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ABSTRACT

“This Cursed Womb”’: The Queen as Mother on the Early Modern Stage
by
Mary Kathryn Stripling

While an early modern queen was expected to act as a stabilizing presence by
giving birth to heirs and thus securing the line of succession, an examination of the early
modern drama reveals that queens who were mothers were, on the contrary, perceived as
threats to both domestic and political stability. Dramatic representations of queen mothers
illuminate the historical and political contexts in which Queen Elizabeth, in particular,
had to negotiate her roles as both a queen and mother.

Gorboduc and Jocasta were produced in’the midst of the succession debate as
part of the widespread attempt to persuade Elizabeth to become a wife and mother. Yet
paradoxically, these plays, with their monstrously (self-)destructive mothers, could only
have reinforced Elizabeth’s notion that biological maternity and queenship were
incompatible. Despite Elizabeth’s ultimate cultivation of a metaphoric maternity,
prevailing fears of a queen mother’s power remained, as evinced by two plays produced
during the third decade of Elizabeth’s reign. Shakespeare’s King John demonstrates the
ability of savvy political women such as Constance and Eleanor, who mirror the battling
cousins Mary Queen of Scots and Elizabeth, to exploit prevailing fears about maternity in

their quests for political power. But they are killed off, just as Zenocrate, in Marlowe’s



Tamburlaine, falls prey to Tamburlaine’s anxieties about her vast influence as both a
queen and mother.

Queen Anna, the wife of James I, provides an historical example of a young
queen mother who capitalized on the power that maternity afforded her before she was
marginalized in the Jacobean court. In the last years of her life, she attempted through
masque productions, specifically Tethys’ Festival, to recover her position as the Jacobean
matriarch. Anna, like the other figures of this study, met a premature death.

These portraits of maternity suggest that Elizabeth’s decision to forego biological
motherhood, rather than ending her legacy, instead may well have preserved it. In a
culture in which a queen’s maternal power was both feared and resisted, Elizabeth,
understandably, elected to cultivate a maternity that threatened neither the patriarchy nor

her own physical well-being.
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INTRODUCTION

For those that will not permit a woman to have power over her owne

sones, will not permit her (I am assured) to have rule over a realme.
John Knox, 1558

John Knox’s loaded comment appears in his notorious manifesto First Blast of the
Trumpet Against the Monstrous Regiment of Women, published in 1558, the year Queen
Elizabeth assumed the throne. In this brief remark, Knox simultaneously dismisses the
presence of maternal power and female political power in early modern England. Despite
his attempts at self-“assurance,” Knox, along with many others, increasingly feared that
both mothers and queens were becoming palpable threats to patriarchal rule in the
domestic and political realms.

Knox’s comments suggest a relationship between the roles of the mother and
gueen in early modern England that has been all but overlooked by contemporary critics.
Despite multiple recent inquiries into the nature of both early modern maternity and early
modern queenship, scholars have neglected to explore the category of the “queen
mother.” My project intervenes in these ongoing critical discussions by focusing
specifically on the neglected figure of the queen mother in the early modern drama.’
In a period in which the identity of a clear successor to the throne was often in

doubt, a queen’s duty to give birth to a legitimate male heir assumed tremendous

importax:me.2 The many wives of Henry VIII and Henry’s own daughters, Mary and



Elizabeth, faced an inordinate amount of pressure to provide male heirs and thereby
stabilize the uncertain line of succession. Nonetheless, while queens were expected to act
as stabilizing presences through their reproductive capacities, depictions of queen
mothers in the early modemn drama reveal that these women were, in fact, perceived as
threats to both domestic and political stability. If mothers were believed capable of
“suffocating” their sons, as contemporary scholarship suggests, and women possessing
political power were commonly seen as “monstrous” or “unnatural,” as Knox himself
suggested, a woman filling both roles might be doubly stigmatized.

Motherhood, much to the chagrin of those who espoused misogynistic sentiment,
gave a queen inherent political power. Despite the desire of many, such as Knox, to
deprive women of agency within the political realm, a queen, be it consort or regnant,
held a unique position. Through the birth of a male heir, she could secure the future of the
realm. As one ambassador remarked during Mary Tudor’s reign: “the queen’s lying-in is
the foundation of everything.” Early modern ideas regarding gestation only added to a
queen’s ostensible powers. Medical treatises suggested that a mother’s temperament
could literally shape a child within the womb; a mother’s unpleasant thoughts or dreams
could deform a child. Barrenness was often perceived as punishment for a mother’s sin;
fecundity, a reward for a mother’s virtuous life. The queen was, therefore, believed to
hold inimitable power over England’s future—she could literally shape the future king or
queen, and therefore the monarchy—before ever giving birth.

