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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

Helen Matheson-Pollock, Joanne Paul, 
and Dr.Catherine Fletcher

Political theory and political reality were forced into an awkward encoun-
ter across the courts of Europe in the early modern period. The disjunc-
ture between a theory of political counsel predicated on male participants 
and a political reality of female political actors—due to an unprecedented 
number of Queens regnant and other powerful women in the early mod-
ern period—requires scholarly scrutiny. Although the topic has been stud-
ied with reference to individual queens, this collection represents the first 
attempt to study the relationship between queenship and counsel from a 
pan-European perspective.
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For centuries before the period in question here, counsel had been an 
essential part of European political thinking.1 Medieval theory placed it 
into the hands of the politically disengaged philosopher—Aristotle serving 
as the model2—but also made it the political right of the noble class, as a 
means of ensuring that they were given a voice in the decisions of the state.3 
When this right was not respected, monarchs could be justifiably over-
thrown, as was the case with Richard II—Richard the “redeless” (or advice-
less)—in England in 1399.4 With the spread of Renaissance humanism, 
philosopher was married with courtier in the crafting of a new kind of 
counsellor, who tempered truthful advice with an awareness of decorum, as 
evidenced in Baldassare Castiglione’s Book of the Courtier (1528; English 
translation 1561). Such a figure ought to combine “knoweleage of the 
truth” with “Courtliness” so “In the wise maye he leade him, throughe the 
toughe way of vertue (as it were) deckynge yt aout with boowes to shad-
owe yt and strawinge it over wyth sightlye flouers”.5 A similar sentiment is 
expressed in Thomas More’s Utopia (1516), through the character of 
Morus, who recommends an “indirect approach” and a “more civil phi-
losophy” (philosophia ciuilior)6 “that takes its cue, adapts itself to the drama 
in hand and acts its part neatly and appropriately” or “cum decoro”.7

By the middle of the sixteenth century, however, such a figure became 
the object of deep suspicion. The reason was the rise of Machiavellianism—a 
political perspective based on, though not always faithful to, the writings 
of Niccolò Machiavelli, primarily Il Principe (written in 1513 and pub-
lished posthumously in 1532). Machiavelli reversed the humanist model 
of counsel, in which the prince is “led” or “instructed” by his counsellor, 
instead suggesting that “it is an infallible rule that a prince who is not 
himself wise cannot be soundly advised, unless he happens to put himself 
in the hands of a man who is very able and controls everything” in which 
case the prince “would not last long, because such a governor would soon 
deprive him of his state”.8 Rhetoric, the tool of the humanist counsellor, 
was especially distrusted for its ability to “move” or manipulate the emo-
tions of the hearer. In such a case, who truly ruled: prince or counsellor? 
For this reason, the middle of the century onwards saw an increase in the 
recommendation of books of history as counsel/counsellors, as well as 
counsellors who simply related the lessons of such books. Hence the pop-
ular maxim “the best counsellors are the dead”, for “the penne is of a 
more free condition then the tongue”.9 In the later sixteenth century, the 
rise of Reason of State literature—a phenomenon first described in print 
by Giovanni Botero in 1589—meant that the attention shifted to the 
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“observations” of neighbouring states, including their geographical posi-
tions, policies and “interests” with the aim of advancing one’s own state 
interest over that of the others. It was, in short, a far cry from the virtuous 
courtiers of the humanist tradition and began to look much more like the 
realist political “science” of the modern period.

In the middle of the century, these changes in the discourse of counsel 
collided with an evolving political reality: the accession of several queens 
regnant (including Mary and Elizabeth Tudor of England and Mary, 
Queen of Scots), the rising power of Catherine de’ Medici in France, and 
significant roles for women (Margaret of Austria and Margaret of Parma) 
as governors of parts of the Holy Roman Empire. The discourse of politi-
cal counsel, in all of its forms, was based on the participation of men, both 
as counsellors and the counselled.10 Women were not only thought of as 
external to the political sphere, but also were not seen to have the requisite 
skills to give political counsel, and thus their counsel was largely feared and 
rejected.11

