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The Elizabethan progresses have long attracted considerable scholarly attention, variously as an expression of court culture and the ‘cult of Elizabeth’, a mechanism of control, a means of dialogue, and a ceremonial public face of the Elizabethan regime. The Elizabethan Progresses Conference, generously funded by the British Academy, the AHRB Centre for the Study of Renaissance Elites and Court Cultures, and the HRC at the University of Warwick, explored many aspects of the progresses. It was organised in conjunction with the John Nichols Project, which is committed to encouraging research on Elizabethan progresses and, in particular, material contained in the monumental Progresses and Processions of Queen Elizabeth I (1788-1823) compiled by the antiquarian and printer John Nichols. Over two packed days, an impressive range of scholars from as far afield as Florida and New Zealand came together at the Shakespeare Centre in Stratford-upon-Avon to hear papers which covered such subjects as literary criticism, religious and political history, neo-Latin, art history, antiquarianism, garden history, and textual studies. 

Prof. Mary Hill Cole, author of The Portable Queen (1999), the major recent monograph on the Elizabethan progresses, opened the conference with a lucid overview of the subject. She reminded us of the logistical difficulties involved in going on progress, the wide range of people visited by Elizabeth on her peregrinations, and how hosts responded to being visited. We were very fortunate to have Prof. Patrick Collinson as our second speaker. His paper, ‘Pulling the Strings: Religion and Politics in the Progress of 1578’, shifted the focus, leading us deep into the religious and factional complexities that lay behind the 1578 visit to East Anglia, a region that was deeply riven with confessional differences.   

After lunch Dr William Leahy cast a sceptical eye over the celebratory rhetoric of progress entertainments, suggesting that performances at Ditchley and Rycote on progress in 1592 were undermined by the harsher truths of the power relationships between the local population, aristocratic hosts, and the queen. A second paper came from a leading historian of the early modern English garden, Dr Paula Henderson. She provided extensive visual evidence of Elizabethan gardens, the sites of so many progress entertainments. Many traces of these gardens survive and her book on the subject is eagerly anticipated. In the final paper of the session, Dr Matthew Woodcock discussed fairy lore and the figure of the Fairy Queen as she appeared in Elizabethan entertainments, notably her earliest known appearance at the 1575 Woodstock entertainment. 

The final session of the first day dealt with antiquarianism. Mr Julian Pooley provided us with a remarkable insight into the person and milieu of John Nichols (1745-1826), the publisher-scholar who was responsible – among many other achievements – for the Progresses and Magnificent Processions of Queen Elizabeth, and who (along with other members of his family) left a massive collection of letters and other material. The archive is now widely dispersed but Mr Pooley is compiling a database which already includes over 6000 letters. (Further details about the Nichols Archive Project may be found at http://www.le.ac.uk/elh/resources/nichols/index.html). The relation of this archive to the Progresses has been previously discussed in this journal (vol. 1, no. 7).) In the final paper of the day, Dr Sarah Ross analysed how another antiquarian, Sir Egerton Brydges, treated the text of the pamphlet describing Elizabeth’s 1592 visit to Bissam, Sudely and Ricote. Dr Ross showed how Egerton manipulated the text, turning his own family history into a main focus of his edition.  


The second day of the conference began with a robust paper by Dr Neville Davies on the text of the 1591 Elvetham entertainment. Through the use of case-studies, he showed how modernisation, despite its laudable goal of making a text accessible to a wider readership, can have a serious effect on the quality – and indeed intelligibility – of an edition. Prof. Lisa Hopkins then returned us to fairies with a suggestive paper entitled, ‘Fairies and Catholics: A Midsummer Night’s Dream.’ She pointed to a close association between fairies and Catholicism, which led her to investigate links between Shakespeare’s fairyland and the place of Catholicism, and Ireland, in the Elizabethan imagination. The next paper was by Dr Birgit Oehle who considered the 1591 progress, and in particular Elizabeth’s visits to Cowdray and Elvetham. In the final paper of the session, Dr Jessica Malay provided extensive evidence, visual as well as literary, that revealed the importance of the Sibyl and related imagery to the iconography of Elizabethan progresses. 


Dr Hester Lees-Jeffries, who opened the next session, took us to the very beginning of the reign and Elizabeth’s coronation entry into London, where one of the tableaux illustrated the motto Veritas Temporis Filia (‘Truth, the daughter of Time’). Dr Lees-Jeffries talked us through the significance of the location of the pageant (at a conduit), and considered later representations of the same device. The next paper was from Dr David Money, who rollicked through a set of panegyrics by Eton scholars that were presented to the Queen in 1563. He led us through their significance, use of form and prosody with a sense of irony that is deeply helpful when dealing with the Latin panegyrics of Elizabethan schoolboys. He was followed by Dr James Sutton, whose paper discussed Theobalds, the ‘prodigy house’ most often visited by Elizabeth. Taking the 1591 ‘Hermit’s Welcome’ at Theobalds as his central text, Dr Sutton argued that Burghley constructed Theobalds as a potential power base for his younger son and political heir, Robert Cecil, from a very early date.


After lunch, the third session of the day focused on the most famous Elizabethan progress entertainment, the 1575 Kenilworth entertainment. Dr Elizabeth Goldring treated us to some fascinating new evidence about this entertainment: she has been able to identify matching portraits of Leicester and the Queen that were commissioned by Leicester for the visit. Dr Goldring provided a convincing interpretation of the iconography of the portraits that enriched our understanding of the entertainment. Dr James Knowles then gave a different perspective on the Elizabethan progress in a paper entitled ‘“In the purest times of peerless Queen Elizabeth”: nostalgia, politics and the uses of Kenilworth.’ Looking at Ben Jonson’s two responses to Kenilworth (The Masque of Owls and The Entertainment at Welbeck), Dr Knowles showed that the phenomenon of ‘Elizabethan nostalgia’ was complex and varied, rather than just being a means of expressing dissatisfaction with Stuart rule (as it has often been understood by scholars). The final paper in this session, given by Dr Paulette Marty, considered the nature of a particular event in the 1575 Kenilworth entertainment, the ‘brideale’ (wedding reception), and concluded that it was probably a staged demonstration of traditional festive behaviour – neither entirely real nor a total fiction. 


The final session consisted of two papers dealing, fittingly enough, with Elizabeth’s last years. Dr Gabriel Heaton considered the texts of the last great summer entertainment of the reign, at Harefield in 1602, which circulated very widely in manuscript. The surviving manuscript evidence allows the original pattern of dissemination and readership to be reconstructed in unusual detail. Finally, Prof. Katherine Duncan-Jones brought into focus a figure who had been curiously absent throughout the conference: Queen Elizabeth herself. In a rich discussion of Elizabeth’s last two years, Prof. Duncan-Jones demonstrated her great skill as a biographer by bringing Elizabeth vibrantly alive, before finally killing her off. 


This brief account of papers presented shows, I hope, that the conference was an impressive display of the breadth of research that relates to the Elizabethan progress. It also brought together many of those involved in the geographically dispersed Nichols Project. Special thanks must go to Dr Jayne Archer, who did an enormous amount of work in organising the conference: it would certainly never have happened without her. We were very fortunate to have a large number of delegates who provided a very high level of discussion, and we were particularly happy that, despite their many commitments, the originators of the Nichols Project, Prof. Ronnie Mulryne and Dr Margaret Shewring, were able to attend on Saturday.  
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