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Summary 
 
The Letters of A Stuart Princess: 
The Correspondence of Elizabeth Stuart, 
Electress Palatine of the Rhine, and Queen of Bohemia 
 
This dissertation analyses the political years, 1632-1642, of Elizabeth Stuart (1596-1662) by 
unravelling her correspondence. Elizabeth Stuart was the daughter of King James VI & I and 
Anna of Denmark; the granddaughter of Mary Stuart, Queen of Scots, and the sister of Henry, 
Prince of Wales, and his brother, the future Charles I. In 1613, shortly after Henry’s 
unexpected death, she married the Elector Palatine, Frederick V. He was the son of Louise 
Juliana of Nassau (the eldest daughter of William the Silent and Charlotte de Bourbon) and 
thereby related to the House of Orange. The couple settled in Heidelberg, the capital of the 
Lower Palatinate. 
 In 1619, some months after the death of the Habsburg emperor and king Matthias, the 
representatives of all five Bohemian Estates formally deposed his successor Ferdinand von 
Habsburg as their king. They were dissatisfied with the Habsburg regime and advocated 
protestant interests. The crown was offered to Frederick. Against the wishes of James I, the 
Dutch stadholder Maurice, who had kept the interests of the Dutch republic in mind, 
encouraged his nephew to accept the crown. Frederick was crowned King of Bohemia on 4 
November 1619, and three days later Elizabeth was crowned Queen. 
 In the ensuing struggle, the Battle of the White Mountain on 8 November 1620 was 
won by the Imperialists who supported Ferdinand. The protestant couple received some 
support of James but unexpectedly none from the Protestant Union, a protestant alliance 
formed under the leadership of Frederick’s father, Friedrich IV. Frederick not only lost 
Bohemia but also the hereditary Palatine rights and dignities. The couple would become 
known as the Winter King and Winter Queen, names that mocked their one year rule over 
Bohemia.   
 After the disastrous outcome of the Bohemian adventure, the family connection with 
the House of Orange provided refuge: they were allowed to live in exile in The Hague, where 
they continued to use the titles of King and Queen of Bohemia. Frederick and Elizabeth had 
thirteen children, among whom Charles Louis, who would regain part of the Palatinate in 
1648; Elisabeth, whose own correspondents included the philosopher René Descartes and the 
learned Anna Maria van Schurman; and Sophia, later Electress of Hanover and mother of the 
future George I. 
 Frederick’s failed attempts to rule over Bohemia, and the loss of the Palatinate, soon 
meant that his and Elizabeth’s status on the continent and in Great Britain was raised to that of 
Protestant martyrs. After Frederick’s death in 1632, Elizabeth lived another thirty years in The 
Hague and in Rhenen, in Utrecht. She returned to England in 1661, one year before her death. 
Numerous biographies of Elizabeth exist; however, those biographical narratives have only 
resulted in a reductive, and as this dissertation argues, false image of the Queen of Bohemia. 
Outdated studies romanticise the myth of the Winter Queen. Even the two most scholarly (if 
dated) biographical accounts of Elizabeth – M. A. Green’s Elizabeth, Electress Palatine and 
Queen of Bohemia (1855; rev. ed. 1909) and Carola Oman’s The Winter Queen (1938; repr. 
ed. 2000) – perpetuate the view that Elizabeth was a passive victim of tragic historical events. 
The context of the Thirty Years’ War and Elizabeth’s active attempts to regain the lands of 



