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IN 1591 the London printer John Wolfe printed a work in Italian entitled Le vite
delle donne illustri. Del Regno d’Inghilterra, & del Regno di Scotia, & di quelle, che
d’altri paesi ne i due detti Regni sono stato maritate. Doue si contengono tutte le cose
degne di memoria da esse, ò da altri per i rispetti loro state operate, tanto di fuori,
quanto di dentro de i due Regni. Its author, Petruccio Ubaldini, was an Italian, living
and working in London. His career spanned the reigns of King Henry VIII, King
Edward VI and Queen Elizabeth I. There were two states of this printed work,
one with a dedication to Queen Elizabeth I and one without. This is a relatively
unknown work. It is a collection of seventy-five short biographies of remarkable
women from England and Scotland from the earliest times up to the reign of King
Henry VII. The last eight subjects were women living within the lifetime of
Richard, Duke of Gloucester, later Richard III:1 Elizabeth Woodville, wife of
Edward IV, Margaret Beaufort, mother of Henry VII, Anne Neville, wife of
Richard III, Cecily Neville, Duchess of York, Elizabeth of York, wife of Henry
VII, Isabel Neville, Duchess of Clarence, and Margaret of York, Duchess of
Burgundy. The final biography was that of Katherine Gordon (c. 1472–1537), who
was married to Perkin Warbeck.

The purpose of this paper is to consider who the author was, why he wrote this
work, what influenced him, and the background against which it was written; by
examining eight of his biographies to identify sources available to him, and to
assess the influence or popularity of his work.

Ubaldini’s Career and Search for Patronage

Ubaldini’s precise origins are unclear.2 He is named as a citizen of Florence on the
title-page of some of his printed works but this has not been substantiated. There
appears to be no record of the place or date of his birth, or even of his death.
Ubaldini was involved in the Scottish wars during the reign of Henry VIII. By
1545 he was in Scotland in the army led by Edward Seymour, Earl of Hertford. He
was in the service of Sir James Croft.3 Sir James Croft was made commander of
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1 Immediately preceding these eight lives is the life of Henry VI’s queen, Margaret of Anjou, who was
also alive during the lifetime of Richard of Gloucester. The eight biographies examined here are those of
women who were related or connected to Queen Elizabeth I.

2 The following details of Ubaldini’s life and career are based mainly on the work of Cecil H. Clough,
‘Ubaldini, Petruccio (fl. 1545–1599)’, Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, Oxford 2004.

3 Giuliano Pellegrini, Petruccio Ubaldini. Un fiorentina alla corte d’Inghilterra nel cinquecento, Torino
1967, p. 15.



Haddington Castle in 1549, and Ubaldini was one of a group of Italians garrison-
ing Haddington Castle against the Scots.4 During this period it is likely that
Ubaldini became interested in the history of Scotland, and would have had the
opportunity to collect information, both written and oral sources, on Scotland
first-hand. A year later in 1550 he edited and translated into Italian the chronicle
of Scotland, Historia gentis Scotorum by Hector Boece (c. 1465–1536). Some time
after this in London Ubaldini attempted without success to obtain an appoint-
ment in royal service, and subsequently left England to return to Italy. He was in
Italy from 1551, and in Venice in 1552. While he was in Italy he wrote Relatione delle
cose del regno d’Inghilterra in circa 1551,5 but by 1562 he had returned to London.
His financial situation was insecure and he sought the patronage of Queen
Elizabeth I and notable figures at her court by dedicating and presenting copies of
his work to them, and by accepting commissions.6 By 1565 Ubaldini secured the
patronage of Henry FitzAlan, twelfth Earl of Arundel.7 He also dedicated works
to Sir Christopher Hatton, Robert Dudley, Earl of Leicester, and Sir Francis
Walsingham.8 In 1580 Ubaldini is thought to have visited Ireland and written an
account of the repulse of the Spanish-Italian invasion of County Kerry.9 In 1588 he
wrote an account in Italian Commentario del successo dell’Armata Spagnola nell’as-
salir l’Inghilterra l’anno 1588 of the defeat of the Spanish Armada for Charles
Howard, second Baron Howard of Effingham, Lord High Admiral.10 Books and
manuscripts which he presented to Queen Elizabeth I are listed in the extant New
Year’s gift rolls from her reign. Ubaldini’s name appeared on New Year’s gift rolls
between 1563 and 1600.11 He participated in the New Year’s exchange of gifts, and
gave the queen special copies of his work, both manuscript and printed works, as
well as books by other authors and other items. For example in the New Year’s gift
roll for 1568 the following gift from Ubaldini is included ‘By Petricio Ubaldino a
peire of writing Tables the claspes and corners garnesshid with siluer’.12 Ubaldini
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4 Clough, ‘Ubaldini, Petruccio (fl. 1545–1599)’.
5 Ibid. In 1576 Ubaldini produced a revised version with the title Relatione delle cose del regno

d’Inghilterra (Bibl. Statale, Lucca, MS 308), and is thought to have been seeking a post in Florence.
6 For example Sir Nicholas Bacon commissioned work from Ubaldini c. 1577.
7 Psalter and ten canticles in Latin, British Library, Royal MS 2 B ix (dedicated to and produced for

Henry FitzAlan, 12th Earl of Arundel, Totius regni Scotiæ noua et diligentissima descriptio (1576), BL, Royal
MS 13 A viii (dedicated to Henry FitzAlan, 12th Earl of Arundel).

