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Abstract 

 Interpretations of Queen Isabella of France, known as both “the fair” and “the 

she-wolf of France,” have changed drastically since her life in the fourteenth century.  

Originally she was presented as a model queen and an exceptional wife.  She supported 

her husband, Edward II of England, and excelled in diplomacy.  Interpretations following 

her fall from power have, however, often presented her as inept and grasping.  This 

dichotomy created two distinct Isabellas: the charming damsel of contemporary sources 

and the greedy harlot of her later biographers. 

 Combining these two halves into a composite has proved challenging for 

historians of Isabella.  Analyzing the historiography surrounding Isabella has allowed a 

better understanding of her actions and shed light on the intentions of those who have 

written about her.  Concepts of gender also played a prominent role in interpretations of 

Isabella and her extraordinary actions.  She overthrew her husband and ruled in the name 

of her son, Edward III of England, for four years.  During her life, contemporary writing 

stressed Isabella’s adherence to gender roles despite her drastic actions.  Works after her 

fall from power portrayed a rebellious Isabella usurping a masculine role. 

 Tracing the divergent interpretations of Isabella allows for a deeper understanding 

of the importance of gender in historiography.  Gender has been a primary tool used in 

the interpretation of Isabella for several centuries.  It also highlights the importance of 

queenship studies in furthering our understanding of powerful and political women from 

the Middle Ages.
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Unlike examinations of kings, interpretations of queens are often slanted heavily 

to questions of morality and femininity.1  Contemporaries and historians alike expect a 

good queen to fit an idealized feminine role and maintain impeccable morality.  She 

should be obedient and subservient to her husband while dedicating herself to the 

production of royal heirs.2  The increasing presence, in historical research, of both 

gender studies and queenship studies has begun challenging this focus on morality.  

Authors such as Theresa Earenfight contest assumptions about queenship and the 

frameworks of medieval power.3  She convincingly argues that interpreting queens 

exclusively on the basis of femininity and morality fails to provide a holistic 

representation of either the women themselves or their reigns.  It leads to a focus on 

beauty, wealth, and personal relationships.  It fails to recognize many unique situations 

or political structures that allowed a queen to exercise power.4  In the case of England’s 

fourteenth-century Queen Isabella, her popularity and political effectiveness have been 

regularly downplayed.  She raised an invasion force, stole Edward II's army, and united 

the English nobility.5  It is only recently that biographers and historians have moved 

away from moralistic interpretations and, as a consequence, provided a more well-

rounded understanding of Isabella, showing her incredible ability as a political instigator 

                                                 
1  John C. Parsons, “Family, Sex, Power: The Rhythms of Medieval Queenship,” in Medieval Queenship, 

ed. John C. Parsons (New York: St. Martin's Press, 1993), 1. 
2  Theresa Earenfight, Queenship in Medieval Europe (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), 22-23.  For 

an example of the political repercussions when a queen is perceived to be immoral, see Charles T. Wood, 

Joan of Arc and Richard III (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988), 12-28. 
3 Theresa Earenfight, “Without the Persona of the Prince: Kings, Queens, and the Idea of Monarchy in Late 

Medieval Europe,” Gender & History 19, no. 1 (2007).  See also Katherine Allocco, “Intercessor, Rebel, 

Regent: The Political Life of Isabella of France” (PhD diss., University of Texas at Austin, 2004). 
4  Earenfight, “Without the Persona of the Prince,” 9. 
5  While historians generally deemphasize or overlook Isabella's popularity, it is occasionally 

acknowledged in limited situations.  See, for example, Geoffrey le Baker, The Chronicle of Geoffrey le 

Baker of Swinbrook, trans. David Preest and ed. Richard Barber (Rochester: The Boydell Press, 2012), 20-

24. 
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and explaining more fully her popularity. 6  The classic interpretation is that Isabella 

gained popularity by posing as a spurned wife and lost it by showing herself as an 

adulteress.7  Examining Isabella through this traditionally gendered lens limits 

consideration of the queen to her adherence to and later rejection of accepted feminine 

roles. However, by looking beyond the Queen’s fulfillment of her wifely duties, recent 

historians have shown that her decline in popularity was affected at least equally by 

political and economic motivations. Isabella’s supporters did not simply object 

collectively to her romantic situation.   

 Looking at the evolution of Isabella's narrative, this thesis will trace the changing 

attitudes and methods of her commentators.  The conclusions made by historians and the 

range of evidence presented about Isabella have changed drastically.  The primary 

evidence has slowly expanded from the use of chronicles alone to include administrative 

documents that indicate Isabella’s political and economic impact on her kingdom.  

Additionally, new interest has arisen in Isabella’s life before and after her time ruling 

England.  Despite these developments, many authors still adopt approaches based on 

idealized femininity. Their resulting interpretations of Isabella have, in general, forced 

her into two competing narratives.  The first narrative presents Isabella as a damsel, a 

status ordinarily reserved for unmarried women but explained in this case by Edward II's 

inability to fulfil his masculine role. Edward II’s degeneracy essentially negated the royal 

marriage.  With Edward II unable to provide the protection and moral guidance required 

of a husband, Isabella was forced either to find someone who could (Roger Mortimer) or 

                                                 
6  See, for example, Lisa Benz St. John, Three Medieval Queens: Queenship and the Crown in Fourteenth-

Century England (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012). 
7  Sophia Menache, “Isabelle of France, Queen of England – a reconsideration,” Journal of Medieval 

History 10, no. 2 (1984): 112. 
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to fill the role herself.  The second narrative frames Isabella as the degenerate harlot who 

failed to adhere to her proper, passive feminine role.  Through these narratives, many 

historians have imposed their own, or their audiences’, conceptions of the feminine onto 

Isabella.  Recently, changes in methodology have enabled some historians to begin 

reconciling these divergent approaches to Isabella.  What emerges is a third narrative, 

one in which the queen is viewed as expressing power in a broader range of behaviours 

without being assessed primarily as either a good or a bad woman.  Rather than a damsel 

or a harlot, in these examinations, Isabella is presented as a complex political figure.  

Analyzing the shifts in narrative approach to Isabella, this thesis highlights the 

importance of gender in historical works, proposing that understanding is increased when 

actions and abilities are treated independently from morality and when queenship is 

distinct from femininity. 

Isabella the Fair, born in 1295, was the only daughter of Philip IV of France and 

Joan of Navarre.  She grew up with three brothers who would each, in their turn, become 

kings of France.  The details of Isabella’s childhood are not well known, but her marriage 

at twelve years old to the future English King Edward II catapulted her into the limelight. 

Her relationship with Edward II began badly when he failed to provide her with an 

adequate income and sent their wedding gifts to his childhood friend and court favourite, 

Piers Gaveston.8  Edward II's evident preference of Gaveston over Isabella inspired her 

uncles to join the English nobility’s demand that the distracting and arrogant young 

                                                 
8  John Carmi Parsons, “Isabella (1295–1358),” Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, ed. H. C. G. 

Matthew and Brian Harrison (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), 

http://www.oxforddnb.com.libproxy.uregina.ca:2048/view/article/14484 (accessed 5 August 2014). 
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nobleman be banished.9  Despite this difficult introduction to England, however, Isabella 

proved to be a popular queen and an efficient intercessor.10  Edward II eventually 

provided her with an acceptable income and Isabella’s influence in English politics grew 

continually until the rise of Edward II's second court favourite, Hugh Despenser the 

younger.11 

 Isabella's close connections to France also made her a powerful figure in 

international relations between France and England.12  Her marriage, along with her 

aunt's marriage to Edward I, had been intended to cement peace between the two 

kingdoms.  England's continental possessions placed the English king in the difficult 

situation of being simultaneously a king of England and a vassal of the king of France.  A 

few years after her marriage she led a diplomatic mission to France, presenting a petition 

concerning Gascony to Philip IV.13  She also wielded great influence in the English 

government and proved to be a valuable connection between the crown and the 

nobility.14  Isabella was able to unite rival factions, both behind herself and behind 

Edward II.15 

                                                 
9  See Paul Doherty, “Isabella, Queen of England, 1296-1330” (D. Phil diss., Oxford University, 1977), 27 

and J. S. Hamilton, “Gaveston, Piers,” Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, ed. H. C. G. Matthew 

and Brian Harrison (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), 

http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/10463 (accessed 8 December 2014). 
10   St. John, Three Medieval Queens, 171-173. 
11  Parsons, “Isabella (1295–1358)”, accessed 5 August 2014. 
12  See Katherine Allocco, “Intercessor, Rebel, Regent: The Political Life of Isabella of France” (PhD diss., 

University of Texas at Austin, 2004), 33; and Elizabeth A. R. Brown, “The Political Repercussions of 

Family Ties in the Early Fourteenth Century: The Marriage of Edward II of England and Isabelle of 

France,” Speculum vol.63, no.3 (July, 1988): 573-589. 
13  Alison Weir, Queen Isabella: Treachery, Adultery, and Murder in Medieval England (New York: 

Ballantine Books, 2005), 98-99. 
14

  The Ordinances of 1311, established by a baronial council referred to as “Ordainers” or “Lords 

Ordainers,” sought to limit many royal prerogatives and transfer some powers away from the King and to 

the peerage. They also called for the banishment of Piers Gaveston.  Edward II was forced into these 

political concessions and Earl Thomas of Lancaster, the leading and wealthiest Ordainer, gained increased 

influence in the politics of England.  Isabella's diplomatic potential was made clear when she enabled the 

Treaty of Leake in 1318 and replaced Lancaster's private domination of government with a more moderate 
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 Yet it is Thomas Gray who, in 1757, helped create one of the most enduring 

images of Queen Isabella with his visceral epithet: 

 She-Wolf of France, with unrelenting fangs, 

 That tear'st the bowels of thy mangled mate.16 

 

His interpretation, however, was far from unique.  Isabella had already been lambasted in 

Christopher Marlowe's play Edward II two centuries before, and Geoffrey le Baker had 

declared that she was a “virago” and a “jezebel” shortly after her death.17  This negative 

perception of Isabella has also persisted in popular and academic writing until recently.  