her late husband are glossed over, resulting in the deceptive view that Elizabeth was 
powerless. 
 A distorted image of Elizabeth has thus emerged in historiography: the narratives tend 
to lean towards hagiography in which Elizabeth is either portrayed as a martyr of 
Protestantism or as a passive, naive, frivolous woman. Elizabeth’s ambition is still listed as a 
primary reason behind her husband’s acceptance of the Bohemian Crown. More recent 
literature is fortunately less biased and concentrates on the fact that the Queen of Bohemia 
was  instrumental in transforming The Hague into a cultural capital. Scholars have rightfully 
portrayed Elizabeth as a notable patroness and key initiator of many cultural activities. 
 By studying her letters, this dissertation creates a fuller picture of Elizabeth, namely as 
a driven but ultimately unsuccessful politician. It demonstrates that the actions and the 
(political) motivations of this strong-willed and unruly princess-turned-queen are more 
complex and contradictory than the clichés that have existed since the seventeenth century 
and have survived until now would suggest. It concentrates on the years 1632 and 1642, the 
decade in which she was most politically active. The period commences from the moment her 
husband left for the battlefield, never to return again. Because Charles Louis, the eldest 
surviving son, was still under age, Elizabeth took over the lead of the Palatine government in 
exile during those first months of 1632, for what she then thought would only be a short 
period of time. Frederick died of the plague in Mainz in November that year, literally a few 
days before Elizabeth and he could have regained the Palatinate. The circumstances required 
her to continue in her role as stateswoman. With an under-aged son, she was forced to take 
Palatine affairs firmly into her own hands as the restitution slipped away from her. The period 
1632-1642 covers her life as a widow when she steered Palatine affairs until her son Charles 
Louis reached adulthood. When he was eighteen she could not immediately give up her 
political role because first he was detained at the Stuart court, and later imprisoned by the 
French. Her letters show that her brother Charles I, unlike their father, tried to persuade her to 
return to England, apparently in order to pacify her. Yet Elizabeth chose a life of voluntary 
exile to expedite the restitution. The most fascinating letters reveal the (often unsuccessful) 
ploys she devised to gain financial, moral and military support for the Palatine cause, often in 
direct opposition to her brother’s wishes to avoid open war with the Habsburgs at all cost.  
 The main reason Elizabeth’s political career has never previously surfaced is that her 
correspondence has never been seriously studied as a whole. A simplistic image of Elizabeth 
emerged by the use of randomly selected, fragmentary, and incorrectly transcribed letters. 
What is more, the existing, unscholarly letter editions unveil a mere thirty-five per cent of her 
entire correspondence; this dissertation collects 1088 more letters which have never been 
published or analysed before. It includes the first fully annotated edition of the years 1632-
1642 ever published, consisting of 619 letters, of which 480 have never been printed before. 
The dissertation also includes a census of the Queen of Bohemia’s entire correspondence in 
both directions, comprising a total of 1694 letters, ranging from 1603 to 1662. It can be 
deduced from the edition, in combination with the census, that Elizabeth determined the 
course of the Thirty Years’ War. Her correspondence reveals that she was a key political 
player in the war in early modern Europe. Her letters in this most political period of her life 
were the principal means by which she could exert her power and influence over Archbishop 
Laud, Christian IV of Denmark, the Swedish chancellor Axel Oxenstierna, Cardinal Richelieu 
of France, Wladislaw IV of Poland, to name but a few. 



 Biographers have been keen to quote comments made by family members of the 
Queen of Bohemia. Constant repetition of such quips created a one dimensional image of a 
shattered queen who ‘cared for nothing but plays, ballets and the reading of romances’ or of 
an eccentric spendthrift who ‘preferred the sight of her monkeys and dogs to that of her 12 
children’. One serious look at her uncollected, mostly unpublished letters, which she wrote 
between the years 1632 and 1642, makes it indisputably clear that this is false. Her letters 
prove that she was devotedly immersed in politics as a widow. Masques and other courtly 
entertainments, which she either commissioned or performed in, are rarely mentioned. Of the 
approximately 300 letters that she sent to correspondents from 1632-1642, the decade of her 
regency, only one single letter of her hand mentions a ballet, and then only in passing. This is 
not to say that such entertainments did not take place during those years. In February 1638 the 
Queen of Bohemia’s court in fact helped to organise the grandest feast the Dutch Republic 
would see in the seventeenth century: the wedding of Ludovica Christina of Solms-Braunfels 
(sister of Amalia, Princess of Orange) and Johan Wolfert van Brederode. Even though the 
festivities surrounding the wedding lasted for several weeks and must have taken months to 
organise, not one of Elizabeth’s letters alludes to them; instead her letters around this time 
discuss her son’s intended takeover of the Hessian army, the military strategies of the Swedish 
general Johan Banér, and the buying of a principality for the garrison of her own Palatine 
army.  