8 Comentario della impresa fatta contra il regno d’Inghilterra dal re Catholico l’anno 1588, BL, Royal MS
14 A xi. Dedicated to Sir Christopher Hatton. New Year’s gift 1590, P. Ubaldini Descrittione del regno di
Scotia, Antwerp [i.e. London] 1588. Dedicated to Hatton, Dudley and Walsingham.

9 BL, Add. MS 48082, ff. 87–121.
10 BL, Royal MS 14 A x.
11 Jane A. Lawson, ‘This remembrance of the New Year: Books given to Queen Elizabeth as New Year’s

gifts’ in Peter Beal and Grace Ioppolo, eds, Elizabeth I and the Culture of Writing, London 2007, p. 150.
Lawson’s work includes two Appendices. In Appendix I ‘Books given to Elizabeth’, pp. 161–65 Lawson
transcribes entries from the extant Gift Rolls which include the details of Ubaldini’s gifts to the Queen. Her
Appendix II ‘Individuals who presented books to Elizabeth as New Year’s gifts’, pp. 165–67 notes the giver,
number and type of gift, year of presentation and subject category.

12 Ibid, p. 162.



presented gifts to the queen in the years 1564, 1565, 1571, 1576, 1577, 1579, 1581,
1584, 1585, 1588, 1589, 1592, 1597, 1598, and 1599. The gift roll for 1591, the year in
which Ubaldini’s Le vite delle donne illustriwas printed unfortunately is no longer
extant. For this reason it is not possible to corrobate whether Ubaldini gave a copy
of this book to the queen or not. The fact though that this work was issued with
a dedication page to the queen would suggest that it was likely that Ubaldini pre-
sented a copy to the queen.The queen’s New Year gifts were given into the keeping
of her various attendants. Ubaldini’s were delivered either to Blanche Parry,
Thomas Knevett, or Mr Baptest.13

There is evidence from the New Year’s gift rolls for the years 1576 and 1577 to
show that Ubaldini composed works with women as the subject prior to the pub-
lication of his Le vite delle donne illustri in 1591. The New Year’s gift roll entry for
1576 reads ‘By Petrucho Ubaldino. A booke of Italian written of viij Englishe
ladies. Delivered to Mr Baptest. 1576’.14 The identity of the eight women is not
given. This is not the same as his later work of 1591, because only eight subjects are
noted compared to the seventy-five present in his 1591 book. The following year,
in 1577, Ubaldini presented another work written in Italian, and this has been
identified as Le vite e i fatti di sei donne illustri now British Library Royal MS 14 A
xix.15 This is a manuscript in Ubaldini’s own hand containing biographies of six
mythical or historical women; Zenobia, Queen of Palmyra,16 Clotilde, Queen of
France, Suanhuita, Queen of Sweden, Jutha (or Judith), daughter of Emperor
Otho II, Zarina, Queen of the Sacae, and Venda (or Wanda) Queen of Poland.
The dedication to the queen is dated 1577 which places it firmly as a gift made in
that year, and in his dedication Ubaldini refers to his previous year’s gift, the lives
of eight famous women. Unfortunately the 1576 gift is missing, but it is likely that
the lives of these eight English women were among the subjects of Ubaldini’s Le
vite delle donne illustri, and may have been the same as the subjects of this article,
eight women related to and connected with Queen Elizabeth.

Views of the Past in the Sixteenth Century

Ubaldini’s work was printed at a time when history plays were in vogue. History
plays have been seen as on the one hand a response to the rise of patriotism after
the defeat of the Spanish Armada in 1588, and on the other as a response to the
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13 Blanche Parry (1507/8–1590) was a personal attendant of Queen Elizabeth I, Chief Gentlewoman of
the Privy Chamber who took charge of many of the gifts given to the queen. Thomas Knevett and Mr
Baptist (identified as John Baptist Castellion by Jane Lawson) were Grooms of the Privy Chamber.

14 Lawson, ‘This remembrance’, p. 163.
15 Ibid, p.163 ‘By Petricio a book wrytten in Italian fayre. Deliverd to Mr Bapteste. 1577’. In 1577

Ubaldini’s financial situation improved after he secured an annual state pension from the queen, and he
is said to have presented her with Le vite i fatti di sei donne illustri in thanks, Clough, ‘Ubaldini, Petruccio
(fl. 1545–1599)’.

