
Elizabeth 1, Queen of England
1533 – 1603

One of the most famous monarchs in European history,
Queen Elizabeth I presided over a vigorous culture that

saw notable accomplishments in the arts, voyages of discovery,
the “Elizabethan settlement” that created the Church of
England, and the defeat of military threats from Spain. Her
shrewd political mind helped sustain her country in a time of
occasional famine, widespread poverty, intermittent plague, and
deep religious and political divisions; she also, if sometimes
reluctantly, supported the beginnings of an empire that would
flourish over the next 350 years. Elizabeth was also a precocious
writer, penning translations even in her childhood and later
composing poetry and speeches.

Elizabeth was the product of a controversial union, that of
Henry VIII and Anne Boleyn. Some months before giving
birth on 7 September 1533 Boleyn became the king’s second
wife. In 1534, Pope Clement VII, who had waffled for a few
years, officially confirmed his refusal to annul Henry’s

marriage to his first wife, Catherine of Aragon. Henry responded by declaring himself head of the
English Church, but many in and out of the government refused to recognize either his right to do
this or the validity of his new marriage. A significant portion of the population therefore considered
Elizabeth illegitimate, and throughout her reign many of those loyal to the Roman Catholic Church
continued to dispute her right to the throne.

At first Henry designated Elizabeth as his heir. However, after her mother fell from favor and was
executed in 1536, Elizabeth’s political fortunes turned (much as they had for her older half-sister,
Mary). Henry married Jane Seymour and had a son, Edward, who was named King after Henry died
in 1547. Orphaned, Elizabeth was cared for by Henry’s last wife, Catherine Parr, and her new
husband, Thomas Seymour. Catherine made sure that Elizabeth received a fine education, hiring a
number of prominent tutors, including the distinguished humanist Roger Ascham.

Young Edward VI proved to be sickly, dying in 1553 before his sixteenth birthday. Various
political maneuvers ensued, but eventually Elizabeth’s half-sister Mary was crowned Queen. Mary I
was a staunch Catholic who wanted to undo the reforms of her father as well as the explicitly
Protestant changes made by Edward, and she attempted to convince Elizabeth to convert to
Catholicism. Whether from sincere reluctance or awareness that she was the Protestant hope, or both,
Elizabeth was prudently ambiguous about her religious beliefs, so on 17 March 1554, fearful of plots
against her throne, Mary had her imprisoned in the Tower of London. There she stayed for two
months before being transferred into custody at Woodstock Castle, a dilapidated hunting lodge in
Oxfordshire, where she remained for almost a year.

When Mary died on 17 November 1558, childless in her marriage to Philip II of Spain, Elizabeth
was named Queen. She was crowned on 15 January 1559, after elaborate London celebrations, in
Westminster Abbey. As Queen, Elizabeth proved to be a strong and cunning leader. Early in her reign
she worked hard to solidify her rule, thwarting assassination attempts and Catholic plots to install her
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cousin, Mary Stuart, as queen. Elizabeth took a more moderate approach to England’s religious
conflicts than had her predecessors. She reinstated the reforms instituted by her father and brother,
but she eschewed Edward’s Calvinist militancy as well as Mary’s punitive conservatism. She also
displayed her acumen in domestic politics, manipulating her advisors as a means of maintaining her
own control and playing the Petrarchan mistress or virgin goddess to encourage her courtiers’ and
subjects’ loyalty and affection. Internationally, although she did send money and men to help Henri
IV to the French throne and to help the Dutch expel the Spanish, she largely withdrew England from
costly involvement in foreign conflicts. Ireland was another matter, and Elizabeth’s government
engaged in an often bloody struggle to suppress Irish revolts against English rule.

Throughout the first half of her reign, Elizabeth was under pressure from advisors and Parliament
to marry and produce an heir. She resisted, no doubt aware that any spouse would exert considerable
influence over her. She entertained many suitors, English and foreign, but declared that she preferred
being married to England.

