoth Elizabeth, the prisoner15



Meanwhile, Mary hoped that her sister would soon become a political irrelevance. In July 1554, Philip of Spain arrived in England to become Mary’s husband and England’s king (albeit in the unprecedented and confusing form of a king consort). On 28 November, the queen’s first pregnancy was announced, on the same day as papal authority was formally restored in her kingdom. Mary’s new confidence in the future softened her hostility to Elizabeth, who was summoned from Woodstock to court in April 1555. In May, the sisters met for the first time in a year. It was a tense stand-off, Elizabeth – as always – studiedly refusing to admit any kind of guilt, and Mary frustrated by her immovable resistance.

But already, subtly, the balance of power between them was beginning to shift. By the time they met, the expected delivery of the queen’s child was overdue. As the weeks went on, it became clear that her ‘pregnancy’ was not real, but instead some unhappy combination of psychosomatic and pathological symptoms. And if thirty-nine-year-old Mary were not, after all, to bear a child, then Elizabeth took on a vital new importance for the queen’s husband. Philip wanted a Catholic England; but, even more than that, he wanted England kept out of the arms of France, with whom his father’s Habsburg Empire was at war. The next Catholic heir to his wife’s throne was the young Mary, Queen of Scots, currently living at the French court as the intended bride of the dauphin. If support for the bastard heretic Elizabeth as England’s next queen was what it took to prevent the kingdom being subsumed into a new French empire, then that was a price Philip was willing to pay.

Elizabeth remained at court while her sister faced the devastating humiliation and double loss of her failure to give birth and her husband’s departure to attend to his responsibilities on the continent. Then in October the queen gave permission at last for Elizabeth to return to her home at Hatfield. With Kate Ashley and Thomas Parry back at her side, she resumed her studies with Roger Ascham. It was to all appearances a virtuous and blameless life, which allowed Elizabeth to occupy a still centre of deniability while dangerous intrigue continued to swirl around her. Another conspiracy in 1556, intended like Wyatt’s to depose Mary in favour of Elizabeth and Courtenay, was traced deep into Elizabeth’s household – so deep that Kate Ashley, among others, was again arrested and interrogated in the Tower. But, on Philip’s instructions, Mary professed to believe that her sister knew nothing of the would-be rebels’ plans.

By 1558 nothing was certain. Nothing, after all, was ever certain; but the dawning realization that Mary would never give birth to an heir was gradually transforming Elizabeth’s position. Over five threatening years, she had played a weak hand with skill and impressive sang-froid. Now, for the first time in her political life, she held aces. Intense pressures remained. Philip assumed she would repay his support by marrying his nominee, the Duke of Savoy, thereby maintaining England within the Habsburg sphere of influence even should his wife die. Elizabeth’s refusal infuriated both Philip and Mary, despite the fact that the queen did not share her husband’s willingness to accept that Anne Boleyn’s bastard should one day inherit her throne. Mary could only hope that she herself would live long enough to build a Catholic England within which Elizabeth’s freedom of future action could be constrained. Elizabeth, in turn, once again had to balance endurance with self-protection, and it is clear that by the autumn of 1558 she was surreptitiously courting and retaining support, both political and military, throughout the country.

She was doing so because the critical moment was approaching. The queen’s health was failing. In early November, Mary at last bowed to the inevitable, sending to Hatfield to acknowledge Elizabeth as her heir, and asking her sister to maintain the Catholic faith in England. But no monarch could control a kingdom from beyond the grave. Power was already slipping from Mary’s fading grasp, and Elizabeth, in the end, had no need of the armed forces she had readied to assert her right to the crown. When the queen died on 17 November, the road north from London was already busy with great men seeking to offer their service to her successor.

Elizabeth was the last survivor of her immediate family and of the glorious dynasty her father had hoped to found. She was a twenty-five-year-old unmarried woman in a world that assumed power was male. She was a Protestant – of what kind was not yet clear – in a country and a continent beset by religious division. And now she was Queen of England.
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‘Time hath brought me hither’

1558–1570

On Saturday 14 January 1559, Elizabeth emerged from the royal apartments in the Tower of London. An open litter decked in yellow cloth of gold was waiting, but before she stepped into it she raised her eyes to the heavens and spoke, in a voice strong enough for the watching crowd to hear:


O Lord, almighty and everlasting God, I give thee most hearty thanks that thou hast been so merciful unto me as to spare me to behold this joyful day. And I acknowledge that thou hast dealt as wonderfully and as mercifully with me as thou didst with thy true and faithful servant Daniel, thy prophet, whom thou deliveredst out of the den from the cruelty of the greedy and raging lions. Even so was I overwhelmed and only by thee delivered.1



This – as always with Elizabeth – was rhetoric and reality fused into a performance that was at once immediately legible and utterly unreadable. Politically, it was flawlessly pitched: calling attention to her escape from danger and ascribing her triumph to God both enacted the proper humility of a monarch whose sovereignty was divinely ordained, and positioned Elizabeth herself, like the prophet Daniel, as an agent of God’s will. Was it also heartfelt? Her mother had known the Tower first as queen, then as prisoner, and had lost her life within its walls. Elizabeth too had been imprisoned there, and had feared the same end. Now, she was queen – and, unlike her mother, a queen whose power was her own. It seems likely that the emotion was real, but the public mask she had developed over the two decades since Anne’s death allowed the private Elizabeth to hide in plain sight. There were more impromptu theatrics as she was carried from the Tower to Westminster through the streets of the city, where a series of pageants celebrated the new queen and the peace and prosperity her rule would bring. Told that one of them represented Time, Elizabeth paused. ‘Time’, she said. ‘Time hath brought me hither.’2

The following day – Sunday 15 January, a propitious date chosen by the astrologer John Dee – Elizabeth was anointed and crowned, a vision in gold and silver, in Westminster Abbey. The cheers were loud and the smiles broad, including that of the new queen herself (so much so that the Venetian ambassador commented disapprovingly on her lack of decorum). But, for all the palpable optimism, the challenges she faced were daunting. After a decade of almost continuous religious revolution – in which the pendulum had swung from evangelical Protestantism to restored Roman Catholicism, enforced with the burning of heretic flesh – England stood in need of the impossible: a religious settlement that would unite its people in peaceful service to God and their sovereign. And then there was the troubling fact that their sovereign was a woman wearing a crown made for a man. England had had five years to acclimatize to that particular test: at Mary’s funeral, for the first (and only) time in the kingdom’s history, the heralds cried, ‘The queen is dead; long live the queen!’3 But, as London’s coronation pageants made clear, the experience of those five years had not been a happy one. Now the task of squaring the circle was Elizabeth’s: most urgently, how to give England an heir – the security of an undisputed legitimate succession – without allowing her choice of husband to compromise her own power or her kingdom’s autonomy.

These were challenges no monarch could tackle alone, and Elizabeth – whose gift for sharp-eyed observation made her an astute judge of the talents of those around her – had begun to assemble her administration within hours of Mary’s death. The key appointment was her Principal Secretary: thirty-eight-year-old William Cecil, a politically experienced, pragmatic, hardworking and unshowily brilliant man whom she had known for at least ten years through her tutor Roger Ascham and her cofferer, Cecil’s kinsman Thomas Parry. Cecil was already with Elizabeth at Hatfield when her sister died. Three days later, at the command of the new queen, he was at the helm of a new, streamlined Privy Council which included politique members of Mary’s government while dispensing with the service of diehard Catholics, and recruiting Protestants who had been excluded or exiled under the old regime. Meanwhile, the queen’s domestic establishment – a key component of the political architecture because of its immediate proximity to her person – was also beginning to take shape. As well as being appointed a privy councillor, the loyal Parry became Controller of the new royal Household. Kate Ashley was named Chief Gentlewoman of the Privy Chamber. And as Master of the Horse – the man responsible for the transport of queen and court, who would therefore be at Elizabeth’s side whenever she travelled, hunted or rode out in public – she chose Robert Dudley, son of the dead Duke of Northumberland, who had been a prisoner in the Tower at the same time as Elizabeth herself.

The new queen made clear what she required from her closest advisers in the few words she addressed to Cecil when his appointment was formally endorsed at Hatfield on 20 November 1558. ‘This judgement I have of you: that you will not be corrupted with any manner of gift, and that you will be faithful to the state, and that without respect of my private will, you will give me that counsel that you think best, and if you shall know anything necessary to be declared to me of secrecy, you shall show it to myself only.’4 Integrity; duty; trust. Unlike her father, Elizabeth knew the value of counsel that told her what she did not want to hear. Like her father, however, she expected the final word to be her own – this, despite the fact that she was ‘of a sex which cannot becomingly take more than a moderate part’ in government, as Venice’s ambassador to England had remarked to the doge and senate the year before.5 It remained to be seen how Elizabeth’s belief in her own authority would dovetail – or not – with her leading subjects’ assumptions about its feminine limitations.

The first major test of the queen’s ability to make policy in her kingdom came at her first parliament, which opened ten days after the coronation in January 1559. Its central task was the thorny and dangerous issue of a religious settlement. Over the last five years Elizabeth had outwardly conformed, more or less, to the Catholicism her sister had restored in England. But her personal history – and, in the weeks since her accession, the use of English in parts of the coronation Mass, the queen’s withdrawal from that service during the elevation of the host, and the fact that only the junior figure of the Bishop of Carlisle among Mary’s episcopate could be persuaded to perform it – already indicated that Catholicism would not be England’s future. The unresolved and deeply contentious question was what form of Protestantism would take its place.

So far, Elizabeth had not shown her hand. Even the title by which she had been proclaimed queen elided her own intended status in relation to the English Church: where her father and brother had been ‘Supreme Head of the Church of England’, Elizabeth substituted an elegantly obfuscatory ‘etc’.6 Now, however, she spoke, through her parliamentary mouthpiece, the Lord Keeper of the Great Seal, Nicholas Bacon. Her faithful Lords and Commons were to consider the ‘well-making of laws for the according and uniting of the people of this realm into a uniform order of religion’.7 And what that meant, it turned out once her government introduced Bills of Supremacy and Uniformity, was a middle path in some ways more reminiscent of her father’s idiosyncratic modified-Catholicism-without-the-pope than it was of her brother’s fiercely reformed faith.

By May, the settlement painstakingly hammered out was this. Elizabeth was named Supreme Governor, rather than Supreme Head, of England’s Church. This was a move designed less to appease Catholics, for whom any breach with papal authority remained deeply problematic, and more to accommodate those hotter Protestants who objected to anyone but Christ being named head of his Church, let alone a woman. (Less than a year earlier, the Anglo-Scots Calvinist John Knox had published his First Blast of the Trumpet, a tract which fulminated against the ‘monstrous regiment’ – the unnatural rule – of women as ‘repugnant to nature, contumely to God, a thing most contrarious to his revealed will and approved ordinance, and finally … the subversion of good order, of all equity and justice’.8 Although, when he wrote in early 1558, Knox’s fire and brimstone were principally targeted at what he saw as Mary’s papist tyranny, the essentials of his argument were universally framed, and reflected deep-rooted strains of Protestant thought.)

