Bethan Watts - 1700966	           	Dissertation Proposal – wordcount: 2079


To what extent was marriage an integral factor to the consolidation of Tudor power, 1485 – 1603?



Abstract

My dissertation will investigate the extent that marriage was an integral factor to the consolidation of Tudor dynastic power, 1485 – 1603. It will cover the events of the entire Tudor dynasty, from the very moment of Henry VII’s ascension to the English throne in 1485, to the death of the final Tudor monarch, Elizabeth I in 1603. It will primarily focus on the Tudor monarchs of England (Henry VII, Henry VIII, Edward VI, Mary I and Elizabeth I) and how the issue of marriage affected their individual grips on power.
However, in order to conduct a thorough study, I will also include relevant case studies of other prominent Tudor family members, including the daughters of Henry VII and the six wives of Henry VIII. I have found it pertinent to include these cases as the examination of their marital lives are particularly useful in understanding the background of Tudor marriages and their relationships with dynastic power. For example, the marriages of the daughters of Henry VII – Margaret, Queen of Scotland, and Mary, Queen of France directly caused a domino effect that affected the political sphere of England in the later Tudor age through their offspring (Mary, Queen of Scots and Lady Jane Grey respectively). In this case, it is pertinent to analyse the importance of heirs and legacies in the context of marriage and power.   
Additionally, both Margaret and Mary Tudor have the distinction of marrying once for political reasons, and again for love. I will therefore compare the marital lives of these figures to that of their brother, Henry VIII, whose six marriages were largely built upon ideals of love and courtly romanticism. This will be useful in understanding the relationship between monarch, court and image, and will offer greater insight into the control of power during this period. It is worth mentioning that the majority of this dissertation will focus on Tudor England, but with mention of foreign policies throughout the essay, there will be some cross-over to countries such as France or Spain and their attitudes and traditions towards marriage and how this affected English politics.

Scholarship and Methodology

I will employ a revisionist approach to this dissertation, as there is much scholarship that I aim to contest. I aim to offer a fresh approach to the topic that moves away from previous schools of thought. I have noticed many trends in my encounter with wider scholarship, particularly when it comes to Elizabeth I – who is often looked at through a feminist historian’s eyes as a woman who simply ‘didn’t need a man’ to rule - and Henry VII – whose military and political tact often outweigh other factors of his power. I believe that to some extent my dissertation will help to further current scholarship and understanding of the relationship between marriage and power in the Tudor era. I believe that I will do this through presenting and offering fresh perspectives and ideas to a period of history that is already deeply saturated. 
I will be using a range of different sources throughout my dissertation. I aim to dedicate a portion of this essay to contemporary material sources, including portraiture (such as the Whitehall Mural), illuminated manuscripts and death monuments (such as the tomb of Henry VII at Westminster Abbey) in order to analyse the relationships between image, propaganda, power and marriage. Additionally, I will use printed primary sources to form my arguments, such as contemporary accounts, inventory records, letters and diary extracts, many of which derive from the Tudor monarchs themselves and provide valuable first-hand information. The letters of Mary Tudor, Queen of France to her brother Henry VIII, for example, have been particularly useful to this study, as many of them have survived from her widowhood and subsequent marriage that she entered of her own accord.[footnoteRef:1] A range of secondary sources will also be used in this dissertation, many of which I will argue against. John Guy’s Oxford History, for example, credits the Tudor success purely to political control.[footnoteRef:2] His argument leans so far in favour of political control, that in his analysis of the Henrician era, the six wives are mentioned in only two sentences! With such a diverse multitude of secondary sources, there will be much to discuss. I also plan to visit a number of Tudor ‘hot spots’, including various museums, sites and historic buildings, mainly to see first-hand the material sources that I mentioned previously in order to gain a better scope of the sources I will be using.  [1:  Mary Tudor, The Letters of Mary, Queen of France, in S. Bryson, La Reine Blanche: Mary Tudor, a Life in Letters. (Gloucestershire: Amberley Publishing, 2018).]  [2:  J. Guy, The Oxford History of Britain: The Tudors and Stuarts. Vol. III. (London: Oxford University Press, 1984).] 

I am aware that there may be potential limitations in regard to the primary evidence I use. Firstly, there is arguably more material surviving from the reign of Elizabeth I than of her grandfather Henry VII, which may be problematic in my analysis of materials. And secondly, I am likely to encounter bias in my research. The reign of Mary I, for example, whose religious zeal meant that she made many enemies, may be reflected badly in contemporary sources. Hence, I will have to look past this bias and create for myself my own opinions. Finally, many texts surviving from this period are written in French, Latin or Old English. Whilst modern translations exist online and in printed books, it may prove difficult to examine vague sources that are only available in the original text.
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Structure

I encountered certain limitations during the research process. One of these limitations, was that each Tudor monarch reigned for differing lengths of time, and thus I will have to write equally as to not exclude certain monarchs. The reigns of Edward VI and Mary I, for example, were mere blips compared to the reigns of the other Tudor monarchs. To further this, since Edward VI never married and his attitude to marriage was never recorded, there is no explicit evidence to base my research, and so there will be a degree of guesswork and my own interpretation to fill in the blanks. 
On the flip side, the fact that Henry VIII had not one, but six wives, means that there is a vast amount of information to compress into a relatively small wordcount. This problem was encountered by David Starkey in his book, Six Wives: The Queens of Henry VIII, who considered the first two of Henry’s wives – Katherine of Aragon and Anne Boleyn – to be of most interest, and thus dedicated the first two parts of his book to them, but only a handful of chapters for every wife that followed.[footnoteRef:3] I will not follow this example and will instead aim to dedicate equal amounts of the word count to each significant figure, for they all contributed in some way or another to the research question.  [3:  D. Starkey, Six Wives: The Queens of Henry VIII. (London: Vintage, 2004).] 

