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Over the next few pages, are a selection of primary sources that are useful for exploring the issue of queenship in the sixteenth century.  The extracts from the pamphlets by Knox and Aylmer show what the main theories and arguments were about the legitimacy of queenship and how contemporaries could address the perceived problems of queenship.  Following this are examples of how individuals saw queenship: a speech by Mary and a letter dictated to Walsingham by Elizabeth to be sent to the earl of Shrewsbury, and a letter from one of Elizabeth’s counsellors, Sir Francis Knollys.  These demonstrate what Mary and Elizabeth thought of their roles as queens and the roles of their counsellors; Knollys gives a typically frank view of what he thinks of Elizabeth and the problems she faces, and does not wish any of it to be hidden from the queen.

The first blast of the trumpet against the monstrous regiment of women

John Knox

(Geneva, 1558)

The kingdom appertains to our God.

Wonder it is that among so many pregnant wits as the isle of Great Britain has produced, so many godly and zealous preachers as England did sometime nourish, and among so many learned and men of grave judgement as this day by Jezebel are exiled, none is found so stout of courage, so faithful to God, nor loving to their native country, that they dare admonish the inhabitants of that isle how abominable before God is the empire or rule of a wicked woman, yes, of a traitress and bastard, and what may a people or nation, left destitute of a lawful head, do by the authority of God's Word in electing and appointing common rulers and magistrates.  That isle, alas, for the shameful revolting to Satan from Christ Jesus and from His Gospel once professed, does justly merit to be left in the hands of their own counsel and so to come to confusion and bondage of strangers.

But yet I fear that this universal negligence of such as sometimes were esteemed watchmen shall rather aggravate our former ingratitude than excuse this our universal and ungodly silence in so weighty a matter.  We see our country set forth for a prey to foreign nations; we hear the blood of our brethren, the members of Christ Jesus, most cruelly to be shed; and the monstrous empire of a cruel woman (the secret counsel of God excepted) we know to be the only occasion of all these miseries; and yet, with silence we pass the time as though the matter did nothing appertain to us...

*

*

*

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

In the probation of this proposition, I will not be so curious as to gather whatsoever may amplify, set forth or decore the same, but I am purposed, even as I have spoken my conscience in most plain and few words, so to stand content with a simple proof of every member bringing in for my witness God's ordinance in nature, His plain will revealed in His Word, and the minds of such as be most ancient among godly writers.

And first, where that I affirm the empire of a woman to be a thing repugnant to nature, I mean not only that God by the order of His creation has spoiled woman of authority and dominion, but also that man has seen, proved and pronounced just causes why that it so should be.  Man, I say, in many other cases blind, does in this behalf see very clearly.  For the causes be so manifest that they cannot be hid.  For who can deny but it repugns nature that the blind shall be appointed to lead and conduct such as do see; that the weak, the sick and impotent persons shall nourish and keep the whole and strong; and finally, that the foolish, mad and frenetic shall govern the discreet and give counsel to such as be sober of mind?  And such be all women compared to man in bearing of authority.  For their sight to civil regiment is but blindness, their strenth weakness, their counsel foolishness, and judgement frenzy, if it be rightly considered...

*

*

*

But now to the second part of nature in the which I include the revealed will and perfect ordinance of God.  And against this part of nature, I say that it does manifestly repugn that any woman shall reign or bear dominion over man.  For God, first by the order of His creations, and after by the curse and malediction pronounced against the woman by the reason of her rebellion, has pronounced the contrary.  I say that woman in her greatest perfection was made to serve and obey man, not to rule and command him. As St Paul does reason in these words, 'Man is not of the woman but the woman of the man.  And man was not created for the cause of the woman, but the woman for the cause of the man, and therefore ought the woman to have a power upon her head' (that is a coverture in sign of subjection).  Of the which words it is plain that the apostle meant that woman in her greatest perfection should have known that man was lord above her; and therefore that she should never have pretended any kind of superiority above him, no more than do the angels above God the creator or above Christ Jesus their head.  So I say that in her greatest perfection woman was created to be subject to man.

