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The Heart and Stomach of a King: Elizabeth I, Sex, and
Power – A Deep Dive into Levin's 2013 Edition
Carole Levin's *The Heart and Stomach of a King: Elizabeth I, Sex, and Power* (2nd edition, 2013) offers a compelling and
revised exploration of Queen Elizabeth I's reign, challenging traditional narratives and illuminating the complex interplay of
gender, sexuality, and political maneuvering within the Elizabethan era. This insightful work delves into the intricacies of
Elizabeth's personal life and its profound impact on her political strategies, showcasing a ruler who masterfully wielded her
image and controlled narratives surrounding her body and marital status. This article will unpack key themes, examining Levin's
arguments and their continuing relevance to understanding power dynamics in early modern England.

Elizabeth's Virginity: A Political Weapon (and Key Theme)

One of the most significant contributions of Levin's book is its meticulous examination of Elizabeth's carefully cultivated image
as the "Virgin Queen." This was not simply a matter of personal choice; it was a deliberate political strategy. Levin argues that
Elizabeth strategically used her unmarried status to maintain her autonomy and consolidate her power. By refusing marriage
proposals from numerous powerful European monarchs, she avoided the potential subordination to a husband and the political



entanglements that would have ensued. This strategic virginity, a key theme explored throughout the book, allowed her to
remain the sole focus of English power, unburdened by the complexities of dynastic marriages and foreign alliances dictated by
male relatives. The book expertly details how Elizabeth skillfully used this image to garner support both domestically and
internationally.

The Politics of the Body: Image and Control

Levin skillfully connects Elizabeth's public image to the politics of her reign. The queen controlled representations of her body,
understanding the power of visual communication. Portraits, speeches, and carefully crafted pronouncements all contributed to
a specific image of strength, wisdom, and even, paradoxically, vulnerability. The "heart and stomach" of the title isn't just
metaphorical; Levin reveals how Elizabeth's health, her physical presence, and even her eating habits (the "stomach") were
carefully managed and strategically deployed to project an image of both regal authority and human relatability. This control
over her image became a powerful tool in her political arsenal, allowing her to manipulate perceptions and maintain her
authority. This analysis of the *politics of the body* is particularly insightful.

Gender and Power in Early Modern England

Levin’s work transcends a simple biography; it offers a rich analysis of gender and power dynamics in 16th-century England.
The book explores the constraints placed upon women in this era, demonstrating how Elizabeth navigated and subverted them.
By mastering the language and rituals of male-dominated political discourse, she challenged traditional gender roles without
overtly rejecting them. The book meticulously examines how Elizabeth managed the expectations placed on her as a woman
ruler while simultaneously exerting her authority as the head of state. This complex negotiation between gender and power is a
major contribution of Levin's work. Elizabeth’s mastery of this negotiation is a compelling case study in navigating patriarchal
systems.

Reassessing Traditional Narratives: Myth vs. Reality
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*The Heart and Stomach of a King* actively challenges established narratives surrounding Elizabeth I. Levin’s research reveals
a more nuanced and complex figure than the often-romanticized "Virgin Queen" presented in many historical accounts. The
book critically examines the construction of myths surrounding Elizabeth, carefully separating fact from fiction. This critical
approach allows for a more accurate and comprehensive understanding of her reign, moving beyond simplistic interpretations
and examining the intricate web of personal and political motivations that shaped her decisions. This reassessment highlights
the importance of critical historical analysis, emphasizing the need to question established narratives and examine primary
sources carefully.

Conclusion: Enduring Relevance of Levin's Work

Carole Levin's *The Heart and Stomach of a King* remains a significant contribution to Elizabethan scholarship. By focusing on
the intricate relationship between Elizabeth I's personal life and her political strategies, Levin offers a compelling and insightful
analysis of power dynamics in early modern England. Her work challenges conventional narratives, emphasizing the strategic
use of gender and image in the pursuit of political power. The book's detailed examination of the "politics of the body" and the
strategic manipulation of Elizabeth's virginity continues to inspire debate and further research on the complexities of ruling in a
patriarchal society. This enduring relevance ensures the book's continued importance for students and scholars alike.

FAQ: Common Questions about Elizabeth I and Levin's Work

Q1: What are the primary sources Levin uses in her book?

A1: Levin draws upon a wide range of primary sources, including state papers, letters, personal correspondence of Elizabeth
and her courtiers, diplomatic reports from foreign ambassadors, and contemporary accounts of court life. She also extensively
uses the extensive visual record, including portraits and artistic representations of the Queen. This diverse range of primary
sources allows for a multi-faceted and nuanced portrayal of Elizabeth.

Q2: How does Levin’s book differ from other biographies of Elizabeth I?
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A2: Many biographies focus on Elizabeth's reign as a series of political events. Levin’s work differs by emphasizing the
intersection of personal life, gender, and power. She connects Elizabeth's personal choices and image-making to her political
strategies in a way that other biographies often overlook, thus offering a more comprehensive understanding.

Q3: What is the significance of the "heart and stomach" metaphor in the book’s title?

A3: The title highlights the significance Levin places on the physical and emotional aspects of Elizabeth's life. "Heart"
represents her emotional life and personal relationships (or lack thereof), while "Stomach" refers to her physical health, well-
being, and how those factors impacted her image and her ability to govern effectively.

Q4: How does Levin address the issue of Elizabeth's relationships with men?