Because a queen mother was credited with such powers, failure to successfully
provide a male heir could bring about her downfall. Anne Boleyn, expected to provide

Henry with a male heir, gave birth to Elizabeth and then suffered a series of miscarriages.



Many, including Henry, saw these miscarriages as evidence of Anne’s witchcraft. Her
final miscarriage was in January of 1536. By May of 1536, she was dead. While her
miscarriages may have not directly led to Anne’s conviction and execution, few scholars
doubt that if she had given birth to a male heir, Anne would never have faced charges of
any kind.*

In the midst of an environment in which queens could live or die depending on
their perceived success as mothers, Elizabeth assumed the throne. While the implications
of her decision to forego biological motherhood have been examined by early modern
scholars, no one has studied the theatrical representations of queen mother figures that
can illuminate the historical and political contexts in which she had to negotiate her two
possible roles as queen and mother. While courtly poets frequently venerated Elizabeth as
the “Virgin Queen,” and Elizabeth constructed herself as a loving metaphoric mother in
speeches to her people, the early modern drama reveals apprehensions about maternal
queenship that simmered beneath the surface. As Steven Mullaney has argued,
“Elizabethan popular drama arises out of the growing contradictions between English
society as it was in actuality and as it was portrayed by the official organs of

govemment.”5

The drama, then, unlike any other genre of its time, provided playwrights
with a public venue for reflecting anxieties pervasive in early modern culture. As Arthur
Kinney notes, the early modern theatre was “the only widespread public medium for
commentary on religious, political and social life.”® The dramas of this study suggest that

though a well chosen marital partner and biological heir would seemingly have only

secured Elizabeth’s position on the throne during a very tenuous time, her choice to



preserve her physical body and forego biological motherhood, rather than ending her
legacy, as might be expected, instead preserved it.

My dissertation spans a nearly fifty year period, 1561-1610, covering the years
from the beginning of Elizabeth’s reign through the decade following her death. Within
this period, a number of dramatic texts feature representations of maternal queenship
which, surprisingly, have been overlooked by critics. Gorboduc and Jocasta were
produced during the succession debate as part of the widespread attempt to persuade
Elizabeth to become a wife and mother. King John and Tamburlaine, plays produced in
the late 1580s and early 1590s, reveal that despite Elizabeth’s success as both a queen
and metaphoric mother, concerns about the destabilizing effects of queen mother figures
had not been fully allayed. Anna of Denmark, Elizabeth’s successor as England’s queen,
found herself struggling to reclaim her maternal role during James’s reign. Dramatic
masques such as Tethys’ Festival reveal Anna’s efforts through such display to restore

the royal family and her role within it.

Critical Contexts

The two crucial terms of my project “queen” and “mother,” have a variety of
connotations. Queen regnants, such as Elizabeth and Mary Tudor, were a rare occurrence
in English history. In fact, prior to Mary Tudor’s reign, only one queen regnant, Matilda
in the 12" century, had briefly ruled.” Tudor and Stuart drama reflects this historical
phenomenon: scarcely any sovereign queens are featured in early modern plays. Other
queen figures, including queen consorts and queen mothers, are abundant. In my project,

the word “queens,” therefore, will refer not only to queen regnants, but also to figures



such as the queen consort, or wife of the king, and the queen mother, or biological mother
to the heir to the throne. My decision to do so is in keeping with current scholarship,
including recent works such as “High and Mighty Queens” of Early Modern England
(2003), which considers a variety of representations of queenship—*“queen
regnants...queen consorts....and queen mothers,” in order to better understand “cultural
anxieties about strong women.”® Though consorts and queen mothers were obviously not
endowed with the same power as Elizabeth or Mary Tudor, their proximity to the king,
and most importantly to the heir, made them politically relevant.

Though the meaning of “mother” might appear self-evident, it is worth noting the
dual meanings the term will have in my project. Following critics such as Leah Marcus,
Carole Levin, and Louis Montrose, “mother,” will refer not only to biological mothers
but also to those women, such as Elizabeth, who developed a metaphoric maternal
relationship with their subjects. Elizabeth’s appropriation of the language of maternity
was apparent from the early years of her reign. In her 1563 address to the House of
Commons, she declared: “Though after my death you may have many stepdames, yet
shall you never have any a more natural mother than I mean to be unto you all.”” Though
the dramatic queen mothers I will consider are biological mothers, at times they function
metaphorically as well; Jocasta, for example, is such a figure to the people of Thebes.
Queen Anna was a biological mother and, as I will argue, a metaphoric mother to a group
of courtiers and artists.

