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Royal education in the Tudor Age

W ith  the advent o f  hum anism  in England, native scholars w ere 
increasing ly  aw are that if  they  w ere to be successful, the tw o distinct 
fields in w hich  they  had to inculcate hum anistic  ideas w ere the k in g ’s 
court and the un iversities. In order gain authorisation  to practise in the 
lecture room s and to encourage their students to take an in terest in the 
study  o f  both L atin  and G reek, and expose their listeners to 
uncorrupted  and orig inal classical texts, E nglish  hum anists had to 
obtain royal approval o f  th is new  approach to teaching. In order to 
persuade the m onarch  around to their w ay  o f thinking, understanding  
the w orld, interpreting  the B ib le and teaching fu ture generations, they 
had to prove that their capabilities and in tellectual capacity  
outstripped those o f  their com petitors - the old-fashioned lecturers 
from  m ediaeval m onasteries. T he prim e sensitive area  in w hich 
hum anists could achieve their goals and m ake their influence felt w as 
the education o f  the sovere ign ’s children.

T he principal aim  o f th is paper is to o ffer an insight into the detail 
o f  educating the k in g ’s off-spring in T udor tim es. There is no dispute 
am ongst m ost h istorians that the kind o f education  a prince or princess 
underw ent and the relig ion instruction they  received in their youth, are
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the tw o m ost determ ining factors w hich  influence the future k in g ’s or 
q u een ’s reign. T hus this paper allow s the reader to learn o f  certain 
nuances affecting  the royal T udor education  provided by  the E nglish 
scholars to H enry  V III’ children -  viz. the Princesses M ary  and 
E lizabeth  as w ell as Prince Edw ard.

R esu lting  from  H enry V lI I ’s m arriage to C atherine o f  A ragon, the 
only  legitim ate heir w as Princess M ary w ho w as born  in 1516. From  
personal experience accum ulated  over the years C atherine o f  A ragon 
had  becom e convinced that w om en w ere perfectly  capable of 
exercising pow er and also that her daughter w as the only  d irect and 
legal successor. The Q ueen w as conscious o f  the existence o f  the 
k in g ’s illegitim ate son -  H enry  Fitzroy, but did not consider him  a 
serious com petitor for the throne. To her m ind the k in g ’s bastard  son 
could  not w in  h is race to the crow n as long as Princess M ary  w as 
provided w ith  a broad  hum anistic  education. The Queen, being herse lf 
exceptionally  w ell-educated , understood  that the key  to success for her 
daughter lay in the selection o f  h igh ly  qualified  lecturers and  the 
com pilation o f  appropriate educational m aterial. To ensure that the 
P rincess received all that w as needed for her proper instruction, 
C atherine o f  A ragon decided to supervise personally  the process of 
educating  her daughter.

In 1523 Juan  L uis V ives, a new ly  appointed  O xford  lecturer, w as 
com m issioned  by  the Q ueen to w rite  several educational handbooks 
and  a treatise on w o m en ’s education. The w ork, w hich  w as entitled 
D e Institu tione F oem inae C hristianae  and  published at A ntw erp, 
discusses in detail occupations regarded as appropriate for a w om an 
being  a m aid, w ife  and w idow  1. A  part o f  the publication  is devoted  to 
P rincess M ary, w hom  the hum anist encourages to read the Scripture 
and  texts w ritten  by  the fathers o f  the C hurch such  as A ugustine, 
A m brose, Jerom e, C yprian  and G regory. A lthough the treatise w as not 
addressed  specifically  and  directly  to the Princess, the au thor in his 
preface extols her m o th er’s appreciation  o f her involvem ent in the 
care show n for the daugh ter’s future:

1 J. Vives, De Institutione Foeminae Christianae, Antwerp 1523.
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your dearest daughter Mary, shall read these instructions of mine, and follow in living.
Which she must needs do, if she order herself after the example that she hath at home
with her, of your virtue and wisdom2.