In the nineteenth century, Agnes Strickland described Isabella as leaving a dark stain on 

the annals of female royaly, and Francis Lancelott concluded that she was “a traitoress, 

and a murderess.”18  The rhetoric around Isabella lessened in the twentieth century, but 

many commentators continued to explain her actions in terms reliant on gender 

stereotypes. During the mid-twentieth century, Thomas Costain asserted that “the woman 

in her overcame the queen.”19 

 Although many of these authors concede that Isabella was a capable and 

acceptable queen prior to her break from Edward II, they make Isabella's gender and 

marital/extramarital relationships a focal point of their narratives.  While Isabella served 

in the feminine role of peacemaker early in her marriage, she later proved able and 

                                                                                                                                                 
council.  In exchange, Isabella negotiated letters of pardon for many Lancastrians. While it was not a 

perfect solution for Edward II, it was a significant improvement in the breach caused by Lancaster's 

rebellion and execution of Piers Gaveston. 
15  St. John, Three Medieval Queens, 59. 
16  Thomas Gray, The Bard: A Pindaric Ode, The Poetry Foundation, accessed December 1, 2014. 

http://www.poetryfoundation.org/poem/173563. The emphasis added is my own. 
17  Geoffrey le Baker, The Chronicle of Geoffrey le Baker of Swinbrook, trans. David Preest and ed. 

Richard Barber (Rochester: The Boydell Press, 2012), 17 and 21. 
18  See Agnes Strickland, Lives of the Queens of England, vol. 2 (London: Henry Colburn, 1840), 231, 

http://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=mdp.39015065404611;view=1up;seq=15, and Francis Lancelott, The 

Queens of England and their Times, vol. 1 (New York: D. Appleton and Co., 1895), 183. 
19  Thomas Costain, The Three Edwards (New York: Buccaneer Books, 1958), 240. 

http://www.poetryfoundation.org/poem/173563
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willing to instigate conflict.  This was demonstrated in the Leeds affair where the queen 

was refused the hospitality of Leeds Castle in 1321.  While on a pilgrimage, Isabella 

stopped at Leeds Castle, ruled by Lord Badlesmere, one of the Lords Ordainer.20  She 

was refused entry when his wife declared that no one could be admitted without her 

husband's express permission.  Badlesmere, however, was miles away and in talks with 

the rebellious Earl of Lancaster.  Isabella attempted to enter the castle by force and 

failed, resulting in the deaths of some of her military escort.  This gave Edward II an 

excuse for the war against Badlesmere he had been seeking, and it would eventually lead 

to Thomas of Lancaster's execution for treason.   After Lancaster’s death, however, 

Isabella's powerful position in government was usurped by Edward II’s favourite Hugh 

Despenser the younger.21  Her household was purged of French servants, and most of her 

wealth and lands were confiscated. Sent to France in 1325 to broker a lasting settlement 

over England's continental possessions with her brother, the French King Charles IV, 

Isabella did the unthinkable.   

 According to the Vita Edwardi Secundi, the Queen declared that as long as Hugh 

Despenser the younger lived, she would consider herself a widow and would assume 

“the robes of widowhood and mourning until...avenged of this Pharisee.”22  Then she 

bartered her son's hand for an army, invaded England, and captured Edward II despite his 

                                                 
20  The purported reason for her journey was a pilgrimage, but Leeds castle was not on the traditional 

pilgrims’ route.  Furthermore, the timing of the journey is suspicious since the event provided Edward II 

with justification for a pre-emptive attack on his political enemies.  Whether the event was coincidental, or 

carefully planned by either Isabella or Edward II for political gain, is debatable. 
21 The nature of Edward II’s and Hugh Despenser’s relationship is difficult, if not impossible, to prove.  

Current available evidence is inconclusive about Edward II’s actual actions and medieval sexual attitudes 

were far different from current ideas.  For an overview of Edward II’s supposed homosexuality, see 

Michael Prestwich, The Three Edwards (London: Routledge, 2003), 72; and W. M. Ormrod, “The 

Sexualities of Edward II,” in The Reign of Edward II, ed. G. Dodd et al. (York: York Medieval Press,  

2006), 22-23. 
22  Wendy Childs, trans., Vita Edwardi Secundi: The Life of Edward the Second (Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 2005), 243. 
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attempt to flee to Ireland.  She also began an affair with Roger Mortimer, an English lord 

of the Welsh Marches turned traitor.  With her invasion successful, she orchestrated the 

removal (and possibly death) of Edward II and dominated England for four years, ruling 

in the name of her son, Edward III.  Isabella's political support waned over time, 

particularly after many English nobles lost valuable Scottish lands as a result of the 

Treaty of Northampton.23  Edward III then organized a coup d'état and Mortimer’s 

execution.  Isabella became increasingly involved with the Church, and while she did 

maintain a good relationship with Edward III, she never again wielded great influence or 

political power.24 

 After her death, contemporary narratives of Isabella introduce moral censures.  

These condemnations, however, say as much about their authors as they do about their 

subject.  Despite her affair with Roger Mortimer, Isabella avoided widespread moral 

condemnation in her lifetime and instead experienced huge popularity.25  It was only 

after her death that the Queen was attacked for her alleged immorality.26 

 The first, and most influential, creators of narratives about Isabella were 

chronicle writers.  With the death of Edward I in 1307, English historiography was at a 

crossroads.  Nearly all the chronicles being written in England had come to an end just 

before Edward II's rise to power.  A generation of new chronicles, however, began after 

                                                 
23  Authors such as Alison Weir trace the rapid decline of Isabella's popularity to the Treaty of 

Northampton, known as the “shameful peace.”  Weir, Queen Isabella, 314.  Before the treaty Isabella had 

considerable support among the English magnates but she experienced a large decline in popularity shortly 

after the treaty was ratified.  This interpretation, however, has recently been challenged by historians like 

Lisa Benz St. John and will be considered in more depth below. 
24  Parsons, “Isabella (1295–1358)”, accessed 5 October 2014. 
25  Even Isabella's critics accept that she had popular support during her invasion, but they alter the 

motivations behind the support.  For an example of a detractor recognizing Isabella's popularity, see 

Geoffrey le Baker, The Chronicle of Geoffrey le Baker of Swinbrook, trans. David Preest; and ed. Richard 

Barber (Rochester: The Boydell Press, 2012), 20-23. 
26  See Charles T. Wood, Joan of Arc and Richard III (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988), 14-16 and 

W. M. Ormrod, “The Sexualities of Edward II,” in The Reign of Edward II, ed. G. Dodd et al. (York: York 

Medieval Press,  2006), 27. 
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Edward I’s death and persisted into the Tudor period.  What shifted was who wrote these 

new chronicles. Prior to Edward I, the majority of English chronicles were written by 

monastic authors, while after his death it was secular clerks who began to record 

history.27  This change in authorship did not result in a major change of style.  English 

chronicles at this time were framed as factual and detailed accounts of events provided in 

chronological order.  While similar to the style of earlier annals, chronicles differed 

because they were more likely to contain moralistic teachings or to bend the facts of an 

event to fit an author's agenda. 28  The new chronicles continued to be annalistic but 

began to be influenced more by secular powers.29  After Edward I, chronicles were 

increasingly concerned with the state and often contained more government 

propaganda.30  Implicitly or explicitly, writers often wrote with the express purpose of 

pleasing patrons who understood the propagandistic potential of chronicles.31  The 

audience was limited, but the political elite who read the chronicles were influenced by 

what they believed were reliable and trustworthy accounts.32  This meant that chronicles 

served as evidence to “prove” the nature of an event or interpretation.33  The same event, 

however, could be interpreted and presented in vastly different ways by various 

chronicles.  Chronicle writers were not objective recorders of past events but were 

heavily influenced by secular power and were utilized as a tool to support or to subvert 

ruling authorities. 

