

[image: Cover of Love Letters of Kings and Queens, edited by Daniel Smith. The cover features an engraving-style illustration of a crown and a quill with an ink spot.]


LOVE LETTERS OF KINGS & QUEENS


[image: An engraving-style illustration of a crown]

LOVE LETTERS OF KINGS & QUEENS

[image: An engraving-style illustration of a quill with an ink spot.]

Edited by

DANIEL SMITH

[image: Greenfinch logo]


This paperback edition first published in 2026.

First published in Great Britain in 2021 by Greenfinch

An imprint of Quercus

Part of John Murray Group

Copyright © 2021, 2026 Daniel Smith

The moral right of Daniel Smith to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988.

Letters written by Edward VII and Wallis Simpson reproduced by kind permission of L’Institut Pasteur

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording, or any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

ISBN 978-1-52941-355-7

EBOOK ISBN 978-1-52941-353-3

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Typeset in Sabon and Requiem by seagulls.net

Cover design by Paileen Currie and Tokiko Morishima

Printed and bound in Great Britain by Clays Ltd, Elcograf S.p.A.

[image: ]

Papers used by Quercus are from well-managed

forests and other responsible sources.

Quercus

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

John Murray Group

Part of Hodder & Stoughton Limited

An Hachette UK company

The authorised representative in the EEA is Hachette Ireland,

8 Castlecourt Centre, Dublin 15, D15 XTP3, Ireland (email: info@hbgi.ie)





For Rosie







Contents

[image: ]

Introduction

Edward II and Isabella of France

Henry VIII and His Six Wives

Mary I and Philip II of Spain

Elizabeth I and Her Suitors

Mary, Queen of Scots and Lord Bothwell

James I of England (and IV of Scotland) and 
Anne of Denmark 		

Charles I and Henrietta Maria

Charles II, Catherine of Braganza and His Mistresses

Mary II and William III (and II of Scotland)

Catherine II (‘the Great’) of Russia and
Grigory Potemkin	

George IV, Maria Fitzherbert and Caroline of
Brunswick 	

Napoleon Bonaparte, Joséphine, Maria Walewska and Marie Louise 	

Queen Victoria and Prince Albert

Edward VIII and Wallis Simpson

Selected Bibliography and Further Reading

About the Author









Introduction

[image: ]


‘I think the king is but a man, as I am. The violet smells to him as it doth to me. The element shows to him as it doth to me. All his senses have but human conditions. His ceremonies laid by, in his nakedness he appears but a man.’ 

King Henry in Shakespeare’s Henry V

From ancient times, when monarchs secured their rule through fear and the promise of protection, to the modern era, when royalty often seems little more than the glitziest manifestation of celebrity, it has always been difficult to envisage rulers as being ‘just like us’. Monarchs and rulers have necessarily been apart from most of us. And let’s be clear, for most of history they have actively set themselves apart. You don’t get to live in a big castle, eat and imbibe the finest food and drink available, wear the richest fabrics, sport frankly ridiculous amounts of bling and get to tell everybody else what to do unless you have worked very hard to persuade other people that you deserve it more than they do. Quite a few of them down the years, let’s remember, have been entirely convinced that it is God who put them on their thrones in the first place.

Yet, as King Henry acknowledges in the quotation above, even kings and queens, emperors and empresses are, ultimately, just people: human beings with talents and strengths but failings and foibles too; humans who sometimes rise to greatness and other times fall far short in the most basic measures of achievement; individuals who feel great love and affection and compassion along with hate and anger and disdain. They are people, in other words, who feel the full gamut of emotions and whose thoughts and actions are constantly subject to those emotions. Striking the balance between the natural feelings that we all experience and the peculiar demands of being a ruler is not an easy one. As the celebrated historian Robert K. Massie once said of Catherine the Great: ‘The love of power and the power to attract love were not easy to reconcile.’