Elizabeth’s writings provide glimpses into her mind, although as a princess or queen she knew she
was always on stage and without real privacy. Her lines written on a window frame during her
captivity at Woodstock (1555) cry for justice, for example, while “On Monsieur’s Departure” (c.
1581; “Monsieur” is almost certainly her suitor the Duc d’Anjou, brother to the French king) shows
her romantic side—or its political simulation. In her so-called “Golden Speech,” her farewell speech
to Parliament given on 30 November 1601, Elizabeth speaks frankly about the burdens of queenship:
“to be a king and wear a crown is a thing more glorious to them that see it than it is pleasant to them
that bear it.” The queen also translated various works, including passages from Boethius’ Consolation
of Philosophy, and made the first English translation of Horace’s “Art of Poetry.”

Elizabeth overcame the uncertainty that surrounded her accession to become enormously popular,
even with many Catholics; she came to be known to her subjects as “Good Queen Bess.” She died
on 24 March 1603 at almost seventy, having ruled England for nearly 45 years. She was buried in
Westminster Abbey and was succeeded by James VI of Scotland, the Protestant son of Mary Stuart,
who reigned as James I. zzz

Written on a Wall at Woodstock 1

Oh fortune, thy wresting2 wavering state
 Hath fraught with cares my troubled wit,

Whose witness this present prison late
Could bear, where once was joy’s loan quit.3

Thou causedst the guilty to be loosed5

From bands where innocents were enclosed,
And caused the guiltless to be reserved,
And freed those that death had well deserved.
But herein can be nothing wrought,
So God send to my foes as they have thought.10

—c. 1554–55

1 Wall This poem is variously noted as being written on a wall, a
shutter, and a window frame. Writing poetry or proverbs on these
surfaces was not uncommon in the period;  Woodstock Elizabeth,
under suspicion for involvement in Sir Thomas Wyatt the Younger’s
plots against Mary, was placed under house arrest at Woodstock.
2 wresting Struggling, twisting.
3 joy’s loan quit The lease of joy repaid.
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Written in Her French Psalter 1

No crooked leg, no bleared eye,
 No part deformed out of kind,

Nor yet so ugly half can be
As is the inward suspicious mind.

—1565

The Doubt of Future Foes 2

The doubt of future foes exiles my present joy,
And wit me warns to shun such snares as

threaten mine annoy,
For falsehood now doth flow, and subjects’ faith

doth ebb,
Which should not be if reason ruled or wisdom

weaved the web.
But clouds of joys untried do cloak aspiring minds,5

Which turn to rain of late repent by changed
course of winds.

The top of hope supposed the root upreared shall be,
And fruitless all their grafted guile, as shortly ye shall see.
Their dazzled eyes with pride, which great ambition

blinds,
Shall be unsealed by worthy wights° whose people10

foresight falsehood finds.   
The daughter of debate3 that discord aye doth sow
Shall reap no gain where former rule still peace hath

taught to grow.
No foreign banished wight shall anchor in this port;
Our realm brooks° not seditious sects, let     tolerates

them elsewhere resort.

My rusty sword through rest4 shall first his edge employ15

To poll° their tops that seek such change or    crop or cut

gape for future joy.
—c. 1568–71

On Monsieur’s Departure 5

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,5

Since from myself another self I turned.

My care is like my shadow in the sun,
Follows me flying, flies when I pursue it,
Stands and lies by me, doth what I have done.
His too familiar care doth make me rue° it.     regret10

No means I find to rid him from my breast,
Till by the end of things it be suppressed.

Some gentler passion slide into my mind,
For I am soft and made of melting snow,
Or be more cruel, love, and so be kind.15

Let me or float or sink, be high or6 low,
Or let me live with some more sweet content,
Or die, and so forget what love ere meant.

—c. 1582

Poems Exchanged between Sir Walter Ralegh 
and Elizabeth I

Elizabeth frequently engaged in light-hearted
exchanges of verse with members of her circle. This
exchange (which survives in a number of manuscript
copies) is believed to date from 1587, at which time

1 Psalter Translation or version of the Book of Psalms. This poem
is inscribed in the last leaf of Elizabeth’s French psalter.
2 Doubt Dread or fear;  Future Foes This poem was written in
response to the threat to Elizabeth’s rule from Mary, Queen of Scots.
Mary believed she had a legitimate claim to the throne of England
and became the focal point of Catholic protests against Elizabeth.
This was probably written shortly after Mary’s flight from Scotland
to England in 1568, as it appeared in commonplace books early in
the 1570s, though the poem has been understood as a response to
Mary’s execution in 1587.
3 The daughter of debate Mary, Queen of Scots.