In the humanist tradition, counsel was meant to impart reason, and 
prudence was the primary virtue associated with the counsellor. Women 
were almost consistently thought to lack both.12 Partly, this was because 
they could not possibly have the political experience requisite for such a 
virtue—women end up excluded from politics because they had been 
excluded from politics—but it also had to do with a long-standing tradi-
tion of seeing women’s advice on many matters as irrational, self-interested 
and dangerous. One of the best known rejections of women’s counselling 
abilities and activities was provided by John Knox in 1558 as a reaction to 
what he saw as the failing state of Europe. According to Knox, women’s

sight in civile regiment, is but blindness: their strength, weaknes: their coun-
sel, foolishenes … Nature I say, doth paynt them furthe to be weake, fraile, 
impatient, feble and foolishe: and experience hath declared them to be 
unconstant, variable, cruelle and lacking the spirit of counsel and 
regiment.13

Knox’s perspective that women lacked the spirit and discipline for counsel 
reflected the historical perspective that arguably dated from St Paul. As the 
discourse of counsel shifted across the sixteenth century from humanism 
to Machiavellianism to Reason of State, women’s counsel was further mis-
trusted and excluded, as many of the contributions to this volume will 
show.

  INTRODUCTION 
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Furthermore, throughout the early modern period, counsel was often 
presented figuratively as the female counterpart to male sovereignty.14 The 
most famous and explicit example of this is in the work of Francis Bacon, 
who in his essay on counsel writes

… they say Iupiter did marrie Metis (which signifieth Counsell.) … shee 
conceiu’d by him, and was with childe, but Iupiter suffered her not to stay till 
shee brought fourth, but eate her vp; whereby hee became with child and was 
deliuered of Pallas, armed out of his head. Which montrous fable containeth 
a secret of Empire: How Kings are to make vse of their Counsell of state.15

Female counsel was married to male sovereignty, with sovereignty the 
superior, but this was all figurative; women were not meant to be any part 
of this process.

Yet, as this volume shows, they were participants in the complex inter-
play between counsel and sovereignty. This volume includes essays analyz-
ing more than 300 years of European royal history through the lens of the 
relationship between queenship and counsel. The study of queens and 
queenship, alongside that of women and early modern politics, has been a 
lively field of research in recent years. Works on individual queens are too 
numerous to list but scholars have increasingly emphasized the impor-
tance of considering all queens—consort, regnant and dowager—as politi-
cal agents with significant roles to play in governance and diplomacy.

England’s queens regnant, Mary and Elizabeth Tudor, have been the 
focus of particular attention. In a volume celebrating the quincentenary of 
Mary Tudor as England’s first ruling queen, Joanne Paul highlighted the 
“conciliar compromise” reached by Mary as she navigated her unprece-
dented position.16 Valerie Schutte has published on Mary I and the Art of 
Book Dedications, noting the advice given to Mary I in dedicatory epis-
tles.17 Anna Whitelock and Alice Hunt’s collection Tudor Queenship ana-
lyzes the dynamics of counsel in the reigns of these queens; while limited 
to that context, the collection as a whole offered early discussion on sev-
eral topics addressed in the present volume.18 Worthy of particular note is 
Ralph Houlbrooke’s essay asking “What happened to Mary’s council-
lors?”, which highlights Elizabeth’s own attitude that a multitude of coun-
cillors “make rather discord and confusion than good counsel”.19

Queens regnant, however, are far from the whole story. The Marrying 
Cultures project has turned attention to the role of foreign born consorts 
as “agents, instruments or catalysts of cultural and dynastic transfer in 
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early modern Europe (1500–1800)”.20 This ongoing research seeks to 
explore cultural interplay across shifting political borders, in the process 
generating new insight into the roles consorts played. The work of the 
Royal Studies Network via the Royal Studies Journal and the Queenship 
and Power series has significantly advanced the study of queens and their 
queenships. Elena Woodacre’s collection on Queenship in the Mediterranean 
highlights the politicized nature of queenship in the period c. 1100–150021 
while Woodacre and Carey Fleiner’s volume Royal Mothers and their 
Ruling Children spans an even broader period of time and highlights the 
extent to which royal women could leverage their motherhood and pre-
sume to advise and influence their reigning offspring.22