By analysing her letters of the years 1632-1642, this study challenges the notion that 
Elizabeth was interested in nothing but ‘ballets, masques, and the reading of romances’, as her 
granddaughter memorably put it. It addresses questions such as: What were the political 
issues on her agenda? Who were her political contacts? How did she try to wield political 
influence, and was she successful? What were the consequences of her political decisions, for 
herself, and for others? To answer these questions, this study addresses two entangled issues 
simultaneously: the political role of the Queen of Bohemia in the years 1632-42, and, more 
generally, the nature of epistolary culture in the early modern period. It is thus a multifaceted 
discussion of the correspondence of a unique individual, but such correspondence is also used 
as a basis for a wider exploration and understanding of epistolary culture – the writing, 
sending, circulation, and dissemination of letters. After all, it was through the writing of 
letters that Elizabeth managed to wield political power.  

 
The findings are presented in three chapters which follow a first introductory chapter. 

Chapter 2 analyses the Queen of Bohemia’s political activities in the years 1632-42, her 
personal regency of the Palatine government-in-exile, while introducing her most frequent 
correspondents. It gives a re-evaluation of the historical figure Elizabeth Stuart by addressing 
widely-accepted but mistaken beliefs.   
 For instance, it is generally assumed that Elizabeth lived in perpetual exile for over 
forty years. Yet, after her husband’s death in 1632, the Queen of Bohemia transformed her 
ignoble exit from Prague, and her forced flight into exile thereafter, into a voluntary stay in 
the Dutch Republic. Voluntary exile allowed her to take Palatine affairs firmly into her own 
hands. While her father, King James I, had strongly discouraged and even prohibited her from 
returning to her native country, effectively forcing her to flee into exile, her brother Charles 
campaigned to persuade her to leave the United Provinces as soon as possible. He wanted her 
to take up residence at his court, in part because, due to her many followers, she could 
become a threat. They differed greatly on how to bring about the restitution of the Palatinate. 



While he generally favoured peaceful negotiations, Elizabeth almost always advocated 
aggressive military intervention. Once she was back in London, Charles hoped he could 
channel her bellicose ideas. Yet, much to his frustration, Elizabeth decided not to return. She 
maintained a tenuous balance between keeping her brother at arm’s length and keeping him 
close enough to encourage him to give the military assistance she still needed to accomplish 
her goals. 
 In order to develop an autonomous, proactive political policy, she needed to be 
financially independent. Her unwavering attempts to administer Frankenthal, her dower town 
situated in the Lower Palatinate, illustrate most clearly that she was conscious of the fact that 
a stable source of income would enable her to pursue her own political goals. If she had 
succeeded to buy the town from the Swedes, or later the Spanish, the tax she could have 
raised on it would have provided her with a stable source of income. Her plans to regain 
Frankenthal failed time and again, but archival material demonstrates that she had hidden 
sources of income stored in the banks of The Hague and Utrecht which eventually enabled her 
to raise an army of her own. 
 History has portrayed Elizabeth as an impoverished widow, a spendthrift who lived so 
lavishly that she had no income of her own, forced to live off an allowance provided by the 
United Provinces and the income that her father and later Charles I and parliament provided. 
It can deduced from her attempts to administer her dower town Frankenthal, but also from a 
hitherto undiscovered notebook that the opposite is true: rather than squandering her money, 
she hoarded her savings. Her status of poverty-stricken, devout widow was partially self-
created and ensured that the Palatine cause remained on the political agenda of many of her 
supporters. A newly discovered notebook in the handwriting of her senior secretary Theobald 
Maurice shows that the allowances provided by the British Crown, which netted Elizabeth 
₤21,500 yearly, comprised roughly three quarters of her income, rather than being her sole 
source of income as is generally understood. In 1624 Frederick had deposited several large 
sums into the Bank of Holland, which was based in The Hague, and the Bank of Utrecht, 
which was based near their other court in Rhenen. The amounts he had deposited totalled 
before interest ₤26,000 and had been derived principally from selling the Lordship of Lixheim 
to Charles III, Duke of Lorraine. The accrued interest gave Elizabeth an additional ₤6,300 per 
annum. Her hidden sources of income enabled her to become a stateswoman: she used the 
money to run a full-fledged secretariat, to employ her own ambassadors, to pay private letter 
bearers to circumvent the official, ambassadorial postal channels. Her financial independence 
ultimately, in fact, made it possible to turn down her brother’s repeated invitations to leave the 
Dutch republic. 

