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Mary Sidney Countess Of Pembroke

Introduction: The Unsung Muse of
the English Renaissance

When we speak of the golden age of English literature,
names  like  William Shakespeare,  Christopher  Marlowe,
and Ben Jonson immediately come to mind. Yet, behind
many of  these  luminaries  stood a  figure  of  formidable
intellect,  literary  talent,  and  patronage:  Mary  Sidney
Countess  Of  Pembroke.  Often  overshadowed  by  her
more  famous  brother,  Sir  Philip  Sidney,  Mary  was  a
writer, translator, and patron in her own right. She ran
one  of  the  most  influential  literary  salons  of  the
Elizabethan era and played a pivotal role in shaping the
course of English poetry and drama. This article explores
the  life,  work,  and  enduring  legacy  of  Mary  Sidney,
revealing why she deserves a place at the very heart of
Renaissance studies.

Early Life and Family Background

Born  Mary  Sidney  on  27  October  1561  at  Tickenhill
Palace, Worcestershire, she was the daughter of Sir Henry
Sidney  and  Lady  Mary  Dudley.  Her  father  was  a
prominent statesman, serving as Lord Deputy of Ireland,
while her mother was the daughter of John Dudley, Duke
of Northumberland. This noble lineage placed Mary at the
center of political and cultural power. Her older brother,
Sir Philip Sidney, became the archetypal Renaissance man
– a poet, soldier, and courtier. Their close sibling bond
would later prove crucial to Mary’s literary development.

Mary received an exceptional humanist education, rare for
women of the time. She was fluent in French, Italian, and
Latin,  and  possessed  a  deep  knowledge  of  classical
literature,  theology,  and  philosophy.  This  intellectual
foundation would serve her well as a translator, editor,
and patron. In 1577, at age fifteen, she married Henry
Herbert, 2nd Earl of Pembroke, becoming Mary Sidney
Countess Of Pembroke. The marriage brought immense
wealth  and status,  and her  husband’s  estate  at  Wilton



House became a hub of literary and artistic activity.

The Wilton Circle: A Literary Powerhouse

After her marriage, Mary transformed Wilton House into a
vibrant  literary  salon  known as  the  Wilton  Circle.  She
gathered around her some of the most brilliant minds of
the day, including poets Samuel Daniel, Michael Drayton,
and Sir John Davies. The circle also included dramatists
and intellectuals who would later influence Shakespeare
and Jonson. Mary was not merely a hostess; she actively
participated in literary discussions, offered criticism, and
encouraged new work. Her patronage was strategic: she
supported writers who aligned with her Protestant faith
and humanist ideals, making Wilton a counterpoint to the
more Catholic-leaning literary circles at court.

Literary Works and Translations

Completion of the Sidney Psalms

Perhaps  Mary  Sidney’s  most  significant  literary
achievement is her completion of the Sidney Psalms. Her
brother Philip had begun a verse translation of the Book of
Psalms but died in 1586 before finishing. Mary undertook
the monumental task of completing the translation. She
translated  Psalms  44  through 150,  as  well  as  revising
some  of  Philip’s  earlier  work.  The  result  is  a  poetic
masterpiece  that  combines  lyrical  beauty  with  deep

spiritual  insight.  The  Sidney  Psalms  were  widely
circulated  in  manuscript  form  and  praised  by
contemporaries such as John Donne, who wrote a poem in
their honor. Mary’s translations demonstrate her mastery
of various poetic forms and her ability to render Hebrew
poetry into elegant, accessible English verse.

Dramatic Works and The Tragedie of Antonie

Mary  also  translated  a  French  play,  Marc  Antoine  by
Robert Garnier, publishing it as The Tragedie of Antonie in
1592. This was one of the earliest English versions of a
Senecan drama and helped introduce the genre of closet
drama to  England.  The  play  focuses  on  the  emotional
turmoil of Cleopatra after Antony’s death, giving voice to
female agency and grief. Mary’s translation is noted for its
strong,  rhythmic  verse  and  its  psychological  depth.  It
likely  influenced  Shakespeare’s  later  treatment  of  the
same characters in Antony and Cleopatra.

Other Writings and Editorial Work

Beyond translation, Mary Sidney was a skilled editor and
curator. She oversaw the posthumous publication of her
brother’s  works,  including  the  famous  Arcadia  and
Astrophil  and  Stella.  She  revised  and  expanded  the
Arcadia,  creating  the  version  that  would  become  the
standard  text  for  centuries.  Her  editorial  interventions
were  subtle  but  significant,  smoothing  out  Philip’s
unfinished prose and ensuring his legacy. She also wrote
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original poems, though many are now lost or unattributed.
Her  known  poems,  such  as  "A  Dialogue  between  two
shepherds" and "To the Angel Spirit of the Most Excellent
Sir  Philip  Sidney,"  reveal  her  skill  with  pastoral
conventions  and  elegy.