My work will draw on three areas of discourse: early modern motherhood,
Elizabeth’s cultivation of a maternal persona, and early modern dramatic representations

of queenship. Though each of these areas has been the subject of extensive critical



inquiry, scholars have not considered how these areas intersect in the figure of the queen
mother. Much of the current scholarship focusing on aspects of maternity in early modern
culture owes a debt to Janet Adelman’s work, Suffocating Mothers (1992). While
Adelman, however, makes no distinction between royal mother and other dramatic
mothers, my work will focus on the unique challenge confronting a queen mother: to
provide a healthy, preferably male, heir, and thereby assure the stability of the monarch,
without threatening the patriarchy’s own power. Adelman’s work does offer insight into
the mounting anxieties confronting mothers in the early modern period. She provides a
psychoanalytic account of the “terror of maternal origin” that she argues existed in early
modern culture. As she demonstrates, the “maternal malevolence” of Shakespeare’s plays
reflects an “infantile terror” of the mother, who was believed to have the “power to make
or unmake the world and the self for her child.”"°

Critics such as Mary Beth Rose build upon Adelman’s claims'' and contextualize
dramatic maternal figures further by examining historical and cultural documents of the
day. In “Where are the Mothers in Shakespeare?” (1991) Rose argues that motherhood
was “beginning to be construed as a problematic status.” Early modern mothers were
perceived as having an inordinate amount of power over the hearts and minds of their
children. Rose concludes that, for these reasons, in early modern plays “the best mother is
an absent or dead mother.”"?

A recent collection, Maternal Measures: Figuring Caregiving in the Early
Modern Period, ed. Naomi Miller and Naomi Yavneh (2003), extends the work done by
Adelman and Rose with interdisciplinary essays that consider a “spectrum” of early

modern mothers. As Miller notes in her introductory essay, “maternal care...potentially



monstrous and self-sacrificial, was an issue not simply of physical reproduction, but of
domestic power as well.”"® Frances Dolan’s essay considers how early modern medical
treatises on reproduction, along with other writings on maternal conduct reveal “a fear of,
fascination with, and hostility toward maternal power in early modern English culture.”™

While Marernal Measures, in particular, provides me with further cultural
evidence of a pervasive fear of maternal power in the domestic sphere, it still fails to
examine how anxieties about childrearing uniquely affected queens. As I will show,
gueen mothers found themselves with seemingly conflicting responsibilities: give birth to
the heir, do not hinder his development or “suffocate” him, but also make sure that he
does not “grow out of kind,” as the children of Jocasta and Zenocrate, for example, do,
and as Elizabeth feared her own children would."

Much of the current critical discussion of Elizabeth’s maternity owes a debt to E.
C. Wilson, Frances Yates, and Roy Strong, who first examined the “cult of Elizabeth.” 16
Strong, for instance, argues that the cult of Elizabeth was “deliberately” created “to
replace the pre-Reformation externals of religion, the cult of the Virgin.”'” Adding to and
revising the ideas suggested by Strong and Yeats is Louis Montrose’s seminal work that
considers, among other issues, Elizabeth’s cultivation of a maternal persona.18 Employing
a new historicist perspective, Montrose examines how Elizabeth provided her subjects
with “ a resource for dealing with the internal residues of their relationships to the
primary maternal figures of infancy.” Montrose discusses Elizabeth’s successful
“maternal policy,” in which she fashioned herself into a singular combination of

“Maiden, Matron, and Mother.” 19



More recently, historian Carole Levin, in “The Heart and Stomach of a King”:
Elizabeth I and the Politics of Sex and Power (1994) and The Reign of Elizabeth I (2002),
has examined how Elizabeth’s approach to motherhood proved effective. Levin notes,
“By not marrying, by being both mother of no one and of everyone...Elizabeth exerted a
strong psychological hold on her subjects.”zo Lena Cowen Orlin in “The Fictional
Families of Elizabeth I”” (1995) considers the ways in which Elizabeth “insinuated and
manipulated fictional familial relationships” and used the “maternal metaphor” in
particular “to make demands of her people.”!

As these critics have demonstrated, specifically through examinations of
Elizabeth’s speeches and letters, Elizabeth established herself as a benevolent, venerated
mother to her people. The dramatic portraits of my study, however, reveal that despite
Elizabeth’s ability to develop a generally beloved maternal persona, biological maternity,
coupled with any form of political power, still proved threatening. Elizabeth, perhaps
aware of such apprehensions, cleverly elected to be a “mother” without enduring the
vagaries of pregnancy and childbirth.*> As my study shows, other queen figures, both
fictional and historical, inevitably fall short in comparison with Elizabeth’s successful
model of maternity.