Wider-ranging studies of noblewomen, political culture and the royal 
household offer further insights on which the present volume builds. 
Nadine Akkerman and Birgit Houben’s collection The Politics of the Female 
Household emphasizes the importance of a queen’s female attendants to all 
aspects of queenship but particularly the political, making reference to 
royal and noble women engaging in conciliar activity: Helen 
Graham-Matheson highlights the figure of the “counselloress” amongst 
Elizabeth Tudor’s female courtiers; Una McIlvenna refers to an incident 
of Catherine de’ Medici desiring to counsel a lieutenant general; and 
Katrin Keller presents a case-study of Viennese high stewardess Maria 
Elisabeth Wagensberg, who used her influence at the court of Empress 
Eleonora to place her son-in-law in a position as councillor.23 Anne 
McLaren’s Political Culture in the Reign of Elizabeth I and Natalie Mears’s 
Queenship and Political Discourse in the Elizabethan Realms examine 
Elizabeth’s relationship with her advisers in terms of the dynamics of 
counsel noted above, although they make only passing mention of other 
female monarchs.24 In short, there has been a growing interest in the sub-
ject of political counsel, and the acknowledgement of its awkward rela-
tionship with female rule. Article-length contributions by John Guy and 
Jacqueline Rose have attempted to provide surveys of counsel in the 
period, though, once again, solely in England.25

A recent major work edited by Jacqueline Rose, The Politics of Counsel 
in England and Scotland, 1286–1707,26 takes stock of an impressively wide 
period and breadth of sources to construct a new framework for discus-
sions of both the council as an institution and the discipline and activity of 
counsel; two contributions to the volume have particularly relevance to 
this collection because of their focus on Elizabeth Tudor. Through an 
assessment of Elizabeth I’s own words, Susan Doran makes a convincing 
case that the Queen valued good counsel and factored it into her activity, 
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an argument that tallies with the findings on Elizabeth that follow 
below (particularly Chap. 9).27 Paulina Kewes’ essay28 uses the concept of 
kingship to draw insights relating to the counsel of the Queen and the 
kingdom from early Elizabethan drama, findings complemented by John 
Walter’s Chap. 10 in this volume on Spenser.

The specifically gendered dynamics of counsel have, however, received 
rather less attention. Women and Tudor Tragedy: Feminizing Counsel and 
Representing Gender by Allyna E. Ward examines the intersection of gen-
der and counsel primarily within Tudor drama,29 but its focus on ideas of 
queenship is limited and the geographical scope restricted to England. 
Recent work on gender and diplomacy has done much to point to the 
important role played by women in this sphere (which entailed, though 
was not restricted to, counsel). Much of this scholarship considers women 
of lower ranks than queen but its emphasis on informal practices offers 
methodological insights.30 Greater work has been done on gender and 
counsel in the medieval period, primarily by Misty Schieberle, though 
often this is limited to the role female counsel plays in the private sphere, 
such as in the works of Rosemarie Deist and Judith Ferster.31

This volume offers a sampling of the rich reflections that are possible by 
examining the intersection between queenship and counsel in early mod-
ern Europe. Chapters consider queens as counsellors and as recipients of 
counsel, both from within their courts and internationally: the epilogue 
summarizes the findings and proposes lines for future research. The vol-
ume also places new emphasis on the nature of counsel itself. Seeking to 
engage with the existing scholarship, it shines a spotlight on counsel as a 
specific element or dimension of female rule, highlighting this key aspect 
of queenship and exploring the myriad ways in which queens and their 
counsellors engaged in the giving and receiving of counsel across the land-
scape of early modern Europe.

Queens enjoyed a variety of relationships of counsel. They counselled 
their husbands: indeed there was a certain expectation that women in 
dynastic marriages would act as liaison between their natal family and their 
husband. Queens might also counsel other rulers. This was not always as 
risky a position as a queen counselling her ruling husband. Francis Bacon, 
for instance, noted in a letter that Elizabeth I’s “faithful advice, continual 
and earnest solicitation” to the king of France and his mother, Catherine 
de’ Medici, “Which counsel, if it had been happily followed as it was pru-
dently and sincerely given, France at this day had been a most flourishing 
kingdom, which now is a theatre of misery” (c. 1592).32 Susanna Niiranen’s 
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Chap. 5, however, points out the risks that ensued when a queen counselled 
across the confessional divide. Queens, as well, were recipients of counsel, 
from ministers and from courtiers. Hannah Coates’ chapter sets the rela-
tionship between Elizabeth I and Sir Francis Walsingham in this context, 
while John Walters explores the idea of the queen as the counsellor’s muse.