Patronage and Influence on
Elizabethan Literature

Mary Sidney’s role as a patron was as important as her
own  writing.  She  financially  supported  poets  and
playwrights, and her recommendation could open doors at
court.  Among those she patronized was Samuel Daniel,
who served as a tutor to her son William Herbert (later the
3rd  Earl  of  Pembroke  and  possibly  the  "Mr.  W.H."  of
Shakespeare’s  sonnets).  Daniel  dedicated  his  Delia
sonnets to Mary, acknowledging her inspiration. The poet
Thomas Moffett wrote a biography of the Sidney family
under  her  patronage.  Her  circle  also  included  the
mathematician and occultist John Dee, showing her broad
intellectual interests.

Mary’s  influence  extended  to  the  stage.  It  is  widely
speculated  that  Shakespeare’s  company,  the  Lord
Chamberlain’s  Men,  performed  at  Wilton  House.  The
famous story that Shakespeare himself acted there may be
apocryphal, but the connection is strong. The 3rd Earl of
Pembroke,  Mary’s  son,  was  a  patron  of  Shakespeare’s

company. Mary’s literary tastes – particularly her interest
in  tragic  love,  strong  female  characters,  and  moral
complexity – can be seen in many of Shakespeare’s plays,
from Hamlet to Macbeth.

Legacy and Rediscovery in Modern
Scholarship

For centuries, Mary Sidney Countess Of Pembroke was
known primarily as Sir Philip Sidney’s sister.  However,
feminist literary criticism since the 1970s has reclaimed
her as a major figure in her own right.  Scholars have
analyzed her translations for their theological and political
implications,  her  patronage  network,  and  her  role  in
shaping literary culture. Her work on the Sidney Psalms is
now  recognized  as  a  landmark  in  English  devotional
poetry.  The Tragedie of  Antonie  is  studied as an early
example  of  female-authored  drama.  Her  editorial
contributions to the Arcadia are reevaluated as creative
acts, not mere housekeeping.

Mary Sidney died on 25 September 1621 at the age of
sixty.  She  was  buried  in  the  family  vault  in  Salisbury
Cathedral.  Her  epitaph,  written  by  her  son,  calls  her
"Sidney’s  sister,  Pembroke’s  mother"  –  but  modern
readers  know  she  was  much  more.  She  was  a  poet,
translator,  editor,  and  patron  who  helped  shape  the
English Renaissance.



Why Mary Sidney Matters Today

Studying Mary Sidney enriches our understanding of early
modern gender dynamics. She operated in a world that
discouraged women from public authorship, yet she found
ways  to  wield  cultural  power.  Her  career  shows  that
women could  be  central  to  literary  production  without
necessarily publishing under their own names. She used
translation  as  a  respectable  vehicle  for  creative
expression, and patronage as a means of promoting ideas.
She  also  demonstrates  the  collaborative  nature  of
Renaissance literature: her brother’s works, the poems of
her protégés, and even Shakespeare’s plays all bear her
imprint.

Furthermore, Mary’s work anticipates later female poets
like  Anne Bradstreet  and Aphra  Behn.  Her  use  of  the
psalm  form  as  a  vehicle  for  personal  and  political
expression was revolutionary. The Sidney Psalms are not
merely translations; they are meditations on faith, power,
and suffering that reflect Mary’s own experiences as a
widow, a mother, and a member of the elite. In an era
when women’s voices were often silenced, Mary Sidney’s
words – though channeled through Scripture and classical
drama – resonated with authority and passion.

Connections to Other Early Modern Women

Writers

Mary  Sidney  was  part  of  a  network  of  early  modern
women writers, including her niece Lady Mary Wroth, who
wrote the first sonnet sequence in English by a woman.
Mary  encouraged  Wroth’s  literary  ambitions  and  likely
provided  access  to  manuscripts  and  patronage
connections. This lineage of female literary production is a
crucial  thread  in  English  literary  history.  By  studying
Mary,  we  also  uncover  the  contributions  of  other
noblewomen who used their positions to foster the arts,
such as the Countess of Bedford and Anne Clifford.

Conclusion: A Legacy of Wit, Faith,
and Words

The story of Mary Sidney Countess Of Pembroke is a
testament  to  the  power  of  intellect  and  patronage  in
shaping culture. She was not merely a muse or a helper
but a creator and shaper of literature. Her translations
gave English readers access to biblical poetry and French
drama;  her  patronage  launched  careers;  her  editing
preserved a brother’s genius for posterity. In her lifetime,
she was celebrated as "the glory of our sex" by the poet
Thomas Nashe. Today, she is recognized as one of the
most  important  figures  of  the  English  Renaissance,  a
woman  whose  sharp  mind  and  generous  spirit  left  an
indelible  mark  on  the  world  of  letters.  For  anyone
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interested in Elizabethan literature, women’s history, or the art of translation, Mary Sidney is a name that deserves
not just a footnote, but a chapter of her own.