But after her fall and rebellion committed against God, there was put upon her a new necessity and she was made subject to man by the irrevocable sentence God pronounced in these words, 'I will greatly multiply your sorrow and your conception.  With sorrow shall you bear your children, and your will shall be subject to your man; and he shall bear dominion over you.'  Hereby may such as altogether be not blinded plainly see that God by his sentence has dejected all woman from empire and dominion above man...

*

*

*

And no less monstrous is the body of that commonwealth where a woman beareth empire.  For either doth it lack a lawful head (as in very deed it does) or else there is an idol exalted in the place of the true head.  An idol I call that which has the form and appearance but lacks the virtue and strength which the name and proportion do resemble and promise.  As images have face, nose, eyes, mouth, hands and feet painted, but the use of the same cannot the craft and art of man give them.  As the holy Ghost by the mouth of David teaches us, saying: 'They have eyes but they see not, mouth but they speak not, nose but they smell not, hands and feet but they neither touch nor have power to go.'  And so, I say, is every realm and nation where a woman bears dominion.  For in despite of God (He of His just judgement so giving them over into a reprobate mind) may a realm, I confess, exalt up a woman to that monstriferous honour, to be esteemed as head.  But impossible it is to man and angel to give unto her the properties and perfect offices of a lawful head.  For the same God that has denied power to the hand to speak, to the belly to hear and to the feet to see, has denied to woman power to command man and has taken away wisdom to consider and providence to foresee the things that be profitable to the commonwealth; yes, to finally, He has denied to her in any case to be head to man, but plainly has pronounced that man is head to woman, even as Christ is head to all man...

*

*

*

But just and righteous, terrible and fearful, are your judgements, O Lord!  For as sometimes thou did so punish men for unthankfulness that man ashamed not to commit villainy with man (and that because that knowing thee to be God, they glorified you not as God) even so have you most justly now punished the proud rebellion and horrible ingratitude of the realms of England and Scotland.  For when you did offer yourself most mercifully to them both, offering the means by which they might have been joined together forever in godly concord, then was the one proud and cruel and the other unconstant and fickle of promise.  But yet (alas) did miserable England further rebel against you.  For albeit you did not not cease to heap benefit upon benefit during the reign of an innocent and tender king, yet no man did acknowledge your potent hand and marvellous working. 

___________________________________________________________________
An harborowe for faithful and true subjects

John Aylmer

(Strasburg, 1559)

Happening therefore not long ago to read a little book strangely written by a stranger, to prove that the rule of women is out of rule, and not in a common wealth tolerable.  And weighing at the first what harm might come of it, and feeling as the last that is had not a little wounded the conscience of some simple, and almost cracked the duty of true obedience, I though it more than necessary to lay before men's eyes the untruth of argument, the weakness of the proofs, and the absurdity of the whole...

As we see in Euripides Polymnestor, being for his murdering of Polidor extremely punished of Hecuba and other women (who pricked out his eyes with pins) cried out not only against them that hurt him, but against the whole sex that never came near him.  And in Hippolytus, who for the fault of his stepmother Phaedra, cursed the whole kind.  So this author, seeing the torments of the martyrs, the murdering of good men, the imprisonment of innocents, the racking of the guiltless, the banishing of Christ, the receiving of Antichrist, the spoiling of subjects, the maintenance of strangers, the moving of wars, the loss of England's honour, the purchasing of hatred where we had love, the procuring of trouble where we had peace, the spending of treasure where it was needless, and, to be short, all out of joint, he could not but mislike that regiment from whence such fruits did spring.  Only in this he was not to be excused (unless he allege ignorance) that he swerved from ... the particular question to the general, as though all the government of the whole sex were against nature, reason, right and law because that the present state then through the fault of the person, and not of the sex, was unnatural, unreasonable, unjust and unlawful...

1
The arguments, as I remember, be these; not many in number, but handsomely amplified.  First that whatsoever is against nature the same in a common wealth is not tolerable, but the government of a woman is against nature.  Ergo it is not tolerable.