                                                 
27  Antonia Gransden, Historical Writing in England, II (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul), xii. 
28  Ibid., xi. 
29  Ibid., xii. 
30  Ibid., xii. 
31  See Chris Given-Wilson, Chronicles: The Writing of History in Medieval England (London: Hambledon 

and London, 2004), 72-76; and Antonia Gransden, Historical Writing in England, II (London: Routledge & 

Kegan Paul), xiii. 
32  Given-Wilson, Chronicles, 73. 
33  Ibid. 
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 Contemporary medieval chronicle sources, like the Vita Edwardi Secundi, make 

clear that Isabella was considered complex in her own time.  Following the damsel 

narrative, writers generally sought to incorporate Isabella and her actions into idealized 

feminine standards, often making her gender the focal point.  They focused on her beauty 

and fecundity and in this way she was incorporated into a comfortably familiar 

heterosexual feminine role; however, Isabella's actions were quite exceptional.  Her 

political acumen and efficacy stood in contrast to her prescribed feminine role. Yet many 

writers worked to recast her actions in a normalized way, downplaying Isabella's 

activities when she acted beyond their perception of the accepted roles of either 

“woman” or “queen.”34 

 In 1318, Isabella used her influence to secure the nomination of Lewis of 

Beaumont to the see of Durham.35  She directly opposed the candidate backed by the 

Earl of Hereford and the monks of Durham.  Despite this, she was successful in securing 

the office for her nominee.  The chronicles are, however, generally silent regarding her 

involvement in the event.  Sophia Menache argues that this is because Isabella had acted 

outside of her traditional role.36  Rather than using persuasion to secure the formal 

cooperation of Edward II, Isabella bypassed conventional avenues of female influence 

and intervened directly with the Pope.  Most contemporary sources like the Annales 

Paulini and Flores historiarum erase this.  Instead, they cast Pope John XXII and 

Edward II as the major political players, removing Isabella's active participation and 

                                                 
34  For an example of a medieval work which focused on recasting Isabella’s narrative in this way see the 

Vita Edwardi Secundi. 
35  Sophia Menache, “Isabelle of France, queen of England – a reconsideration,” Journal of Medieval 

History 10, no. 2 (1984): 117. 
36  Ibid. 
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hiding her transgression of medieval gender roles.  Authors chose instead to focus on 

Isabella’s femininity, while ignoring her more troubling actions.  

The sympathetic view of Isabella’s contemporary chroniclers extended even to 

her tumultuous marriage.  In contrast to later interpretations, these accounts blame the 

failure of her marriage on Edward II.37 It was Edward II (along with Despenser) who 

caused the breakdown of the royal marriage, not Isabella.  The chronicles, particularly 

the English ones, used contemporary events to frame Isabella's role as that of the 

archetypal damsel in distress.38  She ceased to be an actor and initiator in events and 

instead became a spectator.  In so doing, the authors transform Isabella from active to 

passive.   

Two of the most often retold events of her life were Isabella’s two flights from 

Scottish military forces attempting to capture her.  In the first attempt she was 

supposedly saved by good fortune and a luckless spy.39  In the second, she refused the 

protection of Hugh Despenser the Younger's men and successfully evaded capture at 

Tynemouth Priory by fleeing by boat.  These events were reported in chronicles as varied 

as the Annales Paulini, the Vita Edwardi Secundi, and the Flores Historiarium. 

 The Vita Edwardi Secundi casts Isabella in the role of an abandoned queen in 

need of protection in its account of Isabella`s first evasion of Scottish forces.  Believing 

that there “was nothing to fear from enemies in England,” Edward had left Isabella 

outside of York while his army moved north.40  Meanwhile James Douglas, a Scottish 

                                                 
37  Vita Edwardi Secundi, 229. 
38  Menache, “Isabelle of France – a reconsideration,” 107-112. 
39  Vita Edwardi Secundi, 163-167. 
40  Ibid., 163. 
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noble, “had chosen ten thousand men, and had resolved to carry off the queen.”41  Her 

position outside of York was leaked to the Scots and it was only the chance capture of a 

spy that saved her.  Under threat of torture the spy confessed that Douglas “would come 

there secretly…to abduct the queen,” and Isabella was whisked to safety by the quick-

thinking archbishop of York.42 Isabella is framed in this account as a helpless female.  

She is left undefended by her own husband, and it is only through the timely intervention 

of a different male protector that she is saved from sure catastrophe. 

 The Vita Edwardi Secundi, though popularly attributed to the Monk of 

Malmesbury, was written neither by a monk nor at Malmesbury.43  Instead, it was most 

probably written by a secular clerk, who was well educated, well read, and well placed to 

have first-hand knowledge of many of the major events of the time.44  It is not clear for 

whom the author worked or for what reason the chronicle was commissioned, but 

internal evidence suggests some of the writer’s perspectives.  The chronicle focuses on 

the shortcomings of both Lancaster and the Despensers, while also displaying frustration 

with Edward II.  The Queen is presented as an able and skilled person who is regularly 

placed in challenging circumstances.  Her first flight from Scottish forces is framed as a 

failing on the King’s part.  Edward II leaves Isabella in a vulnerable position while he is 

too far away to protect her, and Isabella’s safety eventually becomes the responsibility of 

                                                 
41  Ibid. 
42  Ibid., 165. 
43  The moniker comes from the oldest known copy of the work, itself a copy of an earlier edition, which 

contains a list of Malmesbury abbots and a charter connected to the abbey. This is, however, flimsy 

evidence of authorship and instead suggests only that surviving editions are made from a copy of the Vita 

that had been owned or used by Malmesbury Abbey.  As well, the author seems not to have had any 

interest in monastic life. See Vita Edwardi Secundi, xxiv. 
44  N. Denholm-Young, in his translation of the Vita, suggested that John Walwayn, canon of Hereford and 

of St Paul's, was the author, but later scholars have not often supported this conclusion. Due to the apparent 

lack of foreknowledge of upcoming actions, it is likely that the author wrote contemporaneously with 

events. The abrupt ending of the chronicle also suggests the writer died in 1325. See Vita Edwardi Secundi, 

xxi-xxii and xxiv-xxxii. 
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the archbishop of York.  Further, Edward II also fails to capture the force that tried to 

abduct her.45  The Vita does not mention her second flight, this time from Tynemouth, 

although other chronicles blame Hugh Despenser the younger, and by association, 

Edward II for that event.46  Edward II once again places his queen in a vulnerable 

position, and her safety is assured only by substitute male protectors, in this case her 

pages.47  Isabella is portrayed as a passive victim of her circumstances. 

 When Isabella is depicted as an agent of change, rather than the inert recipient of 

external forces, it is her intercessory role that is highlighted.  The informal power of 

intercession the queen wielded was recognized during Isabella's life as a legitimate form 

of power.48  Isabella was a gateway to the king as well as a moderating influence.   

The queen was not the only intercessor in a realm but she often had fewer alternatives to 

exercise power than other magnates.  Yet queens were particularly well positioned for 

intercession because it relied, first and foremost, on physical access to the king.49  Not 

only did a sexual relationship provide the queen with an exclusive area of access to the 

king—the marital bed—but it also led to increased influence in the event of pregnancy.   

 Isabella’s intercession is indirectly acknowledged when she is listed first among 

those who helped to bring about Edward II and Lancaster's reconciliation in 1318.50  As 

far as the author of the Vita was concerned, Isabella filled two notably feminine roles: 

victim and intercessor.  Her flight from the Scots demonstrated her need for physical 

                                                 
45  Edward's inability to catch the Scottish force is reported on page 167 of the Vita.  The Vita does, 

however, ultimately blame Lancaster and his treachery for the Scottish escape. 
46  Doherty, “Isabella, Queen of England, 1296-1330,” 89. 
47  Paul Doherty, Isabella and the Strange Death of Edward II (New York: Carrol & Graf Publishers, 

2003), 77-78. 
48  English magnates also recognized intercessory power and would sometimes petition the queen to 

intercede on their behalf. See Doherty, “Isabella, Queen of England, 1296-1330,” 52-53 and 62-63. 
49  St. John, Three Medieval Queens, 35. 
50  Vita Edwardi Secundi, 151-153. 
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(male) protection, while her intercessory actions, which were focused on peace and 

mercy, highlighted traits considered feminine in Isabella's own time.  Despite the 

prevalence of war, violence, and personal action in Isabella's life, she is presented as 

passive or absent.  The Vita is silent about her part in the Leeds affair, removing her 

entirely from the event.  Instead it is Edward II, alone, who attacks the castle with no 

motivation beyond his anger at the banishment of the two Despensers.51  This is a 

surprising omission by an author so well informed of the words, motives, and actions of 

the powerful.  It does, however, highlight that contemporary chronicles showcased 

Isabella as a successful feminine figure rather than as a usurper of male prerogative.  

Interpretations that focus on “appropriate” female actions worked to incorporate Isabella 

into hetero-normative narratives.  If Isabella was involved in a masculine endeavor, like 

the military action against Leeds Castle, she was either removed from the event or 

portrayed as passively involved.  She represents no challenge to the accepted gender 

roles of her time.  Isabella was the benevolent intercessor and the damsel in distress. 

 This distinguishes the Vita from later chronicles in two ways.  The first is in its 

positive representation of Isabella.  The author does not seek to vilify her, but instead 

holds her in high esteem.  Isabella's actions are presented as reasonable and justified, and 

she is consistently shown to support peace and the crown.  The second major difference 

involves the presentation of power.  The author of the Vita views power as a balance 

between the crown and the baronage.  As Edward II becomes more powerful, the nobles 

of the kingdom are weakened, and the people suffer.   

Later works make the balance one between Edward II and Isabella.  Isabella 

appropriates authority from Edward II.  The nobles are one step removed from power, 

                                                 
51  Ibid., 197. 
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and the main source of conflict is between the authority of the king and that of the queen.  

Through the representation of these power struggles, Isabella is portrayed in the second 

narrative stream as a greedy harlot.   