In the practice of counsel, women deployed a variety of strategies. 
Margaret of Austria, offering counsel to her father, the Emperor Maximilian, 
said she was prepared to give “my little opinion on this affair, not in the 
form of advice nor or counsel, but as some little remonstrance to render my 
duty as I have always done, also as a most humble daughter should do”.33 
Margaret’s correspondence with her father shows that she hedged her 
counsel around with modest allusions to her limited experience. Maximilian, 
however, was clear in correspondence with his son that Margaret was a 
good source of “advice and counsel”. Other women looked to networks to 
support them in their counsel. The chapters by Niiranen (Chap. 5), 
Matheson-Pollock (Chap. 4) and Kosior (Chap. 2) emphasize the impor-
tance for queens of surrounding themselves with a group of sympathetic 
courtiers (male or female). These courtiers might counsel the queen and 
support her counsel of others by echoing it to decision-makers. Counsel 
might also be expressed through cultural initiatives. Whitelock shows how 
Anna of Denmark’s masques provided the queen with a mechanism for 
political expression alongside counsel provided through the more tradi-
tional means of meetings with foreign ambassadors. For Mary, Queen of 
Scots, as Johnson shows, careful configuration of palace space helped estab-
lish her status in relation to former rebels turned counsellors. Gifts and 
hospitality were also important aspects of queenly counsel, as Beer shows in 
the case of Catherine of Aragon. Understanding political action in this 
broad sense, rather than only in the narrow confines of institutions, helps 
appreciate the full extent of queens’ influence.

The extent to which queenly counsel was necessarily different from the 
counsel of men is a question underlying a number of the chapters. Anyone 
engaged in counselling a king necessarily did so from a position of inferi-
ority: in this sense queens were no different from any other sort of coun-
sellor. Women might lack the experience to counsel prudently on certain 
topics, but then so did many men. That said, a number of chapters high-
light gendered strategies of counsel: the use of female networks at court, 
the employment of particular spaces, the privileged access that a queen 
enjoyed. There are a number of challenges in recovering evidence of coun-
sel. Much advice was provided orally and survives in the written record 
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only at second hand or through fragmentary references. Letters provide a 
key source for many of the chapters but it is often necessary to read 
between the lines to infer when counsel may have taken place, or to rely 
on second-hand accounts from, for example, foreign diplomatic observ-
ers. There is a more substantive challenge, too. As Matheson-Pollock’s 
chapter shows, the better a queen was at giving counsel, the less notice was 
paid to it—the less it registered as counsel—and thus the more difficult it 
is to recover it. Yet the chapters in this volume demonstrate that through 
consideration of a wider variety of sources, including literary texts, mate-
rial culture and architecture, and by exploring topics such as rhetoric, rela-
tionships and performance, it is possible to infer more about the ways that 
queens counselled and were counselled.

This volume has been organized chronologically, while also taking into 
account thematic elements, including the role of queenly counsel in diplo-
macy, queen regents as counsellors and the performance of counsel. It 
opens with Katarzyna Kosior’s chapter (Chap. 2) on Bona Sforza’s role as 
counsellor in Poland, which challenges the historiographical assumption 
that Bona was a manipulating counsellor. Despite creating a network of 
courtiers and diplomats to support her political agenda, her counsel suc-
ceeded only so far as it suited the interests of her husband, Sigismund the 
Old. Perhaps the most famous example of a sixteenth-century queen 
whose interests drifted apart from those of her king was Catherine of 
Aragon. Her early career, however, notably her entry into England, and 
her delicate role as wife to first Arthur and then Henry VIII of England, 
as well as being a member of a powerful Spanish family is often neglected 
in more popular accounts. Michelle L. Beer, in Chap. 3 notes the ways in 
which Catherine was unusually experienced as a counsellor and diplomat, 
taking on the official position of ambassador on behalf of her father, 
Ferdinand of Aragon, in 1507, and offering him advice on relations with 
England. The next chapter (Chap. 4) also considers the conciliar role of a 
queen adrift in a foreign country along with the crucial role of female 
courtiers in counselling a queen; Helen Matheson-Pollock’s analysis of 
Mary Tudor’s correspondence during her brief time as Queen of France 
reveals her role as counsellor to Louis and his court on dealings with 
Mary’s brother, Henry VIII. Matheson-Pollock places such a role in the 
context of Mary’s upbringing, noting particularly the influence of Mary’s 
mother, Elizabeth of York, and grandmother, Margaret of Beaufort, as 
well as the crucial role of her female household. Also responsible for dip-
lomatic counsel was Catherine Jagiellon, Queen of Sweden, considered by 
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Susanna Niiranen in Chap. 5. A Catholic queen married to a Lutheran 
king, Catherine faced the delicate task of counselling across the confes-
sional divide in the later sixteenth century. Like many of the queens dis-
cussed in this volume, she was less than successful, but like that of Bona 
Sforza her case reveals much about the role of courtiers and diplomats in 
supporting queenly counsel.