2
The second, whatsoever is forbidden by scripture is not lawful.  But a woman to rule is forbidden by scripture.  Ergo it is not lawful.

3
The third, if a woman may not speak in the congregation, much less she may rule.  But she may not speak in the congregation, ergo she may not rule.

4
The fourth, what the civil law forbids, that is not lawful; but the rule of a woman the civil law forbids, ergo it is not lawful.

5
The fifth, seeing there follows more inconvenience of the rule of woman then of men's government, therefore it is not to be borne in a common wealth.

6
The last, that doctors and canonists forbid it, ego it can not be good.  These (as I remember) be the props that hold up this matter, or rather the pickaxes to undermine the state.  This is the cannon shot to batter the walls of the imperial seat, and to beat the crown of the true heir's head...

Well, now to the first argument.  You say in your minor that the rule of a woman is against nature, because the woman is by nature weak, unskilful and subject to the man etc ... Nature is nothing else but a general disposition engrafted of God in all creatures for the preservation of the whole and of ever one kind, or, as Seneca said ...'Nature is nothing else but God himself, or a divine order spread throughout the whole world, and engrafted in every part of it,' as in all fire to be hot, all water moist ... unless it pleases the creator (who is the Lord of all) to alter those properties which he has given them by nature ... all which deeds be wonders and miracles, and not the work but the impediment of nature.  Now if this has so been engrafted in the nature of all men, that no woman should govern, but all women should be subjects, then were there no more to be said, the matter were ended.  But because we see by many examples, that by the whole consent of nations, by the ordinance of God, and order of law, women have reigned and those not a few, and as it was thought not against nature.  Therefore, it can not be said, that by a general disposition of nature, it has been, and is denied them to rule.  

But let us here consider, whether it be in a woman against nature to rule, as it is in a stone to move upward, or in the fire not to consume.  In the stone or in the fire is no manner of aptness, either for the one to go upward, or the other to preserve and not destroy, and neither can be done in either, without violence and outward force.  But in a woman is wit, understanding, and as Aristotle said, the same virtues that be in a man, saving that they differ ... more in the man than in the woman.  There is the same shape, the same language, and sometime more gifts in them, than in the man, as was in Artemesia (as Justinian reported) more prowess and wit to rule the army then the great monarch Xerxes.  Only we can pull from then that they be not strong of body, or commonly so courageous in mind, grant that it is so; must they therefore be utterly unmeet to rule?  Nay, if you said unmeeter than men, we would not much wrestle with you.  For as Aristotle said, the man's rule is ... more meet to rule.  But to reason thus women be not so meet as men, ergo, it is against nature, is an evil consequent.  King Edward for his years and tenderness of age was not so meet to rule as was his father, King Henry, yet was it not against nature, unless you pronounce of him as Storey both unlearnedly and impudently said ... 'Unhappy is the realm that has a child to their king', as though this word 'child' were not there a metaphor.  But take an elder, Cambises was not so meet to rule as his father, Cyrus, for he was a drunkard and cruel.  Ergo his rule was unnatural ... If it were unnatural for a woman to rule because she lacked a man's strength, then old kings which be most meet to rule for wit and experience, because they lack strength, should be unmeet for the feebleness of the body.  

Yea say you, God has appointed her to be subject to her husband ... therefore she may not be the head.  I grant that, so far as pertains to the bonds of marriage, and the office of a wife, she must be subject ; but as a magistrate she may be her husband's head.  For the scripture says not, 'Your eye must be to the man', but 'ad virum tuum', 'to your husband'.  Neither owes every woman obedience to every man, but to her own husband.  Well, if she be her husband's subject she can be no ruler.  That follows not, for the child is the father's subject, and the father the child's ruler, and as Aristotle said (whom you so much urge), his rule is ... kinglike over his child.  But the husband's is ... civil, then if the child by nature a subject, may be by law a head, yes the head of the father, and his father his subject, why may not the woman be the husband's inferior in matters of wedlock, and his head in the guiding of the common wealth?...