 
Charles I very much wanted to restrain his sister’s political activities. Chapter 2 

explains how Elizabeth often managed to frustrate British negotiations through her epistolary 
management. For instance, the Earl of Arundel was sent to the emperor by Charles I in 1636. 
The earl was supposed to agree to a compromise to solve the conflict situation peacefully. He 
had to accept a partial restitution: Spain and Maximilian I would surrender the Lower 
Palatinate. The Upper Palatinate, however, would not be returned to Elizabeth’s son, the 
Elector Charles Louis, until after Maximilian’s death. Elizabeth strongly disapproved. She 
insisted on a full restitution, even if this entailed more warfare. She doubted the sincerity of 
the emperor’s and Maximilian’s promises, and knew that the electoral dignities were attached 
to the Upper Palatinate, and not to the Lower Palatinate. By the writing of letters she 



succeeded in obstructing the negotiations and stopped a partial restitution from taking place. It 
can be questioned, however, whether it was wise to thwart the negotiations. It lengthened the 
war, and in 1648 her son would ironically accept a similar compromise.  
 Charles realised that his sister was able to use her seemingly spontaneous letters as 
powerful political instruments. Yet she did not accomplish this single-handedly, as Charles as 
king and statesman fully realised. It were her secretaries who often played a vital role in 
stirring, manipulating, and caring for epistolary contacts. Hence, Charles, wanting to curb his 
sister’s epistolary activities, aimed his attack at her secretariat. The modern demeaning 
connotations of “secretary” or “clerk” are far removed from the early modern denotation of 
the word. The tasks of a secretary far exceeded mere scribal activity. As the one real confidant 
of his employer, the secretary was one of the most influential political actors at court. He 
determined which letters were read or sent, who could gain and who was refused access.  
 Sir Francis Nethersole is generally named as Elizabeth’s only secretary. Careful 
palaeographic study of the Queen of Bohemia’s correspondence testifies that Elizabeth rather 
made use of four secretaries: John Dinley, Theobald Maurice, Nethersole, and Peter 
Dathenus. According to sixteenth-century treatises and seventeenth-century advice manuals, a 
statesman had to limit himself to two secretaries – one for internal affairs and one for foreign 
affairs – so that secrets could be easier protected. But besides her own two secretaries, 
Nethersole and Dinley, Elizabeth continued to employ her late husband’s secretaries, in an 
effort not to lose grip on Palatine affairs. 
 As Elizabeth’s secretary of foreign affairs, Nethersole was permanently based in 
England. In 1634, shortly after Elizabeth had declined another invitation from her brother to 
return to London, Nethersole was arrested for supposedly having offended the king. The real 
reasons for his arrest remain vague. He was subjected to a cross-examination and the king’s 
ministers demanded to see all the papers he had in his possession. He refused, escaped and 
tried to embezzle a red velvet letter box. In the end he turned himself in, and he was 
committed to the notorious Tower of London. The letter box was never retrieved. A condition 
of his release was Elizabeth’s official promise to discharge him from her service, and never to 
employ him again. 
 The political ramifications surrounding Nethersole’s rapid fall from grace had 
compromised the workings of Elizabeth’s secretariat. Nobody really knew why Nethersole 
had been arrested and dismissed but all suspected treason. The hand of any of her secretaries 
continued to evoke disapproval at the Stuart court for years after. Elizabeth was forced to 
reconsider the political space she inhabited. She could no longer rely on her secretaries for 
letters to Britain, and resorted to disguising political letters as personal, holograph letters to 
ensure that her letters did not immediately stir up disapproval. In a sense, Charles I had 
managed to dismantle her secretariat, diminishing its influence and by implication hers. Their 
royal descent and kinship made a much publicised dispute between Elizabeth and him 
undesirable, but thwarting her by incapacitating her secretaries did the trick as well. 
 
