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Abstract

This thesis examines the power of aristocratic women in politics and
patronage in the final years of the Elizabethan court (1580 to 1603).
Substantial archival sources are analysed to evaluate the concepts of female
political agency discussed in scholarly literature, including women’s roles in
politics, within families, in networks and as part of the court patronage
system. A case study methodology is used to examine the lives and careers of
specific aristocratic women in three spheres of court politics — the politics of
female agency, the politics of family and faction, and the politics of favour.
The first case study looks at Elizabeth’s long-serving lady-in-waiting, Anne
Dudley, Countess of Warwick, and demonstrates that female political agents
harnessed multiple sources of agency to exercise power at court on behalf of
dense patronage networks. It introduces the original concept of a female
‘companion favourite’ who used a close personal relationship with the queen
to become one of the most successful courtiers of the period and to rival the
power of aristocratic men in a number of ways. Case studies on the Cooke
sisters, Anne, Lady Bacon and Elizabeth, Lady Russell, examine their
loyalties and obligations to male kin on either side of a political divide in the
1590s. For the first time, the activities of these aristocratic women are
incorporated into the study of factionalism at the Elizabethan court and argue
that a convergence of family and state politics enhanced women’s political
significance. The final series of case studies discusses the effect of kinship
with an Elizabethan male favourite on women’s political agency and analyses
the interdependent flow of power between Robert Devereux, 29 Earl of

Essex and four of his closest female kin. The thesis uniquely examines the



ability of aristocratic women out of royal favour to exercise power and pursue
feminine strategies for patronage. These case studies show that aristocratic
women made their own decisions within the scope of kin obligations and
highlight an overlap between family and independent political agency. The
thesis concludes that the realities of a personal monarchy under a queen
regnant meant that aristocratic women’s roles in politics and patronage were
integral to the effective functioning of the court and state, but that their sex
determined how they exercised power. Whilst all aristocratic women at the
late Elizabethan court were politically significant, those who mastered the
exercise of power and wielded it appropriately took their political agency to a

higher level.
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