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A Conversation with 
Carolly Erickson

“Matters of 
faith...seem  

to be a  
perennial  
theme of  

our human 
experience....”

What do you think draws readers time and time 
again to novels about the Tudor era? What is it 
about Tudor England that so fascinates us?

i have heard it said that the England of Henry Viii, 
Elizabeth, and Shakespeare, offers readers a unique 
and irresistible combination of quaintness and lyri-
cism. that’s probably as satisfying an answer as can 
be provided. the tudor England of popular imagina-
tion is, to be sure, largely a myth: the reality of the 
past invariably differs substantially from the popular 
image of it.

The opening scene of Rival to the Queen is quite 
moving and powerful—a scene in which a young 
humanist is burned at the stake for heresy. In writ-
ing about the reigns of Mary Tudor and Elizabeth, 
and in particular about the religious conflicts of the 
era, did you think of parallels to our present day?

Matters of faith, and of conflicting faiths, seem to 
be a perennial theme of our human experience, past 
and present. Few issues are more divisive, or lead to 
greater tragedy. in the time of the Catholic Queen 
Mary, Protestants suffered the extremes of torture 
and death—and radical Protestants such as the 
anabaptists were persecuted not only by Catholics 
but by other Protestants, as happens in the novel. 
in our own time we have witnessed a resurgence of 
militant islam, and may well see other such move-
ments in the years to come, with their freight of con-
flict and suffering. 

At the heart of Rival to the Queen is the conflict 
between Queen Elizabeth and her beautiful cousin 
Lettice Knollys. Was Lettie a real historical figure?

Yes, she was the granddaughter of Mary Boleyn, 
anne Boleyn’s sister. Contemporaries whispered that 
she might have royal blood, since her grandmother 
was Henry Viii’s mistress. relatively little is known 
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About the 
Author

about the historical Lettice, which allows wide scope 
for fictional elaboration.

Readers are fascinated by the closeness between 
Queen Elizabeth and Robert Dudley, and find it 
tantalizingly ill defined in the sparse but suggestive 
historical record. What do you make of it?

as a historian and biographer of the queen, i must 
be faithful to the contemporary texts and simply 
say that the nature of the undeniable affection they 
shared cannot be defined. they may or may not 
have been lovers; readers (and researchers) who 
have known the irresistible power of love and who 
are romantic by nature will tend to assume that they 
were. the tudor court, as my forthcoming novel 
about Catherine Howard will illustrate, pullulated 
with sexual liaisons outside of marriage. in Rival to 
the Queen, the loving pair are physical lovers—but 
with a twist. Yet this is fiction, not historical fact.

Your historical entertainments are quite distinct 
and different from historical novels. Could you 
describe this fresh concept in historical storytelling?

in the historical entertainments i enjoy deviating  
in imaginative, often whimsical ways from the  
historical record, supplying invented characters, 
motives, events, and story lines to fill out the bare 
spaces in the known (or presumed) past. these  
novels are intended to amuse, not to instruct;  
i know they amuse me as i write them. Having  
written historical nonfiction for many years, i have 
turned to historical entertainments as a welcome 
diversion and pleasure.

Are you currently writing a new book?

i have recently completed two novels, one about 
Henry Viii’s third wife, Jane Seymour, and another 
about his fifth wife, Catherine Howard.
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“Amy...was an 
inconvenient 

wife.”

“Did They or Didn’t They?” 

the death of robert Dudley’s wife, amy, has  
fascinated historians and novelists for centuries.

Her body was found at the bottom of a short flight 
of stairs, her neck broken, two wounds in her head.

Some contemporaries said that amy had been mel-
ancholy, and that she was in any case “a strange 
woman of mind.” in view of this, she might have 
deliberately ended her life by throwing herself down 
the stairs. 

Others, however, believed that amy was a murder 
victim, and continued to believe this even after the 
coroner’s inquest found that her death was accidental. 
Jurors can be bribed, they pointed out, incriminating 
evidence can be destroyed, incriminating witnesses 
silenced.