Where monarchy has traditionally promoted an image of superiority and ‘apartness’, most of the rest of us are in turn guilty of imposing a narrative on the lives of rulers. We expect certain things of them. When they are young, we cast them as beautiful princes and princesses destined for a fairytale ‘happy ever after’. And when, as they almost always do, those same fabled princes and princesses grow up and somehow fall below our expectations, they are recast as disappointments, failures, pariahs. This is particularly true when it comes to their personal lives. So often, the fairytale is demanded even when we know that such stories have little basis in reality. As such, the love life of a royal personage becomes performative in a way that many of us never need to worry about. The ups and downs that most of us accept as a natural part of our emotional lives become vastly amplified, so that the ups become magical moments for mass consumption and the downs evolve too often into sources of national, and even international, consternation. In the words of Wallis Simpson: ‘You have no idea how hard it is to live out a great romance.’

The letters collected in this volume consistently reveal two truths. Firstly, that rulers from down through the ages experienced just the same kinds and depths of emotions – good and bad – as the rest of us. In other words, we’ll discover that love (and, yes, lust), and their many variants and counterpoints, are universals that unite regardless of social status. But, secondly, love in the royal context has some peculiar aspects all of its own. In particular, we will witness how affairs of the heart may both guide and be guided by great affairs of state. We shall read, for instance, of numerous marriages founded on the needs of a nation rather than the heartfelt longings of an individual. Similarly, we’ll see how the fates of nations were decided by the whim of a monarch’s heart. How might things have been different, for instance, if Henry VIII had not been compelled to wed his brother’s widow but had been allowed to marry for love instead? It is highly likely that Henry would then never have diverged from the rule of the Pope in order to secure a divorce, and that England (and then Britain) might have remained a Catholic country until the present day.

The hardest task with a collection such as this is to decide what to include and, equally, what to leave out. Alas, space constrictions prohibit using all of the magnificent material that I would have wanted. That said, it is also true that an anthologist is ultimately guided by what is available. In the case of royal love letters, a lot of them get lost in the mists of time but there is added impetus to hide and destroy them too. One suspects, for example, that Charles II, the ‘Merry Monarch’ with a reputation for prodigious lustiness, sent an awful lot of love missives over his lifetime. But equally, one is left to conclude, he was pretty careful to make sure he did not leave a vast paper trail of his indiscretions for posterity. On the other hand, we owe the existence of Henry VIII’s extraordinary collection of letters to Anne Boleyn to whoever felt it pertinent to obtain them and deposit them in the Vatican archives – an individual, we may safely assume, who was not necessarily interested in looking out for the king’s personal interests. But that collection also highlights another problem – very often, we can bear witness only to half of an amorous exchange simply because we have access only to one party’s letters. 

These obstacles and challenges aside, I have aimed to include correspondence that spans the centuries and which, in some way or another, shines a light on the usually unseen corners of royal romance. While most of the letters concern English and British monarchs, they inevitably encompass correspondents originating from many different parts of Europe. I have also chosen to include a snapshot of the love missives of two giants of European history, each of whom happened to bequeath us a particularly rich literary canon: Catherine the Great of Russia and Napoleon Bonaparte. 

A note on language. The originals of the letters that follow were written in an array of languages. As well as English, there is French, German, Spanish and Russian. Some of the English monarchs were far more comfortable, for example, expressing themselves in courtly French or German than English. Moreover, the English of Queen Victoria is tonally very different to the English we are used to reading and hearing today. But go back further still, via Charles I and Henry VIII through to Edward II’s reign in the early-fourteenth century, and the idioms can seem quite alien. Occasionally it has been necessary to amend spellings and the like to ensure each letter remains comprehensible to a contemporary reader. But at all times I have aimed to use translations and tran­scriptions that faithfully represent the spirit of the originals. I am very grateful to Kathryn Warner – author of Edward II: The Unconventional King and Isabella of France: The Rebel Queen (both Amberley Publishing), as well as host of http://edwardthesecond.blogspot.com – for permission to use her translation of the letter from Isabella of France to Henry II. Also to Douglas Smith – author of Love & Conquest: Personal Correspondence of Catherine the Great and Prince Grigory Potemkin (Northern Illinois University Press) – for permission to reproduce translations of some of the letters in his book. And finally, to the Institut Pasteur for generously allowing me to include letters between Edward VIII and Wallis Simpson, the latter having granted the institute the copyright on her literary estate.