The second argument is this: that the scripture forbids that a woman should rule, and therefore is not tolerable, the proofs be out of the Old Testament [which Aylmer lists] ... Before that I answer particularly, I must say this to them all in general, that the scripture meddles with no civil policy further than to teach obedience.  And therefore whatsoever is brought out of the scripture concerning any kind of regiment, is without the book, pulled into the game place by the ears to wrestle whether it will or no... 

*


*

*

But if this be utterly taken from them in this place, what makes it against their government in a politic weal, where neither the woman not the man rules?  If there be no tyrants but the laws.  For as Plato said, 'That city is at the pit's brink, wherein the magistrate rules the laws, and not the laws the magistrate'.  What could any king in Israel do in that common wealth beside the policy appointed by Moses?  They be but ministers, obeyed for the law's sake, and not for their own.  Now what unableness is in a woman for the ministering of laws?  She knows not the laws, no more does your king.  She sits not in judgement, how often does your king?  Unless you call determining matters in his privy chamber, judging.  She is not meet to go to the wars, she has that be meet, and some women have gone and sped well.  She is not of so sound judgement, peradventure better, and of more learning then your king, as it happens at this time, that you can never show in all England since the conquest, so learned a king as we have now a queen.  Men will not stand in awe so much of a woman as of a man.  That is their fault and not hers.  No more will they of a child, and yet be they traitors that do disobey him ... Well a woman may not reign in England.  Better in England than anywhere, as it shall well appear to him that without affection, will consider the kind of regiment.  While I confer ours with other as it is in itself, and not maimed by usurpation, I can find none either so good or so indifferent.  The regiment of England is not a mere monarchy, as some for lack of consideration think, not a mere oligarchy, nor democracy, but a rule mixed of all these, where in each one of these have or should have like authority.  The image whereof, and the image but the thing in deed, is to be seen in the parliament house, wherein you shall find these 3 estates.  The king or queen, which represents the monarchy.  The noblemen, which be the aristocracy.  And the burgesses and knights the democracy ... In like manner [to Lacedemonia], if the parliament use their privileges, the king can ordain nothing without them.  If he do, it is his fault in usurping it, and their folly in permitting it; wherefore in my judgement those that in King Henry VIII's days would not grant him, that his proclamation should have the force of a statute, were good fathers of the country, and worthy commendation in defending their liberty.  Would God that that court of late days had feared no mean the fierceness of a woman, then they did the displeasure of such a man.  Then should they have not have stooped contrary to their oaths and allegiance to the crown, against the privilege of that house, upon their mary bones to receive the devil's blessing, brought unto them by Satan's apostle, the cardinal.  God forgive him for so doing, and them for obeying.  But to what purpose is all this?  To declare that it is not in England so dangerous a matter to have a woman ruler as men take it to be.  For first it is not she that rules but the laws, the executors whereof be her judges, appointed by her, her justices of peace and such other officers.  But she may err in choosing such; so may a king and therefore they have at their counsel at their elbow, which by travail abroad, know men how fit or unfit they be for such offices.  2.  she makes no statutes or laws, but the honourable court of parliament.  She breaks none but it must be she and they together or else not.  3. If she should judge in capital crimes, what danger were there in her womanish nature?  None at all.  For the verdict is the 12. men's, which pass upon life and death, and not hers.  Only this belongs to her ministry: that when they have found treason, murder, or felony, she utter the pain limited in the law for that kind of trespass.  Yet but this she can not do because a woman is not learned in the laws.  No more is your king, and therefore have they their ministers, which can skill if they be cruel, wicked handmakers and bribers, it is their fault and not the prince's, unless he knows them to be such and winks at it.  What may she do alone where in peril?  She may grant pardon to an offender, that is her prerogative, where if she err, it is a tolerable and pitiful error to save life.  She may misspend the revenues of the crown wantonly, so can kings do too, and commonly do, and yet may they be kings.  If on the other part, the regiment were such as all hanged upon the king's or queen's will, and not upon the laws written; if she might decree and make laws alone, without her senate.  If she judged offences according to her wisdom, and not by limitation of statutes and laws; if she might dispose alone of war and peace; if, to be short, she were a mere monarch, and not a mixed ruler, you might peradventure make me to fear the matter the more, and the less to defend the cause.  But the state being as it is or ought to be (if men were worth their ears) I can see no cause of fear, nor good reason why St Paul, forbidding her to preach, should be thought to forbid her to rule; neither St Chrystostom, Ambrose ... or Primassius writing upon that place gather any such thing as you strain out of it...