Surprisingly, a relatively small amount of work has been produced focusing on
queens within the early modern drama.” Theodora Jankowski’s text Women in Power the
Early Modern Drama (1992) works to address this omission; her interest is “in
exploring...the potential disruption of gender identity that occurs when a woman is placed

in a masculine position.”** Jankowski’s work draws attention to scholarly neglect of

dramatic queen figures. While she focuses on queens such as Shakespeare’s Cleopatra,



whose maternity is largely irrelevant, I will concentrate on female characters who are
politically powerful because of their roles as mothers.

Lisa Hopkins’ recent work, Writing Renaissance Queens (2002), considers texts
written by and about Elizabeth and Mary Stuart along with dramatic representations of
queen figures. She concludes that “from John Knox to John Ford...[dramatic]
representations of female rule seem to be characterized primarily by dislike, distrust and
an obsession with sexuality.”> As Hopkins notes, “every queen is seen as potentially a
quean [whore].” Hopkins’ attention to the paranoia surrounding a queen’s potential
lasciviousness figures prominently in my work. I focus, however, especially in my
examination of King John, on how such paranoia gave queen mothers inherent power—

for they were the only ones certain of the heir’s paternity.

Chapter Summary

My first chapter, “Elizabethan Constructions of Maternity,” examines the
previously undiscussed representations of maternal figures in plays performed early in
Elizabeth’s reign during the succession debate. As many scholars have suggested, Queen
Elizabeth’s decision to eschew biological maternity in favor of “metaphoric” maternity
may have resulted in no small part from witnessing the precarious nature of royal
maternity. Physical mutilation, death, and disease plagued her mother, sister, and
stepmothers, as they strove to fulfill their queenly duties of providing heirs. The early
modern drama, however, also presented Elizabeth with similarly dismal models of

maternal queenship. Of particular importance are those dramatic constructions of
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maternity specifically staged in the midst of the succession debate that, ironically, only
reinforced Elizabeth’s notion of the incompatibility of royalty and biclogical maternity.

As Marie Axton has noted, the Inns of Court performed a series of plays,
including Thomas Norton and Thomas Sackville’s Gorboduc (1561) and George
Gascoigne’s Jocasta (1566), with the intention of urging Elizabeth to marry and
procreate. Rather than persuading Elizabeth to embrace domesticity, however, these early
didactic dramas confirmed the very fears Elizabeth voiced regarding parenting. She
articulated one such fear to Parliament: “For although I be never so careful of your well
doings, and mind ever so to be, yet may my issue grow out of kind, and become perhaps
ungracious.” Both Jocasta and Gorboduc confront Elizabeth with versions of her
maternal nightmare. The plays depict queen mothers who produce sons who “grow out of
kind,” and the destruction redounds not only upon the mothers, as Elizabeth feared, but
also upon the sons themselves—a fate which did not bode well for a nation obsessed with
royal succession.

In contrast to these examples of disastrous biological maternity, Elizabeth
cultivated a maternal persona unlike any of the models presented to her, either by
historical predecessors or dramatic constructions. Such adaptability allowed Elizabeth to
both marry and mother her people “metaphorically,” and therefore avoid the fatal
consequences that so many historical and literary royal mothers confronted. In so doing,
Elizabeth, long acknowledged as one who redefined queenship for the early modern
period, redefined maternity as well.

In Chapter Two, “Warring Mothers in King John,” I consider two of

Shakespeare’s most neglected female characters, Constance and Eleanor. Produced three
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decades following the Inns of Court plays, Shakespeare’s early history play chronicles
the fight for power between two warring queen mothers, who, as I argue, represent
Elizabeth and Mary Queen of Scots. Both Constance and Eleanor demonstrate for the
male characters within the play and for the Elizabethan audience the destabilizing
potential of queen mother figures—mothers who have the exclusive knowledge of the
legitimacy of the heirs who claim the English throne. Like their historical counterparts,
Mary and Elizabeth, Constance and Eleanor are warring kinswomen who employ
maternity for their own political purposes.

In their standoff, these mothefs engage in a battle in which they dare to dictate the
language of male discourse, engage in a public debate ovrer their own purity, and question
the very legitimacy of each other’s children. The freedom in which they engage in
political discourse, typically reserved for men, reflects their unbridled status as widows.
Unsupervised by husbands, these women engage in a loquaciousness often associated
with widowhood and sexual experience in the early modern period. In so doing, they
constantly remind the male characters who surround them of their sexually available, and
experienced, status.