	 One way to solve this problem was to establish specific research questions. These included such things as:
· what can contemporary art tell us of Tudor attitudes to marriage?
· to what extent were heirs and legacies important to Tudor power?
· to what extent was the wife the power behind the throne? 
· to what extent was marriage even necessary?
· how else was the consolidation of power achieved?
In my preliminary drafts, I have structured my chapters around these research questions. The proposed structure is as follows:

	Introduction
	Chapter 1: Religion, Execution and Politics: During this chapter, I will investigate the success of other methods to the controlling of power, how queens influenced kingship, the importance of foreign policy to marriage, and how the Tudors dealt with public backlash and threats to the throne.
	Chapter 2: Heirs, Necessity and Legacy – In this chapter, I will consider the importance of heirs to dynastic power, the necessity of legitimate and ‘acceptable’ marriages, the importance of establishing legacies, and investigating whether sexual potency meant power.
	Chapter 3: Tudor Art and Image – This section will be dedicated to what art can tell us of Tudor attitudes to marriage, how the Tudors skewed their image through propaganda and how art was used to convey love, family importance and celebrate marriage.
	Conclusion 

Alternatively, I have considered structuring my argument in chapters dedicated to each monarch. This alternative structure is as follows:
		
Henry VII:
I will look at the factors that led to Henry VII’s defeat of the Yorkists and establish a new dynasty of his own. As well as his advantageous marriage to Elizabeth of York, I will also examine the other factors that Henry had to consider when laying the ground works for his dynasty, including exterminating threats to the throne and winning the favours of those he had defeated. I will argue why I believe that Henry could not have made such a lasting impact on English politics had his marriage to Elizabeth of York failed, and that it was the establishment of his dynasty through his heirs and their betrothals that strengthened his control.

Henry VIII:
In regards to Henry VIII, whose marital history is eclectic, there will be many points of interest to mention in the dissertation. His marriages to Katherine of Aragon and Anne of Cleves, for example, I will consider in relation to foreign policy, essential to the English cause against opponents such as Scotland and France. His marriages to Catherine Howard and Kateryn Parr I will look at from the perspective of necessity and will pose the question of whether this was due to the desperation for a male heir, or whether Henry’s loneliness and need for a queen had notable effects on his ruling power. I will also consider the influence each of the queens had on Henry’s power. His marriages to Anne Boleyn and Jane Seymour I will examine the extent that marriages were evolving from advantageous political matches to love affairs. I will look at the issues that defined Henry’s marital career - his necessity for a male heir, his attitude towards marriage, and his relationship with courtly love, and how he should be credited as a ‘Renaissance Prince’ who moved away from typical medieval marriage traditions to adopt an almost modern-day attitude. 

Edward VI, Mary I and Elizabeth I:
The subsequent Tudor monarchs – Edward VI and Mary I, whose reigns were relatively short, will still be treated with the same respect. Although Edward never married due to his youth, I will look at the proposed betrothals between himself and his cousins Jane Grey and Mary Stuart, and how this would have strengthened the Tudor dynasty by establishing an indisputable legitimate line.
As for Mary I, I will look at where historians have pinpointed the downfall of her reign and will dispute it. I will argue the case that it was not entirely Mary’s religious zeal, nor her incapability as a ruler that caused the negative reaction to her reign, but instead that it was her unpopular marriage to Philip of Spain that led to a domino effect of issues that affected Mary’s reign, including Mary’s submissiveness to her husband, and her ‘phantom pregnancies’ and how these led to the pressures of producing a legitimate heir. Overall, I will argue that it was not necessarily Mary’s lack of prowess that caused her downfall, but rather the failed marriage that dominated her reign. 
Much attention will be given to Elizabeth I, the ‘Virgin Queen’, whose attitudes toward marriage are famously known. I will argue that despite her lack of marital career, it was Elizabeth whose hold over the Tudor dynasty was the most powerful. I will go against existing scholarship, such as Alison Weir’s Elizabeth the Queen, that argues that Elizabeth was simply ‘too stubborn’, or too politically-savvy to marry, and will argue instead that Elizabeth simply had a fear of it, and that this attitude towards marriage dominated Elizabeth’s reign.[footnoteRef:4] This fear extended also to Elizabeth’s courtiers, and I will therefore argue that it was Elizabeth’s strict control of the marital careers of her ladies that helped earn her the sobriquet of ‘Virgin Queen’. Finally, I will argue that despite never producing issue, Elizabeth did not cause the end of her dynasty but instead immortalised it through controlling the Tudor image, suggesting that perhaps sexual potency did not necessarily equate to power.  [4:  A. Weir, Elizabeth the Queen (London: Pimlico: 1998).] 

My aim for the conclusion is to convince the reader that marriage was an integral factor to the consolidation of Tudor power, and that it played a more central role than is usually considered by historians.
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