Princess M ary, as a future ruler, needed m ore detailed instruction  
than  ju s t a list o f pious readings and a persuasive discourse upon 
liv ing in virtue. No sooner had  the treatise on w o m en ’s education  been 
published than Ju an  V ives w as conferred  another com m ission; this 
tim e he w as required  to produce a book addressed  m ore tow ard  a 
fem ale ru ler ra ther than a re lig ious w om an. T he hum anist m et the 
Q u een ’s expectations by  publishing D e R atione S tud ii Puerilis, w hich 
w as no m ore than a practical outline o f  M ary ’s stud ies3. S ince the 
Princess w as to ascend the throne upon her fa th e r’s death, Juan  V ives 
recom m ended that she should  read E rasm u s’s Institu tio  C hristiani 
Principis, P la to ’s D ia logues  and Thom as M o re ’s UtopiaA. B esides 
these texts referring  to the governm ent, state and society, J. V ives 
believed that Princess M ary should  becom e fam iliar w ith  the contents 
o f  the B ible and other w orks w ritten  by  the fathers o f  the Church. A s 
she w as supposed to fo llow  H enry  V III as F id e i D efensor , her reading 
list included not on ly  w orks by  A m brose and A ugustine, but also 
w ritings by  the C hristian  poets such as Prudentius, S idonius, 
Juvencus, Paulinus, A ratus and Prosper. The list also  included 
E nchirid ion  by  E rasm us5. N or w as the P rincess to neglect her studies 
in h isto ry  and  classical literature. A m ongst the m ost com m ended 
h istorians w ere Plutarch, Justinus and V alerius M axim us. In 
com piling a su itable reading list for Princess M ary  Juan  V ives took 
into account not on ly  the b o o k s’ contents and the kind o f  language in

2 F. Watson, Vives and the Renascence Education o f Women, London 1912, p. 37.
3 De Ratione Studii Puerilis J. Vives published at Antwerp in 1523. The 
separate companion tract on boys’ education was attached to the publication, 
and was devoted to Charles Blount.
4 Compare: Desiderius Erasmus Roterodamus, Institutio Christiani Principis, Basle 
1516; T. Morus, The Works o f Sir Thomas More, London 1557.
5 Compare: J. P. Dolan, The Essential Erasmus, Enchiridion, Moria, Querela Pacis, 
De Immensa Misericordia Dei and other works, New York 1964.
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w hich  they  w ere expressed, but also the m oral v irtues displayed by  the
authors and for w hich  they  w ere know n:

The authors in whom she should be versed are those who, at the same time, 
cultivate right language and right living: those who help to inculcate not only 
knowledge, but living well [...]6.

P rincess M ary ’s instruction  w as not confined so lely  to the study  o f 
only  C hristian  and classical literature . T he royal daughter w as 
expected  also to acquire a p rofic iency  level in both  Latin  and Greek. 
T he study  o f  these languages w as based  not on a gram m ar-translation  
m ethod. Instead o f  a rig id  rehearsal o f  g ram m atical rules, M ary  w as 
supposed  to achieve language acquisition  through the reading o f 
recom m ended books and  the collecting o f hum orous phrases, w hich 
w ould  be useful in every-day conversations. In order to becom e fluent 
in L atin  and Greek, the Princess w as equipped w ith  a Latin-E nglish  
d ictionary  and gram m atical course books. A m ongst the teaching 
m ateria l w ere w orks w ritten  by  fam ous linguists o f the day such as 
L inacre and M elanchthon.

Ju an  V iv es’ itinerary  for M ary ’s education w as exceptionally  
innovative, putting  its em phasis on foreign languages and hum anistic  
literature. The scholar produced a set o f guidelines rather than a 
com plete sy llabus for the P rincess’s studies. V iv es’ argum ent for this 
flexible outline w as that the sy llabus could alw ays be ad justed  to her 
predispositions and interests, w hich  w ould  becom e m ore read ily  
identifiable as the royal daughter g rew  older.

In the co llection  o f handbooks and other teaching  aids com posed 
for the purpose o f Princess M ary ’s instruction Juan  V iv es’ Satellitium  
vel Sym bola  is w orthy  o f  special no te7. T his w ork  is a com position  of 
collected  m ottos w hich  the P rincess w as to fo llow  during her years o f 
education and w hich  she w as to abide by  on her jo u rn ey  to the throne. 
The proverbs and other instructive sto ries w ritten  dow n on the pages 
o f  Satellitium  vel Sym bola  w ere either taken  from  classical literature 
or w ere based on the au th o r’s personal experiences. One o f  these

6 F. Watson, op. cit., p. 54.
7 J. Vives, Satellitium vel Symbola, Louvain 1524.
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stories describes a trip to Syon a long  the river T ham es during w hich 
C atherine o f  A ragon and V ives discussed both the goodness and evils 
o f  th is w orld. The w ork  had  a broader value in that the tu tors of 
M ary ’s half-brother -  the fu ture Edw ard V I -  resorted  to it w hilst 
educating  the Prince.