Despite Eleanor and Constance’s efforts to remake the conflict as a war between
two women, both characters are abruptly killed offstage in act four of the play, so that
Shakespeare can restore the play’s exclusively male political world. Constance’s dreams
of political power are dashed, and she, like Mary Queen of Scots, ultimately fails to
capitalize successively on her role as biological mother to a claimant of the English

throne.
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Chapter Three, “Tamburlaine’s Domestic Threat,” reveals that even in a world in
which a powerful, despotic male ruler is present (unlike in King John or in Elizabeth’s
England), queen mother figures—even a queen consort like Zenocrate—pose a
destabilizing threat. While Constance and Eleanor in King John exploit the fears
surrounding maternity for their own purposes, I believe Zenocrate ultimately falls prey to
Tamburlaine’s own anxieties about her vast influence as both a queen and mother.
Despite Tamburlaine’s deification of Zenocrate, and his sons’ devotion to their mother,
Tamburlaine’s apprehensions about her power prompt him to eradicate the maternal
presence in his world and strive to replace it altogether.

Tamburlaine’s saga appears in two parts, and Zenocrate undergoes a
transformation between the two plays. While in the first play she is consistently
associated with a virginal, chaste body, what Mikhail Bakhtin would categorize as the
classic body, when she appears in part two, she has borne three sons. Marlowe’s decision
to conceal Zenocrate when she is at her largest and at her most “grotesque” is in keeping
with early modern anxieties surrounding the pregnant body. When she appears for the
first time in part two, she is positioned on the throne surrounded by her adoring sons—
and Tamburlaine soon senses, and resents, the strong connection that exists between his
sons and his wife. Conveniently for Tamburlaine, Zenocrate suddenly, inexplicably, falls
ill early in part two and dies. Immediately following Zenocrate’s death, Tamburlaine
takes steps to supplant her role in the familial unit, and I argue, begins a process of
metaphorically “rebirthing” his sons.

With my fourth chapter, “Recuperating Maternity: Queen Anna’s Masques,” [

turn to a historical figure, Queen Anna, who faced the unenviable task of succeeding
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Elizabeth as England’s queen. My interest in Anna, a subject of recent critical inquiry,
centers on her displacement from her maternal role—and her efforts to recuperate it.
Though devoid of Elizabeth’s political power, Anna, as a biological mother to not one but
two viable male heirs, provided England with its first secure line of succession in
generations. As a young mother, Anna capitalized on the power that her position as queen
mother afforded her. Despite royal tradition, and James’s own insistence that Anna not
raise the royal heir, she staged a siege on the castle in which her young son was being
raised, and demanded custody. She was ultimately successful.

Despite this ostensible victory, however, Anna’s role as the royal matriarch was
jeopardized. James assumed the role of both mother and father to the English people, and
thus denied her the opportunity to establish herself as a political mother figure. More
importantly, however, James cultivated a familial unit that excluded Anna by displacing
her with his favorite male courtiers. Adding to Anna’s difficulties was Queen Elizabeth’s
continued relevance in the Jacobean court, which threatened not only Anna’s own
success as the new queen, but also her relationship with her own children. As I argue,
through her production of masques, in particular Tethys’ Festival, Anna took steps to
recover her position as the royal mother.

Anna discovered that artistic endeavors allowed her the opportunity to cultivate a
court of her own to rival the homosocial court that James fostered. Though the patronage
of a variety of artists, especially poet/playwright Samuel Daniel, Anna fostered a
surrogate family that allowed her to mother both artists and courtiers. Anna still yearned,

however, to reclaim her role in James’s life and his court, as her efforts in Tethys’
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Festival demonstrate. Anna’s attempts vltimately failed: James’s marginalization of Anna
continued until her death.

The dramatic queen mothers of my project are a varied group of women—some,
such as Videna, Constance, and Eleanor, seek royal power; others, such as Jocasta and
Zenocrate, prioritize their roles as mothers above any political ambition. All of these
women, however, are depicted as both threats to the domestic realms in which they
mother and destabilizing forces within the political realms in which they reside—and all
of these women are dead before the conclusion of the plays in which they appea:r.26
Mirroring the fate of the historical queen mothers Elizabeth herself had witnessed, these
doomed figures remind us of the precarious roles Elizabeth successfully negotiated.
Presented with such compelling evidence of the prevailing antipathy directed toward

queen mothers, Elizabeth, understandably, elected to cultivate a maternity that threatened

neither the patriarchy nor her own physical well-being.
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NOTES

'We see queen mothers “killed off” not only in the works that I discuss, but also in
plays featuring the best known female characters of the period, including Harmler,
Macbeth, and Antony and Cleopatra. For my study, 1 have deliberately chosen plays that

are often overlooked but that provide us with rich examples of queen mothers.

