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Mary I: a highly impressive queen cut off in her prime

'Bloody Mary’ Tudor was long branded a religious bigot and a military failure. Yet as Anna Whitelock explains, the first
woman to wear the crown of England was a political pioneer who redefined the monarchy.
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Mary I was a political pioneer, rather than the 'bloody' ruler that history has made her out to be. (Credit: National
Portrait Gallery)

Bloody Mary was a Catholic bigot, a half-Spanish tyrant who burned nearly 300 Protestant men, women and children
in one of the most ferocious periods of persecution in Reformation Europe. At least that’s how subsequent
(Protestant) writers painted her. John Foxe’s classic martyrology, Actes and Monuments (popularly known as the
Book of Martyrs), first published in 1563, graphically depicted “the horrible and bloudy time of Queene Mary” and
dominated accounts of Mary’s reign for nearly 500 years. 

In his First Blast of the Trumpet Against the Monstrous Regiment of Women , written on the eve of Mary’s death, John
Knox condemned Mary both as a woman ruler and a Catholic: she was a “horrible monster Jezebel” who “compelled
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[Englishmen] to bow their necks under the yoke of Satan”. Traditionally viewed through the prism of her religion,
Mary’s five-year reign has been described as disastrous, unimaginative and ineffective, with no positive
achievements.

Yet Mary was England’s first acknowledged queen regnant: the first woman to wear the crown of England. It was a
situation that her father, Henry VIII, had gone to great and infamous lengths to avert. But Mary more than met the
challenge. In unprecedented circumstances she proved courageous and politically accomplished. Her reign redefined
the contours of the English monarchy and proved that queens could rule as kings.

For much of her life Mary had struggled to defend her right to the throne – and even to preserve her life. After the
breakdown of the marriage between her mother, Catherine of Aragon, and Henry VIII she was demoted from royal
princess to bastard. She was, for a time, written out of the succession by her father and, though reinstated by the
1544 Third Act of Succession and by Henry’s will, she remained illegitimate. When her nine-year-old brother Edward
VI inherited the throne in 1547 and confronted Mary’s Catholicism, she declared that she would rather “lay her head
on a block” than forsake her faith. Her supporters urged her to flee abroad, but Mary remained in England,
determined to defend her claim to the crown. 

 

Battle for the crown

Following her brother’s death in July 1553, Mary – against all odds – won the throne in an extraordinary coup d’état.

Edward had written Mary out of the succession and instead named the Protestant Lady Jane Grey as heir to the
throne. Before the king’s death was made public, John Dudley, the Duke of Northumberland, had secured control of
the Tower and had the royal artillery and coffers at his disposal. With London apparently secure, Lady Jane was
proclaimed queen. When Mary received a tip-off that Edward’s death was imminent and Northumberland planned to
capture her, she fled across East Anglia. One of her supporters described this as an act of “Herculean rather than of
womanly daring”. At Framlingham Castle in Suffolk, Mary raised her standard and rallied the local gentry and
commons to her cause. On 19 July she was proclaimed queen, and her accession was greeted joyously. 

The scale of her achievement is often overlooked. Mary had led the only successful revolt against central government
in 16th-century England. She had eluded capture, mobilised a counter-coup and, in the moment of crisis, proved
courageous, decisive and politically adept. By playing down her Catholicism and proclaiming her legitimacy, Mary
secured both Catholic and Protestant support. She also ensured that the crown continued along the legal line of Tudor
succession, in doing so, defending Elizabeth’s position as her heir (though this wasn’t made official until the final
weeks of her life).
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Crowning glory - This manuscript illumination depicts Mary’s
accession, flanked by angels. Rebels who had sought to deny Mary
the throne are shown being defeated in the background. (Credit:
Corbis)

Having secured the throne, Mary then had to establish herself
as a female monarch. It was an unprecedented position in a
deeply patriarchal society – indeed, many questioned
whether a woman could wear the crown. The monarch was
understood to be God’s representative on Earth, a figure of
defence and justice – a role premised on military might. The
language, image and expectations of English monarchy and
royal majesty were unequivocally male, and the rights of a
queen regnant were a matter of great uncertainty. 

Mary’s accession had changed the rules of the game, and the
nature of this new feminised politics was yet to be defined,
yet in many respects Mary proved more than equal to the
task. Decisions over the details of the practice and power of a
queen regnant became precedents for the future. In April
1554 Mary’s parliament passed the Act for Regal Power,
which enshrined in law that queens held power as “fully,
wholly and absolutely” as their male predecessors, thereby
establishing the gender-free authority of the crown. 

Mary’s coronation saw her accepting the full regalia of a male
monarch and assuming the sacral role that had hitherto been
confined to kings. Previously, it had been precisely the
exercise of this semi-priestly power, derived from the
coronation, that – it was argued – precluded women from acceding to the throne. By continuing practices undertaken
by previous kings – providing the healing touch for the ‘king’s evil’ (scrofula) and blessing rings believed to cure
cramp and epilepsy – Mary showed that the office of crowned monarch was not limited by gender.

Mary had stated a preference for remaining single but accepted the need to marry to fulfil her public duty to her faith
and her kingdom. Everyone agreed on the need for a husband who could guide her in ruling, and produce a male
heir, thereby securing the succession. Though it has traditionally been argued that Mary’s marriage to Philip of Spain
was unpopular, an alliance with Habsburg Spain was politically expedient. Certainly, the marriage treaty was as
“favourable as possible for the interest and security and even the grandeur of England”, with Mary’s legal rights as
queen preserved and Spanish influence kept to a minimum.



