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A Tudor Deborah?  The Coronation of Elizabeth I, Parliament,


and the Problem of Female Rule


by Dale Hoak


College of William & Mary

Few developments in sixteenth-century European history can match the unforeseen, astonishing birth in England of a cult inspired by the accidents of Queen Elizabeth’s femininity, remarkable personality, political longevity, and -- need one say it? -- the calculated maintenance of her much-discussed virginity.  The textbook outlines of this story are so familiary that one might suppose the cult of Elizabeth to have been foreordained by the circumstances of English history.  Certainly some English Protestants of the late-Tudor and early-Stuart years thought so.  God had written English history, and in 1588 He had given his people in their hour of greatest peril a warrior queen in the mold of Britomart, a truncheon-bearing, armor-clad, steed-borne deliverer: Eliza Triumphans, the amazonian empress of divine election.  By the 1590s she was the Belphoebe of Spenser’s Faerie Queene, a deified Cynthia, a Pandora, a Gloriana supreme.  Not even the name of Astraea, goddess of justice, could convey the meaning that divinity had given to England’s virgin.  ‘What can there more be said?’, asked an anonymous elegist a few months after her death.  He had the answer: ‘She was, she is, .../In earth the first, in heaven the second Maid.’

Elizabeth I a second Virgin Mary?  The astounding implications of the elegy were first discussed critically by Frances Yates in 1947.  As Yates pointed out, Reformation iconoclasts had smashed the visible, artistic remains of the cult of the Virgin.  Yates argued that after 1588 royally-sponsored images of Elizabeth as a bejewelled Tudor Virgo replaced traditional pictures of the Queen of Heaven.  Yates thought, however, that the startling literary references to Elizabeth as a second Virgin were peculiar products of the queen’s passing.
  In fact, writers associated Elizabeth I and the Virgin Mary from the first year of the reign, indeed from the moment of Elizabeth’s coronation.
  

The first to do so was John Aylmer (1521-94) in An Harborowe for faithfull and trewe subiectes.
  Aylmer (B.A., Queen’s College, Cambridge, 1541) was Jane Grey’s tutor in the 1540s.  He had assisted Foxe with the Latin translation of the Actes and Monumentes during their exile at Zurich under Queen Mary.  He was with Foxe at Basle on the day of Elizabeth’s accession.  Although he wrote An Harborowe in answer to John Knox’s Blast of 1558 against queenship, Aylmer’s tract is much more than a defense of womanly rule in England.  It is also a paean to parliament and the distinctive nature of the English constitution, to parliament’s unique function in the governace of England.  This aspect of An Harborowe has not gone unnoticed.  But it has never been connected to Aylmer’s new iconography of Protestant queenship.  This connection is vital to Aylmer’s argument, for his notion of how an unmarried woman should govern a Protestant polity is inseparably tied to his understanding of parliament’s historic role in the creation of that polity in the reign of Edward VI.  The significance of this connection lies in the fact that Aylmer’s views were part of a new discourse of the Protestant common weal, one which although it drew deeply on the legacy of ‘imperial’ religious reform under Henry VIII, broke with that legacy in respect of the relations of Crown and parliament.  This discourse, first developed in Edward’s reign, was reopened in the scripts of Elizabeth’s coronation pageants.  It was no accident that Aylmer’s argument borrowed themes from those pageants.  How and why this was so forms the subject of what follows.