Liturgically, meanwhile, the nods were all in the other direction. Catholic relics, rosaries, pilgrimages and images were discarded, but much of what one reformer disappointedly called the ‘scenic apparatus of divine worship’9 was retained, including clerical vestments, ornaments, altars, communion wafers rather than plain bread, and a broad acceptance of ritual rather than the pared-down practice of evangelical Protestantism. Not only that, but one vital adjustment was made in the wording of the new Elizabethan prayer book, to allow the queen’s subjects room for conscientious manoeuvre concerning the doctrinal heart of the formal act of worship. Generally, the proposed new Book of Common Prayer followed the Edwardian prayer book of 1552. When the bread and wine were offered up for communion, that text read: ‘Take and eat this in remembrance that Christ died for thee, and feed on him in thy heart by faith with thanksgiving.’ This had been a radically Protestant formulation, making clear that the bread and wine simply commemorated Christ’s sacrifice, rather than embodying it through the mysteries of consubstantiation or transubstantiation. But now another line was added from Edward’s first, more moderate prayer book of 1549: ‘The Body of our Lord Jesus Christ, which was given for thee, preserve thy body and soul unto everlasting life.’10 Here, crucially, could be found the real presence of Christ’s body and blood, for those among the faithful who wished to look for it.

All in all, the resulting Acts of Supremacy and Uniformity were a careful attempt to construct a broad Church that not only reflected the queen’s own faith, so far as it could be ascertained from her public gestures, but offered a framework of religious practice within which as many of her subjects as possible could offer her their devotional obedience. However, that was not to say it was easy to achieve. The proposals met obdurate opposition from Mary’s Catholic bishops in the House of Lords. Mary herself had made sure that Edward’s Protestant bishops were safely incarcerated or exiled before she had embarked on her parliamentary restoration of Catholicism; Elizabeth, by contrast, preferred to require that her opponents participate in due parliamentary process. Her choice was fraught with risk: not only was she providing a platform for public argument against her reforms, but, in the end, a staged theological debate was required to ‘justify’ the arrest of two bishops before the voting figures in the Lords could be guaranteed to go her government’s way. Still, once the acts were passed the Lord Keeper, Bacon, could, on the queen’s behalf, point out that the ‘weightiness of the matters’11 had been given full consideration in the making of these new laws, while the bishops – all of whom had voted against – could not claim that their views had been silenced or that the settlement had been reached by overtly tyrannical or illegitimate means.

Yet Elizabeth’s middle ground remained treacherous rather than easy terrain. Leading Protestant theologians, including many who had waited out Mary’s reign in Calvinist Geneva, expected the settlement of 1559 not in fact to be a settlement at all, but an opening salvo in an ongoing campaign to purge the Church of any hint of popery. Later in the year, the weapons at their disposal were vastly increased: once all but one of Mary’s Catholic bishops had been deprived of their sees for refusing to take the required oath to uphold Elizabeth’s supreme governorship of the Church, the queen was forced to appoint many of these Protestant exiles to take their place, for want of suitably eminent clerical candidates who backed her own more conservative position. The most notable non-exile among her nominees was Matthew Parker, who had once been her mother’s chaplain and now became Archbishop of Canterbury – but he too was a reformer, albeit one prepared to be what he later described as ‘earnest in moderation’ in the cause of gradual change.12

Pressure for further reform was therefore embedded in Elizabeth’s Church from its inception, and at the highest level. Her determination to resist was equally clear. The first shot across the reformers’ bows had come at the closing of the 1559 parliament when Bacon, once again speaking on the queen’s behalf, declared that compliance with the new acts would be required from all her subjects, including ‘those that go before the law or beyond the law’ just as much as ‘those that will not follow’.13 Now, she was as good as her word, insisting that her new bishops must wear the rich vestments they hated in order to participate in the ceremonial they wanted to abolish. She made clear her impatience with preaching, an activity on which Protestants placed great emphasis as a means of both teaching and salvation, but which Elizabeth saw as an irritation, an unhelpful means by which her people might be exposed to unsanctioned clerical views. And, unlike all her royal predecessors, she appointed not a single cleric among the members of her Privy Council.

In other words, her position on England’s faith as expressed in the settlement of 1559 was a stance deliberately taken. She had established a degree of continuity in outward forms of worship, as well as a vital element of ambiguity in doctrine and a low-key mechanism of enforcement – low-key, at least, compared to the punitive regimes of her father and sister – which enabled the majority of her people to comply with the requirements of her Church, despite the diversity of their views and the violent upheavals of the last decade. If there were few theologians who would explicitly endorse the particular construction of this portmanteau edifice, it troubled her little. After all, as she noted in a prayer published in 1563, God had ‘chosen me thy handmaid to be over thy people that I may preserve them in thy peace … Under thy sovereignty, princes reign and all the people obey’.14 But still, it meant that her chosen position had to be defended – for example, at the convocation of 1563 which produced the Thirty-Nine Articles outlining in detail the doctrines and practices of the new Church – not only against the threat of Catholic resistance, but against her own bishops’ attempts to reshape or, in Elizabeth’s eyes, derail it.

Defending a vulnerable position – a task that had by now become second nature to Elizabeth – was also her response to the other great matter raised at her first parliament in 1559: the question of her marriage. Her loyal subjects were in no doubt that their new queen required a husband. England, after all, needed an heir. Beyond that unarguable imperative, there was the question of her sex. Elizabeth herself was prepared on occasion to gesture, rhetorically at least, towards the frailties of her ‘unwarlike sex and feminine nature’, as she put it in another prayer in 1563.15 In 1560 even her right-hand-man Cecil wished a messenger had not discussed a report from the English ambassador in Paris directly with the queen, ‘being too much, he said, for a woman’s knowledge’.16 When John Aylmer, a Protestant scholar and Jane Grey’s former tutor, sought to answer Knox’s trumpet-blast in print in 1559, he found himself unable to defend the concept of female rule in general, given that women were ‘weak in nature, feeble in body, soft in courage, unskilful in practice’.17 An exceptional woman, however – one such as Elizabeth – might by God’s providence be appointed to the office of kingship, just as Deborah had been a lone female Judge in Old Testament Israel; and in any case, Aylmer added reassuringly, government in England would be conducted not so much by the queen in person as by her male councillors and judges in her name.

Unsurprisingly, the queen herself took a decidedly different view of her need for male assistance. Her response in February 1559 to a House of Commons petition that she should marry was quintessential Elizabeth: by turns warmly beneficent and icily sharp, playing magnificently to the gallery, and seeming somehow to promise everything and nothing at the same time. She thanked her subjects for their loving care of her and of their country. She took the manner of their petition in good part, she explained, since it made no attempt to specify who in particular her husband should be; but the Commons were left in no doubt that they had had a lucky escape. ‘If it had been otherwise,’ she said, ‘I must needs have misliked it very much and thought it in you a very great presumption, being unfitting and altogether unmeet for you to require them that may command … or to take upon you to draw my love to your liking or frame my will to your fantasies.’ She could assure them, she went on, that any husband she did ever choose would be someone with whom they would not be discontented, and who would have their best interests at heart. But if she did not marry, she was certain that God would provide an heir of another kind to safeguard the kingdom’s future. And as for herself, she added, ‘in the end this shall be for me sufficient: that a marble stone shall declare that a queen, having reigned such a time, lived and died a virgin’.18

Elizabeth had spoken; but if she meant what she said, no one was listening. The question of her marriage had been a topic of breathless conjecture from the moment of her accession: ‘nearly every day some new cry is raised about a husband’, the Count of Feria reported to his master Philip of Spain in December 1558.19 Everyone was sure that she would take one, but no one could agree who he should be. There were plenty of candidates. Philip hoped to continue his alliance with England against his greatest enemy, France, either by marrying Elizabeth himself or, failing that, by advancing the suit of one of his nephews, the Archdukes Ferdinand and Charles of Austria. However, he faced plausible rivals in the shape of the Protestant princes of northern Europe, who believed themselves a better match for this ‘heretic’ queen than Catholic Spain. The German Dukes of Holstein and Saxony threw their hats into the ring, but Elizabeth’s most assiduous suitor was Eric XIV, King of Sweden, who sent first declarations of love, then his brother, then ships full of rich gifts – including piebald horses and ‘massy bullion’ – in an attempt to convince her to become his wife.20

Still, ‘everybody thinks that she will not marry a foreigner’, wrote Feria in frustration.21 And so Elizabeth’s court was convulsed with speculation about which Englishmen might have a chance of becoming England’s king. In 1559 rumours flew, and the names of the Earl of Arundel and Sir William Pickering gained currency. The queen, it was noted, enjoyed the company of handsome men, and the cosmopolitan Pickering was certainly that. Yet marrying one of her own subjects would confront Elizabeth with the same difficulties that had led her sister to reject the proposition out of hand: how could a queen offer wifely obedience to a man who was already bound in obedience to her? In fact, amid all the dallying and diplomacy, Elizabeth’s own responses were remarkable in their consistency. When Feria was granted an audience in February 1559, she ‘began to answer me by keeping to her old arguments for not wishing to marry’, he reported almost in passing.22 The following summer she explained to the Austrian Archduke Charles that she had ‘no intention of abandoning the single life. Her age and position may possibly make this appear strange, but it is no new or suddenly formed resolution on her part.’23 And even Pickering told the Spanish ambassador that ‘he knew she meant to die a maid’.24

This time, it was not only Elizabeth’s public mask that enabled her to hide in plain sight. Certainly she was mercurial and capricious, blowing hot and cold from moment to moment in her treatment of the suitors who surrounded her. But she was also simply not believed: ‘for that she should wish to remain a maid and never marry is inconceivable’, as one German diplomat wrote.25 A woman ruling alone was unthinkable, and the future security of her kingdom required an heir, as her parliament reminded her in intense alarm after she had suffered a dangerous bout of smallpox in 1562. The case, it seemed, was clear – except that, for Elizabeth, it was not clear at all. Every argument for the security to be achieved through her marriage could be met by an equal and opposite one suggesting that insecurity would instead be the result. A foreign husband would lock England into an international alliance that, because it was irrevocable, might one day jeopardize the kingdom’s interests rather than defend them. An English husband might provoke discord rather than peace, through the elevation of one of her subjects above all the others. And the getting of an heir was a process that directly threatened her physical safety: two of her stepmothers, after all, had died in childbirth. Meanwhile, the one person to whom the prospect of a woman ruling alone seemed entirely credible was the queen herself.

This was a field of play within which Elizabeth could find space by refusing to move. Every diplomatic approach for her hand was valuable in itself, as an endorsement of her disputed legitimacy as Henry VIII’s daughter and England’s queen; and in each gracefully choreographed negotiation, saying no – inaction in the present – served to maintain her freedom of action for the future. That was true of decision-making within her own government, where Cecil was finding her private will frustratingly resistant to his own best counsel, just as much as it was within the treacherous cross-currents of international politics. As a strategy, however, inaction carried risks of its own. A young and nubile queen insisting on her wish to remain chastely unmarried could not help but draw public attention to her moral and physical conduct. And by the summer of 1559, the freedom of action Elizabeth so valued included a degree of intimacy with her Master of the Horse which gave rise to spreading scandal.

Robert Dudley had known Elizabeth since they were children. Like her, he had only narrowly survived the political turmoil of Mary’s reign that had killed his father, the Duke of Northumberland, and his brother, Jane Grey’s husband Guildford. He was tall, charismatic and handsome, with a striking physical resemblance to the dead Thomas Seymour. The office to which Elizabeth appointed him in November 1558 made him the only man publicly permitted to touch the queen, when he helped her mount and dismount her horse. Only five months after that, Feria was reporting to Philip of Spain that ‘Lord Robert has come so much into favour that he does whatever he likes with affairs and it is even said that her majesty visits him in his chamber day and night.’26

Given what else the rumours were suggesting, the obvious attraction between Elizabeth and Dudley would undoubtedly have marked him out as a front-runner among her suitors, had it not been for the inconvenient fact that he was already married. By 1559 it was a marriage in name only – his wife Amy lived in the country, while Dudley was constantly in attendance on the queen – but, since the Church did not sanction divorce except when there were grounds for annulment, even a marriage in name only was a marriage that could not be undone. Many assumed that Elizabeth would have wed her ‘sweet Robin’ if she could, but the queen’s own intentions were much harder to read, not least because his unavailability as a potential husband made his companionship in some senses safe, even while insinuating gossip raced through England’s towns and villages and out across the continent. Safe for Elizabeth’s determination to preserve her own authority, perhaps; but not safe enough for Cecil, who by the summer of 1560 was so infuriated by the disruptive influence of the queen’s favourite that he considered resigning from his post.

