
mary sidney countess of pembroke

Mary Sidney, Countess of Pembroke, was a remarkable figure in the late 16th and early 17th centuries, known
for her contributions to literature, her role in the court of Queen Elizabeth I, and her influence on the cultural
landscape of her time. As a prominent woman of the Renaissance, she not only navigated the complexities of
political and familial obligations but also carved out a space for herself as a poet and literary patron. This
article explores her life, works, and legacy, highlighting her significance in the context of Elizabethan society.

Early Life and Background

Mary Sidney was born on October 27, 1561, to Sir Henry Sidney and Mary Dudley. Her family was closely
connected to the English court, with her father serving as the Lord Deputy of Ireland and her brother, Sir Philip
Sidney, gaining fame as a poet and soldier. The Sidney family was part of the Elizabethan elite, which provided
Mary with access to education and cultural influences that were uncommon for women of her time.

Education and Literary Influences

Mary Sidney received an exceptional education, which was rare for women in the 16th century. She was well-
versed in classical literature, languages, and the arts, thanks largely to her father, who valued education
and intellectual development. Growing up in a household that celebrated literature, Mary was influenced by
the works of her brother Philip, who was a pivotal figure in the English literary scene.

Her exposure to the literary environment of the Sidneys’ courtly life inspired her to write and engage with
poetry. She became acquainted with various literary figures of the time, such as Edmund Spenser and Ben Jonson,
further enriching her literary experience.

Marriage and Role as Countess

In 1577, at the age of 16, Mary Sidney married Henry Herbert, the 2nd Earl of Pembroke. This marriage was
significant not only for its political implications but also for its role in enhancing her literary aspirations. As
Countess of Pembroke, Mary found herself in a position of influence, navigating the complexities of court life
and engaging with prominent figures of the era.

Political Influence and Patronage

Mary Sidney's position as Countess allowed her to be an important patron of the arts. She supported various
poets and playwrights, offering both financial and moral backing. Her court connections enabled her to play a
crucial role in the cultural sphere of Elizabethan England.

The following are some key points regarding her influence:

Patronage of the Arts: Mary supported writers and artists, helping to foster a vibrant literary
community.

Political Engagement: Her marriage connected her to the political elite, allowing her to be involved in
political discussions and decisions.

Role Model for Women: As a prominent woman in a male-dominated society, she served as a role model for



other women aspiring to engage in artistic and intellectual pursuits.

Literary Contributions

Mary Sidney is best known for her literary works, which include poetry and translations. Her most notable
contribution is the translation of the works of the French poet Philippe de Mornay. She also wrote original
poetry that showcased her literary talent and intellectual depth.

The “Astrophil and Stella” Connection

One of the most compelling aspects of Mary’s literary legacy is her connection to her brother Philip Sidney's
sonnet sequence, "Astrophil and Stella." It is widely believed that her response to his work includes some of
her own poetry. Mary’s contributions to this literary form are often overshadowed by her brother’s fame, but
they provide insight into her capabilities as a poet.

Original Poems and Translations

Mary Sidney's poetry often revolved around themes of love, loss, and the human experience. Her works can be
categorized as follows:

Original Poems: These reflect her personal experiences and thoughts, often embodying the emotional depth1.
of the Renaissance spirit.

Translations: Her translations of Mornay’s works helped popularize his ideas in England and showcased2.
her linguistic talent.

Life after Philip Sidney’s Death

The death of her brother Philip in 1586 profoundly affected Mary. She became the custodian of his literary
legacy, ensuring that his works were published and celebrated. Mary not only preserved his writings but also
continued to write and engage with the literary community, demonstrating resilience in the face of personal
tragedy.

Later Life and Contributions to Society

In the years following Philip's death, Mary Sidney remained active in both literary and social circles. She
continued to support the arts and was involved in various charitable activities. Her role as a patron of
literature was instrumental in the careers of several writers and poets who sought her support.



Legacy and Recognition

Mary Sidney, Countess of Pembroke, is often recognized as one of the most significant women writers of the
Renaissance. Despite the historical overshadowing of her contributions by her brother's fame, modern
scholarship is beginning to reevaluate her impact on Elizabethan literature.

Impact on Women Writers

Mary Sidney paved the way for future generations of women writers. By engaging in the literary world and
asserting her voice, she challenged the gender norms of her time. Her works and patronage have inspired many
women to pursue their literary aspirations, contributing to the gradual recognition of women in literature.

Modern Scholarship and Recognition

In recent years, there has been a resurgence of interest in Mary Sidney's life and works. Scholars have begun to
reassess her contributions to literature and her role as a cultural patron. This renewed interest has led to
the publication of her works and a greater understanding of her significance in the Elizabethan literary
tradition.

Conclusion

Mary Sidney, Countess of Pembroke, remains a fascinating figure whose life and work encapsulate the
complexities of being a woman in the Renaissance. Her contributions to literature, her role as a patron, and her
ability to navigate the intricacies of court life reflect a strong and resilient character. As we continue to
explore her legacy, it becomes increasingly clear that she played a vital role in shaping the literary culture of
her time and inspiring future generations of writers and thinkers.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who was Mary Sidney, Countess of Pembroke?

Mary Sidney, Countess of Pembroke (1561–1621), was an English poet, translator, and the sister of Sir Philip
Sidney. She was a prominent figure in the literary culture of the Elizabethan and Jacobean periods.

What are some notable works by Mary Sidney?

Mary Sidney is best known for her translation of 'The Psalms of David' and her own poetry, including the
collection 'The Poems of Mary Sidney Herbert, Countess of Pembroke.'

How did Mary Sidney contribute to the literary world?

Mary Sidney contributed to the literary world through her translations, original poetry, and by fostering a
literary salon that supported other poets and writers of her time.

What was Mary Sidney's relationship with her brother, Sir Philip Sidney?

Mary Sidney had a close relationship with her brother, Sir Philip Sidney, who was a celebrated poet and soldier.



She admired his work and continued his literary legacy after his death.

Did Mary Sidney have any influence on other writers?

Yes, Mary Sidney's work and her literary salon influenced many contemporary writers, including Ben Jonson and
John Milton, and she is recognized for paving the way for women in literature.

What themes are prevalent in Mary Sidney's poetry?

Mary Sidney's poetry often explores themes of love, loss, faith, and the complexities of female identity and
agency during her time.

How was Mary Sidney perceived in her own time?

Mary Sidney was recognized as an intellectual and a patron of the arts, gaining respect in a male-dominated
literary world, although she was often overshadowed by her brother's fame.

What role did Mary Sidney play in the Elizabethan court?

As Countess of Pembroke, Mary Sidney played a significant role in the Elizabethan court as a patroness of the
arts, hosting gatherings for writers and intellectuals.

What legacy did Mary Sidney leave behind?

Mary Sidney's legacy includes her contributions to poetry and translation, as well as her role in promoting
female authorship and intellectualism in a time when women's voices were often marginalized.

How is Mary Sidney viewed in modern literary studies?

In modern literary studies, Mary Sidney is increasingly recognized as an important figure in early modern
literature, with scholars examining her work for its artistic merit and its role in shaping women's literature.
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