 This change in the treatment of Isabella was motivated by politics but made 

possible through varied interpretations of her proper gender role.  W. M. Ormrod 

helpfully highlights the use that Edward III made of chronicles in strengthening his 

political authority.52  From early in Edward III's reign, when the narrative of Edward II’s 

degeneracy was most prevalent, a competing narrative based on Edward II’s masculinity 

and hetero-normativity began to emerge.53   This alternative narrative sought to 

counteract popular perceptions of Edward II’s degeneracy and worked to frame his 

behaviour as hetero-normative.54  The accusation of degeneracy was used to attack 

Edward II in a multitude of ways, including a direct contest for the throne. An impostor 

named John of Powderham claimed he had been swapped at birth and was the true 

Edward II.55  Powderham cited Edward II's love of rustic pursuits as evidence that he 

was not the legitimate king.56   

More relevant to this paper, however, is how Edward II's alleged degeneracy 

affected perceptions of his marriage.  In chronicles written before Isabella's fall from 

                                                 
52  W. M. Ormrod, “The Sexualities of Edward II,” in The Reign of Edward II, ed. G. Dodd et al. (York: 

York Medieval Press, 2006). 
53  See Hilda Johnstone, “The Eccentricities of Edward II” The English Historical Review 48, no.190 

(April 1933): 264-265 and Vita Edwardi Secundi, 69. 
54  Ormrod, “The Sexualities of Edward II,” 27. 
55  For an overview of the event, see Wendy R. Childs, “'Welcome, My Brother': Edward II, John of 

Powderham and the Chronicles, 1318,” in Church and Chronicle in the Middle Ages, ed. Wood et al. 

(London: The Hambledon Press, 1991), 149-163 and Vita Edwardi Secundi, 149. 
56  Wendy R. Childs, “Powderham, John,” Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, ed. H. C. G. Matthew 

and Brian Harrison (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), 

http://www.oxforddnb.com.libproxy.uregina.ca:2048/view/article/48315 (accessed 12 November 2014). 
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power, Edward II was blamed for the breakdown of the royal marriage.57  The 

Polychronicon, for instance, blames Edward II's peculiar hobbies and his indulgence of 

his favorites for the breakdown of the royal marriage. Edward II preferred the company 

of “jesters, singers, actors, carriage-drivers, diggers, oarsmen, sailors and the 

practitioners of other kinds of mechanical arts” to that of nobles.58 He was unlucky 

compared to his enemies, violent in his household and “ardently loved by his familiars, 

whom he sustained above all, enriched, preferred and honored.”59 His behavior was 

inappropriate, and “scandal was brought upon the people and the kingdom was 

damaged.”60 The author concludes that “[i]n the beginning he loved Piers 

Gaveston...because of him he disregarded Isabella, the queen, and paid no attention to 

the lords of the land.”61 While Edward is portrayed as a degenerate (and outside of 

hetero-normative behavior), Isabella is a model of feminine expectations.62  Her 

opposition to her husband is justified by Edward II's failure to adhere to the bounds of 

acceptable behavior.   

 The disparaging judgment of Edward II intensified after Isabella's assumption of 

power. He was accused of sodomy and this was integral to the popular narrative about 

his later death.  Ian Mortimer identifies the Polychronicon as well as the longer Brut as 

the two points of dissemination of the story that Edward II died from anal rape with a hot 

                                                 
57  In contrast to earlier chronicles, a significant number of later chroniclers, biographers, and historians 

have placed primary blame for the failure of the royal marriage on Isabella's infidelity.  For specific 

examples see Agnes Strickland, Lives of the Queens of England, vol. 2 (London: Henry Colburn, 1840), 

261, http://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=mdp.39015065404611;view=1up;seq=15; and Geoffrey le Baker, 

The Chronicle of Geoffrey le Baker of Swinbrook, trans. David Preest and ed. Richard Barber (Rochester: 

The Boydell Press, 2012). 
58  Translation taken from Ormrod, “The Sexualities of Edward II,” 32. 
59  Ibid. 
60  Ibid. 
61  Ibid. 
62  For further references to Edward's “eccentricities” and their implications on his poor political abilities 

see Hilda Johnstone, “The Eccentricities of Edward II” The English Historical Review 48, no.190 (April 

1933): 264-267. 
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poker.63  This death places Edward II firmly in the role of degenerate.64  Ormrod asserts 

that the story, and its popularity, supports the hypothesis that Edward II's ability to rule 

was questioned through gendered constructions.  Sodomy was one trait among a whole 

collection that proved his degeneracy and justified his deposition.  Ian Mortimer, 

conversely, views the charge of sodomy as a convenient political tool. Through the 

sermons of Adam of Orleton, Isabella promoted and justified Edward II’s removal with a 

charge that had recently been shown to be effective in discrediting political opponents.65  

Despite their differences, both Ormrod and Mortimer consider gender norms as the 

primary means of discrediting Edward II.  Whether it was due specifically to his sodomy 

or to some wider range of degeneracies, the prevalent narrative established that Edward 

II’s behavior was outside of normal, heterosexual expectations.66   

 Edward II’s gendered sexual failure justified Isabella's assertion of authority at 

her husband’s expense as both moral and reasonable.67  Isabella was forced to act by 

Edward II's inability to do so.  By attacking Edward II’s inability to fill a masculine and 

active role in their marriage, the queen assumed an authoritative role without 

                                                 
63  Ian Mortimer, “Sermons of Sodomy: A Reconsideration of Edward II's Sodomitical Reputation,” in The 

Reign of Edward II, ed. G. Dodd et al. (York: York Medieval Press, 2006), 56. 
64  It is important to note the receptive nature of Edward during his death.  During the Middle Ages there 

still remained an important distinction between the active and passive partners in a homosexual relation.  

Sodomy was a crime and a sin but the receptive partner was worthy of more scorn than the active partner.  

This was because the passive partner allowed himself to assume a subservient or feminine role.  See Ruth 

M. Karras, Sexuality in Medieval Europe: Doing unto Others (London: Routledge, 2012), 166-170. 
65  Mortimer, “Sermons of Sodomy,” 51. 
66  Paraphrasing Foucault, sodomy was a category of judicially forbidden acts and also constituted an act 

contrary to nature.  By going against nature, the offender was breaking a sacred decree equal to that of 

marriage.  By framing Edward II as a 'sodomite' or 'degenerate' he is implied to have also transgressed in 

his marriage previous to Isabella's abandonment of him.  For additional readings about the evolution of 

perceptions about sodomy, see M. Foucault, The History of Sexuality, vol. 1: An Introduction, trans. Robert 

Hurley (New York: Random House, 1978), 37-38 and David Halperin, How To Do The History of 

Homosexuality (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2002), 24-47. 
67  See Ormrod, “The Sexualities of Edward II,” 42-47; and Wood, Joan of Arc and Richard II, 12-28. 
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surrendering her femininity.68  It also highlighted the “political and economic advantages 

associated with Queen Isabella’s allegiance to heterosexual marriage and its 

underpinning of the ideological and material organization of the nobility.”69  Isabella 

guarded the legal and moral basis of her new authority by maintaining the appearance of 

passivity.  Authority was never formally transferred to Isabella but was instead given to 

her son Edward III.  Isabella wielded power from behind the scenes, projecting the image 

of a more authoritative Edward III.70 

 The situation was not an entirely comfortable one for Edward III and proved 

unsustainable. By mounting a successful rebellion, Isabella laid bare not only the moral 

but the political and military weaknesses of her husband and, by association, those of the 

English Crown.  Her success and popularity make clear that while her actions were 

initially supported, over time it became difficult to maintain the perception of legitimacy 

of motive for what was ostensibly adultery and treason.  Isabella’s continued acceptance 

relied on a projection of Edward II as unfit to rule.  This was not convenient to her son. 

Isabella had created a worrying precedent: the removal of a king was justified if he failed 

in the execution of his duties or if he was deemed by his subjects to be unfit to rule. 

 After the coup d’état that deposed Isabella in favour of her son, dramatic changes 

occurred in the ways in which the former Queen was represented. By virtue of his shared 

gender, Edward III was more closely linked to the morality of his father than to that of 

                                                 
68  See Ormrod, “The Sexualities of Edward II,” 42; and N. Zemon Davis, “Women on Top: Symbolic 

Sexual Inversion and Political Disorder in Early Modern Europe,” in The Reversible World: Symbolic 

Inversion in Art and Society, ed. Barbara Babcock (London, 1978), 147-190. 
69  Claire Sponsler, “The King's Boyfriend: Froissart's Political Theater of 1326,” in Queering the Middle 

Ages, ed. Glenn Burger et al. (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2001), 160. 
70  Isabella, who controlled the great seal, thereby controlled official declarations of the government.  

Isabella did not have an official position on the ruling council but she was able to issue official 

declarations in the name of Edward II or Edward III with the great seal.  See Allocco, “Intercessor, Rebel, 

Regent,” 252-314. 
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his mother, and his political interests were tied to restoring the strength of his office. His 

work to rehabilitate Edward II’s tarnished morality was important in order both to make 

clear his own moral right to rule and to restore the power of the crown.71  Rather than 

using medieval gender norms to expose Edward II as a degenerate who was unfit to rule, 

they were instead used to attack Isabella.  Edward III allowed (and likely encouraged) 

the emergence of a narrative that blamed the marriage breakdown on Isabella’s affair 

with Mortimer.72  Writers attacked the Queen’s actions and framed them as morally 

reprehensible. Isabella replaced Edward II as the villain in the reimagined narrative as 

seen in the trial of Roger Mortimer, the emerging cult of Edward II, and most chronicles 

written after 1330.   