That autumn, however, their relationship became suddenly not safe at all. On 8 September Amy Dudley was found dead at the bottom of a flight of stairs at her country home. Her neck was broken. There was no way of telling whether she had fallen, or deliberately sought to harm herself, or if she had been pushed; and as a result the rumours about her husband took a sinister and deeply ugly turn. Dudley was now a free man, but so profoundly tainted by his wife’s death that it was impossible – whether or not the queen had previously let herself entertain the possibility – for Elizabeth to consider marrying him. Not that that put an end to the speculation, or Dudley’s ambitions, or their obvious pleasure in each other’s company. (As Elizabeth had said in 1559 when Kate Ashley begged her to be careful of the harm this dalliance might do to her reputation, ‘in this world she had so much sorrow and tribulation and so little joy. If she showed herself gracious towards her Master of the Horse she had deserved it for his honourable nature and dealings …’)27 But among the causes of Elizabeth’s sorrow and tribulation, both personal and political, was the fact that her father had married her mother for love and lust, and then killed her. The connection between sex and violent death was inscribed deep in her history, and here, in Amy Dudley’s end, was another variation on the theme. As the new Spanish ambassador remarked in 1566, ‘the queen would like everyone to be in love with her, but I doubt whether she will ever be in love with anyone, enough to marry him.’28

Instead, she offered Dudley up as a husband for another queen. Remarkably, in a world where female rule remained a startling anomaly, Scotland as well as England now had a female sovereign. So far, the life of Mary Stuart, Queen of Scots, seemed almost an opposing pair for Elizabeth’s, a mirror image with each feature in reverse. A devout Catholic and her royal father’s only legitimate child, Mary had been undisputed Queen of Scotland since she was six days old. Her mother, Marie de Guise, a French noblewoman, had governed the kingdom on her daughter’s behalf, while Mary herself, at the age of six, was sent to France to marry the heir to the French throne, a union that promised to turn the ‘auld alliance’ between the two countries into a new Scots–French empire. That was the theory – but in December 1560, after only seventeen months as France’s queen, Mary was widowed just before her eighteenth birthday. In 1561 she returned to her own kingdom, a fellow sovereign on Elizabeth’s doorstep, and one who, as granddaughter of Henry VIII’s sister Margaret, had a good claim to be Elizabeth’s heir. More troublingly for Elizabeth, many Catholics – including Mary herself – believed she should rightfully be Queen of England in her Protestant cousin’s place.

In Mary’s absence, however, Scotland had changed a great deal. Her mother was now dead. Over the course of 1559–60, a powerful coalition of Scots nobles had moved to reject both Catholicism and the French alliance, driving out the French garrisons stationed in the kingdom and establishing a new Protestant regime – all with help from England, masterminded by Cecil despite Elizabeth’s initial reluctance to commit to the risks and the costs of military intervention. On her return to Edinburgh, Mary therefore had little choice but to work with her Protestant Privy Council and its ally, the English queen. During two years of uneasy negotiations, Mary renounced her current claim to the English throne in the hope of securing formal recognition instead as Elizabeth’s heir. Elizabeth herself, however, showed no greater inclination to commit herself on the question of the succession than she had done on the subject of her own marriage. But if Elizabeth would not marry, Mary might; and in 1564 Elizabeth proposed an English husband for her Scottish cousin to cement the brittle friendship between the two kingdoms. She elevated Dudley to the peerage as Earl of Leicester (and was seen to tickle his neck during the ceremony of investiture), before offering him to Mary, hinting that recognition for Mary as her heir might accompany the wedding.

When Dudley received his earldom, the Scots ambassador had made diplomatic noises about his qualities as a man and a royal servant, but Elizabeth, in response, had been sceptical. ‘You like better of yonder long lad’, she said, pointing to the young Henry, Lord Darnley, who was attending on the new earl.29 As so often, the queen’s caustic quip was even sharper than it seemed. Darnley – a tall, pretty eighteen-year-old – was the son of Margaret Douglas, daughter of Henry VIII’s sister Margaret by her second, non-royal marriage. He was therefore first cousin to Mary of Scotland, with a claim to the English throne to parallel hers. And in 1565 it was Darnley, not Dudley, whom Mary decided to marry.

Once again Mary was treading an opposite path to Elizabeth, and at first it seemed that her choice was demonstrating all the advantages of the route her cousin refused to take (albeit at the cost of the détente between the two kingdoms). As an Anglo-Scots lord of royal blood, Darnley – with whom Mary had been smitten from his first arrival at her court – was a king consort who neither rendered Scotland the satellite of a foreign power, nor compromised the queen’s sovereign status too egregiously. Within a couple of months, Mary was pregnant, and in June 1566 she gave birth to a boy, named James after her dead father. Scotland’s queen now enjoyed the future security provided by a male heir, while Elizabeth, at thirty-two, was still toying with offers for her hand and simultaneously disavowing any interest in marriage, in the same way she always had.

But by the time this new Scottish prince was born, Mary’s present security was unravelling at alarming speed. Darnley, it turned out, was weak, immature and spoilt, a narcissistic drunk whose vainglorious ambitions made him both a destabilizing force and an easy mark amid the religious and political faction-fighting of the Scots court. In March 1566 Mary’s Catholic secretary David Rizzio was dragged from her side and stabbed to death by a group of Protestant noblemen with Darnley in their company. The murder served only to deepen the increasingly venomous rifts within Scottish government. An already toxic situation spun out of control, until in February 1567 a gunpowder blast ripped through the Edinburgh house in which Darnley was staying. Darnley himself was found dead in a garden forty feet away, his corpse intact and unmarked by the explosion. Two months later, with Mary’s reputation already stained by whispers suggesting she might have been involved in her husband’s assassination, she was abducted by the chief suspect in the murder, the Protestant lord James Hepburn, Earl of Bothwell. Three weeks after that, Mary and Bothwell were married. With this incendiary union, Mary’s reign entered a death-spiral. Bothwell’s enemies armed against him. In June they captured Mary, while her husband fled into exile. A month later, having just miscarried Bothwell’s baby, Mary was forced to abdicate in favour of her infant son. And then in 1568, after a botched attempt to retake her throne, she escaped south, across the border to England.

For Elizabeth, the playing-out of this bloody melodrama was – in some senses at least – a horror story. In only three years, an anointed queen had lost her crown as a result of two disastrous marriages: sex and violent death in terrifying iteration. Back in 1564, Elizabeth had required the Scots ambassador to compare her own appearance and accomplishments with those of the woman she called her ‘dear sister’,30 and he had negotiated the treacherously thin diplomatic ice with admirable tact – but, if the queen of caution and delay had triumphed in this political rivalry over the queen of impulse and entitlement, Elizabeth’s vindication came at the price of a graphic reminder that her position as a lone female sovereign remained as convoluted as ever.

More so, perhaps, now that Mary was her prisoner. What was to be done with her? Elizabeth was sympathetic to Mary’s sovereignty – a monarch forced into abdication by her own subjects could hardly be a pleasing precedent, after all – but not to the twin threats of her Catholicism and her past claim to be rightfully queen in Elizabeth’s stead. In 1569 swirling political currents at the English court threw up a proposal that Mary should be married to the Duke of Norfolk, England’s premier peer and, though a faithful adherent of Elizabeth’s reformed Church, a man with Catholic affiliations and sympathies. The idea was that the couple should make a negotiated return to the head of government in Protestant Scotland, and eventually succeed Elizabeth in Protestant England, while in the process defusing the threat of hostility to both kingdoms from the Catholic powers of Europe. However, the plan had the support of neither Cecil, whose influence it was partly designed to undermine, nor Elizabeth herself who, when she was finally informed, was incandescent with anger. Norfolk was sent to the Tower. The Catholic Earls of Northumberland and Westmorland responded by raising open rebellion in the north. The revolt was quickly put down – the earls escaped into Scotland and almost 800 of their followers were hanged – but the shock of this sudden violent challenge to Elizabeth’s authority was palpable.

Just eighteen months after the arrival in her kingdom of her Catholic rival, Elizabeth had faced armed insurrection for the first time. She was clear that it was no coincidence. As she wrote, pointedly, in a poem shortly afterwards:


The daughter of debate

That discord aye doth sow

Shall reap no gain where former rule

Still peace hath taught to know.31



But it was not easy to solve a problem like Mary. And the ramifications of the Scottish queen’s presence in England became infinitely more dangerous on 25 February 1570, when Pope Pius V chose to speak from St Peter’s chair in support of the failed northern rising. The papal bull Regnans in Excelsis formally pronounced a sentence of excommunication against Elizabeth, declaring ‘the pretended Queen of England and the servant of crime’ to be a usurper, depriving her of her title to the throne, and ordering her subjects to renounce their allegiance.32

It remained to be seen whether Elizabeth’s pursuit of security through watchful inaction could survive this declaration of religious war.
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Continue Her Delays

1570–1587

Elizabeth found it difficult to sleep. She always had, even as a girl when her daily routine was dictated only by her schoolbooks. Now, in her late thirties, she lived at the centre of a confection of courtly ritual, a gilded cage that both displayed and imprisoned her. It took her several hours each morning to prepare to face the day. The Gentlewomen of her Bedchamber applied cosmetics to enhance the whiteness of her skin, combed and elaborately curled her auburn hair, laced and pinned her into the stiffly jewelled gowns that made up a queen’s wardrobe. Only then, armed with the apparatus of her majesty, did she emerge from the female environment of her private rooms into the male arena of public politics. She was never alone but always isolated, set apart from those around her by her sovereignty.

From time to time, within the narrow constraints of this royal life, she was immobilized by depressive moods and debilitating headaches. Usually, however, her days were marked by a restless energy. She ate little (albeit with a taste for sugar that was already damaging her teeth) and, most mornings, took a brisk walk in her private garden. She enjoyed hunting and dancing and playing the harpsichord and virginals – which helped, she said, to ‘eschew melancholy’1 – as well as exercising her intellect by writing prayers and poems and translating classical texts. She took comfort in the attendance of her female servants, although two of her closest companions, her beloved Kate Ashley and her maternal cousin Katherine Knollys,2 had died in 1565 and 1569, both before reaching their fiftieth birthdays. She relished Dudley’s charismatic presence – and, as time went on, other male courtiers proved almost equally diverting. Dudley she called her ‘Eyes’, but Sir Christopher Hatton was her ‘Lids’.3 An attractive, intelligent young man from a relatively modest background – the second son of a Northamptonshire gentleman – Hatton caught the queen’s eye in the late 1560s, and by the early 1570s was playing the game of courtly love to perfection. (‘Bear with me, my most dear sweet Lady’, he wrote in 1573 when kept from her side by illness. ‘Passion overcometh me. I can write no more. Love me; for I love you.’)4

Distractions she could find, but relaxation was elusive. Her world had never been safe, or not since she was too young to remember. Now she was imperious, adamantine, terrifying in her demands and expectations. (Tyrannical, even, in what she required of those around her: Katherine Knollys had been mother to sixteen children but had seen little of them, since Elizabeth required her return to her post in the royal bedchamber only weeks after each birth.) This insistent claim to constant, devoted attention served the queen’s need for reassurance, both personally and politically. At the same time, her authority had to be actively asserted from moment to moment, precisely because she could never take it for granted. That was true within her own government, where her councillors chafed at having to submit their wise advice to her womanly judgement; it was also, now, frighteningly apparent within the shifting configuration of international affairs.