I have attempted to put each set of correspondence into some historical context. The introductions are not intended to be exhaustive summaries of each ruler’s reign, but rather they seek to overlay the evolution of their emotional lives on top of the major political forces at play upon them as royal figureheads. But it is the letters themselves that are the stars – the conduit into the hearts and souls of these kings and queens and their lovers and spouses. Here, then, are private messages between people in love – by turns tender, heartfelt and warm (and sporadically scandalous and outrageous too) – that simultaneously document the passions that changed the course of history. 






Edward II and Isabella of France
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Edward was born on 25 April 1284 at Caernarfon Castle in Wales, the son of King Edward I and Eleanor of Castile. The couple had at least fourteen children together but within a few months of Edward’s birth, the last of his surviving three older brothers died, leaving him as the infant heir apparent.

From a young age, much thought was given to the marital prospects of the prince. When he was just six years old, he was promised to Margaret of Norway (herself then only seven), since she was considered to have a good claim to the Scottish throne. Sadly, though, she died of an unspecified illness on a trip from Norway to Scotland before the year was out. Attention then turned to France as the potential source of a future bride, but that plan was scuppered when war erupted between England and France in 1294. Philip IV of France then personally vetoed a potential union with a daughter of the Count of Flanders. 

Edward’s mother died in 1290 and the young teen prince ruled as England’s regent while his father went off to defend his lands in Gascony in the late 1290s. The king eventually signed a peace treaty with Philip IV, which allowed for him to take the French king’s sister, Margaret, as his second wife. Prince Edward, meanwhile, was pledged to marry Philip’s infant daughter, Isabella, at an unspecified time in the future. 

Fortunately, Prince Edward seems genuinely to have taken to Margaret and, in 1301, he was made Prince of Wales. He became king six years later on the death of his father and was immediately faced with an array of pressing problems – most significantly, growing dissatisfaction at English rule in the then kingless Scotland, along with strained relations with France over the English monarchy’s claims on Gascony. Moreover, Edward I’s military campaigns had drained the royal coffers so that his son inherited a Crown in severe debt, not to mention a class of barons disgruntled at having to provide evermore funding to the monarchy. 

Edward commenced negotiations in earnest for his marriage to Isabella, hopeful that a union would secure his situation in Gascony and swell the royal purse too. Sure enough, he and Isabella were married in France on 25 January 1308. Among their wedding presents was a purported fragment of the True Cross from the bride’s father, along with a hefty dowry. The couple travelled to England the following month, where their nuptials were lavishly celebrated at Westminster Abbey. But Isabella was still just twelve years old, and Edward twenty-four. There can be little doubt that he was taking lovers elsewhere during this time. Edward had also developed a close relationship with a nobleman called Piers Gaveston, which infuriated many of his barons (the king left Gaveston in charge of his kingdom when he went to France to marry Isabella) and led at least some observers to speculate as to whether it was sexual in nature. Gaveston was ultimately seized by a band of barons and executed in 1312. That same year, Isabella gave birth to a son (who would become Edward III) and three more children followed over the next nine years.

Shortly after the birth of their first child, the king and queen travelled to Paris in a bid to smooth over relations with France. It was a largely successful mission and marked a high point in Edward’s reign. But hard times were around the corner. In 1314, his army suffered a crippling defeat against the forces of Robert the Bruce at Bannockburn in Scotland. Meanwhile, a large number of his English barons continued to agitate, their dissatisfaction only aggravated by a series of famines. Tensions between the monarch and his barons finally spilled over into civil war in 1321. Edward managed to suppress the conflict, but at significant cost. Moreover, a year later Edward’s brother-in-law, Charles, ascended to the French throne and relations between the countries faltered again. War broke out in 1324 and, in 1325, Isabella was sent to France in a bid to negotiate a new settlement. 


The negotiations were far from easy and might have failed altogether were Isabella and Charles not brother and sister. Peace was secured, but only in return for Edward paying homage to the French king. Edward was wary of travelling to Gascony to do this in person so sent his eldest son instead. Now, Edward and Isabella’s relationship took a turn for the worse. In truth, they had not been on good terms when she left for France. She had tired of the personal cost – to herself and to close friends – of her husband’s various conflicts. She had also embarked on an affair with a lordly gentleman, Roger Mortimer. Rather than return home, Isabella set up base in Paris along with Mortimer. The pair and Isabella’s son, Edward, now planned to launch an invasion against her husband, which they undertook in September 1325. By October, the king had been forced from London and within a few months he was besieged in Caerphilly Castle in Wales, many of his closest supporters having been rounded up and executed. By January 1327 Edward II faced a horrible dilemma – abdicate in favour of his son, or face being overthrown and his son disinherited in favour of another claimant to the throne entirely. Reluctantly, he chose the first option, with Isabella acting as regent on her son’s behalf.