 During his trial, Mortimer was blamed for the public discord between the royal 

couple.73   Just as Isabella’s moral reputation relied on the degeneracy of Edward II’s 

character, rehabilitating the late King's reputation required an attack on the Queen’s 

morality.  Mortimer became, according to the Crown, the active agent in the breakdown 

of the royal marriage.  Isabella became a lesser partner who was manipulated by 

Mortimer.  She behaved in a recognizably feminine fashion - as a fallen woman rather 

than as a devoted wife and mother. She was portrayed as passive, submissive, and under 

the control of a male power.74  Further, the tactical transfer of agency from Isabella to 

                                                 
71  W. M. Ormrod, “Monarchy, Martyrdom and Masculinity: England in the Later Middle Ages,” in 

Holiness and Masculinity in the Middle Ages, ed. P. H. Cullum et al. (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 

2004), 178-179. 
72  See Ormrod, “The Sexualities of Edward II,” 42-43; and Antonia Gransden, Historical Writing in 

England, II (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul), 37-42. 
73  Roger Mortimer, after Edward III's coup, was charged with a long list of offenses, two of which were 

usurping royal powers and sowing discord between Edward II and Isabella.  The charges were brought by 

Edward III's government in the first session of parliament after the coup and can be found in the parliament 

roll for the session.  See Rotuli Parliamentorum; Ut Et Petitiones, Et Placita in Parliamento Tempore 

Edwardi R. I., II (London: publisher not identified), 52-53. 
74  Ormrod, “The Sexualities of Edward II,” 44-45. 
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Mortimer rendered Edward II’s degeneracy irrelevant. There was no need to consider any 

irregular actions or sexual behaviors of a husband cuckolded by Mortimer.   

The new regime sought to downplay the problems of Edward II's reign, thereby 

removing many of the justifications on which Isabella had relied to explain her 

usurpation of power. Edward III also utilized religion to recast Edward II as a powerful 

and able male.  While Edward III did not actively encourage the veneration of his father, 

preferring instead to focus on his more illustrious ancestors, he did tolerate others' 

veneration of the late king.75    

 Geoffrey le Baker, writing a chronicle sometime after 1341, famously positioned 

Edward II as a martyr whose life and power had been stolen by a “Jezebel.”76  Aside 

from a small number of official documents and his own statements, little can be gleaned 

of Geoffrey le Baker's personal situation.  By his own account, he came from Swinbrook 

in Oxfordshire.  In 1326 he was listed as a chaplain and pardoned by Edward II for an 

unspecified offense in exchange for aid opposing Isabella's invasion.77   Geoffrey le 

Baker wrote his chronicle at the request of Member of Parliament, Thomas de la More, 

who was an eyewitness to Edward II’s legal surrender of authority to his son.78 Geoffrey 

le Baker used de la More’s account to create some of his most memorable and moving 

pages, pages that are heavily influenced by his royalist stance. 

 Geoffrey le Baker, who finished his work during Edward III's reign, highlighted 

the previous King's suffering and saintly disposition. Geoffrey described Edward II as “a 

                                                 
75  Edward III was a patron to the monks of Gloucester who were the key proponents for the cult of 

Edward II and presented them with a valuable gold ship in 1343. See Ormrod, “Monarchy, Martyrdom and 

Masculinity,” 179 and Ormrod, “The Personal Religion of Edward III,” Speculum vol. 64, no. 4 (1989): 

860 and 869-871. 
76  Gransden, Historical Writing in England, II, 37-42. 
77  Geoffrey le Baker, The Chronicle of Geoffrey le Baker, xiii. 
78  See Geoffrey le Baker, The Chronicle of Geoffrey le Baker, xiii; and Gransden, Historical Writing in 

England, II, 37-39. 



20 

 

noble lord” who “suffered with patience the loss of his royal crown and liberty.”79  

Geoffrey le Baker blames Isabella for what he frames as regicide.80  It is at her 

instigation that Adam Orleton sent his famous, although likely fictitious, letter to Edward 

II's jailers.81  The letter was a clever Latin construction that could be read in two ways. It 

said either “do not kill Edward, fear is good” or “to kill Edward do not fear, it is good.”82  

Geoffrey le Baker sanctifies Edward II further by comparing the late King’s rejection by 

the English with the rejection of Jesus by the “kingdom of the Jews,” and simultaneously 

attacking the harlot Isabella.83   

   This was in distinct contrast to writers not aligned with Edward III like 

Froissart, who continued to represent Isabella as a model of hetero-normative behavior.84  

In “The King's Boyfriend,” Claire Sponsler asserts that Froissart frames the events of 

1326 as a marital conflict.  Much like the earlier English chronicles, Froissart seeks to 

both highlight and justify the inversion of gender relationships between Edward II and 

Isabella.  Isabella is empowered and engages in dominant actions, while Edward II is 

shown to be submissive in the relationship.  The heterosexual dynamic is maintained but 

reversed: Isabella dominates while Edward II is dominated.85  Much like the accusations 

of degeneracy levelled by the earlier English chronicles, the function of Froissart’s work 

is to show that Edward II’s emasculation, in this version brought about by his submissive 

                                                 
79  Geoffrey le Baker, The Chronicle of Geoffrey le Baker, 26. 
80  Ibid., 30. 
81  Roy Martin Haines, “Orleton [Hereford], Adam (c.1275–1345),” in Oxford Dictionary of National 

Biography, ed. H. C. G. Matthew and Brian Harrison (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), 

http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/96?docPos=1 (accessed 14 September 2014). 
82  Geoffrey le Baker, The Chronicle of Geoffrey le Baker, 30-31. 
83  Ibid., 32. 
84  Sponsler, “The King's Boyfriend,” 143-145. 
85  Ibid., 148-149. 
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relationships with his court favourites and his wife, is responsible for his Queen’s 

“masculine” actions. 

 By the end of Edward III's reign there were two distinct types of narrative about 

Isabella.  In the first, Isabella was a good and righteous woman who had freed England 

from a man unfit to rule.  Edward II had transgressed gender roles, with his excessive 

love for his court favourites, and Isabella was left with no choice but to remove him from 

power.  Isabella’s atypical actions were justified through her position as a champion of 

the hetero-normative.  Isabella was a highly feminized damsel. The second narrative 

reversed the gender roles of the royal couple.  Edward II was not a sodomite but instead 

a man who had been betrayed by his jezebel of a wife.  Isabella was the transgressor 

against normalized gender relationships when she abandoned her husband and began an 

affair with Roger Mortimer.  Even so, Isabella was not wholly to blame because she had 

been coerced by Mortimer.  In this narrative Isabella had rebelled against the hetero-

normative order by resisting her husband.  Concurrently, this narrative reinforced the 

stereotype of the passive female.  Mortimer had made Isabella a harlot.  

 Over time, Isabella moved from a central to a peripheral role in the chronicles. 

She did not reappear as a lead character in the story until hundreds of years later.86  

Agnes and Elizabeth Strickland’s work, Lives of the Queens of England, published in the 

mid-nineteenth century, was one of the first modern attempts at a historical treatment of 

                                                 
86 Isabella did appear in literary and historical works between her death and the publication of Lives of the 

Queens of England, but they are not considered in this work.  Generally, her interpreters continued to use 

the harlot narrative, which was still popular in the Victorian period.  For examples of influential work 

featuring Isabella during the early modern period see Christopher Marlowe’s 1594 play, Edward II, and the 

seventeenth century work, The History of the life, reign, and death of Edward II, King of England, and 

Lord of Ireland.  The later work was originally published with Henry Cary, first Viscount of Falkland, 

listed as the author but a growing number suspect the work was actually written by his wife, Elizabeth. 
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Isabella.87  This work, however, accepted and reinforced the narrative of Isabella that had 

first arisen under Edward III, framing her as a transgressor of normalized gender 

relations, both Medieval and Victorian. 

 Although it credited only Agnes Strickland as the author, Lives of the Queens of 

England, was a collaboration between Agnes and her older sister Elizabeth.  The two 

women, born in 1796 and 1794 respectively, came from a successful literary family in 

North-West Kent where six of the eight siblings became authors in a variety of genres.    

Their father, Thomas Strickland, educated his daughters in the same manner as his sons, 

teaching them Latin, mathematics, and literary criticism.88  Agnes, an aspiring poet and 

children's writer with limited success, collaborated with her more scholarly sister in the 

creation of a work of historical biography.89  Elizabeth was employed by the publisher 

Henry Colburn, and became the editor of the Court Journal in 1830.90  Both women, 

however, would experience their greatest professional success with Lives, which made 

them into household names.  Agnes became the public face of the work while Elizabeth 

preferred a more secluded life and chose to avoid the limelight.91   

The motto of Lives was “facts not opinions” and the Strickland sisters engaged in 

intensive study of primary material for their work.92  While adhering closely to what they 

understood as the facts of history, their interpretation was greatly influenced both by 

                                                 
87 Agnes Strickland, Lives of the Queens of England, vol. 2 (London: Henry Colburn, 1840), 

http://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=mdp.39015065404611;view=1up;seq=15 
88  Rosemary Mitchell, “Strickland, Agnes (1796-1874),” in Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, ed. 

H. C. G. Matthew and Brian Harrison (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), 

http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/26663 (accessed 22 August 2014). 
89  Mitchell reports that while Agnes had written a number of works, including The Seven Ages of Woman 
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acclaim.  
90  Ibid. 
91  Ibid. 
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medieval narratives and by early Victorian ideas about gender.  In Lives, Isabella's 

actions were presented as consistently beyond the boundaries of acceptable feminine 

behavior.  Isabella was held up as a “bad example” for women.93  Rather than 

recognizing traditionally male attributes like martial ability or personal fortitude as 

admirable, the Stricklands saw in Isabella negative traits such as greed and pettiness.94  

Isabella showed that, with perhaps the sole exception of Elizabeth I, queens should not 

rule free from male constraint.  In Lives, the Stricklands presented Isabella as the harlot.  