4 rusty sword through rest The sword is rusty because unused.
5 On Monsieur’s Departure This poem was written in response to
the final departure of Elizabeth’s French suitor, François, duc
d’Anjou, in 1582.
6 or … or Either … or.
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the Earl of Essex was becoming more and more a
favorite of the queen; the exchange reflects Ralegh’s
concern that he might therefore be losing in favor.

[Ralegh to Elizabeth]

Fortune hath taken away my love,
My life’s joy and my soul’s heaven above.

Fortune hath taken thee away, my princess,
My world’s joy and my true fantasy’s mistress.

Fortune hath taken thee away from me;5

Fortune hath taken all by taking thee.
Dead to all joys, I only live to woe:
So is Fortune become my fantasy’s foe.

In vain, my eyes, in vain ye waste your tears;
In vain my sighs, the smoke of my despairs,10

In vain you search the earth and heaven above.
In vain you search, for Fortune keeps my love.

Then will I leave my love in Fortune’s hand:
Then will I leave my love in worldings’ band,1

And only love the sorrows due to me—15

Sorrow, henceforth, that shall my princess be—

And only joy that Fortune conquers kings.
Fortune, that rules the earth and earthly things,
Hath taken my love in spite of Virtue’s might:
So blind a goddess did never Virtue right.2 20

With wisdom’s eyes had but blind Fortune seen,
Then had my love, my love forever been.
But love, farewell—though Fortune conquer thee,
No fortune base° nor frail shall alter me. low

[Elizabeth to Ralegh]

Ah, silly Pug,3 wert thou so sore afraid?
Mourn not, my Wat,° nor be thou so Walter

dismayed.
It passeth° fickle Fortune’s power and skill exceeds

To force my heart to think thee any ill.
No Fortune base, thou sayest, shall conquer thee?5

And may so blind a witch so conquer me?
No, no, my Pug, though° Fortune were not blind, even if

Assure thyself she could not rule my mind.
Fortune, I know, sometimes doth conquer kings,
And rules and reigns on earth and earthly things,10

But never think Fortune can bear the sway
If virtue watch, and will her not obey.
Ne° chose I thee by fickle Fortune’s rede,4 nor

Ne she shall force me alter with such speed
But if to try this mistress’ jest with thee.515

Pull up thy heart, suppress thy brackish tears,
Torment thee not, but put away thy fears.
Dead to all joys and living unto woe,
Slain quite by her that ne’er gave wise men blow,
Revive again and live without all dread,20

The less afraid, the better thou shalt speed.6

—written c. 1587 

1 in worldings’ band Held by [others] on earth.
2 So blind … right So blind a goddess [as Fortune] has never done
right by Virtue. (The goddess Fortuna was often portrayed wearing
a blindfold.)

3 Pug Term of endearment commonly used during this era;
Elizabeth often employed it in addressing Ralegh.
4 by fickle Fortune’s rede As a result of any decision made by
untrustworthy Fortune.
5 But if … with thee In their edition of Elizabeth’s works, Leah S.
Marcus, Janel Mueller, and Mary Beth Rose note that the line
following this one is left blank in some (though not all) manuscripts
of the poem. They suggest two possibilities: that a line may be
missing, which would explain the absence of a rhyme for “thee” (line
15); or that Elizabeth may have intended a break between sections,
in which case “thee” would have been intended as a near-rhyme with
“rede” (line 13) and “speed” (line 14). 
6 The less … speed The less afraid you are, the better you will do.
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When I Was Fair and Young 1

When I was fair and young, and favour graced me,
Of many was I sought their mistress for to be,

But I did scorn them all and answered them therefore,
“Go, go, go, seek some other where. Importune me no

more.”