When she had come to the throne in 1558, Philip of Spain had been graciously prepared to overlook the unfortunate fact of Elizabeth’s heresy in the hope of continuing the alliance with England that had been sealed by his marriage to her sister. Elizabeth, for her part, was willing to spend several years discussing the possibility that she might marry one of Philip’s nephews, but had no intention of committing English soldiers to fight in Spanish wars, as Mary had done – a decision which, to English horror, had led to the loss of Calais, England’s last remaining foothold in mainland Europe. The military action in which English forces did engage during the 1560s was narrowly limited, given Elizabeth’s aversion to unnecessary risk, and carefully focused on the interests of England as a Protestant kingdom in a continent dominated by Catholic powers. Only twice did English soldiers take the field: once in 1559–60 to help the rebel lords establish their new Protestant regime in Scotland; and a second time in 1562, with much less success, in the attempt to hold the Channel port of Le Havre for the French Huguenots, the Protestant faction battling their Catholic rivals for control of the government of the young King Charles IX.

Towards the end of the 1560s, however, the religious conflicts convulsing Europe were growing bloodier and, to English eyes, a great deal more unnerving. By the time the diplomatic dance with Spain over the idea of a Habsburg husband for Elizabeth was finally abandoned in December 1567, Philip had already despatched 10,000 Spanish troops to his territories in the Netherlands to suppress a rebellion by Dutch Protestants. With a Catholic army just across the water from England’s shores, and from 1568 a Catholic queen, Mary of Scotland, under lock and key on English soil, tension was rising at Elizabeth’s court and among her subjects about the security of her kingdom. And then, in 1570, the twin threats of attack from abroad and subversion from within were made nightmarishly real by her excommunication, which gave any Catholic – ruler or conspirator – papal authorization for the project of removing her from the throne.

Some of the pope’s flock, however – the moderate Catholics within the embattled regime in France – saw the presence of a Spanish army on their Dutch doorstep as a greater evil than Elizabeth’s heresy. In late 1570, therefore, the delicate process began of opening negotiations for a possible marriage between the English queen and the French king’s brother, Henri, Duke of Anjou. It was apparent to all that the match had implausible elements: not only the thirty-seven-year-old queen’s frequently expressed disinclination ever to marry, but also the nineteen-year-old Anjou’s determined Catholicism, together with his taste for flamboyant cross-dressing and the company of male favourites. Still, it was a proposition which, through the Anglo-French détente it represented, offered immediate political advantages for both sides. Cecil allowed himself to believe that, ‘if I be not much deceived, her majesty is earnest in this’,5 and despatched an able protégé named Francis Walsingham to Paris to open talks with the power behind Charles IX’s throne, the king’s mother Catherine de’ Medici.

All the same, it was clear that the most pressing Catholic threat to Elizabeth’s position was currently living in England, at Sheffield Castle, under the watchful eye of the Earl of Shrewsbury. Mary of Scotland was an anointed sovereign who had lost her crown after a lifetime – twenty-five years – during which she had never once doubted her right to wear it. Even now, in the dark days of what was so far a royally luxurious house arrest, she conducted herself with a kind of baffled entitlement, apparently unable to comprehend why the world was not correcting the transparent wrong of her deposition and imprisonment with greater speed. The assumption that any means by which she might be restored to her throne could be justified by that righteous end led her into simultaneous pursuit of all possible strategies that remained within her reach, however mutually incompatible they might be: professing loyalty to Elizabeth and appealing for her help as a sister sovereign; bargaining with her for a return to Scotland and eventual succession in England; and plotting to overthrow and supplant her.

Even if the last could not be declared openly, the incoherence of the pleas and demands which Mary did address directly to the queen produced a parallel bafflement in Elizabeth. ‘In your letter I note a heap of confused, troubled thoughts,’ she told her in February 1570, ‘earnestly and curiously uttered to express your great fear and to require of me comfort, concerning both which many kinds of speeches are diversly expressed and dispersed in your letter, that if I had not consideration that the same did proceed from a troubled mind, I might rather take occasion to be offended with you than to relent to your desires.’6 Mary was a danger to her; on that the queen and her councillors could agree. But to Elizabeth, Mary was also a profound frustration, because she would not conduct herself with the protective intelligence and caution that had shaped Elizabeth’s own actions as the prisoner, rival and heir of a sovereign sister. And Elizabeth – the daughter of an executed queen, and a monarch whose own throne was far from invulnerable – did not want to be responsible for destroying her.

In that reluctance, Elizabeth herself was a profound frustration to her closest advisers; acutely so, once Cecil and his increasingly close associate Walsingham had unravelled an ambitious plot against her life in the spring and summer of 1571. At its centre – as arch-conspirator or perhaps agent provocateur – stood a Florentine merchant named Roberto di Ridolfi, whose grandiose plans reached deep into the English state and far across Europe. On his travels between London, Rome and Madrid, Ridolfi orchestrated a scheme by which Philip of Spain’s army would cross the sea from the Netherlands to liberate England from its heretic queen. With the support of these Spanish soldiers and the blessing of the pope, England’s Catholics would then rise up under the leadership of the Duke of Norfolk, who would depose Elizabeth, marry Mary and, with her, take the throne. In practice the conspiracy did not come close to fruition but, for Cecil and his allies, here was proof that Mary was, as Members of Parliament thundered in 1572, a ‘most wicked and filthy woman’, not only ‘a killer of her husband, an adulteress’ but ‘a common disturber of the peace of this realm, and for that to be dealt with as an enemy’.7

But Elizabeth could not be persuaded to agree. Procrastination was etched into her very being: waiting to see what delay, rather than action, might bring. (As she had told parliament in 1563 on the subject of her marriage, ‘I am determined in this so great and weighty a matter to defer mine answer till some other time …’)8 And although Mary was wildly unguarded in all her dealings – ‘I will live and die with you’, she declared in a letter to Norfolk in 15699 – she had not, quite, endorsed plans for Elizabeth’s death in writing. Norfolk was found guilty of high treason in January 1572 and beheaded in June, only after the queen had spent five months either refusing to sign the warrant for his death or, three times, signing and then cancelling her own order. Finally, Elizabeth had been persuaded of the need to kill the most senior peer of the realm, her maternal cousin, the first nobleman to die on the scaffold since the turmoil of her sister’s reign almost twenty years earlier. But in Mary’s case she was immovable. She would neither execute her, nor formally exclude her from the succession. To repudiate Mary’s rights as heir to the throne would, after all, require Elizabeth to acknowledge publicly that she had in fact been heir to the throne in the first place. Cecil was both exhausted and deeply alarmed. ‘If her majesty will continue her delays for providing for her own surety by just means given to her by God,’ he wrote to Dudley in November 1572, ‘she and we all shall vainly call upon God when the calamity shall fall upon us.’10

Mary was safe for now, shielded by her ‘cousin that wishes you a better mind’, as Elizabeth told her in February that year.11 But still, religious division within England was growing deeper, harder-edged, more brutal. Now that the pope had absolved all Catholics of their allegiance to Elizabeth, her ministers saw all Catholics as a potential threat, a silent cancer spreading poison through the body politic. In their minds, Catholicism and sedition were becoming one, and they were in no mood to wait for the appearance of a plot more competently organized than Ridolfi’s before taking action. After all, as Walsingham had observed in 1568, ‘there is less danger in fearing too much than too little’.12 Meanwhile, Elizabeth’s Catholic subjects found themselves caught on the horns of a horrifying dilemma: whether to betray their God or their queen, to put at risk their immortal soul in the next life or their bodily safety in this one.

Elizabeth herself saw no advantage in forcing this choice any further than she had to. In 1571, parliament proposed a crackdown on Catholic recusants, those who had so far sought an accommodation between their country and their faith by staying away from church on Sundays, as well as ‘church papists’, who sat through services but kept their own active participation to a minimum. The plan, approved by both Lords and Commons, was to narrow these loopholes by ratcheting up fines for non-attendance and requiring all the queen’s subjects to take communion at least once a year. The queen herself then vetoed the bill – but not, for all her ministers’ complaints, because she was reckless about her own security. Elizabeth preferred not to meddle with the means by which her people might satisfy their inward conscience. What mattered to her was their outward loyalty and obedience. The acts to which she did assent, therefore, were those aimed at Catholicism in its radicalized form. Now, it would be high treason to ‘compass, imagine, invent, devise or intend the death or destruction’ of the queen; to question or challenge her right to the throne; to call her ‘heretic, schismatic, tyrant, infidel or an usurper of the crown’; or to ‘move or to stir any foreigners or strangers with force to invade this realm’.13

But, as the world turned darker, the line between personal and political Catholicism was not easy to hold. On 24 August 1572, St Bartholomew’s Day, Huguenot leaders were assassinated in Paris by ultra-Catholics within the French regime. Over the next days and weeks, a ghastly carnival of mob violence spread throughout the capital and into the provinces. By the time the slaughter ended, perhaps 10,000 Protestants had lost their lives. France had been the bulwark against all-out religious war in Europe; now the formation of an aggressive alliance of great Catholic powers seemed inevitable. ‘Can we think that the fire kindled here in France will extend itself no further?’, wrote Walsingham, who as English ambassador had witnessed the horror on the streets of Paris.14 Elizabeth and her court dressed in mourning black, coastal defences were reinforced against the threat of imminent invasion, and the Bishop of London spoke for many when he concluded what else ought to be done to ensure the safety of the realm: ‘Forthwith to cut off the Scottish queen’s head.’15

The English queen, however, had other ideas. Until a Catholic league existed in reality rather than merely in prospect, everything remained to play for in diplomatic affairs. By the winter of 1572 it was clear that, for the time being, the French would continue to immolate themselves instead of turning their fire on their neighbours across the Channel. Not only that, but the apparently inexorable slide into open enmity between England and Spain was halted, temporarily at least, by Elizabeth’s refusal to be drawn into military support for the Protestant rebels in the Netherlands. Revolt against an anointed sovereign, even if it were Philip – like the execution of an anointed sovereign, even if it were Mary – was not action she was willing to endorse.

All the same, the fact that the queen was still unmarried and childless as she passed her fortieth birthday in the autumn of 1573 meant that, for her loyal advisers, contemplating the political future felt like staring into the abyss. And still Elizabeth would not decide nor even discuss the issue of the succession. She, who had been the ‘second person’ in her sister’s reign,16 knew all too well that acknowledging an heir would provide a talismanic focus for the disaffected among her subjects, while alienating those who disagreed with her choice. As she said to parliament in the spring of 1576, ‘let good heed be taken lest in reaching too far after future good, you peril not the present, or begin to quarrel and fall by dispute together by the ears before it be decided who shall wear my crown’.17 Her ministers were left clinging to the hope that taking a husband might yet bring Elizabeth an heir of her own flesh and blood.

In July 1575, Robert Dudley tried one last roll of the dice. For nineteen long days he entertained the queen in extravagant style at his castle of Kenilworth. There were fireworks and feasts and all manner of choreographed amusements, from bear-baiting to acrobatics to dramatic interludes peopled by gods, goddesses, nymphs and, in one eye-catching case, a swimming mermaid eighteen feet long. Among them all, a persistent theme was marriage and its benefits, even when compared to the evident virtues of virginity. But, much as she adored her ‘Eyes’, Elizabeth was neither impressed nor amused. The most elaborate and least subtle masque – a debate between Diana, goddess of chastity, and Juno, queen of the gods – was clear in its conclusion: ‘How necessary were for worthy queens to wed, that know you well …’18 This particular worthy queen, however, had vetted the script in advance and refused to sit through it. Instead, she left Kenilworth early, with the disconsolate playwright, George Gascoigne, running beside her horse in an attempt to deliver an extemporized soliloquy on a similar theme. Dudley had his answer. Rumours already whispered that his attention had been caught by one of the queen’s cousins, Katherine Knollys’s beautiful daughter Lettice, the Countess of Essex. Three years later, the pair married discreetly, though not discreetly enough to avoid Elizabeth’s rage when the news finally reached her.