2Mamy factors contributed to the often uncertain line of succession in Tudor
England. Much of the confusion during the period stemmed from Henry VIII’s indecision
and his frequent revisions of the Act of Succession: sometimes excluding his daughters,

deeming them illegitimate, sometimes restoring them to the line of succession.

3Quoted in H. F. M. Prescott, Mary Tudor (London:1952), 307.

“See especially E. W. Ives, Anne Boleyn (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1986), 335-57;
and Retha Warnicke, The Rise and Fall of Anne Boleyn: Family Politics at the Court of
Henry VIII (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), 191-233.

>Steven Mullaney, The Place of the Stage: License, Play, and Power in Renaissance

England (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1988), 52.

S Arthur Kinney, “Introduction: The Dramatic World of the Renaissance,” in A
Companion to Renaissance Drama, ed. Arthur Kinney (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers,

2002), 1-10, 2.

"Prior to Mary’s accession, Lady Jane Grey was also proclaimed queen regnant. Her

rule, of course, lasted only nine days.
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%High and Mighty Queens” of Early Modern England, ed. Carole Levin, Jo
Eldridge Carney, and Debra Barrett-Graves (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2003), 4.

9“Queen Elizabeth’s Answer to the Commons’ Petition that She Marry, January 28,
1563, in Elizabeth I Collected Works, ed. Leah S. Marcus, Janel Mueller, and Mary
Beth Rose (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000), 70-2, 72.

3anet Adelman, Suffocating Mothers: Fantasies of Maternal Origin in

Shakespeare’s Plays, “Hamlet” to “The Tempest” (New York: Routledge, 1992), 4.

""Mary Beth Rose’s “Where Are the Mothers in Shakespeare? Options for Gender
Representation in the English Renaissance,” (Shakespeare Quarterly 42, no. 3 [1991]:
291-314) appeared a year before Adelman’s complete work, but Rose cites two earlier

essays by Adelman which are the foundation of Adelman’s book.

2Rose, p. 301. Another work that has contributed to a better understanding of
motherhood in early modern England is Patricia Crawford’s “The Construction and
Experience of Maternity in Seventeenth-Century England,” in Women as Mothers in Pre-
Industrial England, ed. Valerie Fildes (Llondon: Routledge, 1990), 3-38.

BNaomi Miller, “Mothering Others: Caregiving as Spectrum and Spectacle in the
Early Modern Period,” in Maternal Measures: Figuring Caregiving in the Early Modern
Period, ed. Miller and Naomi Yavneh (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2000), 1-25, 7.

" Frances Dolan, “Marian Devotion and Maternal Authority in Seventeenth-Century

England,” in Maternal Measures, 282-92, 283.

BWithin the first year of her reign, Elizabeth expressed her reservations about

biological children: “For although I be never so careful of your well doings, and mind
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ever so to be, yet may my issue grow out of kind, and become perhaps ungracious” (Qtd.
in Anne Somerset, Elizabeth I [London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 19911, 97).

'SElkin Calhoun Wilson, England’s Eliza (New York: Octagon, 1966); Frances A.
Yates, “Queen Elizabeth as Astraea,” Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes 10
(1947): 27-82; Roy Strong, The Cult of Elizabeth: Elizabethan Portraiture and Pageantry
(London: Thames and Hudson, 1977).

”Strong, 16.

"*1 ouis Montrose, “‘Shaping Fantasies’: Figurations of Gender and Power in

Elizabethan Culture,” Representations 2 (1983): 61-94,
YMontrose, 63, 80.

PCarole Levin “Power, Politics, and Sexuality: Images of Elizabeth I,” in The
Politics of Gender in Early Modern Europe, ed. Jean R. Brink, Allison Coudert and
Maryanne Horowitz (Ann Arbor: Edwards Brothers, 1989), 95-110, 95, 108; Levin, “The
Heart and Stomach of a King”: Elizabeth I and the Politics of Sex and Power
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1994); Levin, The Reign of Elizabeth I
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CHAPTER ONE

RNITY: THE ELIZABETHAN SUCCESSION

CONFIGURA

DEBATE

Bestow the bonds of your modesty on a husband...For then a little Henry
will play in the palace for us.