16 Zenobia, Queen of Palmyra was one of the subjects included by Giovanni Boccaccio in his De
mulieribus claris. See n. 28.



political unease of the 1590s.17 There is evidence to suggest that Ubaldini
responded both to the current political situation and literary fashion to produce
work which would further his career. For example, after the defeat of the Armada
he produced a manuscript for Charles Howard, second Baron Howard of
Effingham, Lord High Admiral, Commentario del successo dell’Armata Spagnola
nell’assalir l’Inghilterra l’anno 1588 and dedicated it to him.18 An English translation
was printed in London in 1590: A discourse concerninge the Spanishe fleete inuadinge
Englande in the yeare 1588 ... London, 1590.19

All of Shakespeare’s history plays, except forHenryVIII, are considered to have
been composed in the reign of Queen Elizabeth.20 Shakespeare’s play Richard III
is thought to have been composed in the early 1590s, after 1587 when the second
edition of Holinshed’sChroniclewas printed, but before 1597 when the first quarto
was entered in the Stationers’ Register, and possibly between 1592–1593.21 Besides
Shakespeare’s play Richard III there was a Latin play composed by Thomas Legge
RichardusTertiuswhich was performed in 1579,22 and also the anonymous Queen’s
Men’s play TheTrueTragedy of Richard III. The latter was entered in the Stationers’
Register on the 19th June 1594,23 and is generally considered to be older than
Legge’s play. It is not impossible that Ubaldini’s work Le vite delle donne illustri
was influenced by the historic dramas in fashion during his working lifetime.

Ubaldini’s work was published against this background of an interest in the
past. It was not surprising that he dedicated this particular work to Queen
Elizabeth I and chose remarkable women as the subjects of his lives. These women
included direct ancestors of the queen.

The Text of Le vite delle donne illustri (1591)

Ubaldini’s work consists of seventy-five biographies24 which are arranged in a
rough chronological sequence. Each biographical subject has its own heading,
sometimes with rank or status included,25 followed by a line or two of the author’s
comments, then the biography itself. The main text of each biography begins with
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17 Nicholas Grene, Shakespeare’s Serial History Plays,Cambridge 2002, p. 7. He suggests (p. 9) that ‘the
fashion for history plays may have arisen as much in response to the market dynamics of the theatre as to
the political atmosphere of England in the aftermath of the Armada’.

18 BL, Royal MS 14 A x.
19 A Short-Title Catalogue of Books Printed in England, Scotland, and Ireland ... 1475–1640, 2nd ed., by

W.A. Jackson, F.S. Ferguson, and K.F. Pantzer, 3 vols, London 1976–91 (hereafter STC), 24481.
20 Michael Hattaway, ‘The Shakespearean history play’ in M. Hattaway, ed., The Cambridge

Companion to Shakespeare’s History Plays’, Cambridge 2002, p. 18.
21 James R. Siemon, ed., Richard III, London 2009, pp. 44–45.
22 Ibid., p. 53.
23 Ibid., p. 50.
24 See list of biographies in Appendix. Numbering has been introduced for each heading for conven-

ience of reference.
25 E.g. ‘Di Elisabetta Riueria moglie di Eduardo quarto’ (biography no. 68), but ‘Di Margherita di

Iorche’ (biography no. 74).



a decorated initial woodcut letter. Some subjects have additional printed notes in
the margins. The biographies are preceded by a preface. An alphabetical list of
contents with page numbers follows the final biography. Some of the women are
unnamed, for example D’una donna senza nome (biography no. 5). The women
themselves are a mixture of both mythical figures, and historical, mainly queens of
England or Scotland.

The closest parallel to Ubaldini’s work was Giovanni Boccaccio’s (1313–1375)De
mulieribus claris.26 The layout chosen by Ubaldini, and his treatment of his biog-
raphical subjects is similar.27 De mulieribus claris was in a comparable format, a
collection of one hundred and six biographies of historical and mythical women.28

Boccaccio’s book was widely available in the sixteenth century, a complete edition
was printed in Berne in 1539 and Italian translations were printed in Venice in 1545,
1547 and 1558, and in Florence in 1596. There were translations into Dutch
(Antwerp 1525), French (Paris 1538; Lyons 1551), German (Augsburg 1543; Frankfurt
1576), and Spanish (Seville 1528). It is likely that Ubaldini knew Boccaccio’s work,
was influenced by it, and used it as a model for his own.

Ubaldini begins his collection of biographies with an account of the mother of
Brennus (or Brennius). Brennus was believed to be a fourth century chieftain who
defeated the Romans at the Battle of Allia, and captured Rome with the exception
of the Capitoline Hill. He had a brother named Belinus (or Balinus). Their mother
intervened when the brothers were about to engage in battle against each other.
Her actions prevented the battle taking place and peacefully reconciled the broth-
ers. Their mother was unnamed by Ubaldini, but Geoffrey of Monmouth
included the tale in his Historia Regum Britanniae and named her Tonwenna.29

From such mythical subjects Ubaldinni turns to historical figures such as Edith,
daughter of Earl Godwin and wife of Edward the Confessor (biography no. 41),
various queens of England and of Scotland, and finishes with biographies of
women who were related or connected via marriage to Queen Elizabeth I (1533–
1603, queen 1558), for example Elizabeth’s great-grandmothers Elizabeth Woodville
and Margaret Beaufort, her grandmother Elizabeth of York, and other family con-
nections, Cecily Neville, mother of Edward IV, Isabel and Anne Neville, married
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26 The Italian poet Antonio Cornazzano (c. 1430–1484) composed a work entitledDe mulieribus admi-
randis, a collection of lives of famous women in verse and used Boccaccio’s De mulieribus claris as one of
his main sources. He included an account of the marriage of Edward IV and Elizabeth Woodville (Conor
Fahy, ‘The marriage of Edward IV and Elizabeth Woodville: A new Italian source’, The English Historical
Review, vol. 76 (1961), pp. 660–72). There appears to be nothing to indicate that Ubaldini knew this work.