Aylmer is, I believe, an unacknowledged architect of the ‘cult’ of Elizabeth insofar as he is the first to associate Elizabeth’s rule with the traditional role of the Virgin Mary as a ‘Second Eve.’
  Of course it was necessary to render such an allusion suitable to the official political culture of English Protestantism.  Helen Hackett has shown how Aylmer did this: he transformed the medieval figure of the Virgin as Mother of the Church into ‘Mother England.’  Aylmer’s ‘Mother England’ is a most politically correct Mother: she gave birth to the English Reformation, for Aylmer the only true Reformation.  Aylmer invests Elizabeth I with the qualities of Mother England, linking in strongly nationalistic terms love of England and obedience to the queen.
  The prospect of obeying a politically untested, unmarried female monarch posed an obvious problem for Aylmer.  He solved it with reference to two sources of authority, God and parliament.  God had chosen Elizabeth I, a woman ‘weake in nature, feable in bodie, [and] softe in courage’ [sig. B2v], precisely in order to make manifest the miracle of England’s Protestant destiny.  And since ‘God is English,’ as Aylmer avers [sic: sig. P4v], Elizabeth cannot fail, for ‘...if he be with her, who can stande against her?... It is as easy for him to saue...by weake as by strong, by a woman as by a man’ [sig. B3r].

In any case, an English queen did not rule alone.  ‘The regiment of Englande is not a mere Monarchie, as some for lacke of consideracion thinke,...’ but a unique mixture of three estates, ‘Monarchie,’ ‘Oligarchie,’ and ‘Democratie,’ ‘Thimage whereof, and not [only] the image, but the thinge indede, is to be sene in the parliam[en]t hous...’ [sig. H3r].  Like any male sovereign, Elizabeth must rely on parliament, ‘For it is not she that ruleth, but the lawes....’  This is Aylmer’s chief piece of advice to Elizabeth at her accession, and he drives it home: ‘she maketh no statutes or lawes, but the honerable court of Parliament...’ [sig. H3v], and if in the making of law, ‘...parliament use their priuliges,’ the monarch ‘can ordein nothing without them’ [sig. H3r].  The men of parliament, ‘defending their liberty,’ must live up to their oaths and allegiance [sig. H3v].  England will triumph not simply because God will guide an untested young woman, but because the seasoned and wise men of parliament will give her the sort of advice and counsel she needs.  To buttress his point, Aylmer calls to mind the courageous parliament men who spoke against Henry VIII’s Act of Proclamations: ‘...wherefore in my iudgement those that in King Henry the viii dais, would not graunt him, that his proclamacions shuld haue the force of a statute, were good fathers of the countri...’ [sig. H3r].

‘Fathers of the country’: Aylmer’s phrase tells us whom he thinks really rules, or should rule, especially so in 1559, when, on the eve of parliament’s sitting, he expected ‘True Religion’ to be restored.  Too much was at stake to leave the settlement of religion to the unguided will of the sovereign.  In parliament the lay and clerical ‘Fathers of the country’ would render the queen advice in this matter.  At this point, Aylmer expropriates the Biblical figure of Deborah.  In Scripture (Judges, chapters 4 and 5), Deborah, at once wife, judge, prophetess, and mother, put to flight the foes of Israel, bringing forty years of peace and justice to her people.  For Aylmer, Deborah foretold the providential destiny of the English nation under Elizabeth: ‘He saued his people by the hande of a woman poore Deborah’ [sig. B3v].  ‘The authority of the story’ [sig. D2v] was persuasive precisely because it fit Aylmer’s modelof the female ‘magistrate’ whose just, pacifying rule rested on ‘her commons consent, and confirmacio[n] of lawes’ [sig. H4v].

This is not quite the Deborah of the Old Testament.  The Anglicized Deborah, a ruling magistrate who takes cousel with her estates in parliament, first appeared in one of Elizabeth’s coronation tableaux, a pageant written by the zealous young Protestant schoolmaster, Richard Mulcaster, especially for the queen’s instruction as she proceeded from the Tower to Westminster on 14 January 1559, the day before her crowning.
  The tableau, one of five commissioned by the City, was set upon a stage at the conduit in Fleet Street.  As Elizabeth approached the stage, she beheld an actress playing Deborah’s part enthroned and surrounded by two representatives from each of the three estates, nobility, clergy, and commonality.  Mulcaster also penned the commemortive pamphlet specially commissioned for the occasion by the Protestant London merchants who had paid for the tableau.
  Mulcaster and his patrons left no doubt about how the queen was meant to interpret the functuion of the parliamentary estates so represented: ‘The ground of this last pageant was, that...she might be put in remembrance to consult for the worthie government of her people, considering God oftimes sent women nobly to rule among men, as Debora which governed Israell in peace the space of xl. yeres: and that it behoveth both men and women so ruling to use advise of good counsell.’
  Althouth the scenery of the tableau evoked the hill-country of Ephraim -- the green fronds of an elaborate, artificial palm tree shaded the Tudor ‘Debora’ -- the actress was anachronistically ‘apparelled in parliament robes, with a sceptre in her hand, as a Quene....’