By then, she had embarked on another courtship of her own. In 1574 the Duke of Anjou had succeeded Charles IX as King Henri III of France, and now their next brother François, Duke of Alençon, stepped into Anjou’s shoes as a prospective husband for the English queen. By 1578 a French alliance once again seemed to offer reinforcement against the threat of spreading conflict in the Netherlands, and for Elizabeth a preferable alternative to the military intervention her councillors were urging upon her. She dallied first by proxy with the French ambassador, Jean de Simier, her ‘Ape’, and then – when he arrived in England in the summer of 1579 – with her ‘Frog’, twenty-four-year-old Alençon himself.19 The duke was badly scarred by a childhood bout of smallpox, but beguilingly attentive, and soon he and Elizabeth were playing out a courtly romance of startling intensity. When he left ten days later, Alençon protested (at least by Simier’s report) that the queen’s ‘divine beauties’ had made her ‘gaoler of his heart and mistress of his liberty’.20

The prospect of this French match was deeply controversial both within Elizabeth’s government – Cecil cautiously in favour, Walsingham and Dudley emphatically against – and beyond the confines of the court. In the month of Alençon’s visit, a pamphlet by a lawyer named John Stubbs was secretly printed and widely circulated. The Discovery of a Gaping Gulf whereinto England is like to be swallowed by another French marriage argued fervently that the ‘paradise’ of Elizabeth’s realm would be lost entirely if a ‘serpent in the shape of a man’ were to ‘seduce our Eve’, a peril to be feared all the more because this Eve ‘is also our Adam and sovereign lord or lordly lady of this land’.21 And Stubbs – whose right hand was chopped off as punishment for inciting sedition – was not the only one transfixed by the fact that the human incarnation of England’s body politic was female.

Cecil, whose interaction with his sovereign seemed at times to be an exercise in willed suspension of disbelief, still insisted that Elizabeth could give birth to an heir – an assertion he supported in 1578 with an astonishingly detailed memorandum on the physical condition of the forty-five-year-old queen: ‘considering the proportion of her body, having no impediment of smallness of stature, of largeness in body, nor no sickness nor lack of natural functions in those things that properly belong to the procreation of children, but contrary wise, by judgement of physicians that know her estate in those things and by the opinion of women, being more acquainted with her majesty’s body in such things as properly appertain, to show probability of her aptness to have children, even at this day’.22 And while this intimate level of physical scrutiny could be justified by English affairs of state, Catholic hostility on the continent generated ferociously salacious speculation about Elizabeth’s bodily depravities. The bastard daughter of the great whore Anne Boleyn was, after all, a Jezebel and a she-wolf, whose ‘unspeakable and incredible variety of lust’ defiled and corrupted her kingdom.23

That damning phrase was William Allen’s – or would be, when his rhetoric reached its rousing peak in the 1580s. Allen was the inspirational leader of those English Catholics who had chosen to live in exile rather than in Elizabeth’s Protestant England. The English Colleges he founded in 1568 at the Flemish town of Douai (relocating ten years later to Reims in France) and at Rome in 1576 were training young English priests to be smuggled back into their homeland, in order to minister in secret to the English men and women who were attempting to remain faithful to Rome. They were also – at least in the eyes of Elizabeth’s alarmed advisers – the menacing advance guard of a coming Catholic invasion.

Allen’s first missionaries reached England as early as 1574. Three years later a priest named Cuthbert Mayne became the mission’s first martyr when he was hanged, drawn and quartered for the treason of upholding papal authority in England. By 1580 there were 100 of Allen’s seminarians clandestinely at work among Elizabeth’s subjects. In that year, they were joined by two charismatic Jesuits – members of the militant Catholic order founded by Ignatius Loyola in 1540 – named Robert Persons and Edmund Campion. Campion’s arrest, interrogation under torture and eventual execution in December 1581 served to intensify fears on both sides: among the queen’s ministers that the English state was under assault from an enemy within; and among English Catholics that they now faced a campaign of brutal repression. By then, parliament had already returned to the question of the means that might now be necessary to deal with the Catholic threat. The 1581 Act ‘to retain the queen’s majesty’s subjects in their due obedience’ defined anyone converting to Rome or seeking to convert others as a traitor, while increasing the penalties for saying and hearing Mass, and for refusing to attend church, to levels that would overstretch the pockets of all but the wealthiest of Elizabeth’s Catholic subjects.24

The queen’s attempt to build a Church on the principle of enforcing obedience to her sovereignty without making ‘windows into men’s hearts and secret thoughts’ (as Francis Bacon, son of the Lord Keeper, later put it)25 was foundering for lack of allies on either side of this yawning divide. The Jesuit missionaries would not countenance any compromise in the practice of their faith. Elizabeth’s Protestant advisers, spiritual and temporal, continued to push for further doctrinal reform and ever more draconian reprisals. The former were clearly dangerous; the latter a source of deep irritation to their monarch. ‘There is an Italian proverb’, she told her bishops in 1585, ‘which sayeth, “From mine enemy let me defend myself, but from a pretensed friend, good Lord deliver me.” ’26 Her councillors could hardly have been more devoted to the cause of her safety and her kingdom’s security: in Cecil and Walsingham, her ‘Spirit’ and her ‘Moor’,27 she had two servants of rare ability who were prepared to exhaust themselves (and, in the case of the network of spies Walsingham was now developing, his own coffers) in her defence. But they were just as frustrated with Elizabeth as she was with them. Walsingham, who had become the queen’s Principal Secretary after Cecil gave up that office to become Lord Treasurer in 1572, made oblique reference to his mistress in 1577 as ‘us who are in a deep sleep and heedlessly secure’.28 He could not see that his insomniac queen, whose life had never been safe, had developed a different understanding of where the route to personal and political security might lie.

In the midst of what Christopher Hatton called ‘so great and apparent dangers’,29 Elizabeth was at her most febrile, unreadable not through mask-like opacity but through performative volatility. When the Duke of Alençon renewed his suit for her hand in 1581, her initial expressions of reluctance were followed, when he returned to her side, by an apparently unrestrained exhibition of affection and commitment. ‘ “You may write this to the king: that the Duke of Alençon shall be my husband”,’ she told the French ambassador at a public audience that November, before kissing the duke on the mouth and exchanging rings with him.30 But the Spanish ambassador, reporting the scene to King Philip, was unconvinced that she meant it; and when Alençon sailed away in February 1582, the queen’s last courtship was over. At forty-eight, Elizabeth would never give birth to an heir. Her refusal to marry could no longer be construed, by herself or anyone else, as a way of keeping options open. The poem she wrote on the duke’s departure ostensibly spoke of a vanished love, but seems also to offer a meditation – like Elizabeth herself, hiding in plain sight – on an imagined future now definitively lost, and the dissonant pressures she had always faced in the attempt to defend her autonomy:


I grieve and dare not show my discontent;

I love, and yet am forced to seem to hate;

I do, yet dare not say I ever meant;

I seem stark mute, but inwardly do prate.

I am, and not; I freeze and yet am burned,

Since from myself another self I turned.31



Now that Elizabeth was beyond doubt the last of the Tudor line, the unacknowledged heir she kept under guard at Sheffield embodied a yet more intractable dilemma and a yet more insistent threat. At almost forty, Mary of Scotland was struggling with deteriorating health and sore, swollen legs that made it difficult to walk, but she had lost none of the chaotic energy with which she continued to seek release or rescue. (‘I notice certain contradictory points in this communication’, one of Philip of Spain’s advisers observed diplomatically after receiving a message from Mary in April 1581.)32 What Mary did not know was that her letters were passing through the careful hands of Francis Walsingham before reaching their intended recipients. And in November 1583, with the arrest of a young Catholic gentleman named Francis Throckmorton, Walsingham uncovered a plot to co-ordinate an invasion of England by Mary’s ultra-Catholic French cousin the Duke of Guise, backed by Spain and the Vatican, with a simultaneous uprising of English Catholics in order to depose Elizabeth and put Mary in her place.

It was clear that Mary was involved. Through intermediaries, she had encouraged Throckmorton’s activities. For Walsingham’s purposes, however, her guilt was not clear enough. Without watertight evidence of her personal approval of Elizabeth’s murder, there was no hope of persuading the queen to sign a warrant for her death. But if there had been any uncertainty about the danger in which Elizabeth stood, it was dispelled in July 1584 when William of Orange, the leader of the Dutch Protestants, was shot dead at his home in Delft by a Catholic fanatic. The assassination was shocking, and the potential parallel plain. In response, the queen at last agreed to send soldiers to support the Dutch rebels, although she instructed Robert Dudley, who led the expedition in 1585, ‘that you rather bend your cause to make a defensive than offensive war’.33 Meanwhile, Cecil and Walsingham drafted an extraordinary ‘bond of association’ by which thousands of Elizabeth’s subjects swore to execute anyone who threatened her life or – a provision aimed directly at Mary – who claimed the throne if she were killed. In the parliament of 1584–5 the bond was then given legal force and process through an ‘Act for the Queen’s Surety’.34 The net was closing, for all that Elizabeth continued to resist these practical manifestations of her ministers’ fears: ‘I am so wounded with the late sharp and most heavy speeches of her majesty to myself’, Cecil wrote, near despair, as the act was passed.35

But there was not much longer to wait. In the spring of 1586, a new conspiracy began to form around another well-born young Catholic named Anthony Babington. This time invasion by Spain, revolt in England and Mary’s glorious accession would all be heralded by Elizabeth’s murder. And this time Walsingham knew everything. He held back, watching the plot take shape, until on 19 July he got what he wanted: the decoded text of an encrypted letter Mary had dictated two days earlier, signalling her endorsement of Babington’s plan to kill Elizabeth. Under the statute of the previous year, a trial was both necessary and inevitable, and Elizabeth had to give in; but when Mary was found guilty and the sentence of death proclaimed, the queen refused to take the last and fatal step. That November, when parliament petitioned for Mary’s execution, Elizabeth spoke of the impasse in which she found herself trapped. ‘But now for answer unto you, you must take an answer without answer at my hands,’ she told her Lords and Commons. ‘I pray you therefore, let this answer answerless content you for this present, assuring yourselves that I am now and ever will be most careful to do that which shall be best for your preservation. And be not too earnest to move me to do that which may tend to the loss of that which you are all most desirous to keep.’36

By mid-December it had become apparent that neither Mary’s Catholic relatives in France nor her Protestant son in Scotland would intervene to save her. Yet, even now, Elizabeth would not act. Why, she asked Cecil, could one of her loyal subjects not kill Mary in private, as agreed by the bond of association? Backed into a corner by her most dedicated servants, Elizabeth resisted to the last the prospect of taking responsibility for her cousin’s death. On 1 February 1587, after weeks of unrelenting pressure, she took up her pen and signed the order. Cecil immediately had the document sealed and despatched to Fotheringhay Castle, where Mary was beheaded a week later. It was over. But Elizabeth resisted still. She wept and raged, and for days refused to eat or sleep. Cecil, her ‘Spirit’, was banished from her presence for months. William Davison, the royal secretary who had passed the signed warrant to the council, spent almost two years in the Tower for precipitating a deed that the queen declared to the watching world was ‘done against her will’.37 It was the nearest she could come to convincing herself that she had not wanted Mary to die.