27 Giovanni Boccaccio, Famous Women, ed and tr. Virginia Brown, I Tatti Renaissance Library, 1,
Cambridge, Mass. 2001. In her introduction (p. xi) Virginia Brown notes that this was the first collection
of biographies of women in Western literature, and that the nucleus was written at Certaldo between 1361
and 1362.

28 One of the subjects included by Giovanni Boccaccio in hisDe mulieribus clariswas Zenobia, Queen
of Palmyra. Ubaldini also included the story of Zenobia in a manuscript he presented to Elizabeth I, Le
vite e i fatti di sei donne illustri (BL, Royal MS 14 A xix).

29 Geoffrey of Monmouth, The History of the Kings of Britain: An Edition and Translation of De gestis
Britonum [Historia Regum Britanniae], ed M.D. Reeve, tr. N. Wright, Woodbridge 2007, pp. 54–55.



to Edward IV’s brothers, George, Duke of Clarence and Richard, Duke of
Gloucester, and Edward IV’s sister Margaret of York. His final choice of sub-
ject was Lady Katherine Gordon or Catherine Huntley (d.1537), daughter of
Alexander, Earl of Huntley, and wife of the pretender Perkin Warbeck. In these
biographies reference is made to the death of George, Duke of Clarence, the short
and troubled reign of Richard III and the murder of the two sons of Edward IV.
Ubaldini was careful not to court controversy and omitted all of Henry VIII’s
wives including Elizabeth’s own mother. His biographies therefore do not go
beyond the reign of Elizabeth’s grandfather Henry VII.

EightWomen of England and Scotland

1. ElizabethWoodville
The life of Elizabeth Woodville is the longest of the eight biographies with which
Ubaldini concluded his work. In his account of Elizabeth’s life Ubaldini includes
the story of how, despite the disparity in their ranks, she secretly married Edward
IV at the time when the earl of Warwick had been sent to France to negotiate a
marriage for the king, with the queen of France’s sister Bona of Savoy (1449–1503).
He notes that the king’s secret marriage was exposed and Warwick recalled. The
number of children born to Elizabeth Woodville and Edward IV is recorded, and
the names of those who survived birth. Ubaldini assigns responsibility for the
death of Henry VI’s son Edward to Edward IV, notes that Henry VI himself died
in prison, and that Edward IV had his brother George, Duke of Clarence killed.
The tale of the prophecy of the letter ‘G’ is given as the reason for the death of
Clarence. According to this Edward wanted to find out by means of magic who
would succeed him, and it was prophesised that it would be one whose name
began with the letter ‘G’. The king thought that by this his brother George was
intended. Ubaldini compares the death of Clarence, who was thought to have
been drowned in a barrel of malmsey, with that of the philosopher Seneca.30

Details of the story of Richard of Gloucester’s usurpation are given. Ubaldini
relates that he gained control of the elder of the sons of Edward IV, that Elizabeth
Woodville sheltered with her younger son and daughters in sanctuary at West-
minster, and how Richard, dissembling, acquired her younger son, held both her
sons in the Tower of London, put them to death and usurped the crown.

Ubaldini notes that Edward IV had been deceived, and that by the prophecy of
the letter ‘G’ his brother George had not been intended, but rather his brother
Gloucester, and that subsequent events avenged the deaths of Henry VI and his
son. He also notes that conditions were agreed between Elizabeth Woodville and
Margaret Beaufort to enable Elizabeth’s eldest daughter, Elizabeth of York to marry
Henry, Earl of Richmond. He mentions that Richard was instrumental in the
death of his wife and planned to marry his niece Elizabeth.
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30 Seneca is said to have committed suicide by cutting his veins and immersing himself in a bath.



2. Elizabeth of York
There is a one page entry for Elizabeth of York, queen to King Henry VII.31 In it
Ubaldini notes the union of the red and white roses (Houses of Lancaster and
York), and makes reference to the possible marriage of Elizabeth to her uncle
Richard III, which he observes she did not favour.

3. Margaret Beaufort
The short life (two page entry) of Margaret of Beaufort, Countess of Richmond,
daughter of John, Duke of Somerset, and great-grandmother of Elizabeth I,32

notes her marriage to Thomas Stanley, her involvement in a conspiracy with
Henry Stafford, Duke of Buckingham, and Reginald Bray against Richard III,
and that she was the foundress of two Cambridge Colleges. There is also a refer-
ence to ‘our life of the said Henry 7’, but no biography of King Henry VII is listed
among Ubaldini’s surviving work. There is however no reason to doubt that he
might have written one. He had knowledge of Henry VII, because he included
details of Henry’s reign in his work Relatione delle cose del regno d’Inghilterra com-
posed circa 1551. In this he had described Richard III as a tyrant and the murderer
of his nephews, thus predating his more detailed references in his 1591 Le vite delle
donne illustri.