How many weeping eyes I made to pine with woe,5

How many sighing hearts I have no skill to show,
But I the prouder grew and still this spake therefore,
“Go, go, go, seek some other where. Importune

me no more.”

Then spake fair Venus’ son,2 that proud victorious boy,
Saying, “You dainty dame, for that you be so coy,10

I will so pluck your plumes as you shall say no more,
‘Go, go, go, seek some other where. Importune

me no more.’”

When he had spoke these words, such change grew in
my breast

That neither night nor day since that I could take any
rest.

Wherefore I did repent that I had said before,15

“Go, go, go, seek some other where. Importune me no
more.”

—1589–90

To Our Most Noble and Virtuous Queen
Katherine, Elizabeth Her Humble Daughter
Wishes Perpetual Felicity and Everlasting Joy3

Not only knowing the affectionate will and fervent
zeal which your highness hath toward all godly

learning, as also my duty toward you (most gracious and
sovereign princess), but knowing also that pusillanimity4

and idleness are most repugnant unto a reasonable
creature and that (as the philosopher5 saith) even as an
instrument of iron or of other metal waxeth soon rusty
unless it be continually occupied,6 even so shall the wit
of a man or woman wax dull and unapt to do or
understand anything perfectly unless it be always
occupied upon some manner of study, which things
considered hath moved so small a portion as God hath
lent me to prove what I could do. And therefore have I
as for assay7 or beginning (so following the right noble
saying of the proverb aforesaid) translated this little
book out of French rhyme into English prose, joining
the sentences together as well as the capacity of my
simple wit and small learning could extend themselves.
The which book is entitled, or named, The Mirror or
Glass of the Sinful Soul, wherein is contained how she8

(beholding and contemplating what she is) doth
perceive how of herself and of her own strength she can
do nothing that good is, or prevaileth for her salvation,
unless it be through the grace of God, whose mother,
daughter, sister, and wife by the scriptures she proveth
herself to be. Trusting also that through His
incomprehensible love, grace, and mercy she (being
called from sin to repentance) doth faithfully hope to be
saved. And although I know that as for my part which
I have wrought in it (as well spiritual as manual) there is
nothing done as it should be, nor else worthy to come in
your grace’s hands, but rather all unperfect and
uncorrect, yet do I trust also that albeit it is like a work
which is but new begun and shaped, that the file of your
excellent wit and godly learning in the reading of it (if
so it vouchsafe your highness to do) shall rub out,
polish, and mend (or else cause to mend) the words (or
rather the order of my writing), the which I know in
many places to be rude, and nothing done as it should
be. But I hope that after having been in your grace’s

1 When I Was Fair and Young The date of this poem is uncertain,
and some editors have doubted its authenticity.
2 Venus’ son Cupid.
3 To Our Most … Joy This is the prefatory letter to Elizabeth’s
English translation of Marguerite de Navarre’s Miroir de l’Ame
Récheresse, given as a New Year’s gift to Catherine Parr, Henry VIII’s
last wife.

4 pusillanimity Lack of courage and strength of mind.
5 the philosopher Aristotle, but the thought is proverbial.
6 occupied Used.
7 assay Attempt.
8 she Marguerite de Navarre.
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hands there shall be nothing in it worthy of reprehen-
sion and that in the meanwhile no other (but your
highness only) shall read it or see it, lest my faults be
known of many. Then shall they be better excused (as
my confidence is in your grace’s accustomed bene-
volence) than if I should bestow a whole year in writing
or inventing ways to excuse them.

Praying God almighty, the maker and creator of all
things, to grant unto your highness this same New
Year’s day a lucky and prosperous year with prosperous
issue and continuance of many years in good health and
continual joy and all to His honour, praise, and glory.
—1548 (31 December 1544) 