Any tensions they found in medieval chronicles between the portrayal of the queen as a 

damsel and as a harlot were essentially erased. Isabella’s influence is interpreted through 

a framework of familial relations. For the Stricklands, Isabella was a good queen only 

when she was giving birth or raising children.  Beyond the occasional complaint of a 

daughter to her father, Isabella exercises minimal personal or institutional influence 

before her first pregnancy and the birth of her son.  Prior to motherhood Isabella is 

presented as generally passive.  After Edward III's birth, however, Isabella’s influence 

increases dramatically and she assists personally in the reconciliation between Edward II 

and his nobles.95  In Lives, this reconciliation is one of Isabella's few laudable actions 

and her actions are described as “prudent, amiable, and feminine.”96 These actions, 

however, are intertwined as Isabella is shown exercising positive agency only through 

her role as a mother. 

 When writing about the Leeds affair, Lives portrays the event not as political and 

intentional but as accidental and petty. Isabella is simply in the wrong place and is faced 

                                                 
93  Rohan Maitzen, “'The Feminine Preserve': Historical Biographies by Victorian Women,” Victorian 
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94  Ibid., 384. 
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by a woman who is as stubborn as herself.  The result is a small battle and Edward II's 

later military intervention at the insistence of his Queen.97  No suggestion is made that 

the event was manufactured for political goals; instead it appears that a civil war began 

simply because there was no male present, neither Edward II nor Badlesmere, to calm 

and correct the situation. 

 From this point in the Strickland narrative, Isabella shifts from a passive and 

sometimes positive figure, to a “vindictive political agitator” and hyper-sexualized 

woman.98  The interpretation affirms and extends the narrative crafted under Edward III; 

Mortimer inserted himself into the royal marriage and manipulated Isabella into a battle 

against the Crown. In the Stricklands’ retelling, Mortimer capitalized on Isabella’s sexual 

nature and her new penchant for meddling in political affairs.99 

Their adulterous relationship is purported to have begun during Mortimer's 

imprisonment in the Tower of London and his escape, the reader infers, is a product of 

Isabella's influence.  The evidence provided is the suggestion that Isabella was wooed by 

Mortimer because he “was well acquainted with the language that was most pleasing to 

the ear of the queen.”100  Isabella’s susceptibility to Mortimer’s seduction marks the 

beginning of her hyper-sexualized and negative influence.   

While Isabella had previously exercised proper influence through motherhood, 

she now transgressed normal gender relations and exerted undue influence in an overtly 

sexualized manner.  This sexual influence led her to break from Edward II and 

culminated in her successful invasion of England.  The invading force claimed to be 
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protecting “the most oppressed of queens -- the most injured of wives,” but nothing 

remains in the Stricklands' narrative to justify Isabella's actions.101  Instead Lives reports 

that “the evil nature of Isabella of France blazed out in full view.  Hitherto her beauty, 

her eloquence, and her complaints had won all hearts toward her cause; but the 

touchstone of prosperity showed her natural character.”102  The Stricklands also blamed 

Isabella for Edward II's death after the invasion.  Mortimer does not seem to be involved, 

and it is Isabella, through Orleton, who orders the death of Edward II.103  Isabella's 

unrestrained sexual relationship left her far removed from Victorian standards of female 

morality.  Rather than remaining subservient to her husband, Isabella led a life of 

profligacy and abandonment that eventually led to madness.104  As far as the Stricklands 

were concerned, Isabella was a rebel harlot, a position she would maintain in academic 

accounts for decades to come. 

   Writing in 1936, Hilda Johnstone astutely observed that historical memory 

focused on Isabella as an agent of revolution, forgetting the approximately twenty years 

before and the thirty years after her rebellion.105  It is, in fact, quite fitting that Johnstone 

provided such a succinct summary of the historiography because her article “Isabella, 

she-wolf of France” proved to be a turning point for Isabella’s narrative.  The article 

marked a change in the direction of the analysis of Isabella as a subject.  In a 

pathbreaking account, Johnstone examined Isabella’s later life and deployed ideas about 

gender roles to explain her actions.  Johnstone did not support Isabella’s apparent 

immorality but neither did she wholly condemn her.  Johnstone even went as far as to 
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suggest that Edward II should share some of the blame for the events of his reign, and 

connected these to his failure to live up to medieval standards of masculinity.106  

Johnstone did not present Isabella as a positive role model, but she did begin to introduce 

a more purposeful and explicit consideration of gender roles.   

Born in 1882, Hilda Johnstone was educated at Manchester University where she 

earned a Master's degree in history in 1906. She worked closely with Thomas Frederick 

Tout, a leading expert on medieval England, a champion of female academics, and a 

founder of the Manchester School of history.107  She was affiliated with a series of 

institutions including the University of Manchester, the British Government, the 

University of London, and Royal Holloway College before retiring in 1942.108   

 Johnstone's work was, therefore, written in a far different environment than that 

of the Stricklands roughly one hundred years earlier.  Johnstone was formally educated, 

and the Victorian image of a perfectly passive woman was no longer in vogue in the 

twentieth century.  A student of Tout, Johnstone was exposed to his unique way of 

approaching history.  Rather than focusing on the king and parliament, Tout was one of 

the first to work on governmental structure and administration.109  He shifted the focus 

away from the constitutional developments which enthralled many early twentieth-

century accounts of Edward II's reign.  This influence explains why Johnstone’s 

examination considered Isabella's rebellion separately from its effect on constitutional 

history.  Aside from Isabella's Victorian biographers, previous historians had focused 
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almost exclusively on the constitutional ramifications of Edward II's deposition. 

Johnstone focused on financial documents rather than chronicles and shifted historical 

attention to the personal, rather than constitutional, implications of Isabella’s actions. 

 Johnstone also benefited from increased source material available to her.  Shortly 

before her writing, additional records from the queen's exchequer were discovered and so 

too was a roll of accounts.  This provided a selection of (re)discovered documents 

covering the period from 1324 to 1341 and among them was a list of books Isabella 

owned.110  Johnstone asserts that Isabella's books helped shape her outlook on the world.  

The Queen owned a number of works in 1330 and, at the time of her death, still 

maintained a collection including a number of popular romances.  These often contained 

strong male figures and women in need of protection and guidance.  They reinforced 

medieval gender roles and idealized a strong, and often brutal, masculinity.  Since this 

was an ideal which Edward II failed to embody, Johnstone contends that Isabella was 

driven to “seek a Lancelot in Mortimer.”111  This would constitute the most gender-

conscious analysis of Isabella for several decades and would not be surpassed for almost 

fifty years. 

 Sophia Menache, in her 1984 article “Isabelle of France, queen of England – a 

reconsideration,” provided one of the first explicitly gendered readings of the source 

material most commonly used in the study of Isabella, the chronicles.  While Johnstone 

employed a proto-gendered interpretation of Isabella, it is with Menache that gender 

received its first explicit and systematic consideration, while Isabella was prominently 

                                                 
110  Johnstone, “Isabella, The she-wolf of France,” 214. 
111  Johnstone, “Isabella, The she-wolf of France,” 217-218. Johnstone also wrote about the interesting 

proclivities of Edward II and how they negatively impacted the perceptions of his ability to rule.  See 

Hilda Johnstone, “The Eccentricities of Edward II,” The English Historical Review 48, no.190 (April 

1933): 264-267. 
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reinserted into historical awareness.  Menache begins her analysis by stating, [T]he wide 

gap separating the she-wolf from the charming figure of the [primary] sources creates a 

paradox, even a challenge, which requires explanation.”112  In Menache's opinion, much 

like Ormrod's, Isabella was successfully incorporated into contemporary gender roles by 

the chronicles, and her loss of reputation began only in 1330 with her removal from 

power.  This is in contrast to the most popular previous interpretation, that Isabella's loss 

of popularity and reputation was the result of an English populace that did not approve of 

her immoral actions.113  Menache outlines the support that the Queen received in 

chronicles written during her political ascendancy and traces the pattern of French 

support of Isabella in even later chronicles.114 

 Menache's article was the first academic work focused exclusively on Isabella 

after Johnstone's article was published nearly fifty years before.  Importantly, the account 

was written during the general disciplinary transition from women's history to gender 

history.115  Menache was teaching at Fordham University in New York as a visiting 

Research Associate when she wrote the article in 1984.116  Two years later historian Joan 

Scott opened the flood gates to gendered scholarly analyses with the publication of 

“Gender: A Useful Category of Historical Analysis.”117  Many of Scott's ideas are 

espoused in Menache's earlier work.  To paraphrase Scott, history is written from the 

dominant perspective and often ignores the previous conflicts which accompanied social 

                                                 
112  Menache, “Isabelle of France, queen of England – a reconsideration,” 107. 
113  Ibid., 112. 
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ed. Stefan Berger et al. (London: Bloomsbury, 2010), 286-291. 
116  “Prof. Sophia Menache – New Dean of Graduate Studies,” Focus, spring 2005, accessed 6 September 
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change.118  This is a central idea in Menache's “reconsideration,” for she was directly 

challenging the dominant interpretation of Isabella that had persisted for centuries.  