4–6. Cecily, Anne and Isabel Neville
These three lives are brief and do not include much detail. Ubaldini devotes two
pages to his biography of Cecily Neville, but approximately one page to that of
Anne Neville, and merely half a page to Isabel Neville. The salient points from
these biographies are noted below.

Cecily Neville
Cecily Neville is described as the mother of Edward IV, George Duke of Clarence
and Richard Duke of Gloucester. It is noted that she witnessed the deaths of her
husband Richard, Duke of York, and her son the earl of Rutland during the Wars
of the Roses. Reference is made to Shaa’s sermon declaring that Edward’s sons were
illegitimate and therefore could not succeed to the crown, and that Richard of
Gloucester was eligible by blood.

Anne Neville
Anne Neville’s life identifies her as a daughter of the earl of Warwick and records
that she was pledged in marriage to Edward, son of Henry VI in France. Ubaldini
also explains that as Richard III wanted to pacify Elizabeth Woodville over the
death of her sons by taking her eldest daughter, Elizabeth of York, as his wife and
thus put a stop to Henry of Richmond’s aspirations, it was necessary for Richard
to murder his wife first.

Eight Lives of Remarkable English and Scots Women

65

31 Ubaldini biography no. 72.
32 Ubaldini biography no. 69.



Isabel Neville
The biography of Isabel Neville notes that her father was the earl of Warwick. She
was married to George Duke of Clarence, and had a son and daughter. It states
that Clarence abandoned his father-in-law and this was ultimately the cause of
the earl’s death. Ubaldini repeats here that King Edward IV had his brother killed.

7. Margaret of York
Ubaldini assigns two and a half pages of text to his life of Margaret of York. He
identifies her as the sister of Edward IV, married to Charles Duke of Burgundy.
She was widowed and had no children of her own, and governed both her step-
daughter and Burgundy. He states that her brother Richard murdered her
nephews. Richard is referred to as their cruel uncle. Ubaldini observes that she
did her uttermost to harm Henry of Richmond in every way.

8. Lady Katherine Gordon
The final biography in the compilation is that of a Scottish subject Lady Katherine
Gordon, daughter of Alexander Gordon, Earl of Huntley,33 who was given in mar-
riage by King James IV of Scotland to Margaret of Burgundy’s protégé Perkin
Warbeck. Ubaldini’s life of Katherine Gordon tells how a lowborn young man
named Perkin Warbeck was substituted by Margaret of Burgundy for Richard of
York the second son of her brother Edward IV, who had already been murdered
along with his brother Edward by his uncle Richard III. Perkin was sent by
Margaret to cause unrest in England. After an unsuccessful rising in Cornwall
Warbeck was captured and imprisoned, and finally executed. His wife was also
captured34 by Henry VII, who behaved honourably to her, sending her to his
queen in the company of matrons of honour. In this Ubaldini remarks that Henry
VII copied the example of the Roman Scipio. The general Scipio Africanus is said
to have treated a beautiful young woman captured in New Carthage with honour
and returned her unharmed to her fiancée.35

Ubaldini portrayed Katherine Gordon as a tragic figure, one who had suffered
the indignity of marrying beneath her rank, and then widowed early when her
husband was executed by Henry VII.
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33 Ubaldini biography no. 75.
34 Katherine Gordon was not permitted to return to her native Scotland. She went on to marry three

more times. Her other husbands were James Strangeways of Fyfield, Essex, Sir Matthew Craddock of
Swansea, and Christopher Ashton. She died in 1537 and was buried at Fyfield Church. S.J. Gunn,
‘Warbeck, Perkin [Pierrechon de Werbecque; alias Richard Plantagenet, duke of York] (c. 1474–1499)’,
ODNB, and Wendy E.A. Moorhen, ‘Lady Katherine Gordon : A genealogical puzzle’, The Ricardian, vol.
11 (1997–99), pp. 191–213, ‘Four weddings and a conspiracy: the life, times and loves of Lady Katherine
Gordon’, The Ricardian, vol.12 (2000–02), pp. 394–424, 446–78, and 494–525.

35 Ubaldini’s comment on Katherine’s treatment by Henry VII could derive from Polydore Vergil who
wrote ‘When the king saw the woman’s beauty he promptly judged her worthy to be among the captive
hostages of a general rather than a common soldier; and accordingly he sent her forthwith to his queen in
London, accompanied by an honourable retinue of ladies’, see The Anglica Historia of Polydore Vergil A.D.
1485–1535, ed and trans. Denys Hay, Camden Society, 3rd ser., vol. 74 (1950), pp.108–09.



Ubaldini’s Sources

It is not possible to identify with any certainty which sources or what type of
sources, whether manuscript or printed, Ubaldini used for his work. The investi-
gation of Ubaldini’s sources is limited mainly to the eight biographies under dis-
cussion.36 There were a number of histories and chronicles which were accessible
in printed editions in the sixteenth century. Those available to Shakespeare for his
serial history plays Henry VI Parts I, II and III, and Richard III, were available to
Ubaldini as well, for example Polydore Vergil’s Anglica Historia (Basle 1534),37 A
Myrroure for Magistrates (London 1559),38 Edwards Hall’s chronicleThe Union of
the Two Noble and Illustre Families of Lancaster and York (1548),39 Sir Thomas
More’s Life of Richard III (parts of More’s History of Richard III were included in
Hall’s The Union of theTwo Noble and Illustre Families of Lancaster andYork (1548),
and it is likely that Ubaldini knew More’s work only in this form),40 and Raphael
Holinshed’s Chronicles of England, Scotland, and Ireland (the first edition was pub-
lished in 1577).41 Ubaldini and Shakespeare were contemporaries, and it is possible
that they could have known each other’s work.