Ju an  V ives w as not the only  hum anist w ho contribu ted  to the form  
o f M ary ’s instruction. O ther scholars also devoted their tim e and 
participation in the creation  o f  the fram ew ork for the P rincess’s 
education. T hom as L inacre com posed a L atin  course book, w hich  w as 
a sim plified  version  o f L atin  gram m ar. In turn, G iles D uw es, M ary ’s 
lecturer in the French language and  a noted  Francophile, prepared a 
sim ilar w ork  for her in French. E rasm us w as also am ongst the scholars 
em ployed by  the Q ueen. He w as com m issioned to w rite  a study  on the 
institu tion o f  m arriage, w hich  accord ingly  he published in 1526. The 
choice o f  the title for the publication  -  C hristani m a trim on ii Institu tio8 
-  has led h istorians into som e heated  debates; w hether or not it w as 
the Q ueen’s personal v iew poin t on the m atter o f divorce expressed by 
m eans o f  E rasm us’ pen. H ow ever, the date w hen  the com m ission w as 
ordered im plies som ew hat d ifferent intentions: the Q ueen clearly  
w anted  to present her daughter w ith  a dissertation w hich  w ould  affect 
her m orally. A s w ould  have been expected, C hristani m atrim onii 
Institu tio  w as dedicated to C atherine o f  A ragon. The dedication  being 
a typical g lorification  o f the Q ueen’s v irtues contained an allusion to 
her daughter:

We expect no less of your daughter Mary. For What cannot be hoped of a
daughter born of such devout parents, and educated under such a mother9.

L ittle  w ritten  evidence has survived up to the present to describe in 
depth  and length the years o f  Princess M ary ’s education. W hat is 
certain, how ever and  beyond question, is that the Q u een ’s role in her 
d augh ter’s instruction. Even if  E rasm u s’ panegyrics are no m ore than

8 Desiderius Erasmus Roterodamus, Christiani matrimonii Institutio, Basilea 1526.
9 Desiderius Erasmus Roterodamus, Opus epistolarum Des: Erasmi Roterodami, ed. 
P. S. & H. M. Allen, H. W. Garrod. 1906-1958, Ep.1727, (later quoted as P. S. Allen).
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sheer eulogy and  a w ay  o f finding favours w ith  the Q ueen, C atherine’s 
letter w ritten  to her daughter after her departure for W ales in 1525  
illustrates best her m o th er’s concern for the Princess:

As for your writing in Latin, I am glad that ye shall change from me to Master 
Federston, for that shall do you much good to learn by him to write aright. But yet 
sometimes I would be glad when ye do write to Master Federston of your own 
enditing when he hath read it that I might see it. For it shall be a great comfort to 
me to see you keep your Latin and fair writing and all .

T he events o f  1525 provide historians w ith  a w ealth  o f  inform ation 
about the schooling  years o f  Prince M ary  and her step bro ther -  H enry 
Fitzroy. It w as then that H enry V III and  cardinal W olsey, facing the 
succession  problem , decided to dispatch  the royal children to rem ote 
parts o f  the kingdom  w here they  w ould  rule on beha lf o f  their father: 
P rincess M ary, as m entioned  above, left for W ales, w hilst H enry  
F itzroy  m oved to the north  o f  the realm . T heir perform ance w as 
stric tly  m onitored  by  the m onarch and  T hom as W olsey, and 
presum ably  these observations w ere to help them  to m ake a final 
decision  on the issue o f succession. Princess M ary w hilst governing in 
W ales rem ained  in the care o f  M argaret Pole - C ountess o f  Salisbury, 
G iles D uw es and R ichard  Fetherston  -  both  o f  the latter being M ary ’s 
tutor. G iles D uw es w as requested  by  the Q ueen to prepare a 
com prehensive course book on French  gram m ar for her daughter and 
produced a book, w hich  has to the present day been a fascinating 
source o f  inform ation about M ary ’s life a t that tim e11. The w ork  is full 
o f  letters, verses and dialogues w hich  w as in tended to be authentic 
teaching  m aterial used for the acquisition  o f sk ills in foreign 
languages and  also in the overall process o f education to prepare her 
for the post o f  future Queen. The book contains som e im agined 
exam ples o f  negotiations w hich  M ary  and  her tu tor used practising  in 
theory  the form ing o f alliances and signing peace treaties w ith  France.