Sir Thomas Challoner, in the dedication of a book
presented to Queen Elizabeth, 1560

In the early days of Queen Elizabeth’s reign, many English subjects, though
pleased with the relatively smooth transition following Mary Tudor’s rule, immediately
became nervous about the naming of the next successor. After the rapid succession of
four monarchs in eleven years, many of Elizabeth’s subjects were understandably anxious
that she was without an heir, and so they urged her to rectify the situation—ideally
through marriage and childbirth.! As the above epigraph illustrates, the nobility proposed
an idealized version of motherhood to Elizabeth: one in which a “little Henry will play in
the palace,” succession will be secured, and all will be well. Elizabeth would have been
hard pressed, however, to find contemporary examples of such a positive royal maternal
expen?.ence.z Elizabeth knew only too well that her own mother died in her efforts to
provide a “little Henry,” and that Jane Seymour, who finally provided Henry with a male
heir, died from complications in childbirth. Elizabeth’s sister, Mary, humiliated herself

by mistakenly professing to be pregnant, and died—most likely from a gynecological



20

form of cancer.’ Catherine Parr, Elizabeth’s father’s last wife and perhaps her closest
~maternal figure, faced infertility most of her life, finally gave birth, and subsequently
died.*

Despite this history of tragic royal maternity, Elizabeth’s subjects were endlessly
fascinated with the possibility of Elizabeth becoming a mother. Rumors regarding
Elizabeth’s maternity preoccupied subjects of every social strata, as numerous
speculations circulated around England. A number of commoners were punished for
gossiping that Elizabeth had given birth to several illegitimate children, perhaps fathered
by Robert Dudley; at the same time the Spanish Ambassador repeated rumors that
Elizabeth was physically incapable of copulation and procreation.’

Yet Elizabeth ultimately aspired to achieve, through her connection with her
subjects, a relationship which would dwarf any biological maternity she might
experience. Scholars have long debated whether her decision to eschew biological
maternity in favor of metaphoric maternity might have resulted from witnessing the
precarious nature of maternity.° Physical mutilation, death, and disease plagued her
mother, sister, and stepmothers, as they strove to fulfill their queenly duties by providing
heirs. However, this debate has overlooked early modern dramas that presented Elizabeth
with similarly dire models of maternal queenship. Of particular importance are those
dramatic constructions of maternity staged in the midst of the succession debate that,
ironically, reinforced Elizabeth’s notion of the incompatibility of royalty and biclogical
maternity rather than convincing her to reproduce. A series of plays by the Inns of Court’
were performed with the intention of urging Elizabeth to marry and procreate, including

Thomas Norton and Thomas Sackville’s Gorboduc (1561) and George Gascoigne’s
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Jocasta (1566), yet these productions presented Elizabeth with images of dysfunctional
maternity. An examination of these early didactic dramas reveals that these plays, rather
than persuading Elizabeth to embrace domesticity, instead confirmed the very fears
Elizabeth voiced regarding parenting, most specifically that the presence of a viable heir
during her reign would be equivalent to “burying alive” the monarch.® Elizabeth, instead,
cultivated a maternal persona unlike any of the biological models presented to her, either
by historical predecessors or dramatic constructions, and thus negotiated a place for
herself alongside that other Tudor icon, her father, Henry VIII. In so doing, Elizabeth,
long acknowledged as one who redefined queenship for the early modern period,

redefined maternity as well.

I. Gorboduc: “The Wretched Name of Mother”

As early as 1559, only a year into Elizabeth’s rule, Parliament began calling on
their queen to marry. Elizabeth resolutely resisted Parliament’s discussion of such
matters. Members of the aristocracy, however, as Marie Axton notes, discovered another
forum for the succession debate through “the Christmas entertainments of the Inns of

Court.”

By setting their dramas in either ancient England (Gorboduc) or mythical
Thebes (Jocasta), lawyers of these establishments discreetly produced plays that were in
keeping with the 1559 Proclamation which forbade plays dealing with the “governance of
the estate of the common weale,” and developed, as Axton describes it, “their own

distinctive kind of politic criticism.”*
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Norton and Sackville’s Gorboduc, according to Axton and many subsequent
critics,'! cautions Elizabeth about the dangers of uncertain succession through the failures
of King Gorboduc. After dividing the kingdom between his two sons, Ferrex and Porrex,
and ignoring his counselors’ sage advice, Gorboduc’s family, and then his country, fall
apart. Porrex kills Ferrex, the queen mother, Videna, kills Porrex, and the people revolt
and kill both Gorboduc and Videna. This precursor of King Lear serves as a cautionary
tale to rulers—accept the counsel of advisers, and never leave a kingdom vulnerable by a
lack of a successor.