There were other sources of history which Ubaldini might have known or used.
Among them was Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Historia regum Britanniae which was
printed in 1508, with a reprint of that edition following in 1517. An abridgement
by Ludovico Pontico Virunio was published in 1585.42 Many of the figures from
the early history of England and Scotland are to be found in Geoffrey of
Monmouth’s work. For example, there are accounts of Tonwenna, mother of
Brennus (Ubaldini biography no. 1), Cordelia, youngest daughter of King Leir
(Ubaldini biography no. 3), Helena, daughter of King Coel who married King
Constantius and whose son was the Emperor Constantine (Ubaldini biography
no. 11), and Rowena, daughter of Hengist (Ubaldini biography no. 14).

Other possible printed sources were; John Hardyng’s Chronicle (1543),43 Robert
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36 Further work on all seventy-five of his biographies might provide a clearer indication of the sources
he used.

37 Editions were published in Basle in 1534 (the text ended in the year 1509), a revised second edition
in Basle in 1546, and a third edition published in Basle in 1555 has a continuation to 1538. Information on
the history of Scotland was provided to Vergil by Gavin Douglas, bishop of Dunkeld, William J. Connell,
‘Vergil, Polydore (c. 1470–1555)’, ODNB.

38 AMyrroure for Magistrateswas a popular work and a number of editions were published between 1559
and 1587.

39 A history covering the reign of Henry IV up to the death of Henry VIII. STC (2nd ed.) 12721 and
12722. First published 1548, with a second edition appearing in 1550.

40 More’sHistory of Richard III is considered to have been written c. 1510–1518.
41 The second edition was published in 1587.
42 Virunio also included Giraldus Cambrensis Itinerarium Cambriae and Cambriae descriptio in the

same work.
43 He produced two versions one ending in 1436 and the second in 1463. The second was published

twice with a continuation by Richard Grafton in 1543, Henry Summerson, ‘Hardyng, John (b. 1377/8, d.
in or after 1464)’, ODNB.



Fabyan’s The Newe Cronycles of England and Fraunce (first published 1516)44, and
the chronicles of John Stow, The Chronicles of England from Brute vnto this Present
Yeare of Christ. 1580 and A Summarie of Englyshe Chronicles (first published 1565).45

Fabyan’sNew Chronicle of England begins with the creation of Adam, and ends in
1541 with the reign of Henry VIII. Ubaldini has accounts of the following figures
which also appear in Fabyan’s work. For example, accounts of Gwentolena, wife of
Lotrynus (Ubaldini biography no. 7), Cordelia, daughter of King Lear, (Ubaldini
biography no. 3), the story of Tonwenna and her two sons Brennus and Belinus
(Ubaldini biography no. 1), and of Helena mother of Constantine (Ubaldini biog-
raphy no. 11). Both Fabyan and Ubaldini mention the secret marriage of Edward
IV, and Perkin Warbeck’s landing in Cornwall in 1497. In Ubaldini’s work the
details relating to Perkin Warbeck are told in his biography of Katherine Gordon
who was married to Warbeck. Fabyan however does not mention Katherine
Gordon. Much of Ubaldini’s historical material could have come from any of the
sources listed above. Works such as John Rous’s Historia regum Angliae,46 and
Bernard André’s life of King Henry VII,Historia Regis Henrici Septimi,47 were not
available as printed editions, but it should perhaps not be entirely ruled out that
Ubaldini, who produced scholarly work, transcribed and illuminated texts, would
not have been capable of consulting manuscript sources.

Life of ElizabethWoodville and its Sources

Of the lives of the eight women under discussion that of Elizabeth Woodville is the
longest. Using Elizabeth Woodville’s life as an example the following is an attempt
to compare details from her biography with those in historical sources available to
Ubaldini.

The information in Ubaldini’s biography of Elizabeth Woodville can be found
in the histories covering that period and available in the sixteenth century. The
story of Elizabeth Woodville’s secret marriage to Edward IV, and the resulting
humiliation of the earl of Warwick who was negotiating with the king of France
for Edward IV’s marriage to Bona of Savoy is noted in many of the histories.
Shakespeare also used this in Henry VI Part III. The names of King Edward IV’s
and Elizabeth Woodville’s sons and daughters are recorded for example in Hall’s
The Union of The Two Noble and Illustre Families of Lancaster and York (1548):
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44 There were also editions printed in 1533, 1542 and 1559. The work was not attributed to Fabyan until
1533, M-R. McLaren, ‘Fabyan, Robert (d. 1513)’, ODNB. Fabyan is listed by Edward Hall as one of the
sources of his The Union of the Two Noble and Illustre Families of Lancaster and York (1548).