Catherine Fletcher and Susan Broomhall turn to the role of regents as 
counsellors. Fletcher revisits the “Ladies’ Peace” of 1529, unique in its 
status as a treaty negotiated by two women, as a starting point to explore 
the counselling roles of its protagonists, Louise of Savoy and Margaret of 
Austria. Exploring Margaret’s self-representation in correspondence, in 
Chap. 6, Fletcher argues that while the rhetoric of her counsel needs to be 
understood with reference to her gender, these female diplomats were in 
fact assessed by contemporaries in strikingly similar ways to men. Broomhall 
takes up the case of a later regent of France, Catherine de’ Medici, in the 
chapter that follows (Chap. 7). She opposes existing scholarship which 
maintains that Catherine de’ Medici wielded little power in these periods, 
instead mounting an argument for Catherine’s increasing political involve-
ment at this time, both giving and receiving counsel.

The final chapters examine counsel and queenship in the British Isles, 
focusing particularly on how counsel was framed and performed in con-
texts of female power. Alexandra Johnson’s Chap. 8 brings reflection on 
the spatial to a consideration of counsel-giving, by examining the ways in 
which Mary, Queen of Scots created a space, Holyrood Palace, that sup-
ported her authority over unruly counsellors. It expands studies of counsel-
giving to include this notion of “conciliar space”, which is often overlooked. 
Hannah Coates in Chap. 9 examines the relationship between Elizabeth 
and Francis Walsingham, her principal secretary. Challenging the prevail-
ing interpretation of their relationship as infamously stormy and unsettled, 
Coates suggests that it was only tempestuous when Walsingham failed to 
frame his advice according to established expectations of counsel, high-
lighting the powerful role such performative frameworks had on the reali-
ties of political processes and decision-making. Also assessing counsel in 
the reign of Elizabeth I, John Walters’ contribution (Chap. 10) examines 
the way in which counsel was offered to Elizabeth through the paratexts 
of Edmund Spenser’s The Faerie Queene. Walters suggests that the nature 
of Spenser’s advice changes throughout the text, as he grapples with chal-
lenges to the efficacy of counsel as he writes. The volume ends with a 
consideration of Anna of Denmark in her role of Queen of England, and 

  INTRODUCTION 



10 

the performance of political counsel through her court masques. 
Challenging a view that sees such performances as frivolity, Anna Whitelock 
(Chap. 11) suggests that they were instead sites of meaningful political 
counsel that had an influence on James I and his court. The volume ends 
with a short epilogue, considering the encoded and hidden nature of 
much of the counsel related to queenship, by Joanne Paul. Paul examines 
the visual tradition of counsel and queenship, and especially a frontispiece 
by John Dee, to think about how gendered power altered traditional 
expectations of good political counsel. The message of this epilogue, and 
perhaps this volume as a whole, is that the apparently non-political nature 
of much of the counsel surrounding queenship should not discount it as 
political counsel, but instead generate an expansion of that category.

The chapters in this collection have been gathered together with the 
aim of beginning to address the major lacuna in scholarship that is the 
neglect of women’s roles in delivering and receiving counsel at early 
modern European courts. Queenship and counsel is a complex and 
nuanced subject worthy of significant critical attention and analysis. 
Drawing together the narratives and activity of a variety of women across 
the courts of Europe in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, this vol-
ume highlights the intersection between female rule and political dis-
course, beginning a conversation that is long overdue about the value of 
the relationship of queenship and counsel.