After 1633, Charles I arranged that his ambassador in The Hague, Sir William Boswell, would 
act as his sister’s official postmaster. A large part of Elizabeth’s correspondence after 1633 
was sent via Boswell. Elizabeth was ambivalent about Boswell, however. On the one hand, 
she thought of him as a capable and reliable man. On the other hand, she knew that he was 
first and foremost a loyal servant to her brother. Boswell’s position as a servant to the crown 



would always require him to read the majority of her letters, and, if the situation called for it, 
he would inform the king of the contents of her correspondence. 
 From 1625 to 1634, Nethersole had served her as secretary. In his capacity as secretary 
for foreign affairs, he frequently moved between The Hague and London, and he thus also 
often acted as her courier. The forced dismissal of Nethersole in 1634 therefore had also put 
Elizabeth in the vulnerable situation of being dependent on her brother’s foreign mail service. 
This was disadvantageous for Elizabeth because at times she did not want to share the 
contents of her letters with Boswell, her brother’s representative. When she schemed to 
counter her brother’s policy of foreign affairs, she wanted to keep such machinations under 
wraps as long as possible. Chapter 4 examines how Elizabeth tried to circumvent her brother’s 
surveillance in particular, and which methods she used in an attempt to protect her messages 
in general.  
 Knowing that her brother and his ministers spied on her letters at all opportunities, 
Elizabeth tried to outwit them. She and her correspondents attempted to protect their letters in 
three different ways. Firstly, they used other, inconspicuous addresses of friends and allies so 
that their letters would not raise alarms. A letter addressed to Sir Thomas Roe, for instance, 
was more likely to contain treacherous or seditious information than a letter addressed to the 
bawdy Master of Ceremonies, Sir John Finet. Therefore, Elizabeth at times addressed letters 
intended for Roe in an envelope that was addressed to Finet. Finet would forward the letter to 
Roe, and this letter would hopefully escape the attention of those who wanted to spy on her 
letters. Secondly, Elizabeth and her correspondents used the two methods of cryptology: 
cryptography (including cipher and codes) and steganography (including clues, riddles, and 
invisible ink). Thirdly, besides the services of Boswell, Elizabeth’s circle relied on other, 
often unauthorized postal services. 
 She made use of five other postal services in addition to the service of Boswell. 
Firstly, it is clear that she never severed her ties with the Merchant Adventurers’ Company, 
although how often she made use of their services after 1633 is uncertain. Secondly, she 
would send her letters via the Thurn and Taxis post office, which had its headquarters in 
Brussels. Thirdly, she sometimes made use of the Swedish postal service that existed 
alongside the Thurn and Taxis postal service in a different part of Europe. Fourthly, contact 
with an agent of the States General who resided in Frankfurt offered her a sure route between 
Frankfurt and The Hague. Finally, she increasingly relied on privately-employed letter 
bearers, even though the new inventive method of “package post” had rendered them suspect. 
 None of these alternative postal services was entirely regular or safe. The Taxis 
service in Brussels was even led by a female spy, Alexandrine of Rye-Varax, Countess of 
Thurn and Taxis. This countess had set up a Black Chamber, a well-oiled espionage 
organisation that opened, decoded, and copied diplomatic mail, carefully and imperceptibly 
resealing it with counterfeit seals before sending it on. It is uncertain whether Elizabeth knew 
about the countess’ espionage activities. Gerbier, who facilitated this Taxis service for 
Elizabeth, was also untrustworthy, though Elizabeth’s circle appears to have been oblivious of 
his double-dealings.  

Yet, despite the numerous uncertainties and risks posed by the mechanics of the post, 
Elizabeth exploited their workings to her advantage wherever she saw the possibility, 
apparently reasoning that although they were not entirely safe, this was a fact that could be 
dealt with. From The Hague she could, for example, break her message into different parts, 
sending it via different routes. Nevertheless, cryptological methods were so avant-garde that 



contemporaries put at times too much trust in them, continuing to use a cipher code for years 
on end. Elizabeth certainly was not alone in trusting that this system worked. Yet the myriad 
of protective methods that Elizabeth used demonstrate her resourcefulness, and her 
unwillingness to relinquish control of her own correspondence, of her own life, and of the 
Palatinate. Moreover, despite the failures that she experienced, it shows her conviction that 
she could run a government of her own.  
 