45 Stow both extended and revised his chronicles. His Summariewent through various editions into the
early part of the seventeenth century. Stow’s 1580 Chronicles postdated Ubaldini’s lost manuscript work of
1576, ‘A booke of Italian written of viij Englishe ladies’.

46 Rous’s history began with the mythical figure of Brutus and continued to the year 1485. It was com-
pleted in 1486, Nicholas Orme, ‘Rous, John (c. 1420–1492)’, ODNB.

47 His history ended with the Cornish uprising of 1497 and capture of the pretender Perkin Warbeck,
David R. Carlson, ‘André , Bernard (c. 1450–1522)’, ODNB.



‘... he left liuyng twoo soonnes, Edward Prince of Wales, and Richard Duke of
Yorke; and ... beside these he left fiue daughters, Elizabeth, Cicilie, Anne,
Katherine, and Briget: all these wer maried, except lady Briget, whiche was a
Nonne professed ...’.48 Similarly Ubaldini: ‘Ell’hebbe di Eduardo dieci figliuoli
de i quali morendo egli ne soprauuissero sette due maschi, & cinque femine.
Imaschi furono Eduardo Principe di Wallia, & Riccardo Duca di Iorche, ambidue
fanciulli. Delle femine i nomi erano Elisabetta, Cecilia, Anna, Catherina, &
Brigida, le primo quattro col tempo furono maritate, l’vltima volse esser
monaca’.49

Where, in his life of Elizabeth Woodville,50 Ubaldini alludes to the story of the
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48 f. cclxr.
49 Petruccio Ubaldini, Le vite delle donne illustri, London 1591, pp. 100–01.
50 See above Eight Women of England and Scotland, 1. Elizabeth Woodville.

The beginning of the life of Elizabeth Woodville, from Petruccio
Ubaldini Le vite delle donne illustri, page 99, Emmanuel College

Library, Cambridge. The marginal notes were slightly cropped when
Ubaldini’s work was bound together in a single volume with works
by other authors. By kind permission of The Master, and Fellows of

Emmanuel College, Cambridge.



prophecy ‘G’ in connection with the death of George, Duke of Clarence, he is
drawing on a tale which was current in the sixteenth century. His details of the
prophecy are brief, and any of the following sixteenth century accounts could have
been consulted and used by him. The prophecy of ‘G’ was used by William
Shakespeare at the end of the sixteenth century in his tragedy of Richard III.
Richard Duke of Gloucester says: ‘This day should Clarence closely be mewed vp,
About a Prophecy which saies that G., Of Edwards heires the murtherers shall be
...’. 51 Histories which have an account of this prophecy52 are for example: Hall’s
Chronicle (1548): ‘The same was that the kyng or the Quene, or bothe, sore trou-
bled with a folysh Propheyse, and by reason therof bega[n] to stomacke &
greuously to grudge agaynst the duke. The effect of which was, after king Edward
should reigne, one whose first letter of hys name shoulde be a G. ...’;53 AMyrrour
for Magistrates ... (1559): ‘A prophecy was found, which sayd a G, of Edwardes chil-
dren should destruccion be ...’;54 Hardyng’s Chronicle (1543): ‘For sode[n]ly, he
com[m]aunded his brother the duke of Clarence to be killed & drowned in an
hogshhed of malmesey. And the cause of hys death was, as men report, through a
certaine prophecie, which sayd that after kyng Edwarde, one shuld reigne, whose
name bega[n] wyth a. G. which prophecye some sayd, was completed & fulfilled
when the duke of Glouceter, that after hym had the kingdome, dyd reigne ...’;55

Holinshed’s Chronicle (1586): ‘Some haue reported, that the cause of this noble
mans death rose of a foolish prophesie, which was, that after K. Edward one
should reigne, whose first letter of his name should be a G ...’.56

Among the other histories available to Ubaldini, Fabyan reports that the duke
of Clarence was secretely put to death, and drowned in a barrel of malmsey but
makes no mention of the prophecy: ‘This yere, that is to meane the xviii. daye of
February the Duke of Clarence and Elder Brother to the Kynge, thanne beyng
prysoner in theTower was secretely put to deth & drowned in a Barell of Maluesye
within the sayd Tower ...’. 57

Evidence of Interest in Ubaldini’sWorks in the Seventeenth and
Eighteenth Centuries

In the seventeenth century copies of Ubaldini’s Le vite delle donne illustri and other
works written by him were to be found in the libraries of bibliophiles such as
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51 First quarto 1597 (A2v).
52 The earliest reference to this is by John Rous (c. 1420–1492) in hisHistoria regum Angliae. See A. F.

Sutton and L. Visser-Fuchs, ‘The prophecy of G’, The Ricardian, vol. 8, (1988–90), pp. 449–50.
53 Edward Hall, The Union, 1548, f. ccxxxix verso.
54 W. Baldwin, ed., A Myrroure for Magistrates ... , London 1559, f. lxxviii verso, STC (2nd ed.) 1247.
55 John Hardyng, The Chronicle of Ihon Hardyng in Metre ..., London 1543, ‘Edvard IV’, f. xxviii verso.