...A stranger, if he be a good man, is as dear in the sight of God, as he that is born in the middle of Edinburgh.  This I speak, not because I shoot at any one, for that were not only malapertness, but madness.  But to answer my objection, which is that realms be undone by the matching of queens with strangers.  Sicily, as the histories report, was quietly and happily governed, so long as the duke of Suervia marrying the heir, had it in quiet possession.  But after a pope of Rome, as the duke passed through Italy, to set order in Sicily had by conspiracy murdered him, it fell every day more and more to decay.  So that it stands not so much in the choosing of a stranger, as what he is that you choose.  He is one of our brethren, of he be a faithful Christian; it is manners, faith and behaviour, and not nations that make men strangers one to another.  A man in his own country, at home, if he be not of the household of faith, is a stranger.  And contrariwise, where there is one faith, one baptism, and one Christ there is narrower fraternity than if they came out of one womb.  But to conclude, we must commit all this to God, who has the hearts of rulers in his hands, as the floods of waters, and will so dispose them as shall be most to their peace, to the realm's good, and his honour.  Let us not meddle with bridling of queens in marriage this way or that; we are none of those to whom it shall be said, 'who shall give this woman?'

________________________________________________________________________

Mary’s speech to Wyatt’s rebels and London citizens, 1 Feb 1554

From: John Foxe, Acts and Monuments (London, 1563)

Now, loving subjects… I am your queen, to whom at my coronation, when I was wedded to the realm and laws of the same (the spousal ring whereof I have on my finger, which never hitherto was, nor hereafter shall be left off), you promised your allegiance and obedience unto me.  And that I am the right and true inheritor of the crown of this realm of England, I take all Christendom to witness.  My father, as ye all know, possessed the same regal state, which now rightly is descended unto me… And I say to you, on the word of a prince, I cannot tell how naturally the mother loveth the child, for I was never the mother of any; but certainly, if a prince and governor may as naturally and earnestly love her subjects, as the mother doth love the child, then assure yourselves, that I, being your lady and mistress, do as earnestly and tenderly love and favour you…

As concerning the marriage…I assure you, I am not so bent to my will, neither so precise, nor affectionate, that either for mine own pleasure I would choose where I lust, or that I am so desirous, as needs I would have one.  For God, I think him, to whom be the praise therefore, I have hitherto loved a virgin, and doubt nothing, but with God’s grace, I am able so to live still.  But if, as my progenitors have done before, it might please God that I might leave some fruit of my body behind me, to be your governor, I trust you would not only rejoice thereat, but also I know that it would be to your great comfort.

Sir Francis Walsingham to the earl of Shrewsbury (at Elizabeth’s dictation), 30 July 1582, Howard Papers