By the time of the Peace of Westphalia in 1648, the partial restitution which the Queen of 
Bohemia had dreaded so much over the years, and the prevention of which she had spilled so 
much ink over, was finally put into effect. The Lower Palatinate was restored to her son 
Charles Louis. The Upper Palatinate, however, to which the title of Elector Palatine was 
attached, remained with Bavaria. The conditions which her son accepted in 1648 were 
ironically similar to the conditions Elizabeth resolutely turned down in 1636 when a partial 
restitution was offered by the emperor. In 1641 Charles Louis believed his mother’s decision 
not to return to England had hampered the Palatine cause. He believed that her voluntary exile 
had had the detrimental effect that Britain’s love for him and his brothers and sisters had 
grown cooler. The Peace of Westphalia and Charles Louis’ critique of his mother’s decision 
to stay in The Hague raise several questions about the decade in which his mother led Palatine 
affairs. Had she been wrong to stay in The Hague? Would she and her family have been better 
off if she had returned to England in 1632 after Frederick had died? Such questions ultimately 
lead to larger, overarching questions of how this very politically active decade in Elizabeth’s 
life should be evaluated. 
 In 1632 Elizabeth could see plenty of advantages in opting for voluntary exile in The 
Hague. All of which were politically motivated. Firstly, she could lobby for the Palatine cause 
without her brother Charles and his Catholic wife Henrietta Maria being fully informed of her 
conduct; in that respect, the narrow seas worked as a natural buffer. Secondly, her partially 
self-created status of poverty-stricken, devout widow ensured that the Palatine cause remained 
on the political agenda of many of her supporters. If she had reoccupied the lavish apartments 
in Whitehall that had been hers during childhood, and had been submerged in the opulence of 
the Stuart court, the Palatine cause would soon have been forgotten. Thirdly, and most 
importantly, The Hague was a perfect location for a stateswoman of her stature from a purely 
strategic point of view. For one, in The Hague she found in the British soldiers serving in the 
Prince of Orange’s army a loyal group of supporters always ready to assist her, for instance as 
agents or letter bearers. In addition, the Dutch buildings of government were in close 
proximity which enabled her to converse with ambassadors from all over Europe. Moreover, 
it was much easier to communicate with her contacts in Germany, Sweden, and Denmark 
from The Hague than from London. In The Hague Elizabeth was able to remain politically 
active, even after Charles had nearly ruined her secretariat. 

In retrospect, Elizabeth’s steadfast refusal of a partial restitution seems to border on 
arrogance. However, in 1636 there was no acute need for Elizabeth to accept a compromise. 
Some of the most powerful military leaders of the Thirty Years’ War were offering their 
assistance: Bernard von Saxe-Weimar and Axel Oxenstierna were putting forward their 
armies. The somewhat less powerful Wilhelm V, Landgrave of Hesse, likewise put forward 
his troops. Their only condition was that Britain would re-enter the war on the Continent by 
granting Charles Louis a few troops. She believed it would only be a matter of time before her 
brother would seek retaliation following Arundel’s return from Vienna. This was one of her 



first miscalculations, however, and a costly one at that. Charles may have been willing to help 
his sister with continued military support, despite their disagreements, and even if she had 
played tricks on him with the Arundel embassy to Vienna. But British expenditure for the war 
always fell short of what Elizabeth expected. 
 At this point Elizabeth decided to take action herself. She boldly risked her financial 
security and independence by spending her savings, her hidden financial resources, on an 
army of 6,000 men to be led by her sons Charles Louis and Rupert, and on purchasing 
Meppen, a town in northern Germany that could serve as a garrison for the levied soldiers. 
Elizabeth’s risky plan could have worked. Firstly, the procurement of Meppen appeared to be 
a safe investment. It could have easily yielded a profit within a year. Secondly, her sons were 
young promising soldiers but they were accompanied by the experienced Scot James King 
and the German Hans Christoff von Königsmarck, who were put in charge of the new Palatine 
army. These two men had certainly earned their spurs; they had both served prominently and 
successfully under Johan Banér in the Swedish army. Still, it ended in disaster. Meppen was 
soon recaptured by the enemy and the Palatine army was immediately beaten. Rupert was 
imprisoned by the Imperial army.  
 She had gambled with and lost her financial independence. Her income was reduced 
by roughly twenty-five percent. For the first time, she actually had to rely fully on the Dutch 
States General and the British Crown for financial support. Elizabeth had pretended she was 
destitute in the years before, even though she had secretly hidden funds, as this thesis has 
proven. Yet more important than the loss of her financial buffers was her loss of 
independence.  