Speech to the House of Commons, 
28 January 1563 

Williams, I have heard by you the common request
of my Commons,1 which I may well term (me

thinketh) the whole realm because they give, as I have
heard, in all these matters of Parliament their common
consent to such as be here assembled. The weight and
greatness of this matter might cause in me, being a
woman wanting both wit2 and memory, some fear to
speak and bashfulness besides, a thing appropriate to my
sex. But yet the princely seat and kingly throne wherein
God (though unworthy) hath constituted me maketh
these two causes3 to seem little in mine eyes, though
grievous perhaps to your ears, and boldeneth me to say
somewhat in this matter, which I mean only to touch
but not presently to answer. For this so great a demand

needeth both great and grave advice. 
I read of a philosopher (whose deeds upon this

occasion I remember better than his name) who always,
when he was required to give answer in any hard ques-
tion of school points, would rehearse over his alphabet
before he would proceed to any further answer therein,
not for that he could not presently have answered, but
[so as to] have his wits the riper and better sharpened to
answer the matter withal. If he, a common man, but in
matters of school took such delay the better to show his
eloquent tale, great cause may justly move me in this so
great a matter, touching the benefit of this realm and
the safety of you all, to defer mine answer till some other
time, wherein I assure you the consideration of my own
safety (although I thank you for the great care that you
seem to have thereof ) shall be little in comparison of
that great regard that I mean to have of the safety and
surety of you all.

And though God of late seemed to touch me rather
like one that he chastised than one that he punished,
and though death possessed almost every joint of me,4 so
I wished then that the feeble thread of life, which lasted
methought all too long, might by Clotho’s hand5 have
quietly been cut off; yet desired I not then life (as I have
some witnesses here) so much for mine own safety as for
yours. For I knew that in exchanging of this reign I
should have enjoyed a better reign, where residence is
perpetual.6

There needs no boding of my bane.7 I know now as
well as I did before that I am mortal. I know also that I
must seek to discharge myself of that great burden that
God hath laid upon me, for of them to whom much is
committed, much is required.8 Think not that I, that in

1 Williams … Commons This speech was a response by the Queen
to a petition from the House of Commons that she marry; Parlia-
ment petitioned her in this way numerous times, including in 1559
(see the online component of this anthology), 1566 (see below), and
1576. Thomas Williams (1513?–66) served as Speaker of the House
of Commons from 1563 to 1566. 
2 wanting both wit Lacking both intelligence. 
3 two causes Elizabeth I marrying, and the issue of succession. The
latter was not only a matter of whether or not Elizabeth would
herself have children; Parliament also wanted her to set out a clear
order of succession in the event that she died without producing an
heir. 

4 death possessed … of me Elizabeth had been seriously ill with
smallpox a few months before.
5 Clotho’s hand Daughter of Zeus and Themis, Clotho is a
mythical figure said to control fate.
6 that in exchanging … perpetual I.e., that in giving up my reign
here on earth I would enjoy the reign of God in heaven, where there
is eternal life. 
7 There needs no boding of my bane There is no need to prophesy
my demise and death.  
8 for of them … much is required See Luke 12.48.
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Renold Elstracke, engraving of Elizabeth I presiding over the
opening of parliament, from Nobilitas politica vel civilis by
Robert Glover, 1608.

Attributed to William Scrots, painting of young Elizabeth I,
c.1546–47. Elizabeth was a young teenager when this portrait
was painted. It may initially have been intended as a gift for her
father, who died early in 1547, but written records list it as
belonging to her half-brother, King Edward VI.

other matters have had convenient1 care of you all, will
in this matter touching the safety of myself and you all
be careless. For I know that this matter toucheth me
much nearer than it doth you all, who, if the worst
happen, can lose but your bodies. But if I take not the
convenient care that it behooveth me to have therein, I
hazard to lose both body and soul.

And though I am determined in this so great and
weighty a matter to defer mine answer till some other
time because I will not in so deep a matter wade with so
shallow a wit, yet have I thought good to use these few
words as well to show you that I am neither careless nor
unmindful of your safety in this case, as I trust you

likewise do not forget that by me you were delivered
whilst you were hanging on the bough ready to fall into
the mud—yea to be drowned in the dung;2 neither yet
the promise which you have here made concerning your
duties and due obedience (wherewith I assure you, I
mean to charge you), as further to let you understand
that I neither mislike any of your requests herein nor the

1 convenient Appropriate or befitting. 

2 you were hanging … in the dung Reference to the distressed
condition of England (a weak economy, a weak military position,
debilitating religious conflicts) during Mary I’s reign. 