Half a century earlier Elizabeth’s mother, an anointed queen consort, had lost her head on the scaffold. Now Elizabeth, an anointed queen regnant, had condemned her ‘sister queen’ of Scotland to the same fate. ‘I must needs make a great complaint … that now the bane of the injurer must be the only cure of my danger. Whereof to think it grieveth me not a little,’ she had told her parliament in November 1586, ‘considering … that by me it should be said hereafter, a maiden queen hath been the death of a prince, her kinswoman. A thing in no sort deserved by me, howsoever by the despite of malice it may be reported of me.’38 That, she would have to find a way to live with. And all the while, despite her advisers’ promises, the threats against her kingdom continued to grow.
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Semper Eadem

1587–1603

The Queen of Scots was dead, and now the King of Spain claimed the throne of England. Someone had to depose the bastard heretic whore who currently wore the English crown: on that, Catholic Europe was agreed. Philip of Spain was not only the presiding genius of the ‘Enterprise of England’ – as the exiled English Catholic leader William Allen, now a cardinal, called the plan for an invasion by Spain and Rome – but a descendant of the Plantagenet King Edward III via John of Gaunt, whose second wife had been heiress to the Spanish kingdom of Castile. As the leader of a just war, with English royal blood in his veins, Philip had both a right and a duty to act. He already had a vast army across the water from England in the Netherlands. By the summer of 1587, preparations were under way for more than a hundred heavily armed ships to escort those troops to the English coast, and victory.

There had been no formal declaration of hostilities, but then there hardly needed to be. For so long focused on the internal threats of sedition and conspiracy, England’s government found itself facing the clear and present danger of external assault. And nothing exposed the peculiar difficulties of a female monarch quite like war. Elizabeth’s councillors always struggled to understand how she, a monarch who was also a mere woman, might resist or reject their counsel. But when it came to the field of battle, the fact that she had no military experience or training and was disqualified in both theory and practice from the task of leading her troops meant that, even more than was usually the case, her orders seemed to her lieutenants to be mere guidelines rather than unbreachable commands.

Her beloved Dudley, in charge of the English soldiers deployed in the Netherlands in 1585, had already demonstrated how far her captains might go in prioritizing their own judgement over the queen’s express instructions. Within weeks of his arrival, the Dutch States General had offered him the title of Governor of the Netherlands, in the hope that he would provide the rebel provinces with military and political leadership in place of the assassinated William of Orange. Before he left England, Dudley had been explicitly instructed to refuse any such office. If he were to become governor, it would imply that his queen were sovereign there. Elizabeth had repeatedly insisted, both in negotiations with the Dutch themselves and in a widely published Declaration of the Causes Moving the Queen to Give Aid to the Oppressed in the Low Countries, that she would offer protection against Catholic tyranny, but never usurp the authority of a fellow monarch. Now, without consulting her, Dudley accepted. When the news reached London, Elizabeth’s fury was blistering in its intensity. ‘You shall let the earl understand’, she told the envoy she sent to him, ‘how highly upon just cause we are offended with his last late acceptation of the government of those provinces, being done contrary to our commandment delivered unto him both by ourself in speech and by particular letters from certain of our council written unto him in that behalf by our express direction, which we do repute to be a very great and strange contempt least looked for at his hands, being he is a creature of our own.’1

Even so, the resolution of this rift between queen and favourite was no simple matter of a subject submitting to the crown. In play was not only Dudley’s ego, but two mutually reinforcing needs: to sustain the position of his English troops in the Dutch theatre of war; and, given that his acceptance of the governorship was a fait accompli, to represent this defiance of Elizabeth’s authority, in public at least, as error rather than insubordination. As a result, it was Elizabeth who gave ground. By April 1586, she was proposing the characteristically temporizing solution that Dudley should attempt to retain the powers of governor while renouncing the formal title. She also sought to ease the injuries to their personal relationship: ‘for that your grieved and wounded mind hath more need of comfort than reproof,’ she told him, ‘whom we are persuaded (though the act in respect of the contempt can in no way be excused) had no other meaning and intent than to advance our service, we think meet to forbear to dwell upon a matter wherein we ourselves do find so little comfort.’2 By July – with his contested title still in place – she had returned to their old intimacy. ‘Rob, I am afraid you will suppose by my wandering writings that a midsummer moon hath taken large possession of my brains this month,’ she wrote. ‘Now will I end, that do imagine I talk still with you, and therefore loathly say farewell, ô ô [her sign for her ‘Eyes’], though ever I pray God bless you from all harm, and save you from all foes with my million and legion of thanks for all your pains and cares.’3

In the end, Elizabeth was prepared to acknowledge Dudley’s pains and cares, even though he had contravened her explicit orders. In other cases, however, she found advantage in the possibility of disowning her servants’ activities. Since the early years of her reign, English sea-captains such as John Hawkins and his kinsman Francis Drake had been making a handsome living, not just from trade along the Atlantic coasts of Europe and Africa and in the New World, but from what became known as ‘privateering’ – an elegant euphemism for piracy. In response to protests from the kingdoms whose ships they seized, Elizabeth loudly slapped wrists and quietly took a share of the profits. Spain had been the foremost of their victims, and in 1585, following a proposal from Walsingham ‘for the annoying of the King of Spain’,4 the queen gave official sanction to a voyage in which Drake attacked Spanish ports and shipping on both sides of the Atlantic. Now, in the spring of 1587, his small fleet sailed again to the Iberian coast to disrupt preparations for Philip’s great ‘Armada’.

Even in the face of such palpable danger, Elizabeth was reluctant to commit to aggression rather than negotiate for peace; Drake had scarcely left Plymouth when the queen sent revised orders licensing action only on the high seas and forbidding any direct assault on Philip’s territories. Her message arrived too late. On 19 April, Drake attacked the port of Cadiz, destroying more than thirty Spanish ships and plundering warehouses, before going on to raid the Portuguese coast and capturing one of Philip’s richly laden merchant ships on his voyage home. Publicly, Elizabeth claimed that this ‘singeing of the King of Spain’s beard’ (as Francis Bacon later called it)5 was carried out ‘unwittingly, yea unwillingly to her majesty’. But the fact that she was ‘as yet greatly offended’6 with Drake did not stop her from pocketing a large cut of the proceeds, or from continuing to exploit his naval expertise.

The pressure of events had removed Elizabeth’s preferred option of creating space by standing still. Now, she was making an art of finding room for political manoeuvre by changing her mind: ordering Mary’s death, then disavowing her decision; sending Drake into action, then revoking her orders once it was already too late. The latter – which allowed Elizabeth to make renewed overtures for peace, even while Philip’s ships burned in Cadiz harbour – was enough to delay the Armada, but not to stop it. On 30 May 1588, after more than a year of preparations, the fleet of 130 ships carrying more than 18,000 soldiers at last set sail from Spanish-ruled Lisbon. They headed up the Atlantic coast to the Channel where, according to Philip’s plans, they would provide cover for another 26,000 troops crossing the sea on barges from the Netherlands.

Almost two decades after the pope had called for Elizabeth’s deposition – eighteen years of suspicion, fraught diplomacy and growing fear – the nightmare of a Catholic invasion of England had finally become reality. In response, the queen ordered the muster of her kingdom’s militias, and deployed the naval resources at her disposal: fewer ships than the Spanish – a little over a hundred, of which twenty belonged to the queen’s navy and the rest were merchant vessels, requisitioned in haste – but all of them formidably armed, and capably commanded by Lord Howard of Effingham, with Francis Drake as his deputy.

Elizabeth had always been brave. She had had much to be brave about in her fifty-four years: the constant familiarity of loss and danger; the shadow of the axe before she became queen, and the threat of the assassin’s blade or bullet afterwards. ‘I am more afraid of making a fault in my Latin than of the Kings of Spain, France, Scotland, the whole house of Guise and all their confederates’, she had remarked to the Scottish ambassador in 1581. ‘I have the heart of a man, not of a woman, and I am not afraid of anything.’7 That thought came back to her now. On 8 August, with the Armada in sight of the English coast, she came to visit the fortified camp at Tilbury in Essex where her soldiers were assembling under the command of Robert Dudley, who had returned from the Netherlands eight months earlier. The next morning, Elizabeth rode out to address her troops. ‘I know I have the body but of a weak and feeble woman,’ she told them, ‘but I have the heart and stomach of a king, and of a King of England too.’ Her instinctive talent for the theatrical had been honed by her decades on display as England’s sovereign, and this was a bravura performance of distilled courage and charisma:


Let tyrants fear: I have so behaved myself that under God I have placed my chiefest strength and safeguard in the loyal hearts and goodwill of my subjects. Wherefore I am come among you at this time but for my recreation and pleasure, being resolved in the midst and heat of the battle to live and die amongst you all, to lay down for my God and for my kingdom and for my people mine honour and my blood even in the dust.8



The rhetoric was transparent. A queen, rather than a king, would never find herself facing death in the heat of battle. And yet her words resonated with a deeper truth. Her life was in danger. She had always seen her subjects’ loyalty as the source of her strength. Now she had come to stand among her soldiers, and they loved her for it.

‘We shall shortly have a famous victory over these enemies of my God and of my kingdom’, she declared.9 Later that day, she was still in the camp when word came that she was right. Since late July, Howard and Drake had been harrying the Spanish fleet as it pushed towards its intended rendezvous with the troop-carriers from the Netherlands. They succeeded in inflicting a great deal of damage with guns and fireships; and as the Armada reeled under this onslaught, its commander, the Duke of Medina Sidonia, learned that the orders with which he had set sail were fatally flawed. The Spanish army in the Netherlands was not yet ready to embark, and the barges on which the soldiers were to travel were not suitable for the open sea. Not only that, but the winds as well as English guns were now turning on the Spanish ships, driving them northwards past the rendezvous point and on, helplessly, into the North Sea. On 9 August, news reached Elizabeth at Tilbury that the Spanish were in flight, pursued by Howard and by Drake, attempting to escape by sailing around the north coast of Scotland and on past the west coast of Ireland. By the time the battered remains of Philip’s Armada – scarcely half his ships – limped home, perhaps 15,000 of his men had died in battle or drowned in Atlantic storms.

‘God blew and they were scattered’, read the Latin inscription on a medal struck to commemorate this English triumph.10 Back in 1559, when the Protestant scholar John Aylmer had sought to defend his young queen’s government, he had done so despite the fact that Elizabeth, as a woman, was ‘weak in nature, feeble in body, soft in courage, unskilful in practice’ – and, he added, ‘not terrible to the enemy’. But, he asked, if God ‘be with her, who can stand against her?’.11 Now, in a prayer of gratitude for God’s part in her greatest enemy’s defeat, Elizabeth echoed Aylmer’s conclusions about the providential nature of her rule. ‘I most humbly, with bowed heart and bended knees, do render my humblest acknowledgements and lowliest thanks,’ she wrote; ‘and not the least for that the weakest sex hath been so fortified by Thy strongest help that neither my people might find lack by my weakness nor foreigners triumph at my ruin.’12 That November, banners captured from the Armada’s ships were displayed at St Paul’s Cathedral in London as the queen, dressed all in silver and white, took her place at the centre of a service of thanksgiving and celebration.