Elizabeth’s self-righteousness and her inflexibility were her most serious flaws as a 
political leader; she had to insist on “tout ou rien,” as she had written to Roe in 1636. Yet she 
also made other tactical errors, which revolved around trust. When she trusted people, she did 
this unconditionally. Over the years she continued to put her faith in some people who no 
longer deserved it. Sir Balthazar Gerbier is a case in point. Without her knowledge, this 
double-dealing spy subsequently entered negotiations that completely countered and undercut 
her own Palatine lobby. Gerbier built up credit by years of providing reliable military 
intelligence. When Elizabeth lowered her guard, Gerbier took full advantage and she paid the 
price.  

Elizabeth also tended to rely on a few close friends who were equally or even more 
zealous than she was. Her relationship with Sir Thomas Roe, “Honest Tom” as she 
consistently addressed him in her letters, is emblematic of the way in which she swore by her 
closest friends. Utter conviction in the justness of her cause always made Roe persevere in his 
negotiations. Blinded by the assumption that others would likewise be favourably inclined 
towards the Palatine cause, Roe brought Elizabeth and himself more diplomatic humiliation 
than fruitful treaties. Had she relied on her own intuition, for instance, she would not have 
initiated a correspondence with William Laud. Roe’s fervent letters, always written in 
agreement with her own views, also intensified her own fanaticism. Rather than rely on 
someone who could also contradict her in times of crises, Elizabeth chose an enthusiastic 
follower as her closest confidant, who brought out her worst qualities, her extreme fervor.  

 
This thesis has not only demonstrated the political power of one exceptional woman in 

the seventeenth century, but has also offered remarkable insights into epistolary culture of the 
early modern period at large. A misguided notion that letters are uncomplicated private texts 



continues to persist in scholarship along with the underlying assumption that letters are 
straightforward, spontaneous communicative acts. The study of Elizabeth Stuart’s 
correspondence shows that a different understanding of the letter is needed that takes into 
account that early modern letters are not simple private texts written by one individual to one 
addressee. Letters were, in fact, essentially highly complex, communal constructs.  

Even though she was in exile, Elizabeth was not an isolated writer. She had a whole 
secretarial apparatus at her disposal in The Hague to assist her in getting across her political 
message. Yet even without the intermediation of a secretary, amanuensis, scrivener, or scribe, 
the early modern letter was often a collective enterprise. In an era where there was no reliable 
postal service and letters could easily be confiscated, the Queen of Bohemia was prone to use 
messengers who communicated part of the message orally. Elizabeth used not only letter 
bearers, but also different postal routes, depending on how confidential the message was. 
Sometimes enclosed letters and letters written by other correspondents provided different 
pieces of the same puzzle that collectively formed one message. Letters circulated, were 
partially or completely copied, and information was disseminated and shared. 

In the early modern period reading was for the most part not a private activity but a 
sociable interaction between a speaker, someone who read the text aloud, and one or more 
listeners. It was common practice for letters to be read and shared in expansive circles. A 
letter was frequently composed by multiple parties, but also nearly always intended for 
multiple audiences. The Queen of Bohemia’s correspondence reveals that letters were not 
exclusively meant for the addressee’s eyes; on the contrary, an expending and contracting 
circle of friends or trusted acquaintances had joint access to the epistle and shared its content. 
It was the reading, discussion, and writing of letters collectively that led to the political 
consciousness of the Queen of Bohemia’s inner circle cohering and taking shape. The Queen 
of Bohemia’s letters between 1632 and 1642 were not only expressions of personal thoughts 
but more often of a well-motivated community that was obsessed with getting the Palatinate 
back. Through letter exchange, she could create her own political faction or pressure group, 
irrespective of but also because of the fact that she lived in exile.  
 

 
 
 