Aylmer’s projection of Elizabeth as Deborah in An Harborowe, which is said to have provided ‘a normative model for later apologists,’
 obviously echoed the representation of Deborah in the coronation tableau.  Did Mulcaster’s scene inspire Aylmer’s figure?  Mulcaster’s pamphlet, The Qvenes maiesties passage... appeared within a fortnight of the pageant, that is before the end of January 1559.  Aylmer’s tract, presumably composed at Strasbourg soon after Elizabeth’s accession, was published in London in April 1559, probably by John Daye.
  It is possible, though not certain, that Aylmer had returned to London from exile in time to witness the pageant or obtain Mulcaster’s pamphlet.  If so, he could have revised a text composed at Strasbourg, adding the relevant references to Deborah.  If not, did he hear about the pageant from someone who had seen the tableau or read Mulcaster’s tract?  William Haller once speculated that Roger Ascham probably supplied Aylmer with information from which he fashioned the image of a queen who saves her people.
  If so, perhaps Ascham had heard about the scheme for the pageants as early as 13 December 1558 when Richard Grafton and three others were charged by the London City authorities with devising the themes for the tableau.
  What Grafton and his team were doing in this regard in December 1558 could hardly have been a secret, since a committee of 44 persons was assisting him -- the 44 were sub-divided into groups responsible for mounting each of the five pageants -- and as early as 3 January 1559 Sir Thomas Cawarden, Master of the Revels, was supplying two London mercers, John Gresham and John Eliot, with costumes and props for actors and actresses, including a kirtell of cloth of gold which can only have been suitable for a queen like ‘Debora.’

Of course Aylmer might have conceived his parliamentary Deborah before he heard about the ‘Debora’ of the cornation scene.  Certainly he, Grafton, and Mulcaster, were not alone in thinking about a Deborah-like queen who must follow parliamentary counsel.  Strype thought that Aylmer decided to write An Harborowe ‘upon a consultation, as it seems, holden among the exiles.’
  One of those exiles, John Hales, returned to England by 3 January 1559 and addressed an ‘Oration’ to Elizabeth on the occasion of her coronation.
  In it he advocated a model of female rulership very close in spirit to Aylmer’s.  Like Aylmer, he marvelled at God’s purpose in choosing Elizabeth: ‘...yt hath pleased hys dyvyne provydence to constitute yor highnes to be our debora...’
 in order that England, ‘...our naturall mother England,...the most godlye nacion of the earth,’
  be cleansed of Queen Mary’s ‘pestylent Tyrannye’
 and legacy of cruelty, ‘clensed, made hoole, & then kept in good order....’

Hales’s chief theme was the violence that Queen Mary, ‘her evell grace,’
 had wreaked against godly members of the House of Lords and House of Commons.  ‘Doctor Taylor bishop of Lincoln...was in hys Roabes by violence thrust out of the house,’ three burgesses ‘were by force put our of the house of the Comens,’ and in many places at election time, ‘dyuers were chosen by force of her threates.’
  ‘She by force & violence taketh from the comens ther libertye, ...ffor she well knewe that yf either Chrysten men or true Englishme[n] had ben elected, yt was not possible to succede that [which] she entended.’
  Citing what he thought was a precedent established in the reign of Henry VI, Hales argued that such forcible expulsions and threats rendered the statutes of Mary’s first parliament (5 Oct. - 6 Dec. 1553) null and void.  Similarly, Mary’s third parliament (12 Nov. 1554 - 16 Jan 1555)  was ‘also voyd & of no authoritye,’ because the writs summoning it omitted the title and style of ‘supreme hed of the churche of England,’ which title and style by a statute made in Henry VIII’s reign was to be ‘vnited & annexed for ever to the Imperiall crown of the Realm’.
 