Despite the festivities, the threats to Elizabeth and her kingdom were not over. Philip’s mighty resources were not obliterated, while his vast army still stood in the Netherlands. Catholic hostility was not undimmed but intensified by this unlooked-for reverse, coming as it did in the wake of the ‘martyrdom’ of Mary of Scotland. Venomously pornographic depictions of the ‘Jezebel of England’ circulated in print across Europe. Elizabeth was not only the daughter of a whore – the ‘ride of all England’, as one tract called Anne Boleyn13 – but the mother of bastard children by Dudley and most of the rest of her Privy Council; ‘a monster’, another French verse declared, ‘conceived in adultery and incest, her fangs bared for murder, who befouls and despoils the sacred right of sceptres, and vomits her choler and gall at heaven’.14

If Catholic denunciations of the queen’s personal and political corruption were increasing in bile, the riposte in Protestant England was also redoubled. Elizabeth had come to the throne as a woman alone, a virgin queen unless or until she did as the world expected and took a husband. Now, in her mid-fifties, with the last of her courtships a receding memory and all thought of marriage gone, her virginity was no longer contingent but permanent. Now, she was not a virgin queen but the Virgin Queen. Little by little, the Catholic iconography of the queen of heaven was appropriated and brought down to earth in a secularized cult which made of Elizabeth something more than human, an incarnation of her kingdom’s God-given greatness. Gloriana – as she would appear in The Faerie Queene, Edmund Spenser’s epic poem of the 1590s – could shift her shape in print and paint with dazzling eclecticism. She could take the form of the classical goddesses Diana, Cynthia, Venus or Astraea, or the Old Testament heroines Deborah and Judith. She could be an empress, one long-fingered hand resting lightly on a globe, the Armada foundering, in oils on oak, behind her left shoulder. She could hold a sieve, for virginity, a serpent, for wisdom, or a rainbow, for peace and prosperity. And in each new image she was ageless and changeless, with an unlined, unshadowed face to match the motto inscribed below her coat of arms: semper eadem, ‘always the same’.15

It was a Latin tag that gestured at stability and security as much as constancy. Elizabeth’s mother, when she became queen, had chosen as her own motto ‘the most happy’,16 a phrase for an extraordinary moment of soaring triumph which would be followed by a brutal fall. But Elizabeth’s crown was hers by right, inherited through persistence and careful endurance, not grasped by sheer force of will. Now, her chief ambition was to be, not to do; to remain, not to reach beyond the sovereign state she had already achieved. And so time was to be frozen, its changes rejected, the future disowned in favour of a perpetual present. The immortality of England’s queen, it seemed, would stand as an eternal guarantee of her people’s safety.

But Gloriana, for all her powers, was a glorious fiction. Time could not be frozen; nothing remained always the same. Elizabeth had used the phrase in private, as well as in public: in July 1586 she had signed off her ‘wandering writings’ to her adored Rob Dudley with the phrase, ‘As you know, ever the same, E.R.’17 Two summers later Dudley was at her side, as he had been for almost thirty years, when she rallied her troops against the marauding Armada. Less than a month after that, he was dead, killed by a malarial fever at fifty-six. The man who had been her friend since she was eight years old (as he had once told a French diplomat), who had hoped for so long to be her husband, was gone. When the news came, Elizabeth shut herself in her chamber for days until Cecil ordered that the doors be forced open. A queen, after all, could not stay in seclusion for long. But she kept a note Dudley had sent her shortly before his death – ‘his last letter’, she wrote on the folded paper – in a silver-gilt casket beside her bed for the rest of her life.18

Grief had to give way to government, but there was loss in government too. Walsingham’s health, never good, deteriorated alarmingly from the beginning of 1589. Preoccupied as always with the security of the realm, he continued to attend council meetings when he could, and worked from his sickbed when immobilized by his illness. In April 1590, at the age of fifty-eight, he died. This time Elizabeth showed no sign of personal pain: Walsingham and his queen were not close, and had often been at odds over their assessment of the threats England faced and the methods best employed to resist them. The queen was an astute judge of ability, and she had recognized Walsingham’s value, even when she disagreed with his conclusions. But she had also relied on his loyalty, and his willingness to empty his purse in her service. Now, his formidable network of spies atrophied and disintegrated because he was no longer there to manage and pay them; and Elizabeth, with her profound resistance to change, refused even to appoint a new Principal Secretary to replace him.

Instead, most of Walsingham’s work was taken over by Cecil. At seventy and far from well, he remained a fixture at the heart of the regime, bowed by the weight of his duties but as insistent as his queen that he should not relinquish them. From 1591 it was clear that Cecil’s son Robert, an able young man of twenty-eight, was not only assisting his father but being groomed as his political successor. Still, as Cecil aged – and especially after the death of another favoured courtier, Christopher Hatton, her ‘Lids’, in the autumn of that year – Elizabeth found herself confronting a future of intensifying isolation. She had always been set apart by her own majesty and the weight of the responsibilities it entailed; but now she was losing the ministers and servants she had chosen as the mainstays of her life, both in public and in private.

New men emerged, of course, to take their place. The greasy pole was still there to be climbed, especially now that vacancies were beginning to appear at its topmost heights. In 1596 Robert Cecil – whom Elizabeth called her ‘Pygmy’ because he was so short, his frame twisted by scoliosis – finally became Principal Secretary in succession to Walsingham, and his influence within government continued to grow as his father’s health faltered. Others vied to fill the places Dudley and Hatton had formerly occupied in the queen’s favour. Kate Ashley’s charismatic nephew Sir Walter Raleigh, an accomplished poet as well as a soldier and an explorer in the New World, had already attracted Elizabeth’s attention in the 1580s, to the extent that by 1585 ‘it was said’, one German visitor to London noted, ‘that she loved this gentleman now in preference to all others’.19 By the end of 1592, however, Raleigh’s unsanctioned relationship with Bess Throckmorton, one of the queen’s Maids of Honour, had resulted in Bess’s pregnancy, their secret marriage, and a brief stay in the Tower for both. Elizabeth’s profound displeasure at what she saw as this betrayal left no doubt about the ascendancy in her affections, for the time being at least, of Raleigh’s great rival: Robert Devereux, Earl of Essex, son of Lettice Knollys, the wife Elizabeth had never quite forgiven Robert Dudley for marrying. Even though Essex too married without the queen’s permission, taking Walsingham’s daughter Frances as his bride in secret in 1590, he was forgiven more easily when the news became known. ‘While your majesty gives me leave to say I love you’, he told Elizabeth in 1591, ‘my fortune is as my affection, unmatchable.’20

But the relationship between Elizabeth and Essex could never replicate the partnership between Elizabeth and Essex’s stepfather Dudley. That bond, however much it had been shaped and conditioned by Dudley’s service to Elizabeth’s sovereignty, had been founded in shared experience and understanding. Between Elizabeth and Essex, on the other hand, the effects of a thirty-two-year age gap were compounded by Essex’s narcissism, his overwhelming ambition and his failure to recognize the value of his queen’s more cautious judgement. This was ritualized performance, not real connection, as though ersatz replacement parts were being fitted into what had once been an organically constructed machine.

While the mechanisms of court and government aged and Elizabeth passed her sixtieth birthday, the mask of her public persona became more rigidly impermeable, even as its artifice became more apparent. She was still graceful and slender, gorgeously dressed and physically restless. But now her thinning hair was covered by an elaborate auburn wig; she was losing teeth, to the extent that her speech was becoming indistinct when she talked at speed; and the dangerously toxic cosmetics that coated her skin became more glazed and more garish. The German visitor who had watched her ride in procession through London in 1585 had thought she ‘looked like goddesses are wont to be painted’.21 Now Elizabeth herself was a daubed and decorated icon, a would-be goddess denying her own agonizing mortality. There, perhaps, lay the roots of her determination that the game of courtly love should continue, however patently hollow it now was. The simulacrum of adoration offered by handsome, vain Essex required no genuine intimacy, no need for self-knowledge or the risk of being known by another. Far easier to play a familiar role, to insist that everything would remain always and for ever the same.

Not that the world would co-operate in that enterprise. With each advancing year, the question of the succession became more urgent, more alive with tension and speculation. And still Elizabeth refused either to speak of the issue herself or to allow any of her subjects to discuss it publicly. One MP, Walsingham’s brother-in-law Peter Wentworth, had been imprisoned for six months in 1591–2 for attempting to present what he called A Pithy Exhortation to her Majesty for Establishing her Successor to the Crown. When he raised the question again in 1593 he was sent to the Tower, where he remained for the last four years of his life. Elizabeth had never liked being lectured, still less when it involved being reminded at interminable length of the inexorable moment, as Wentworth put it, ‘whensoever it shall please God to touch you with the pangs of death (as die most certainly you shall, and how soon is known to none but to the Lord only)’.22

But, pompous and foolhardy though he was, Wentworth was only saying what many were thinking, including the man he believed should be named Elizabeth’s heir: Mary of Scotland’s son James. Relations between the English queen and the Scots king had been cagey and complex for years, and stretched almost to breaking point after his mother’s execution (‘that miserable accident’, as Elizabeth described it in a letter to him a week after the event, ‘which far contrary to my meaning hath befallen’).23 But the unspoken and unresolved possibility that James might one day, if he played his hand with care, inherit Elizabeth’s crown – an incentive reinforced by the annual pension of £3,000 which England paid into Scotland’s coffers – helped to ensure that their discord never escalated into an irreparable diplomatic breach. By the 1590s James was in secret correspondence with those at Elizabeth’s court he believed could help his cause, first among them the queen’s volatile favourite, Essex.

The succession was not the only matter of state in which Essex believed he had a right to involve himself. He was a man of such infinite capacities, he thought, that he should naturally become simultaneously the queen’s principal military commander and her foremost minister of state, as political heir to both Dudley and Cecil. But, however extravagantly he threw himself into the task of establishing his credentials for both roles and a popular profile to match, Essex’s aspirations were repeatedly thwarted by his naivety and egotism, and by his difficulty in accepting that the queen’s orders – compromised by her feminine weakness as he believed they were – should take precedence over his own judgement. The further crippling obstacle in Essex’s way was the fact that the challenges facing English interests at home and abroad were too intractable for either the queen’s caution or the earl’s impulsiveness to counter with any lasting success.

Despite the defeat of the Armada in 1588, war with Spain continued at sea, and spread into France after the French King Henri III was assassinated in 1589, in retaliation for his murder of the ultra-Catholic Duke of Guise. The next heir to the French throne, Henri of Navarre, was a Protestant; and when Philip sent troops to support Catholic resistance to his accession, Elizabeth reluctantly concluded that English military intervention was necessary to assist the new king and to secure the Channel ports on which English shipping relied. English soldiers were still deployed in the Netherlands, at a cost that caused growing unrest among a population struggling to cope with high levels of taxation and inflation. More threats to Elizabeth’s life and rumblings of increasingly vocal religious nonconformity led to a brutal clampdown on both Catholics and dissident hardline Protestants. Meanwhile, tensions within government – over perennial fears that the kingdom might be attacked from without or subverted from within, and newly fraught factional division around the increasingly infirm queen – burst into the open after the death, in August 1598, of William Cecil at the age of seventy-seven.

In his last surviving letter, his handwriting crabbed by arthritis and gout, Cecil told his son Robert to ‘serve God by serving of the queen, for all other service is indeed bondage to the Devil’.24 Elizabeth had cared too little for Walsingham and too much for Dudley to show any public emotion at their deaths, but the loss of Cecil – the minister into whose capable hands she had entrusted her government for forty long years – brought her to tears repeatedly in the months that followed. On the other hand, Robert Cecil – now thirty-five and already emotionally broken by the death of his adored wife the previous year – had no time to grieve for his father. He threw himself into the challenge of taking up the reins of the regime, a task made practically easier but politically more complex by the absence from court of the Earl of Essex, who was sulking in a showy display of temper after an argument with the queen. At a meeting with her councillors that June, Elizabeth had refused to agree to Essex’s choice of a new Lord Deputy in rebellion-torn Ireland. In a rage, he had turned his back on her, at which insult Elizabeth had cuffed his ear, only for Essex, in the heat of the moment, to reach for his sword. Cooler heads than his restrained him, but it seemed the earl’s ego had finally broken free of the bounds of reality: there was no dawning realization of how close he had come to the treason of raising a weapon to his sovereign, but instead an outpouring of resentment and anger at the ‘intolerable wrong’ he believed he had suffered.25

While Essex did not appear to know it, this was a decisive moment in Elizabeth’s assessment of his abilities and her indulgence of his tantrums. A brittle rapprochement was brokered by September, when a bout of illness that briefly confined Essex to bed allowed Elizabeth to enquire after his health, a mark of royal concern that satisfied the earl’s amour propre enough for him to reappear at court. Still, the pressing question remained of what role within the political or military establishment might put Essex to constructive use while containing the destabilizing effects of his obsessive solipsism. In fact, there was urgent need for military leadership in Ireland where, in August, rebels under the Earl of Tyrone had inflicted a devastating defeat on English forces. Essex had already fought on campaigns in the Netherlands, Spain, Portugal and France, without achieving the glory he craved or the unquestioned power he believed such victory would secure. Now Ireland offered one more chance to prove that Elizabeth could not protect her kingdom without him.