10 G. Mattingly, Katherine o f Aragon, Boston 1941, p. 189.
11 Giles Duwes, An Introductorie for the lerne to rede, to pronounce, and to speake 
frenche trewly, Godfray 1533-36.
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In A n  In troductorie  fo r  the lerne  to  rede, [...] there are num erous 
pages devoted  to philosophical and re lig ious issues o f  souls; their 
nature and  origin. A dditionally , som e lighter topics are raised in the 
book such as chats about love, in w hich  Princess M ary  and her 
treasurer o f  the household  w ere involved.

No one else could better sum m arise M ary ’s schooling years and 
her dedication  to the new  learn ing  than the greatest advocate of 
hum anism  and  the P rincess’s adm irer -  Erasm us. In h is w ork  A dagia  
published in 1528 he com plim ents M ary ’s parents on their dedication, 
effort and the concern w hich  they  displayed in relation to their 
daughters education, and presented the Princess as a m odel w orth  
fo llow ing by  her peers. A m ongst lengthy  verses E rasm us says:

We have in the Queen of England a woman distinguished by her learning, whose
daughter Mary composes fine Latin epistles12.

B y the tim e H enry V lI I ’s o ther children em barked on their 
education, the political situation in E ngland  had com pletely  changed. 
In term s o f  the m o n arch ’s m arital status H enry  had divorced C atherine 
o f  A ragon, had his second w ife -  A nne B oleyn -  beheaded and 
m ourned for h is th ird  w ife -  Jane  Seym our. The E nglish  R eform ation 
had also been com pleted resu lting  in H enry  V III proclaim ing  h im self 
the head o f  the A nglican church. In the circle o f  scholars, those 
hum anists w ho w ere Protestant-m inded and represented a m ore radical 
line had begun to gain  the upper hand in the kingdom . The only  thing 
w hich  seem ed unchanged w as the standing  o f  hum anism  in the realm .

A s in the early  part o f  the fifteenth  cen tury  the scholars w ere able 
to strengthen their position by  providing a hum anistic  education to 
P rincess M ary  and  Prince H enry Fitzroy, the hum anists o f  the early  
forties could m ake the ir influence felt by  taking up  posts o f royal 
tu tors to Prince E dw ard  and Princess E lizabeth13.

12 P. S. Allen, Ep. 2023.
13 Princess Elizabeth was born in September 1533 and was the daughter of Henry VIII 
and Anne Boleyn. The royal marriage did not last even three years and in May 1536 
the mother of the young Princess was executed. Two weeks after the execution Henry 
VIII married Jane Seymour, who gave him a son -  Edward. The birth of the male heir
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T he education  o f Prince E dw ard  com m enced in 1544. In the sam e 
year Princess E lizabeth  found favour in her fa th e r’s eyes thus the 
instruction  o f  the royal children  could begin sim ultaneously. The years 
o f  early  schooling  o f  the k in g ’s son and daughter coincided w ith  the 
reign  o f  H enry V III’s last w ife  -  C atherine Parr. The Q ueen, w ho 
resided  w ith  the young Prince Edw ard at H am pton C ourt, took total 
contro l over the process o f  the education o f the royal o ff-spring14. 
C atherine from  the very  start did her u tm ost to ensure that Prince 
E d w ard ’s relationship  w ith  h is h a lf  sister E lizabeth  w as cordial. The 
Q u een ’s endeavours to form  a close bond betw een  the children cam e 
out o f  her strong b e lie f that th is w ould  have a positive im pact on their 
personality  and m ore generally , their perform ance in learning15. The 
picture thus presented o f  the royal ch ild ren ’s instruction in both 
M cC on ica’s E ng lish  hum anists  and R eform ation  p o litics under H enry  
V I I I  and E dw ard  V I  and Internet encyclopedia seem s to be 
exaggerated  and  the role o f  C atherine Parr is in th is respect 
overestim ated. F irst and forem ost, in T udor tim es there w as no such 
notion  as a royal nursery  and the k in g ’s son and  daughter could enjoy 
each o th e r’s com pany only  sporad ically  w hen  they  m et at the k in g ’s 
court. Furtherm ore, the difference o f  sex and age betw een the royal 
children speaks in favour o f  their separate education, and  not 
necessarily  under the ausp ices o f  their stepm other.