Menache effectively revived the narrative of Isabella that was present during the Queen’s 

marriage and reign.  Menache astutely points out that due to her gender Isabella is often 

attacked on the grounds of morality.  Chroniclers like Geoffrey le Baker and later writers 

like Thomas Costain, Agnes Strickland, and Francis Lancelott make morality a central 

aspect of their texts on Isabella. If English kings are not measured exclusively by 

morality, Menache asks why Isabella should be treated any differently.119 By producing 

the first gender-conscious analysis of the sources used by historians, Menache revealed a 

more complicated and well-rounded individual in Isabella.    She furthered the 

understanding of both the woman and her actions.  This promising beginning has not, 

however, been consistently sustained. 

 Many recent works remain close to traditional narratives, rather than creating 

unique interpretations of Isabella.  These works generally avoid the overt support or 

condemnation found in earlier works, choosing instead to highlight the tensions of 

Isabella's contradictory roles and actions. Another advance is that the first half of 

Isabella's life is no longer ignored.  She is shown to be a successful diplomat and an 

incredibly efficient intercessor.120   Yet most interpretations remain inadvertently tied to 

each author’s conception of gender roles, and Isabella is often examined, almost 

exclusively, through her relationship with a male foil.   

                                                 
118  Scott, “Gender: A Useful Category of Historical Analysis,” 1067-1068. 
119  Menache, “Isabella of France, queen of England – a reconsideration,” 122. 
120  St. John, Three Medieval Queens, appendix one. 
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 With her 2005 work Queen Isabella, Alison Weir completed the “first full-length 

published biography of Isabella” and aimed to “rehabilitate” her reputation.121  Earlier 

biographical treatments were limited to asides in other works, the writings of early 

modern or Victorian women, and an unpublished 1977 dissertation by Paul Doherty.122  

Weir’s book closely mirrors the methods and conclusions of the chronicles written during 

Isabella's lifetime.  Much like the Vita before her, Weir’s work focuses intently on 

Isabella's diplomatic abilities and her role as a peacemaker through intercession, as well 

as her beauty and, in the early part of her career, devotion to Edward II.  Until her 

victimization at the hands of Hugh Despenser the younger, Isabella is presented as a 

stalwart supporter of Edward II's regime and a consistent voice calling for peace.  Weir 

believes Isabella played a critical role in the Treaty of Leake, which ended the war 

between Edward II and Thomas of Lancaster.123  Her diplomatic abilities and willingness 

to work closely with England's Middle Party resulted in the (albeit temporary) 

rapprochement of Edward II and his most powerful noble.  In Weir’s view, Isabella’s 

reputation as a peacemaker inspired the Earl of Pembroke to ask for her assistance to 

persuade her husband to banish the Despensers.  The result was an endearing scene, one 

of Isabella's most famous, when she dropped to her knees to plead with Edward II for the 

sake of his people.124 

 Weir also focuses on two of Isabella’s positive feminine traits: good looks and 

devotion/loyalty.  Isabella’s attractiveness is highlighted throughout her life, and while it 

                                                 
121  Weir, Queen Isabella, xxi.  
122  Doherty's thesis, “Isabella, Queen of England, 1296-1330” (D. Phil diss., Oxford University, 1977), is 

widely cited by historians writing about Isabella but it is not published.  Weir explicitly mentions Doherty's 
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Weir, Queen Isabella, xx-xxi. 
123  Weir, Queen Isabella, 120. 
124  Ibid., 134. 
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may at first seem difficult for Weir to credit the adulterous queen with the attributes of 

devotion and loyalty, she excuses Isabella’s lapses by emphasizing Edward II’s 

degeneracy.  His failure as a man, a husband, and a king releases Isabella from her duty 

to be a devoted wife.  For years Isabella was “exemplary in her devotions and loyalty to 

Edward,” despite the fact that her husband “had done much to forfeit her love and 

respect.”125  It was only with the rise of Hugh Despenser the younger that Isabella was 

forced to abandon her marriage.  This does not, however, make her disloyal.  Instead 

Isabella’s devotion to her son, Edward III, increased, and her duty to Edward II was 

replaced by one to Roger Mortimer.  Neglect by Edward II, combined with Roger 

Mortimer's hyper-masculinity, drives Isabella's affair in Weir's narrative.  Mortimer was 

“everything that Edward II was not: strong, manly, unequivocally heterosexual, virile, 

courageous, audacious, and decisive.”126  Isabella’s devotion to Mortimer also remains 

steadfast, even during his arrest when she pleads with Edward III, saying “Fair son! Fair 

son! Have pity on the good Mortimer!”127 

 Much like in the early chronicles, Weir removes Isabella’s agency when it is 

convenient to her narrative.  In Weir's treatment, Isabella's invasion of England is 

explained by a division of labour between Isabella and her lover.  Isabella sees to issues 

of policy. She uses her diplomatic skills and feminine wiles to bind together a disparate 

group of English rebels.128  She brings peace to the nobility.  The manly Mortimer, 

meanwhile, deals with the more uncivilized aspects of war and violence.   

                                                 
125  Weir, Queen Isabella, 88. 
126  Ibid., 201. 
127  Ibid., 353. 
128  Ibid., 223. 



32 

 

Much like the pro-Isabella chronicles, Weir frames the Queen's more assertive 

actions in a feminine light. When writing about Isabella's journey to Hainault, Weir 

draws heavily on Froissart and portrays Isabella as a woman who needs to be defended.  

She is not deliberately raising an army, she is instead the unifying object of a male desire 

to protect defenseless beauty.  Weir focuses heavily on Isabella's romanticized meeting 

with Sir John of Hainault who, when faced with her tears and grief, valiantly declared 

himself a champion of her cause.129  Rather than instigating a revolution and raising an 

army against her husband, Isabella is presented as a woman in need of protection with a 

surplus of willing protectors. 

 Isabella is not depicted as the general of an invading army but rather as a 

feminine presence that united baronial opposition to Edward II.  It was in support of 

Isabella that the English magnates could unify themselves against the King.130  Further, 

Weir emphasizes Isabella's generosity and kindheartedness to the common people during 

her invasion.  Isabella enjoyed popular support and astutely protected it by reimbursing 

anyone who had suffered due to her army's passing.131  Despite this celebration of 

feminine mercy and generosity, Weir does not depict a woman involved in either 

logistics or strategy.  Isabella is simply swept along by a tide of men determined to 

avenge the injustices she suffers. 

 Ian Mortimer, in his 2003 biography of Roger Mortimer, approaches Isabella 

more like the chronicles written under Edward III.132  When he is not ignoring her, he 
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casts her as her lover’s pawn.  Isabella is excluded from distasteful endeavors and she is 

rendered entirely subordinate to her lover's male authority.  While it may seem odd that a 

woman willing to publicly defy a King is cowed by a Marcher lord, the author concludes 

that Isabella's affair is the result of Mortimer's hyper-masculinity and seductive allure. It 

is Mortimer who enables and leads the invasion of England.133  With the help of Charles 

IV, Mortimer is the mastermind and it is through threats that he forces Isabella to follow 

through with his plan.134  According to this biographer, Isabella leaves her abnormal 

relationship with Edward II and enters into a hetero-normative relationship with Roger 

Mortimer.  In this, Isabella plays only a supporting role.  It is Mortimer’s masculine 

authority that dictates her actions. 

 When writing about the beginning of their relationship, Mortimer’s biographer 

argues that Isabella's actions are driven by her need for assistance and protection while 

her lover is instead motivated by sexual desire.  The author describes “one of the great 

romances of the Middle Ages.”135   Much like Hilda Johnstone, Ian Mortimer connects 

contemporary literature and the medieval Queen’s motivations.  Just like a character in a 

courtly romance, Isabella is a damsel in distress. She is further motivated by years of 

self-denial, Edward II's mistreatment of her, and her desire for a supportive confidant 

who could understand her resistance to her husband.136  She is, in effect, looking for a 

new husband to support her and offer protection from the old.  Roger Mortimer, 

meanwhile, is motivated by sexual desire.  Isabella was beautiful and intelligent, ten 

years younger than his wife, and the opportunity to publicly cuckold the king who had 
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sentenced him to death “added a certain piquancy.”137  In this version of the story, 

Mortimer was less concerned with the potential political benefits of an affair and more 

concerned with exerting sexual dominance over Isabella, and by association, Edward II. 

 Once Isabella sought the support and protection of Roger Mortimer, she entered 

into a quasi-marriage with him.  Isabella’s will and agency are thus subsumed by her 

lover’s.  Mortimer leads the military invasion while Isabella is simply a figurehead 

whose role was to “[conquer] the hearts of the ordinary people, who might otherwise 

have mustered against her.”138  Isabella is not even credited with unifying the English 

nobles, one of the roles conceded to her in almost every other narrative.  Instead, it is 

Mortimer and his personal relationships that spurred the unification of English resistance 

against Edward II.139 

 In this biography, Isabella's successful and popular actions are determined by her 

relationship with Mortimer.  When Isabella acts in an unpopular or unreasonable way the 

biographer explains that she resisted her lover’s guiding influence.  After the successful 

invasion, for instance, Isabella granted herself an almost threefold increase to her annual 

income, making her one of the wealthiest people in England.  This action is one of the 

few for which Isabella is directly responsible.  Ian Mortimer asserts that the queen 

ignored her lover’s advice against the increase and, consequently, injured both her 

contemporary popularity and historical reputation.140 

                                                 
137  Ibid. 
138  Ibid., 152. 
139  Ibid., 151. 
140  Ibid., 173. Intriguingly, the assumption that an appearance of greed would damage her reputation 

irretrievably needs further consideration. Isabella's future opponent, Henry of Lancaster, did not find his 

reputation greatly hindered after his appropriation of six thousand pounds from the royal treasury and the 

assumption of the Lancastrian title at roughly the same time. See Doherty, “Isabella, Queen of England, 

1296-1330,” 177. 