On this procedural irregularity the whole of Hales’s argument turned, and it was central to the vision that he and Aylmer and Grafton and Mulcaster held of the relation of an ‘imperial’ sovereign to parliament.  A person like a king ‘may renounce hys owne priuate right’ if that right touched only himself.  He could not do so in any matter touching ‘the comen welth, or a third parson.’  ‘And thys title and stile [of supreme head of the Church] more touched the co[m]en welthe & Realm of England, than the kyng.  Ffor as I sayd before yt was ordeyned for the co[n]fermation of the liberyte of the hoole Realme,... And therfore no kyng or quene alone could renounce such title, but...by acte of parlament sufficientlye called & sum[m]oned.’

So much attention has been given to the metaphorical and allegorical aspects of the coronation pageants that one forgets the designers’ and script-writers’ most prominent and visible theme, that of the queen’s ‘imperial’ legacy.  It was announced in the first tableau in Gracechurch Street where the City had erected an unusually elaborate set of artificial battlements garnished with wreaths of symbolic red and white roses and connected by three ascending stages.  The figures on the stages dramatizes what the roses advertized, ‘The uniting of the two houses of Lancaster and Yorke.’  On the lowest stage in a single royal throne sat a crowned Henry VII in a huge red rose and Elizabeth of York in a white; branches from the two were united at the second stage in the figures of Henry VIII and Anne Boleyn, and from them one branch produced at the third, topmost stage a representation of Elizabeth I herself, ‘crowned and apparelled as the other princes were,’ that is, as Mulcaster later explained it in his pamphlet,  ‘crowned with a crowne imperiall’ as was ‘the valiant and noble prynce king Henrie the eight....’
  Richard Grafton wrote the script for this tableau, and in the preface to his Abridgement of the Chronicles of England, he provided a gloss to explain the implications of this imperial legacy for Elizabeth I: the pageant ‘signified the coniunction and coupling together of our Soueraigne Lady with the Gospell and veritie of Goodes holy woorde, for the peaceable gouuernement of all her good subiects.’
  Grafton and the authors of the other pageants underscored for Elizabeth I again and again the historic meaning of imperial religious reform: as the second pageant at Cornhill put it, ‘The seat of worthie governance’ rested on a foundation of ‘Pure religion,’ the sort of religion that would tread upon ‘Superstition’.
 Iconographically, there could be no confusion here about the nature of the new Deborah’s crown.  Thus, where Elizabeth’s Biblical forerunner, the ‘Debora’ of the Fleet Street tableau ‘was crowned with an open crowne’ [my italics],
 the realisitic figure ‘representing the Quene’s highnes’ at Cornhill ‘sate in this seate crowned with [a closed, or arched crown, that is] an Imperiall crowne....’
  Adhering to True, or Pure, Religion, an imperial queen would beget good government.

     Elizabeth I was the second English sovereign to be crowned a Protestant imperial monarch.  Although her crowning, like Edward VI’s, followed the ancien Latin order of coronation, her ceremony, like his, was modified to conform officially to radically new religious sensibilities.  Exactly how and by whom it was modified is open to question; the surviving evidence is ambiguous, even contradictory.
  Nonetheless the coronation pageants of 1547 and 1559 provide sufficient evidence to suggest that the men who staged Edward VI’s ceremonies, the men who gave new meaning to Edward’s crown, directly inspired those responsible for the Elizabethan spectacle.