For aunswer [to a letter Mary Stewart had written to the privy council] whereunto her Majestie doth thinke it meete that you shold lett her [Mary] understand that, first, shee [Elizabeth] doth find it straunge that shee [Mary] shold directe her lettres unto her [Elizabeth’s] Counsell, as unto her principall members of this Crowne (for so doth shee [Mary] in her said lettres term them, a cowrse that hertofor hath not bene held), wherof her Majestie [Elizabeth] cannot otherwise conceave but that there shee [Mary] doth not repute her to be so absolut as that without th’assent of such whom she [Mary] termeth “principall members of the Crowne” she [Elizabeth] cannot direct her pollicie: or els, that uppon this charge given by her [Elizabeth’s] of delay used in satisfying of her [Mary’s] requests, shee [Elizabeth] wer by them to be called to an accompt.  Of which misconceipt of the said Queen [Mary] and misunderstanding of the absoluteness of her Majesties government, shee [Elizabeth] thinketh meet shee [Mary] shold by yor Lordship be better enfourmed: For although her Highnes doth carry as great regard unto her Counsell as any of her progenitors have done and hath just cause so to do in respecte of their wisdome and fidelity, yet shee [Mary] is to be let understand that they are Councellors by choice, and not by birth, whose services are no longer to be used in that publike function then it shall please her Majestie to dispose of the same: and therefore her Highnes cannot conceave to what ende a complainte should be made unto them, unless euther shee [Mary] repute her [Elizabeth] to be in her minoritye, or els doth meane to use her Councell as witnesses against her.

__________________________________________________________________

Sir Francis Knollys to Dr Thomas Wilson, 9 Jan 1578, British Library, Harleian MSS 6992 f.89r


I am here welcvmyng my frendes, the which I do as Mr Treasorer, and not as francis knollys: But I mvst returne to francis knollys agayne, when Mr Treasorer shall depart from me: And yett this welcvmyng of my frendes dothe not so possess me, that I can forgett hir majesties safetye, The which at this present dothe consist, in vigilant care, in good foresyght, and in tymely prevention of hir majesties danger: And as saynt Pawle speykethe of faythe, hoope and Charitie: so saye I, that there remayneth, vygylancye, foresyghte, And prevention, But the cheeffe of theese is preventyon, Bycawse vertue dothe consyst in action, And prevention is the tymely action of vigilancye and of good foresyghte.

Hir majestie knoethe that I am loathe to offend hyr, And I do knoe that hir majestie is loath to here me; And indede my speache hathe no grace worthie of hir majestie ears, God hathe denied it me, And therfore I am the more scylent, Althoe when I may be herde as my grosse memorie dothe serve me, Rather than my scylence shold be gyltye of hyr danger, I do vtter my vnworthie speache vnto hir majestie

I do knoe that it is fytt for all men to gyve place to her estate: But I do knoe also that yf her majestie do not suppresse and svbiectt hir owne wyll & hir owne affections vnto sownde advice of open cownsayle, in matters towchyng the preventyng of hir danger, that hir majestoe wol be vtterly overthrowne.  for whoe woll persiste in gyvyng of saffe cownsayle, yf hir majestie woll persiste in myslykyng of safe cownsayle: Naye whoe woll not rather shrynkyngly (that I may say no worse) play the partes of kyng Rychard the seconds men, than to enter into the odious offence of crossyng of hir majesties wylle.

The advoydyng of hir majesties danger dothe consyst, in the preventyng of the conqwest of the lowe cvntrees betymes; secondly, in the preventyng of the revolte in skotlan from hir majesties devotion, vnto the frenche & to the Queen of skottes.  And thirdlye in the tymely preventyng of the contemptuois growyng of the disobedienct papistes here in yngland, to hir majestie and to hir lawes, synce resfusyng to praye for hir majestie and also open treason fothe folowe thervppon.

And also yf her majestie wil be safe, she mvst cvmfort the hartes of those that be hir moste fayjthfull svbiectes; even for conscyence sake, But yf the Bisshopp of Canterburye shall be deprived, than vp stertes the pryde & practise of the papistes, 

And downe declynethe the cvmfort and strengthe of hir majesties safetye: And then kyng Richard the seconds men woll flocke into cowrte apase, and woll shoe theym selffes in theyre coulors.  from the which cvmpanye the lord blesse hir majestie, And the thynkyng there on dothe so abhorre me, that I am more fytt to dye in a pryvate lyffe than to lyve a cowrtiar vnlesse a preventyng harte maye enter into hir majestie betymes. At greys the 9th of Januarie 1577.

postscript I praye yow hyde nothyng of my letter from hir majestie
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