There is further evidence w hich  suggests that C atherine Parr 
cannot be credited  w ith  the constant superv ision  o f the Prince and 
P rincess’s instruction. For instance, the exchange o f letters betw een 
the Q ueen and the Prince im plies that they  did not share perm anently  
one royal residence. M oreover, the young Prince m ade a note in his

effectively solved the dynastic problem. Henry Fitzroy, being an illegitimate son, had 
already died and Princesses Mary and Elizabeth on the basis of the Second Succession 
Act were made negligible quantities. Thus Edward’s succession to the throne was 
unquestionable.
14 J. K. McConica, English humanists and Reformation politics under Henry VIII and 
Edward VI, Oxford 1965, chapter 7.
15 Encarta Online Encyclopedia, http://uk.encarta.msn.com, chapter „Parentage, 
childhood, and early life”.

http://uk.encarta.msn.com
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diary  saying that at the age o f  six  he w as taken aw ay from  his w om en 
and  given into the care o f  h is tu tors16. T his should  dispel any 
speculation  w ith  regards to C atherine P a rr’s role in d irecting a school 
for the k in g ’s children. It is notew othy  that in T udor England, b o y s’ 
separation  from  their m others, nannies and  other fem ale nurses w as 
nothing unusual and this kind o f  practice w as h igh ly  recom m ended by 
the hum anists in their educational w orks on ch ild ren ’s up-bringing17.

On the one hand, it is beyond question that C atherine Parr 
encouraged the royal children in their d iligent studies and  cared for 
her s tepch ild ren ’s hum anistic  education. It is h igh ly  probable that in 
order to be able to correspond w ith  the Prince and  Princess in Latin, 
she herse lf took private tu ition  to im prove her com m and o f L atin18. 
O n the o ther hand, how ever, despite the Q u een ’s dedication  and 
in terest in the royal ch ild ren ’s education, H enry V III left the tutelage 
to a carefully  selected  bevy  o f  royal tutors.

A t th is point it is no tew orthy  that the em inent E nglish  hum anists 
w ere gran ted  the posts o f  royal tu tors on the basis o f  connections. 
John  Cheke, w ho used to be a lecturer a t a leading hum anistic  centre
i.e. S t Jo h n ’s C ollege at C am bridge, took up a position as E d w ard ’s 
and  E lizab e th ’s m entor and teacher after R ichard  Cox, the great 
O xford  scholar. It w as thanks to W illiam  G rinda l’s recom m endation 
that John  C heke w as offered the post. In teresting ly  enough, W illiam  
G rindal w as C h ek e’s colleague at St Jo h n ’s and on a personal level, 
h is bosom  friend. W illiam  G rindal used to be E lizab e th ’s private tutor 
at C heshunt and Enfield, but w hen  he fell p rey  to the plague o f  1548, 
he w as rep laced  by  h is old teacher and friend -  R oger A scham . O nce 
John  C heke earned the respect and recognition  o f the court, he could 
then  offer h is ow n recom m endations to others. For exam ple, W illiam  
C ecil w as the one w ho built up his career thanks to C h ek e’s support. 
W illiam  C ecil, w ho in future w ould  take up the post o f  Lord

16 J. G. Nichols, Literary Remains o f King Edward VI, New York 1964, p. 290.
17 Compare: Desiderius Erasmus Roterodamus, Institutio Christiani Principis, Basle 
1516, p. 194; H. H. S. Croft, The book namedgovernour by Thomas Elyot, New York 
1967, p. 35-36.
18 Encarta Online Encyclopedia, op.cit.
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C hancellor at E lizab e th ’s court, w as acquainted  w ith  the Princess 
th rough John  Cheke, his colleague and bro ther-in -law 19.