The imperial iconography of Edward VI’s coronation has never been discussed in print. Suffice it to say that at various places along the route followed by the royal procession on 19 February 1547 the young king and his party beheld tableaux, devices, and scenes projecting images of the chief symbol of the Tudors’ imperial dignity and authority, the arched state crown.  One example at the Little Conduit in Chepeside is worth noticing, that of a specially constructed tower which had been cut away to reveal the majestic figure of Edward the Confessor wearing ‘...a crowne imperiall upon his hede....’
  The figure of Edward the Confessor enthroned in imperial majesty carried a double meaning.  Edward the Confessor was the last of the Old English, i.e. pre-Conquest, kings.  His reputed holiness and canonization (1161) rendered him officially the patron saint, as it were, of later kings of England, all of whom at their coronations were first crowned with St. Edward’s crown before being crowned with another diadem, the crown of estate, ‘our great crown,’ as King John called it.  This crown was given arches by Henry V, and so was styled ‘imperial’ after 1413.  The legacy of Lancastrian imperial iconography was powerful, and Henry VII and Henry VIII before the Reformation extended it, exploiting it to the full.
 

     The revolution of the 1530s invested that legacy with new meaning by establishing in law Henry VIII’s imperial authority.  Iconographically, the connections between that revolution and the coronations of Edward VI and Elizabeth I are direct.  Anne Boleyn’s entry into London in 1533, the greatest public spectacle ever staged by the Tudors, employed tableaux depicting the divine origins of Anne’s imperial status and that of any children born of her union with Henry VIII.
  Nicholas Udall helped write the scripts for those scenes, and Udall helped train Richard Mulcaster in this craft;
 Mulcaster, as already noted, scripted Elizabeth’s coronation pageants.  The theatrical machinery of Anne’s entry, mechanical devices which allowed stagehands to manipulate the display of imperial insignia, were refashioned and recycled to fit the dynastic facts of Edward VI’s parentage and youthful status.  Thus Anne Boleyn’s falcon became the phoenix of Edward’s mother, Jane Seymour, who had died in childbirth, and where in 1533 two angels crowned Anne’s falcon with an imperial diadem, in 1547 the same angels set the same crown on the head of a young lion representing Edward VI.

Edward VI was crowned on 20 February 1547 by Thomas Cranmer, archbishop of Canterbury, in a rite that Cranmer had rewritten to fit the conditions of Edward’s supremacy.  The coronation of a Protestant imperial king, one possessed legally of a new ecclesiastical authority, gave Cranmer his first public opportunity to denounce papalism in the name of English royal imperialism, and he seized it in an unprecedented speech excoriating ‘the Tyranny fo the Bishops of Rome’ and calling on Edward VI to expunge all papal ‘Idolotry’ from the realm.
  The anti-papal invective of Cranmer’s coronation speech was inseparably linked to the reformists’ program of ‘imperial’ reform, and Cranmer’s attack signalled the beginning of an accelerated war of words against Rome.  

In 1559 that war was carried forward, and there can be no doubt how Aylmer and Hales and the authors and sponsors of Elizabeth’s coronation tableaux thought it would be won, and by whom.  But of course in January 1559, before parliament convened, they could not have foreseen how Elizabeth would actually respond to their counsel.  If Aylmer was the first to contribute to the cult of Elizabeth -- he invested the queen with the qualities of a virginal ‘Mother England’ -- he was but one of several such architects, and certainly not the most important.  Susan Frye has argued that the official representation of Elizabeth’s persona in the coronation tableaux represented a ‘competition’ between Elizabeth and the guildsmen of the City of London who were trying to force her acceptance of an approved model of queenly behavior,
 that of a royal Deborah who must follow parliamentary counsel.  Had Elizabeth been a different sort of woman and accepted such a role, there still might have been a ‘cult’ of Elizabeth, although a very different one, for such an Elizabeth would have married, as Aylmer and the whole male courtier class expected her to do. The cult became what it was because, as queen, Elizabeth decided never to marry.  Whatever the psychological basis of her decision,
 the phenomenon of the cult itself was simply a futher development of that unique institution, the cult of Tudor monarchy, which was the invention of Henry VII.