Edward died on 21 September 1327 in mysterious circumstances that have never been fully unravelled. Soon, Isabella and Mortimer’s rule ran into its own problems, and in 1330 King Edward III had Mortimer arrested and executed. Among the charges against him was the murder of Edward II. Isabella, though, was spared by her son and lived out a comfortable retirement until her death in 1358.

The Letters

The following letters were written in 1325, when Isabella was in France negotiating a peace between her homeland and her husband’s realm. The first note little suggests the drama that is about to proceed. Either Isabella has skillfully pulled the wool over her husband’s eyes concerning her intentions, or else we must assume from her language (‘My very sweet heart’) that, at this stage, she remained committed to her marriage. The second letter, though, points clearly towards the troubles that lie ahead.

Letter 1: 
Isabella to Edward (31 March 1325)

My very sweet heart, with the assent of your council I will remain in these parts as long as I have your permission, and with me remain the Bishop of Norwich and my cousin [the Earl] of Richmond. By the advice of the Pope’s messages and of all of us, the Bishop of Winchester and Master William Airmyn will come to you to inform you more fully of the said affairs; and also by advice of the Pope’s said messages and with the assent of my said brother, the Lord of Sully and the said Bishop of Orange will also come to you, and the Archbishop of Vienne will remain in the parts of Paris until you have written your wishes.

My very sweet heart, I beg you and request of you as humbly as I may, that you may please excuse me and the others who by your command are here with me that we did not write to you sooner that I had come to my said brother, but because of the uncertainty and inconstancy we have found, we could not write to you sooner with an exact record, and we did not dare to write of anything else until we had written to you on this matter. My very sweet heart, may the Holy Spirit by his grace save and protect you always. Written at Poissy the last day of March.

Letter 2: 
Edward to Isabella (1 December 1325)

Lady – Oftentimes have we sent you, both before and after the homage, of our great desire to have you with us, and of our grief of heart at your long absence; and, as we understand that you do us great mischief by this, we will that you come to us with all speed, and without further excuses.

Before the homage was performed, you made the advancement of that business an excuse; and now that we have sent by the Honourable Father, the Bishop of Winchester, our safe conduct to you, you will not come, for the fear and doubt of Hugh le Despencer [a close friend and advisor to Edward, whom Isabella detested]; whereat we cannot marvel too much, when we recall your flattering deportment towards each other in our presence, so amicable and sweet was your deportment, with especial assurances and looks, and other tokens of the firmest friendship; and also, since then, your very especial letters to him of late date, which he has shown to us.

And, certes, lady, we know for truth, and so know you, that he has always procured from us all the honour he could for you, nor to you hath either evil or villainy been done since you entered into our companionship; unless, peradventure, as you may yourself remember, once when we had cause to give you secretly some words of reproof for your pride, but without other harshness; and, doubtless, both God and the law of our Holy Church require you to honour us, and for nothing earthly to trespass against our commandments or to forsake our company. And we are much displeased how the homage has been made to our dearest brother, the King of France, and we have such fair prospect of amity, that you, whom we sent to make the peace, should be the cause (which God forefend!) of increasing the breach between us by things that are feigned and contrary to the truth. Wherefore, we charge you as urgently as we can that, ceasing from all pretences, delays and false excuses, you come to us with all the haste you can. Our said bishop has reported to us that our brother, the King of France, told you in his presence, that, by your safe conduct, you would not be delayed, or molested, in coming to us as a wife should to her lord. And, as to your expenses, when it shall be that you will come to us as a wife should to her lord, we will provide that there shall be no deficiency in aught that is pertaining to you, and that you be not in any way dishonoured by us. Also we require of you that our dear son, Edward, return to us with all possible speed, for we much desire to see him, and to speak with him.
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