T he choice o f  tu tors and his early  schooling  days w ere described 
by  E dw ard  in his diary. T his is w hat the young Prince w rote in this 
respect:

At the sixt yere of his age, I was brought up in learning by Mr Doc tour Cox, who was 
after my amner, and John Cheke, Mr of Art, [...], who sought to bring me up in learning 
of tounges, of the scriptures, of philosophie, and all liberall sciences. Also John 
Belmaine, Frenchman, did teach him the French launguage [ ...]20.

R ichard  C ox w as a lecturer in classical literature at O xford and  w as 
regarded  as a com m itted  but m oderate reform er. John  C heke w as, in 
turn, a lecturer at C am bridge and w as considered to have been the 
m ost d istinguished expert in phonetics o f  the G reek language. It is 
se lf-ev ident that the qualifications o f  these tw o principal tu tors o f 
Prince Edw ard w ere outstanding, yet this is no t a surprise in any  sense 
in v iew  o f the standards o f  teaching  expected from  the P rin ce ’s 
lecturers.

Y oung Edw ard w as provided w ith  a broad, hum anistic  education 
and w as taught num erous subjects, w hich  m ade up a typical 
curriculum  for the royal children. A m ongst those m odules there w ere 
lessons in foreign languages, gram m ar, philosophy, rhetoric, logics 
and  literature. C hristopher D aniell points out that the b o y ’s instruction 
“extended beyond the classics, for he w as deeply  in terested  in 
theology, fortifications and defences, and in the affairs o f  state and 
reform  o f the cu rrency”21. U ndoubtedly, the Prince w as exceptionally  
talented and eager to pursue his studies, since a t the age o f  seven he 
w as able to speak Latin  fluently  and  w rite  poem s in th is language. B y 
the age o f  fourteen he could am aze everyone w ith  h is French and 
G reek22. E dw ard m ust have been a brilliant pupil, but to accum ulate 
such  know ledge, his education had to be based on strict ru les and

19 F. A. Mumby, The girlhood o f Queen Elizabeth, a narrative contemporary letters, 
London 1909, p. 75-80.
20 J. G. Nichols, op. cit.
21 Ch. Daniell, A Traveller’s History o f England, Gloucestershire 1996, p. 103.
22 Ibidem.



discipline. No one less than a knight w as perm itted to v isit and play 
w ith  him . E ven though the Prince w as prone to colds and generally  
w as o f  feeble health, he w as still expected to go hunting in the royal 
forests23. T he regim e im posed upon him  w as harsh  indeed.
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L atin  note in the hand o f E dw ard V I (h ttp ://w w w .joh.cam .ac.uk).

23 Ibidem , p. 102.

http://www.joh.cam.ac.uk
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T he P rin ce’s acquisition  o f  hum anistic  know ledge and the 
expanding o f  h is o ther in terests w as coupled w ith  the instillation  o f 
good m anners and courtesy  to everyone, irrespective o f  their age 
and/or status. W hen at the age o f  n ine Edw ard w as elevated  to the 
kingship, he continued to dem onstrate unfailing  courtesy  to h is tutors.

S im ilarly , E lizabeth, the daughter o f  H enry V III and A nne B oleyn, 
received  a w ell-grounded  and thorough education. A s w ith  her ha lf­
brother, she w as instructed  in a great varie ty  o f  subjects. E lizabeth ’s 
first tu tor w as K at A shley, w ho being w ell-educated  herse lf quickly 
cam e to the realisation  that her pupil displayed unique talen ts and w as 
blessed  w ith  special gifts. The P rincess’s love o f  studying enabled  her 
to acquire know ledge easily  w hilst s im ultaneously  finding in it great 
pleasure. F rom  an early  age, E lizabeth  w as taught the E nglish  alphabet 
and  som e o f the ru les o f gram m ar, not forgetting  to develop her skills 
in reading and w riting. W hen  the k in g ’s daughter turned five, she 
em barked on the study  o f  foreign languages. It could not be sheer 
coincidence that at least three o f E d w ard ’s team  o f tu tors w ere at the 
sam e tim e E lizabe th ’s lecturers. Jean  B elm ain w as her F rench  teacher, 
w h ilst John  Cox taught her G reek and  Latin. A fter som e tim e the latter 
w as replaced by  John  Cheke, w ho continued to expose the Princess to 
the classics. John  Dee, in turn, m ay have helped  young  E lizabeth  to 
delve into the finer points o f  m athem atics, astronom y and  astro logy24. 
A m ongst all sub jects that the Princess w as taught, a special em phasis 
w as placed on the study  o f  foreign languages. R oger A scham , w ho 
w as regarded  as one o f  the m ost brilliant H ellenists in the k in g ’s 
realm , w as responsib le  for supply ing  E lizabeth  w ith  a set o f  exercises 
in double translation  i.e. the pupil w as expected  to translate a given 
text from  one foreign language into another foreign one. R oger 
A scham  com plim ented the royal daughter not only  on her in tellect and 
lively  w it, but also on her excellence, saying:

24 Quoted after the article “Education of Queen Elizabeth I” (http:/www.Elizabethan- 
era.org.uk).
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[...] so much solidity of understanding, such courtesy united with dignity, have 
never been observed at so early age. She has the most ardent love of true religion 
and of the best kind of literature. The constitution of her mind is exempt from 
female weakness, and she is endued with a masculine power of application25.

Such  com plim ents conveyed to other people by  the royal tu tor in 
respect o f  h is star pupil did not com e from  the sch o la r’s sheer 
courtesy, but ra ther w ere based  on solid  facts: indeed, E lizabeth  w as 
devoted  w holehearted ly  to her studies, since her ord inary  days both 
the m ornings and afternoons, w ere filled w ith  all k inds o f  w ork. N ot 
only  did she take pleasure in studying academ ic subjects, but also she 
learned sew ing and  em broidering. The hobbies w hich  she took up 
extended further and ranged from  dancing and  playing m usic to horse- 
rid ing and hunting26.

25 Roger Ascham’s letter to John Sturmius quoted in: F. A. Mumby, op. cit., p. 69-72.
26 Quoted after the article “Education of Queen Elizabeth I” (http:/www.Elizabethan- 
era.org.uk).
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Inscrip tion to E lizabeth  I in G reek by  John  Foxe 
(h ttp ://w w w .joh.cam .ac.uk).

E lizab e th ’s ex traord inary  talents and skills coupled w ith  her 
conscientiousness, as w ell as the tu to rs’ dedication and effort, y ielded 
superb  results: at the age o f  eleven the Princess spoke six  languages 
fluently  viz. French, Latin, G reek, Spanish, W elsh  and English. 
B esides w hich, she w as fam iliar w ith  the w orks o f  C icero, Livy, 
Sophocles and Socrates. She could  boast o f  herse lf in being  w ell-read 
both  in the G reek T estam ent and the w ritings o f  S t Cyprian. A t 
C hristm as 1544, the Princess gave her stepm other a unique gift; it w as

http://www.joh.cam.ac.uk
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the w ork  entitled  The M irro r  o r  G lass o f  the S in fu l Soul, w hich  she 
had  translated  herse lf from  the French into E nglish  prose27.

E lizab e th ’s facility  in the G reek and L atin  languages had  a 
considerable im pact on her sp iritual developm ent. T he ab ility  to 
understand  texts in these languages enabled the P rincess not only  to 
read, but also to interpret the contents o f the B ible. A ccord ing  to 
C hristopher H aigh, the author o f  her biography, thanks to her reading 
sk ills the m o n arch ’s daughter w as grow ing  up in the conviction  that 
salvation  is dependent on m an ’s faith, and not so lely  on his/her 
deeds28. B o th  the Princess and her half-bro ther w ere brought up in the 
Protestant belief. T he sib lings w ere, how ever, d ifferent from  each 
other: Edw ard displayed his faith overtly, w hilst E lizabeth  w ould 
prefer not to have dem onstrated  her relig ion in public. It does not 
m ean that she w as not both pious and  prayerful. R eputedly, every  day 
the Princess devoted  am ple tim e to prayer. S he w as keen on crucifixes 
and lit candles in her chapel. S he took pleasure in listening to church 
m usic, but did not necessarily  like to participate in services, during 
w hich  long serm ons w ere delivered. A bove all, w hat w as so 
characteristic  about the royal daughter w as her adoption  o f  toleration 
during her youth. T he confirm ation o f  this can be found in her ow n 
statem ent: “I have no desire to m ake w indow s into m e n ’s so u ls”. 
Instead, she w ould  rather have seen  h erse lf as G o d ’s vesse l on earth, 
and w ould  pray  to determ ine G o d ’s w ill so that He w ould  reveal it to 
her, and she could im plem ent i t”29.