It was an implausible theatre of war for the starring performance he had in mind. The intricacies and impossibilities of English rule in Ireland had seen off many other aspirants before Essex, and it did not take long for the earl to find out why. Arriving in Dublin in April 1599 as the queen’s Lord Lieutenant at the head of a large army, by the end of the summer Essex had exhausted his men, his money and himself and achieved very little other than a truce with Tyrone, which a furious Elizabeth immediately repudiated. Essex’s psychological state, as he wrestled with the dissonance between anticipated triumph and actual failure, now spiralled into paranoia. Believing that Robert Cecil and his other enemies at court were controlling the queen and poisoning her against him, Essex left Ireland in haste, against Elizabeth’s explicit orders, on 24 September. Four days later, mud-spattered from his headlong ride, he burst unannounced into the queen’s bedchamber.

It was early, around ten o’clock, and Elizabeth – who had once wryly observed that she was ‘no morning woman’26 – had not yet undergone her laborious transformation into the physical embodiment of sovereign majesty. She was not yet dressed in one of the heavily jewelled gowns that formed her royal armour; her few remaining wisps of grey hair were not yet concealed by a finely made wig, her lined skin not yet whitened and rouged and glazed. For all the shock of this unlicensed intrusion, the exposure of the vulnerable humanity she took such care to keep from view, and the wildness with which Essex hurled himself at her feet, Elizabeth’s self-possession did not falter. Coolly, she asked him to return in an hour, by which time she would be ready to receive him. But the conclusion was clear. Essex was no courtly counterpoint to the mask of Gloriana. He was no substitute for Dudley as councillor, general or companion. He was a devastating liability.

By the afternoon Elizabeth was not only cool, but icy. He must, she said, account for his actions to the Privy Council. That night he was placed under house arrest. The queen refused to see him again. Over the coming weeks, Essex’s mental and physical health collapsed as charges against him were drawn up. Early in January, as the earl began to recover, Elizabeth considered, but ultimately decided against, a full-scale trial. At the end of August he was released from house arrest on condition that he never return to court. Essex had escaped with his life, but at a heavy cost: now, he faced the certainty of his own political and financial ruin. Desperation fuelled his paranoia and further compromised his always flawed judgement until, by the beginning of 1601, his household had become a febrile cockpit of conspiracy and vauntingly entitled alienation.

On 8 February came the final unravelling. The Privy Council had become alarmed by increasingly disturbing reports of the earl’s activities: Essex had been debating with his allies and followers how best to gain access to the queen and destroy his enemies. On 7 February the council had summoned him for questioning, but Essex refused to go; instead, he took hostage four of their number who came the following day to fetch him. With 200 hastily assembled servants and supporters at his back, he marched from his house on the Strand into the city of London, announcing that he had come to defend the kingdom, the queen and (naturally) himself against the evil counsellors by whom Elizabeth was surrounded. In response, Cecil and his allies acted with implacable purpose and speed. By mid-afternoon the earl had been forced back to his home outside the city walls, where he was besieged by troops with cannon brought on carts from the Tower. Essex, who had sworn he would never surrender (‘the sooner to fly to heaven’, he declared),27 gave himself up the same night. Eleven days later he was tried and found guilty of treason. Just six days after the verdict was handed down, on 25 February 1601, he was beheaded in the Tower’s inner courtyard.

Elizabeth was as unflinching in the face of armed betrayal as she had been when confronted with Spain’s Armada. At Whitehall, when news came that Essex was raising rebellion within reach of the palace, the queen continued calmly with her meal, remarking only that God, who ‘had placed her on that seat, would preserve her in it’.28 Nor did she shrink from signing the warrant for the earl’s death. Still, the loss of a man in whom she had invested trust, and affection of a kind, as well as a desperate hope that time need not bring change, took a heavy toll.

That October her favourite godson, Sir John Harington, was taken aback by the unhappy state in which he found the queen. ‘These troubles waste her much’, he told a trusted friend. She was eating very little, and ‘so disordered is all order’ that the mask of Gloriana was slipping: Elizabeth, he said, was rarely changing her clothes from day to day. Her temper was sharper even than usual, and she kept a sword constantly to hand with which she sometimes angrily stabbed at the tapestries hanging on the walls, despite the fact that, in Harington’s judgement at least, ‘the dangers are over’.29

Yet only six weeks later Elizabeth somehow summoned her last reserves of energy to conjure an exhilarating moment of royal theatre, in seeking to calm the members of a fractious parliament by means of a politically limited but rhetorically magnificent concession to their grievances. ‘To be a king and wear a crown’, she said, ‘is a thing more glorious to them that see it than it is pleasant to them that bear it.’ As always, her charisma shone brightest when insisting that she was no more than a vessel through which God might care for her people:


For myself, I was never so much enticed with the glorious name of a king or royal authority of a queen as delighted that God hath made me His instrument to maintain His truth and glory, and to defend this kingdom from peril, dishonour, tyranny and oppression. There will never queen sit in my seat with more zeal to my country, care to my subjects, and that will sooner with willingness venture her life for your good and safety, than myself. For it is not my desire to live nor reign longer than my life and reign shall be for your good. And though you have had and may have many princes more mighty and wise sitting in this seat, yet you never had or shall have any that will be more careful and loving.30



For a queen who had staked everything on being always the same, the weariness amid the spine-tingling oratory – the implicit acknowledgement of the approaching end of both life and reign – was striking. And from one who, as she noted, had ‘ever used to set the Last Judgement Day before my eyes and so to rule as I shall be judged’,31 there was more reflection at the parliament’s close on her own guiding principles and priorities. ‘I take God to witness’, she declared, ‘that I never gave just cause of war to any prince … nor had any greater ambition than to maintain my own state in security and peace.’32

It was true. Her ministers had questioned her methods – her resistance to change, to war, to marriage, to naming an heir – but Elizabeth’s ambition as queen had been consistent and coherent: wherever possible, to seek security through stillness; to manage the known risks of current circumstances, rather than precipitate unknown dangers through irreversible action. Her strategy itself had been a risk. To remain unmarried, with no direct heir, was to gamble on her own life, and to place control of the present before planning for the future. It was a choice no king had ever had to face; male sovereignty allowed for marriage and children without bodily danger, and without any concession, real or perceived, of independent authority. But a woman who wore a crown had to choose; and Elizabeth had chosen to inhabit the personal sovereignty she had achieved at such perilous cost, rather than to share her throne with a husband, her kingdom with a king. She had been skilful, and she had been lucky, and by the beginning of 1603 she had reached the seventieth year of her life, and the forty-fifth year of her reign.

Now, though, she was tired. Her eyesight and her memory were beginning to fail. She was troubled by arthritis in her arm and pain in her side, and her bouts of depression grew more sustained and more debilitating. The previous year, before her sixty-ninth birthday, John Harington had observed that ‘thanks to God she is in good disposition of body and sound health, but that age itself is a sickness’.33 As the months passed, sickness too began at last to loosen the queen’s hold on life. By the beginning of March 1603 she barely slept or ate, spending her days and nights lying silently on cushions on the floor of her chamber, staring at nothing. By the time she could be persuaded into bed, the end was close. Elizabeth died in the darkness of the early morning on 24 March 1603.

When light came, her Privy Council proclaimed the accession of James VI of Scotland, now James I of England, the heir she had never acknowledged. And yet, one Londoner noted in his diary, there was ‘no tumult, no contradiction, no disorder in the city; every man went about his business, as readily, as peaceably, as securely, as though there had been no change, nor any news ever heard of competitors’.34 Elizabeth’s final victory was complete.
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1. Portrait of Elizabeth, probably painted by the Dutch artist William Scrots for Henry VIII c.1546. The picture shows thirteen-year-old Elizabeth’s striking likeness to her father, as well as her mother’s dark eyes, and already gives a sense of the enigmatic self-possession that was to be the defining feature of her public image.
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2. Mother-of-pearl locket ring owned by Elizabeth as queen, c.1575. When closed, the ring shows the monogram ER, for Elizabeth Regina, in table-cut diamonds. Hidden inside are portraits of Elizabeth herself and Anne Boleyn, as a private commemoration of the mother whose name she never spoke.
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3. Thomas Seymour, maternal uncle of the boy-king Edward VI, who became Elizabeth’s stepfather when he married Henry VIII’s widow Katherine Parr in 1547. His flirtation with Elizabeth, and hopes of marrying her after Katherine’s death, left her in grave political danger when he was arrested and executed for treason in 1549.
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4. Letter written by Elizabeth on 17 March 1554 begging for an audience with her sister, Queen Mary, who had ordered that she be imprisoned in the Tower after Sir Thomas Wyatt’s rebellion. Elizabeth scored through the remaining space to prevent any forged additions, before adding her distinctive signature with the words, ‘Your Highness’s most faithful subject that hath been from the beginning, and will be to my end.’
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5. William Cecil, 1560s. For forty years, from the first day of Elizabeth’s reign until he died at the age of seventy-seven, Cecil was her most trusted, hardworking and meticulous minister. ‘Serve God by serving of the queen’, he told his son just before his death.
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6. Late-sixteenth-century copy of Elizabeth’s coronation portrait. She wears the same cloth-of-gold robes as Mary five years earlier, remodelled for her use. As it had for Mary, her coronation posed two challenges: what it meant to crown the new phenomenon of a queen regnant, rather than a queen consort; and what form the ceremony should take, given the new regime’s religious differences from the one that preceded it.
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7. Mary, Queen of Scots, during her long imprisonment in England. Mary’s life seemed a reverse image of Elizabeth’s: Catholic rather than Protestant, undisputed Queen of Scotland since she was an infant, Mary’s rash marriages and lack of judgement led to her deposition – leaving Elizabeth with the intractable dilemma of what to do with her cousin and rival.
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8. Robert Dudley, Earl of Leicester, c.1575, the year he made his final attempt to persuade Elizabeth to marry him, with a lavish nineteen-day entertainment at Kenilworth Castle. Much though Elizabeth adored him, and despite all the scandalous rumours about their relationship, it was never a serious possibility that the queen would compromise her authority by becoming a wife bound in marital obedience to one of her own subjects.
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9. Francis Walsingham, who succeeded William Cecil as the queen’s principal secretary in 1573. Elizabeth was not personally fond of Walsingham, but she recognized his talents, and the value of the network of spies he developed (and paid for) to protect her.
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10. The ‘Rainbow Portrait’, painted when Elizabeth was in her late sixties. She appears here as ageless Gloriana, an icon armoured with symbols: a serpent for wisdom, a rainbow for peace and prosperity, eyes and ears to show that she sees and hears all, and knotted pearls to emphasize the chaste power of the Virgin Queen.
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