Notes
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of Mary I, eds. Sarah Duncan and Valerie Schutte (New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2016), 135–53.
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CHAPTER 2

Bona Sforza and the Realpolitik of Queenly 
Counsel in Sixteenth-Century 

Poland-Lithuania

Katarzyna Kosior

Women of early modern Italy are famous for being clever and devious 
political players on the European political scene. Catherine de’ Medici, 
who effectively ruled France for decades, and Lucrezia Borgia, who 
exerted influence by marrying into the Sforza, Aragon and d’Este families, 
are perhaps the most famous examples. Other familiar names include 
Caterina Sforza, who occupied Castel Sant’Angelo after Pope Sixtus IV’s 
death in 1484, and Isabella d’Este, known for her patronage of art and 
effective regency of Mantua. There is substantial English-language litera-
ture about these women, but their close relative, Bona Sforza (b. 1494–d. 
1557), whose counsel and actions influenced the fate of the largest com-
posite monarchy on the continent, remains largely obscure in English lit-
erature.1 The only surviving child of Duke Gian Galeazzo Sforza of Milan 
and Duchess Isabella d’Aragona of Bari and Rossano, Bona lived with her 
mother under the protection of the Neapolitan Aragons following her 
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father’s death. Her marriage to King Sigismund I the Old of Poland was 
arranged by the Holy Roman Emperor, Maximilian I, as result of the alli-
ance agreed between the Habsburgs, Sigismund and his brother, King 
Vladislaus II of Hungary, at the Congress of Vienna in 1515. In April 
1518, Bona entered a country very different from her own, governed as 
an elective monarchy with a strong parliament that gave much political 
privilege to the nobility, who could hold the royal couple accountable for 
their actions.2

Polish historians make much of Bona’s political position and often 
write of her in terms that might as well describe a powerful sixteenth-
century man. The exhaustive interwar research of Władysław Pociecha, 
since augmented by Maria Bogucka, Anna Sucheni-Grabowska and my 
own contribution, shows Bona as a wife to a weak king and an active poli-
tician who bought the crown lands pawned to wealthy senators for royal 
debts to turn them into the Jagiellonian dynasty’s private property, con-
ducted wide-ranging economic reforms in Lithuania, governed her Italian 
duchies (Bari and Rossano) from afar and took complete charge of raising 
her children.3 But even though there is much evidence of Bona’s political 
action, such as buying lands or appointing officers, there are few docu-
mented occasions of her giving direct advice or counselling the king. Even 
when this evidence of Bona directly counselling her husband is lacking, 
historians tend to assume that she was the master-puppeteer behind Polish 
internal and foreign politics. The view of the Polish historians is strongly 
grounded in the aura of unbreakable political fortitude that surrounds the 
queen in reports of her contemporaries. Giovanni Marsupino, the 
Habsburg ambassador at the Polish court, wrote that “Dear God, talking 
to the old king is like talking to nobody. The king has no will of his own, 
he is so curbed. Bona holds everything in her hands, she alone rules the 
country and gives orders to everyone”.4 This chapter demonstrates that 
while Bona pursued a comprehensive political programme and mounted 
her own political faction which included some of the most powerful Polish 
nobles, she was only successful in implementing her political agendas inso-
far as it suited her husband, Sigismund the Old.

Bona’s political programme had three main aims. First, she attempted 
to strengthen the position of the Jagiellonians as a dynasty by buying out 
crown lands pawned to some of the wealthiest of the realm’s nobility for 
royal debts. But instead of returning them to the state, she converted 
them into the private property of the Jagiellonians, which was seen by the 
republican Polish nobility as an attempt to introduce absolute monarchy. 
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Part of this agenda was also the manipulation of the elective system to 
solicit the election and coronation of the couple’s son, Sigismund 
August, to the Polish throne in 1530 while his father was still alive. 
Strengthening of the dynasty at home was connected to consolidating its 
position in the European context. The dynastic expansion of the 
Jagiellonians was directed towards the Hungarian and Czech territories, 
where it collided with the dynastic politics of the German Habsburgs. At 
the beginning of the sixteenth century, the kings of Poland (Alexander I 
Jagiellon until 1506, then followed by Sigismund I the Old) and 
Hungary (Vladislaus II Jagiellon) were brothers, but by the end of the 
sixteenth century Hungary was under control of the Holy Roman 
Emperors. The Vienna Congress in 1515 between the Jagiellonian 
brothers and Emperor Maximilian I was a defeat for Jagiellonian diplo-
macy. Due to the dynastic marriages agreed during the meeting, the 
Jagiellonians virtually gave up control over Hungary and Bohemia’s 
future. The marriage between Bona and Sigismund was an indirect result 
of the congress, as she was Maximilian’s niece by his marriage to Bianca 
Maria Sforza. Bona defied expectations to become a quasi-ambassador 
for her natal family at the Polish court, which was the traditional role 
fulfilled, for example, by Catherine of Aragon at Henry VIII’s court (see 
Michelle L. Beer’s, Chap. 3 in this volume). Despite her Habsburg con-
nections, Bona understood that Poland must counter the growing influ-
ence of the Habsburgs in the region or be swallowed by the empire. She 
thought that Poland should fight the growing influence of the Habsburgs 
by pursuing two of her other aims—a strong alliance with France sealed 
with a dynastic marriage and the provision of support to the anti-
Habsburg faction in Hungary led by the Zapolya family.