35 

 

 Ian Mortimer's conclusions are akin to those of the medieval trial that found 

Roger Mortimer guilty of usurping royal power for himself and introducing enmity 

between Isabella and Edward II.141  Like Edward III, Roger Mortimer’s recent 

biographer granted him both initiative and agency within the regime.  Isabella is 

noticeably absent from most claims of wrongdoing and, since she is not an active agent, 

her guilt is reduced.  She was simply the subject of Roger Mortimer's authority. This may 

be due, in part, to the biographer’s drive to situate his subject at the center of the most 

interesting events. Yet Ian Mortimer’s removal of Isabella’s agency makes it difficult to 

account for her demonstrated talents.   

 Isabella's historiography presents a major challenge for scholarly assessment: 

oversimplification.  All of the works considered above have been uniform in their use of 

hetero-normative relationships to mold the attitudes of their audiences.  From medieval 

writings until the present, when authors choose to portray Isabella in a positive light it is 

through her adherence to normative gender roles. Any actions that threaten this idealized 

femininity are either minimized or presented as a justifiable response to a male influence.  

Authors seeking to sway an audience against Isabella, be it for political purposes or 

Victorian morals, frame her as outside normative gender roles.  She is assigned agency 

but denied aptitude and legitimacy.   

 Neither Queen Isabella nor The Greatest Traitor are intended as scholarly history. 

Weir proudly declares herself a popular historian while Mortimer distances himself from 

the academy and proclaims the literary inspiration of his work.142  This presents both 
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works with the challenge of creating a sympathetic or interesting character to which a 

general audience can relate.143  Both Weir and Mortimer present an Isabella with only 

two major motivations: she is driven by her love for Roger Mortimer and her anger at 

Edward II.  Despite these similarities, the authors frame their interpretations in very 

different ways.  Weir creates a sympathetic Isabella, stressing her morality and her roles 

as peacemaker, diplomat, and damsel in distress.  Conversely, Mortimer’s Isabella is not 

particularly sympathetic. She is generally portrayed as Mortimer's puppet, passive or 

incapable, and occasionally as a greedy shrew.  Each of these authors utilizes hetero-

normative relationships to create an image of Isabella that fits their motivation and type 

of publication.   

Yet recent academic histories are not all exempt from criticism on these grounds 

either.   Ormrod’s interpretation of Isabella in his 1990 work The Reign of Edward III is 

similar to that of Geoffrey le Baker.144  Ormrod concluded that Isabella had very limited 

control of the regency government and was wholly reliant on Roger Mortimer.145  Their 

fall from grace is attributed to their failed foreign policy.146 

In stark contrast to works reducing and removing Isabella’s agency, Katherine 

Allocco believes the queen demonstrated personal agency while she utilized her gender 

to gain sympathy and support.  She had managed a large household for over a decade, 

was no stranger to logistics, and was very active in the political decisions of her regime.  

It is even possible to argue that Isabella and her household formed the nucleus of the 
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invasion and government, providing the logistical and administrative backbone of the 

adventure.147  While Isabella’s brother, the King of France, did declare his support, his 

proclamation was not accompanied by a significant material offering.  Instead, Isabella 

rallied support in regions such as Gascony, where she had previously interceded on 

behalf of individual Gascons.148  Additionally, the Queen’s personal retainers became an 

important part of her army, and in 1326 her marshalsea outfitted her invasion force.149 

She formed and unified an army through her personal connections, not Mortimer’s.150    

 It is only with a carefully considered approach to gender and the advent of 

queenship studies that the patterns of representing Isabella as either adhering to or 

deviating from an appropriately feminine role have been superseded. Authors such as 

Theresa Earenfight have worked extensively to develop the theory and methodology 

behind the study of queenship, but it has been left to the recent work of Lisa Benz St. 

John's Three Medieval Queens to apply these ideas to Isabella.151  In this book St. John 

traces the actions of the queens of Edward I, II, and III.  In so doing she utilizes 

statistical comparisons to conclude that Isabella was actually a startlingly effective 

queen.  She grants Isabella agency and demonstrates that she was not simply the puppet 

of her husband or lover. Shifting the focus away from the personage and towards her 

office has produced a more well-rounded view of the woman herself.  Neither the damsel 

nor the harlot, St. John presents instead Isabella the queen. 
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 An effective queen, an able administrator, a skilled politician, and an active 

member of society, Isabella was an able and efficient intercessor until her break from 

Edward II.  She was in fact 38 percent more effective than her successor and 12 percent 

more than her predecessor.152  Isabella’s skills and abilities enabled her unifying power 

over the English lords, the same power on which Edward II had relied in the Leeds affair 

and that Isabella used so effectively for her own invasion.153  Isabella justified her 

invasion of England as an intercession on behalf of England to free the realm from Hugh 

Despenser the younger.154  Though the separation of the king's and queen's households 

has often been touted as a sign of the waning influence of queens, Isabella used the 

separation to establish herself as a source of patronage independent from Edward II.155  

Grants or privileges that were beyond her ability to allocate could also be obtained 

through her personal intercession with the king.  Isabella positioned herself as the equal 

of other English magnates.  Her increased influence made use of her sexual access to the 

King but her power was not entirely dependent on it.156   

 Isabella’s independence continues in St. John’s analysis of the Queen’s invasion 

and rule.  Like Allocco, St. John recognizes the martial potential of the Queen's 

household.157  Where St. John excels, however, is in her reexamination of Isabella’s 

authority during her regime.  The queen utilized recognized avenues of influence and 

was the bearer of legitimate power of her own.  While prior works have framed Isabella 
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almost exclusively through her male relationships, St. John attributes Isabella's authority 

to many sources but, most importantly, she shows Isabella exercising power without, and 

sometimes in spite of, male influence.  Edward II's lack of masculinity affected some of 

her actions, and Roger Mortimer's aggressiveness influenced others, but Isabella was 

consistently choosing her own path in response to a disparate range of influential factors. 

 This unique attribution of agency extends to the Treaty of Northampton, Isabella's 

“shameful peace,” which surrendered Edward III's claim to the overlordship of Scotland 

as well as the Scottish lands of English nobles.  Almost every commentator has identified 

this as a watershed moment in Isabella's regime.  The most common interpretation is that 

from the moment the treaty was signed, an erosion of popular support doomed her 

regime to failure.  Weir traces Isabella's lost support almost exclusively to Northampton, 

and Ian Mortimer marks it as a major event, although one in which Isabella seems to 

have had little input.158  To popular imagination this treaty was the final injustice in a 

reign marked by pettiness and greed.  Isabella had over-stepped her authority and 

shamefully thrown away her son’s Scottish claims, greedily stealing his patrimony along 

with his wealth. Simple, clear-cut, and dominant as these interpretations may be, they do 

not take into account that Isabella's decline in popularity was not immediate. In contrast, 

St. John asserts that Isabella retained popular support when the “shameful peace” was 

unveiled but lost it only when English lords could no longer hope for compensation for 

their lost lands.159  Even then, those lords who had been compensated remained 

supportive of the Queen.   
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 St. John is able to present her unique interpretation of the Treaty of Northampton 

because Three Medieval Queens is not a popular history.  Instead, St. John actively 

incorporates changing historical theory, most importantly gender history.  While Weir 

and Mortimer generally limit their overt use of gender studies, St. John seizes upon the 

developments which have become an accepted part of history in recent years.  The 

acceptance of gender as a legitimate avenue of historical inquiry allows St. John to go 

one step further and delve into the new field of queenship.  She depicts a complicated, 

and contradictory individual, more real than what Weir and Mortimer are able to offer, 

set into the wider context of medieval England.  Unlike the simplified Isabella(s) of the 

chronicles and early historians, St. John presents readers with a queen who was a very 

successful intercessor, a skilled diplomat, and an able ruler.  Isabella’s abilities and her 

shortcomings are shown together throughout her life.  Rather than being assessed as 

either able or incompetent, the queen is shown to utilize similar techniques at various 

moments with varying degrees of success.  Most significantly, Isabella ceases to be 

continuously reactive.  St. John shows Isabella's agency, action, and independence 

throughout her life.   

 Isabella has been portrayed in distinct and varied ways since her medieval reign.  

She has been a model queen and a murderer, an enlightened ruler and a despot.  Isabella 

herself, however, has not changed.  What has shifted are the methods and motives of her 

interpreters.  Some sought to uplift her image or to justify her political power, while 

others worked to vilify or to condemn her.  The approach to achieve these representations 

has been a surprisingly consistent one: gender analysis.  Authors who aim to improve 

Isabella's image stress her adherence to appropriate gender roles.  When Isabella is 
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presented as supportive of traditional gender roles, her actions can be justified as a 

reaction against Edward II's “degenerate” lifestyle.  Simultaneously, interpreters 

attempting to vilify Isabella present her as a weak and immoral woman, seduced by 

Roger Mortimer.  Alternatively, the Queen is virtually ignored in favour of a masculine 

authority like Roger Mortimer.   It is only with the introduction of studies in queenship 

that scholars are beginning to find ways to reduce the reliance on normative gender roles, 

and to initiate a more well-rounded account of Isabella that reconciles the historic 

dichotomy of the damsel and the harlot.  
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