Whatever the truth, amy’s death immediately caused 
a scandal, and the scandal continues to reverberate 
to this day. For amy, so it is alleged, was an inconve-
nient wife—an obstacle to the hotheaded, impulsive 
Dudley’s excessive ambitions. Dudley and Queen 
Elizabeth were lovers, so this line of argument goes; 
the queen remained unmarried, despite the strenu-
ous urgings of her advisers that she choose a hus-
band, because she wanted to marry Dudley. But amy 
was in the way.

So amy had to die, and most likely her husband and 
the queen connived to have her killed.

this explanation of the mystery seems plausible, and 
has a satisfying ring of villainy about it. a wrong was 
committed, identifiable evildoers were responsible, 
but they were never punished because of who they 
were, and what power they wielded.

An Original Essay  
by the Author
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Behind the 
Novel

However. . .

Other plausible explanations of what happened to 
amy Dudley exist, including my own fictional one in 
Rival to the Queen, which i had fun inventing for this 
historical entertainment.

it has been suggested that amy might have had 
breast cancer, which could have weakened her spine 
to the breaking point, and caused her to fall. Or per-
haps one of Dudley’s rivals (William Cecil?) planned 
and engineered the crime in order to incriminate 
Dudley and blacken his name, weakening his influ-
ence at court. Possibly amy herself had unknown 
rivals or enemies, unrecorded in contemporary 
records, who took their revenge and pushed her 
down the stairs, trusting, correctly, that Dudley and 
Queen Elizabeth would be blamed.

But there could have been a less sinister explanation. 
Perhaps, in the old house where amy was staying 
on the day she died, some of the staircase boards 
were rotten, and gave way under her weight as she 
descended, causing her to fall to her death.

Everyone loves a mystery, and the attempt to unravel 
this particular mystery, piece by piece, continues 
without resolution.

But the greater mystery, it seems to me, lies in how 
little is known about the historical amy Dudley. One 
tudor biographer, writing of the marriage of robert 
and amy, alluded to robert’s indifference to his “dull 
and sterile wife.” But in actuality amy may have been 
charming and intelligent rather than dull, and she 
may also have been fertile, with miscarriages or  
stillbirths that were kept secret.

Of the Dudley marriage much is presumed; little is 
actually known, other than that amy was an heiress 
and robert needed money. and the tantalizing hint 
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“When  
surmise and 
supposition 

fail, invention...
arises.”

that the marriage, having “begun in passion, ended 
in tragedy.” Did love fade; did amy, embittered by 
her husband’s long absences at court and his adul-
terous passion for the queen, turn shrewish, or find 
another lover of her own? When surmise and suppo-
sition fail, invention—unverifiable but pleasurable—
inevitably arises.

Whoever the true amy was, whatever her nature, 
whatever the state of her marriage, will remain veiled 
in shadow—unless new, revealing, and trustworthy 
documents come to light. in the interim, conjecture 
and gossip will flourish, more biographies and nov-
els will be written, and the evergreen appeal of the 
unsolved mystery of amy Dudley’s death will thrive.
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Keep on 
Reading

1.  Did the fictional character of Queen Elizabeth in 
this novel differ from your expectations? if so, how?

2.  in the novel, robert Dudley remarks: “We must all 
dance to the queen’s tune.” Do you think this was 
true of every character, or was Lettie the one char-
acter who managed to retain her independence  
of action?

3.  What do you think would have happened to the 
governance of England had Queen Elizabeth died 
of the pox? What would have happened to robert 
Dudley and Lettie?

4.  What do you believe were the real circumstances 
surrounding amy Dudley’s death?

5.  in the novel, there is widespread fear of catastrophe 
in the Year of 1588. are we still susceptible to such 
superstitious fears today? Do you hear apocalyptic 
rumblings in the course of your daily life?

6.  Lettie was a survivor, both in terms of length of life 
and in terms of her ability to surmount dangers and 
challenges—the vicissitudes and hazards that life 
brings. What do you think gave her the ability to 
survive when so many of those close to the throne 
were imprisoned or even executed?

7.  robert Dudley was a flawed hero. in your opinion, 
did his flaws make him more likable, more human, 
or were you disappointed in him for not showing 
more strength and integrity?

8.  in the midst of our own current recession, with all 
its pressures and stresses, do you find it a relief to 
read about the fears and trials of people in the  
distant past?

Reading Group Questions
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