A4: Levin carefully examines Elizabeth's relationships with men, including potential suitors and advisors, analyzing how these
relationships impacted her political choices and image. She avoids romantic speculation and focuses on the political
implications of these connections, illuminating how Elizabeth skillfully used (or avoided) romantic entanglements to achieve her
political goals.

Q5: What is the overall argument of the book?

A5: Levin argues that Elizabeth I's success as a monarch was intricately linked to her masterful manipulation of her image and
her strategic use of her unmarried status. She skillfully navigated the gendered expectations of her time, using her "virginity" as
a political tool and carefully crafting her public persona to maintain her authority and consolidate her power.

Q6: Who is the intended audience for this book?

A6: The book is accessible to a wide audience, including students of history, gender studies, and political science, as well as
anyone interested in early modern England and the life of Elizabeth I. The clear writing style makes the complex themes readily
understandable.
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Q7: What are some of the key criticisms of Levin’s book?

A7: While widely praised, some critics have argued that Levin's focus on Elizabeth's personal life might overshadow other
important aspects of her reign. Other critics might suggest further exploration of the impact of religious policy on Elizabeth's
political strategies. However, these criticisms do not diminish the overall contribution and significance of the book.

Q8: What are some of the lasting impacts of Levin's work?

A8: Levin's book has significantly impacted how historians approach the study of Elizabeth I, encouraging a more nuanced and
interdisciplinary understanding of her reign. Her focus on the intersection of gender, sexuality, and power has broadened the
scope of historical analysis and inspired further research on similar themes in other historical contexts.

Delving into the Reign of Elizabeth I: A Look at Levin's "The Heart and Stomach of a King"

Carole Levin's revised edition of "The Heart and Stomach of a King: Elizabeth I and the Politics of Sex and Power" (2013) offers
a riveting analysis of Queen Elizabeth I's reign, moving beyond the traditional narratives to reveal the intricate interplay between
private life, public strategy, and the cultural framework of 16th-century England. This volume doesn't simply provide a biography
of Elizabeth's life; it employs a acute lens to dissect the ways in which her femininity and the standards surrounding it shaped
her reign.

Levin masterfully intertwines together historical events with psychological readings, creating a rich portrait of a woman
navigating a world where womanly power was exceptional. The name itself, "The Heart and Stomach of a King," is a revealing
allusion to the traditional qualities linked with male monarchy, implying that Elizabeth had to adopt these very traits to maintain
her dominion.

The book's strength lies in its capacity to challenge accepted wisdom surrounding Elizabeth's persona. Instead of portraying her
as a pure queen, aloof and removed from the turmoil of political intrigue, Levin shows a queen intensely participatory in the
subtleties of control. Her decisions regarding marriage, lineage, and faith-based policy were not merely public calculations; they
were deeply intimate choices shaped by the constraints and possibilities presented by her gender in a male-dominated society.
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Levin expertly examines the complex relationship between Elizabeth's body and her power. Her celibacy, often praised as a
symbol of purity, was also a calculated political device, allowing her to develop a cult of devotion without the complications of
marriage and lineage disputes. However, Levin also highlights the vulnerability inherent in this tactic, as Elizabeth constantly
had to protect her rule against those who sought to undermine it by questioning her rightfulness.

One of the book's most interesting aspects is its attention on the language surrounding Elizabeth's reign. Levin illustrates how
messaging and public persona were used to shape a particular representation of the queen, carefully manipulating beliefs of
her gender and her suitability to rule. This aspect of the publication is particularly valuable for comprehending the creation of
power in a ancient context, and how discourse played a crucial role in shaping governmental reality.

Levin's writing style is accessible and engaging, making this challenging subject readable to a wide audience. While scholarly in
its analysis, the book avoids jargon and presents its arguments in a straightforward manner. The volume is a essential resource
for anyone interested in English history, early modern history, or the study of femininity and power.

In closing, Levin's "The Heart and Stomach of a King" offers a provocative and enlightening study of Elizabeth I's reign,
challenging traditional interpretations and offering a nuanced insight into the interplay between personal life, governmental
tactics, and the historical forces that shaped her remarkable reign.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs)

Q1: What is the central argument of Levin's book?

A1: Levin's central argument is that Elizabeth I's reign was profoundly shaped by the political implications of her gender. She
strategically used her image as a "virgin queen" to consolidate power but also faced constant challenges to her authority based
on societal expectations surrounding female rulers.

Q2: What makes this book different from other biographies of Elizabeth I?

The Heart And Stomach Of A King Elizabeth I And The Politics Of Sex And Power 2nd Edition By Levin Carole 2013 Paperback

The Heart And Stomach Of A King Elizabeth I And The Politics Of Sex And Power 2nd Edition By Levin Carole 2013 Paperback

6



A2: Unlike many biographies that focus solely on political events, Levin emphasizes the intersection of Elizabeth's personal life,
her gender, and political strategy. She deconstructs the myth of the asexual queen and explores the complex ways Elizabeth
navigated the political landscape as a woman.

Q3: What is the significance of the title, "The Heart and Stomach of a King"?

A3: The title highlights Elizabeth's need to embody traditionally masculine qualities associated with kingship—strength,
decisiveness, and ruthlessness—to effectively rule in a patriarchal society. She had to have "the heart and stomach" of a king
to succeed.

Q4: Who is the intended audience for this book?

A4: The book is accessible to a broad audience interested in British history, the reign of Elizabeth I, and the study of gender
and power. While academically rigorous, Levin's writing style makes the complex subject matter engaging for both specialists
and general readers.
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