However, the immediate implications of Elizabeth’s refusal to marry terrified men like Aylmer and Hales, for the prospect of the accession of Mary Queen of Scots brought back memories of Mary I’s ‘cruel tyranny.’  Professsor Collinson has properly termed the succession crisis of the 1560s, ‘70s, and ‘80s an ‘exclusion’ crisis.
  I would modify this by saying that the crisis of Elizabeth’s reign recalls the first true exclusion crisis, the radical Protestant attempt to bar Mary Tudor’s accession in July 1553.  The issue then, as later, turned on a Catholic woman’s legitimate claim to the imperial crown of England.  The failure of radical Protestants to block Mary I’s path to the throne in 1553 steeled evermore there determination to exclude Mary Queen of Scots after 1558.

But a full appreciation of the model of a Deborah-like queen which they advanced in 1558/59 must comprehend how they viewed the place of parliament under Edward VI and Mary I.  At Edward’s death parliament had failed to provide for a Protestant succession.
   Since Mary’s subversion of parliamentary ‘liberties’ had rendered her statutes null and void, her restoration of Catholicism had been a fraud.  The lessons were clear: in 1559 only the ‘Fathers of the Country’ in parliament could be trusted properly to settle the succession and so preserve ‘True Religion.’  But neither Elizabeth’s gender nor her marital status necessarily dictated this parliamentary stance.  I think the precedents of Edward’s two parliaments most fully explains the distinctive role that Aylmer, Mulcaster, and Hales assigned to their godly Deborah-in-parliament.  In practice Edward’s parliaments were called not by an adult sovereign, but successively by the dukes of Somerset and Northumberland acting on behalf of a clique of councillors, a majority of whom were bent on advancing a radical Reformation of the doctrines and liturgy of the Church of England.  It has been said that the Reformation of Edward’s reign changed forever the form of the law itself: statutes were no longer merely declaratory statements or definitions of the law as it was thought to exist.  Substantively, Edward’s Reformation statutes constituted new laws in their own right.  The effect was to remove all limitation on the scope and authority of statute.
  The legislation creating a new Protestant polity was not the work or will of the king; it was generated by about four hundred and sixty men in the House of Lords and House of Commons.  Well might that Edwardian Protestant, Sir Thomas Smith, say of parliament in his De Republica Anglorum: ‘... there is the force and power of Englande’ [my italics].

Smith penned this statement in Paris at sometime between 1562 and 1565.  To my mind it reflects not an Elizabethan perspective, but what Smith remembered of the extraordinary parliamentary political realities of King Edward’s years.  Smith was part of a group whom I have elsewhere dubbed the ‘Somerset Circle’ of zealous Protestants at Elizabeth’s court in the 1560s, men who in the reign of Edward VI drew inspiration from the patronage and/or religious policies of the duke of Somerset or who first came to the fore politically during Somerset’s Protectorate (1547-49).
  Their leader was Sir William Cecil.  In addition to Smith, their number included Hales, who in 1552-53 had been a member of parliament and possibly Cecil’s private secretary;
 Thomas Norton, Cecil’s industrious liason to Elizabeth’s parliaments; John Foxe and Foxe’s publisher, John Daye; and in the second generation, Hales’s foster son, Robert Beale, who in the 1560s was working with Smith in Paris at the time Smith composed De Republica Anglorum, a book which in its view of parliament bears a striking resemblance to the views Aylmer offered to Elizabeth I in 1559.  

This is not the place to follow up the clues linking Aylmer to Cecil and this group.  Perhaps it is enough to say that although Elizabeth I at her coronation did not embody the Deborah of Aylmer’s tract, in refusing to become a wife and mother, she was soon to feel the vocal ‘force and power’ of parliamentary complaint.  But if she had died unwed and childless, and had Cecil had his way in establishing a conciliar/parliamentary interregnum, Aylmer’s ‘Fathers,’ and not another sovereign, would have succeeded her.
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