Since Axton’s groundbreaking work, other scholars have discovered an
eyewitness account of the first performance of Gorboduc confirming that it not only deals
directly with succession, but more specifically with royal marriage. Norman Jones and
Paul Whitfield White note that “one extraordinary revelation is that the Inner Temple
performance of Gorboduc directly addressed the controversial issue of royal marriage.”"?
In particular, they contend that Robert Dudley, who sponsored the production, hoped
Gorboduc would awaken the queen to the dangers of a foreign marriage such as that
presented by Eric of Sweden, a leading royal suitor at the time, and instead favor himself.

While Norton and Sackville ostensibly hoped to nudge Elizabeth closer to
embracing matrimony and subsequently motherhood, they curiously depict the queen
mother, Videna, as the catalyst behind the familial conflict—a deviation from their source
material. Though the story of Gorboduc had been told multiple times prior to Norton and
Sackville’s rendition in many forms and genres, as Irby Cauthen notes in the introduction

to his edition of the play, “The play is ultimately based on the story of Gorbodugo in
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Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Histories of the Kings of Britain.”"> A lengthy excerpt from
Monmouth’s account highlights a crucial decision made by Sackville and Norton:

Unto {Gorboduc] [sic] were two sons born, whereof the one was called Ferrex and
the other Porrex. But when their father began to verge upon eld, a contention
arose betwixt the twain as to which should succeed him in the kingdom. Howbeit,
Porrex, spurred on thereunto by a more grasping covetise, layeth snares for his
brother with a design of slaying him, whereupon Ferrex, when the matter was
discovered unto him, betook himself across the Channel into Gaul, and..returned
and fought against his brother. In this battle betwixt them, Ferrex was slain
together with the entire host that accompanied him. Thereupon the mother, whose
name was Widen, which she learnt the certainty of her son’s death, was beyond
measure troubled, and conceived a bitter hatred of the other, for she loved the one
that was slain better of the twain, and so hotly did her wrath blaze up by reason of
his death, that she was minded to revenge it upon his brother."
A protracted delay of any mention of the queen mother is clear; the first sentence omits
her involvement at all in the births of Porrex and Ferrex, “unto [Gorboduc] were two sons
bom,” and Videna, or “Widen” is not mentioned until the ninth line of the text. More
importantly, however, is her absence from the pivotal action of the play. The father’s
“verge upon eld” causes “contention” between the sons, and only after Porrex kills Ferrex
does Videna “conceivel]...a bitter hatred of the other [Porrex].” Though Videna, even in
Monmouth’s account, always loved her elder son better than her younger son, there is no
indication that she took any part in the political strategies that led to the dissolution of the
royal family.
In Norton and Sackville’s play, however, though Gorboduc errs by dividing his

kingdom and dallying with primogeniture by giving equal parts of the country to both of

his sons, Videna is the actual instigator of familial discord. Scholars have ignored
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Videna’s initial actions in the play, and in fact seem to overlook the first scene of the play
altogether. Jacqueline Vanhoutte, for instance, remarks, “The play beings with King
Gorboduc’s decision to abdicate in favor of his two sons, Ferrex and Porrex.” *° The play
actually begins, however, with a scene in which Videna instigates discord between her
older son and his father and younger brother. In doing so, Videna exemplifies maternal
monstrosity, manifesting so many of the anxieties that early modern culture associated
with motherhood.

As Janet Adelman and others have argued, motherhood, independent of any royal
influence, was itself viewed with trepidation throughout the early modern peniod.16 As
Adelman notes in her examination of Shakespeare’s canon, “The womb takes on a
malevolent power quite divorced from the largely powerless women who might be
supposed to embody it.” Infancy was “both dangerous and long” and these “conditions of
infancy would have intersected with cultural representations of the female body to mark
that body as the site of deformation and vulnerability.”’” Nor did the mother escape
negative connotations as the child matured. Misogynistic writings enforced the notions of
the dangerous mother. Juan Luis Vives in his Instruction of a Christen Woman insists that
mothers resist any urge to pamper their children, “For cherysshyng marreth the sonmes.”'®
Thus, mothers were seen as potentially debilitating figures, especially for male children.
As Christine Coch notes, “considerable social pressure pushed male children out of the
mother’s private sphere and into the public realm of men. The mother who sought o keep
her son close effeminized him and thwarted social order.”"® Mothers accused of hindering
the development of otherwise strong, healthy males, were effectively “suffocating,” to

use Adelman’s term, their sons. Anxiety about such “suffocation” prompted, especially in