B oth  E lizabeth  and Edw ard w ere instructed  accord ing  to a new  
hum anistic  concept, w hich  assum ed that education  should  be provided 
in certain  stages. A  student w ho m anaged to acquire read ing  sk ills and 
becam e fam iliar w ith  ru les o f basic gram m ar in h is/her native 
language ought to proceed further, developing skills in translation  and

27 Margaret of Navarre is the author of this work, and it was first translated into 
English by Margaret Beaufort. M. Beaufort, The mirroure o f golde for the sunfull 
soule, London 1522.
28 Ch. Haigh, Elizabeth I, Profiles in Power, New York 1988, p. 32.
29 Quoted after:
http://www.elizabethi.org/us/elizabethianchurch/queenandchurch.html, paragraph 3.

http://www.elizabethi.org/us/elizabethianchurch/queenandchurch.html
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the interpretation  o f  literature. The list o f recom m ended readings 
included V ergil, Livy, C icero and m any other classical orators and 
philosophers. To fulfil th is task  w ell, a pupil w as expected  to study  
both  Latin  and G reek. The accom plishm ent o f these skills led a 
student to the next stage, during w hich  he/she focused on developing 
the abilities o f public speaking and  eloquent w riting.

T he devised syllabus for the royal children em phasised the 
im portance o f developing critical th ink ing  and  distinguishing betw een 
m oral and im m oral behaviour. By studying  past societies, the Princess 
and  Prince had a chance o f  acquain ting  them selves w ith  m oral v irtues 
like beauty, truth, harm ony and  balance. G rasping the true m eaning o f 
these w ords w as to help them  in search ing  for them  w ith in  their soul 
and  continuous striv ing for perfection. B y m eans o f  logical thinking, 
sophisticated  w ay  o f expression and eloquence the fu ture m onarch 
w as to convince h is/her subject o f  the crow n to m ake sim ilar 
endeavours to self-im provem ent30.

E dw ard and E lizab e th ’s tu tors w ere leading hum anists o f  the 
forties o f the six teen th  century  in T udor England. The sch o la rs’ 
influence on the royal ch ild ren ’s education in term s o f  w hat the 
T udors w ere able to teach and instil in them  is unquestionable. T his is 
best illustrated  by  the Protestant ideas, w hich  both E lizabeth  and 
E dw ard adopted from  their m entors. W hilst, Princess M ary, w ho had 
been instructed  by  orthodox hum anists tw enty  years before, rem ained 
an ardent C atholic.

English  hum anists believed  that education  should  not be restricted  
only  to the royal fam ily  and  high church officials, but should  be 
accessib le also to both  rich and poor, the gifted  and the ordinary, 
orig inating from  the tow ns and countryside alike. In their opinion, 
education w as to serve all G o d ’s sons and daughters in the quest for 
their vocation and m ission on earth31. T he h u m an ists’ contribution  to 
the education  o f  the royal children  in the T udor A ge is undoubted  and

30 J. Simon, Education and Society in Tudor England, Cambridge 1966, chapter 7, 
passim.
31 Ibidem.



Royal education in the Tudor Age 209

their success m ay have served as an  exam ple for future generations. 
T hey  did, how ever, fail in reform ing and re juvenating  prim ary 
education  for the ordinary  people. B adly  thought-through reform s or 
in m any  aspects their total lack, did no t leave sch o o ls’ doors open to 
everyone; irrespective o f  status. The efforts w hich  T hom as C ranm er 
and H ugh L atim er m ade in this respect during the forties o f the 
six teen th  cen tury  is no t enough to claim  that thanks to E nglish 
Protestants, education  flourished in the T udor Age. The instruction did 
give rise to adm iration, but w as reserved for the royal children and the 
off-spring o f  the nobility.
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