Miracle worker? - Mary places her hands on a subject suffering from
the ‘king’s evil’ (scrofula) which was believed to be cured by a
monarch’s touch. (Credit: Getty Images)

For some, though, this was not enough. In January 1554
Mary faced a Protestant rebellion led by Thomas Wyatt that
aimed to prevent the match, but once again the queen rose to
the occasion. Despite the urging of her councillors she
refused to leave London; then, in a remarkable speech at the
Guildhall, she attacked Wyatt as a wicked traitor, defended
her religion and choice of husband, and called on Londoners
to stand firm in support. Mary stressed her defiance, courage
and commitment not by claiming to have the qualities of a
man but, rather, to have these qualities as a woman. Mary’s
rousing rhetoric so mobilised the people of London that when
Thomas Wyatt approached the Tower he found Ludgate
barred against him. The rebels were compelled to lay down
their arms and sue for mercy. Mary was manifestly an
effective public speaker well before her sister Elizabeth
garnered the plaudits.

Mary’s reputation has been almost entirely defined by religion
and summed up by the infamous epithet ‘Bloody Mary’.
Elizabethan Protestants, who were the first to write the history
of Mary’s reign, characterised the regime as violently
repressive, spiritually moribund and resoundingly unsuccessful. Yet in many ways Mary’s programme to convert
hearts and minds to Roman Catholicism was innovative and energetic. Led by Cardinal Reginald Pole, the
programme of recatholicisation encouraged preaching and used the printing press to produce homilies and
catechisms, and to foster a parochial revival of Catholicism. 

Even the burnings – the accepted punishment for heresy at the time – were, it has been argued, broadly effective.
Laymen were fully and enthusiastically involved in the work of detecting heretics, and by 1558 the numbers being
burned were falling. The Marian church was proving successful in its mission – but then Mary died prematurely, after
just five years of rule and with no Catholic heir.

 

Forgotten victory

Traditional assessments of Mary’s queenship have focused heavily on the apparent military failures of her reign, as
epitomised by the loss of Calais in the Anglo-French war of 1557–59. Such a failure contrasts with Elizabeth’s victory
over the Spanish Armada in 1588. While Elizabeth is popularly remembered as a triumphant warrior queen, Mary is
pilloried as achieving only national military humiliation. 

Certainly, the loss of Calais has cast a long shadow over Mary’s reputation. Yet assessments of Mary’s military
prowess should be rethought. Before the loss of Calais, she experienced successes. In August 1557, English and
Spanish forces captured St-Quentin, an action in which some 3,000 French troops were killed and 7,000 captured,
including their commander Anne de Montmorency, the constable of France. 

The news was greeted in England with widespread celebrations. London chroniclers heralded the success of “the
king, our master” – Mary’s husband was now accepted. The political community was motivated for the national war
effort in King Philip’s service. But, weeks later, the English experienced the humiliating defeat that would stamp a
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decisive imprint on Mary’s reign. As the last remnant of the English claim to France, Calais had a symbolic value that
was out of proportion to its economic and military importance. 

Despite the brevity of her reign, Mary extended royal authority in the localities, managed her parliament, rebuilt the
navy, reorganised the militia and laid the foundations for reform of the coinage and the restructuring of the economy.
New markets for exports were developed in Guinea, the Baltic and Russia, with the latter resulting in the formation of
the Muscovy Company in 1558. The government’s overhaul of the book of rates in the same year also increased the
crown’s revenues from customs. Statutes were passed that regulated the proper manufacture of particular wares and
provided for more efficient and systematic production measures. Five hospitals were re-endowed by Mary, including
the Savoy Hospital in London.

Mary proved to be a conscientious and hardworking queen who was determined to be closely involved in government
business and policymaking. She would, as the Venetian ambassador recorded, rise “at daybreak when, after saying
her prayers and hearing mass in private”, she would “transact business incessantly until after midnight”.

From victory to defeat - This contemporary engraving by Franz Hogenberg shows English troops and their Spanish allies besieging St-
Quentin in 1557. They captured the town in August but, less than six months later, Calais – England’s last foothold in France – was lost.
(Credit: Bridgeman)

Mary ruled with the full measure of royal majesty and achieved much of what she set out to do. She won her rightful
throne, married her Spanish prince and returned the country to Roman Catholicism. The Spanish marriage was a
match with the most powerful ruling house in Europe, and the highly favourable marriage treaty ultimately won the
support of the English government. She had defeated rebels and preserved the Tudor monarchy. Her Catholicism
was influenced by her humanist education and showed many signs of broad acceptance before she died. She was an
intelligent, politically adept and resolute monarch – very much her own woman.



 

Redefining the monarchy

Once seen as weak willed and lacking in leadership qualities, Mary is now heralded as courageous and warlike,
educated for rule and politically determined. Her early death – in the midst of disastrous harvest failures and a flu
epidemic, and soon after the loss of Calais – ensured Mary’s reputation was fatally sealed. If she had lived longer,
her initiatives in religion and finance would have come to fruition; if she had borne a child, a Catholic future for
England would have been assured. 

Nevertheless, by securing the throne, Mary ensured that the crown continued along the legal line of Tudor
succession. As the first queen regnant of England she redefined royal ritual and law, thereby establishing that a
female ruler, married or unmarried, would enjoy identical power and authority to male monarchs. Mary was the Tudor
trailblazer, a political pioneer whose reign redefined the English monarchy. 

Her successor had the advantage of being the second woman to rule. Though she would never acknowledge it,
Elizabeth built on the foundations laid by her sister, and received from her an invaluable political education. After
Mary’s death, the coronation robes of England’s first queen were hastily refurbished – with a new bodice and sleeves
– to fit its second. This outfit was just one of many things Elizabeth borrowed from her predecessor.

Dr Anna Whitelock is a historian and broadcaster based at Royal Holloway, University of London, and author
of Elizabeth’s Bedfellows: An Intimate History of the Queen’s Court  (Bloomsbury, 2013).
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