By demonstrating how Bona’s political action was dependent on the 
success of her counsel, this chapter offers a more nuanced analysis of Bona’s 
political activities and the dynamic between the royal couple. Ultimately 
even Bona, despite her undoubted sway, was hindered by gender con-
straints. Pursuing her ends often exposed her vulnerability and it is not 
always easy to distinguish the counsel she offered her husband from her 
efforts to solicit his approval for her political projects. Despite Bona’s polit-
ical fortitude, the historical evidence suggests that her husband often 
refused her wishes outright, or that she had to revise her plans on the basis 
of a significant compromise. This was all complicated by Bona’s refusal to 
constrain her counsel and the manner of giving it by the prescriptions of 
her gendered office. She notoriously disregarded the tenets of queenship as 

  BONA SFORZA AND THE REALPOLITIK OF QUEENLY COUNSEL… 



18 

they were epitomized in the coronation ritual, particularly in the symbol-
ism of the queen’s regalia.5 The Polish coronation book, according to 
which Bona was crowned, states that the crown symbolized her new status 
as “the consort to royal power” and her duty to provide “good counsel”.6 
“Good” meant guarded by virtue, meaning high moral standards, propri-
ety and goodness, as befitted the “guardian of humility and custom” rather 
than practically beneficial. The restrictions on how the queen was permit-
ted to give counsel were gendered and dominated by the concept of inter-
cession, but in practice the lives of consorts were often fraught with political 
challenges that could not be resolved with feminine virtue and mitigation. 
The world of early modern high politics favoured the devious over the 
meek. This was linked to the masculine virtue conceptualized by Machiavelli 
as virtù, or the ability to “do wrong, and use it and not use it according to 
necessity”.7 Early modern virtue was subject to a gendered double stan-
dard, but not all queens, including Bona, would allow themselves to be 
ruled by it. This chapter thus examines the realpolitik of queenly counsel as 
practical or even self-interested rather than guided by ideals of queenly 
virtue and as an instrumental tool in carrying out the queen’s political 
plans, if only she could influence and compromise with her husband.

Throughout Bona’s time as the queen of Poland, numerous reports 
concerning the influence of her counsel survive, written by her enemies as 
well as supporters. In April 1519, Cardinal Ippolito d’Este, who travelled 
with Bona to Poland for her wedding in April 1518, wrote to Alfonso I of 
Ferrara, then Lucrezia Borgia’s husband, that: “Everyone wants to be of 
service to the queen, expecting much good from her favour, because the 
king displays an extraordinary love for her and she never speaks on some-
one’s behalf in vain, but he always fulfils her wishes most attentively”.8 This 
was a golden period in the royal couple’s marital life. Bona had just given 
birth to the couple’s first daughter, Isabella, and was soon to conceive their 
first son, Sigismund August. Bona was not lax in her wifely duties and she 
took good care of Sigismund’s daughters from his first marriage to Barbara 
Zapolya as well as his illegitimate daughter, Beata Kościelecka, from his 
relationship with Katarzyna Telniczanka.9 The king was so pleased with his 
new wife that in 1519, a year after the wedding, he made her a gift of the 
duchies of Pińsk and Kobryń to use for life. He continued to endow her 
with, for example, Sielce in 1521 and castle Teteryn in 1523.10 Two factors 
were key in Bona’s initial success: the strength of the couple’s relationship 
and Sigismund’s amenable character.
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