STC (2nd ed.) 12766.7.
56 Raphael Holinshed, The Third Volume of Chronicles ..., [London 1586], STC (2nd ed.) 13569, f. 703

recto column a.
57 Robert Fabyan, Prima Pars Cronecarum, [London 1516], STC (2nd ed.) 10659, f. ccxxvi recto

column a.



Richard Bancroft, Archbishop of Canterbury (1604–1610), Michael Honywood,
Dean of Lincoln Cathedral, William Sancroft, Archbishop of Canterbury (1677–
1691), and a former Master of Emmanuel College Cambridge, and Samuel
Pepys.58 In the eighteenth century there is evidence that there was a continuing
interest in Ubaldini’s work. Giuseppe Baretti in his The Italian Library. Containing
an Account of the Lives and Works of the Most Valuable Authors of Italy (London
1757)59 and Horace Walpole in his Anecdotes of Painting in England (first pub-
lished from 1762) both included notes on Ubaldini in their works. Under an entry
for Le vite delle donne illustriwhich Baretti noted as published in London in 160160

in quarto, he described Ubaldini as ‘a nobleman of Florence’ who ‘lived many
years in Great-Britain, in the service of Edward VI’. Baretti goes on to comment
that ‘These Lives of illustrious English ladies he penned with great gallantry and
elegance’. He mentions other works by Ubaldini, his Description of the Kingdom
of Scotland and Adjacent Isles (Antwerp [i.e. London], 1588),61 which he says that
Ubaldini wrote while visiting Scotland. Under ‘Lives of Great Men’ he also notes
La vita di Carlo Magno imperatore.62 Baretti also stated that he had seen a manu-
script work on the reign of Edward VI by Ubaldini in Venice in the library of
Doge Marco Foscarini.63 Baretti gave as his opinion that the money of English
gentleman on the continental tour would be better spent on getting Ubaldini’s
manuscript copied, translated and printed ‘than for all the ancient toys, shaped
blocks, and idle pictures that too many of these gentlemen bring home from
Italy ...’.64

In the same century Horace Walpole included Ubaldini in his work Anecdotes
of painting in England.65 He described Ubaldini as ‘an illuminator on vellum’ and
listed a number of examples of his work. He included a description of a copy of the
Psalms of David in folio which Ubaldini produced for Henry Fitzalan, twelfth
Earl of Arundel.66 He also noted a book of vellum, written and illuminated ‘con-
taining the sentences of scripture painted in the Lord Keeper’s gallery at
Gorhambury. This book was made by order of Sir Nicholas Bacon, and by him
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58 See H.C. Carron, ‘A question of misattribution : William Sancroft’s copy of Petruccio Ubaldini’s
Le vite delle donne illustri ... (London, 1591)’, Transactions of the Cambridge Bibliographical Society, vol. 14,
part 3 (2010), pp.285–90.

59 Giuseppe Baretti, The Italian Library. Containing an Account of the Lives and Works of the Most
Valuable Authors of Italy, London 1757, pp. 185–87.

60 The extant copies listed in STC are both dated 1591.
61 P. Ubaldini, Descrittione del regno di Scotia. STC (2nd ed.) 24480.
62 P. Ubaldini, La vita di Carlo Magno imperadore, Londra, 1581. STC (2nd ed.) 24486. G. Baretti, The

Italian Library, pp. 179–80, 186. On p. 186 in addition Baretti observes that the preface of Ubaldini’s life
of Charles the Great states that it was the first Italian book printed in London.

63 This is probably to be identified with the following work by Ubaldini which was originally in the
Foscarini library but now in the National Library of Vienna; Relatione delle cose del regno d’Inghilterra
(National Library, Vienna, MS Foscarini 184.6626).

64 G. Baretti, The Italian Library, p. 186.
65 Horace Walpole, Anecdotes of Painting in England ... 3rd ed., vol.1, London 1782, pp.249–52.
66 This is now BL, Royal MS 2 B ix.



presented to the Lady Lumley’.67 It was commissioned circa 1577. He referred to
another work of various writings, mainly in Italian, which was in the Cotton
Library. He also made a short list of books which he recorded were originally in the
King’s Library and then in the British Museum. The list included Le vite e i fatti
di sei donne illustri.68 Walpole knew of Ubaldini’s printed work Le vite delle donne
illustri. and included some comments on it in a footnote. He illustrated what he
referred to as ‘Petruccio’s talents for history’ by giving examples of two of his hero-
ines, Chembrigia, daughter of Gurguntius, son of King Bellinus (see Ubaldini
biography no. 35), and ‘Donna senza nome’ (Ubaldini biography no. 5) the mother
of Ferrex and Porrex in Dorset’s Gorboduc.69

There appears to be nothing in Ubaldini’s lives of remarkable women who lived
during the period of the Wars of the Roses which cannot be found in other six-
teenth century sources, therefore he adds nothing new to what we know already
in particular about the reign of Richard III. His lives are superficial, produced
specifically for the gratification of Queen Elizabeth I. What his work does illustrate
however is the continuing interest in the period preceding the reign of Henry VII,
grandfather of Queen Elizabeth I, an interest which was already being reflected
by dramatists such as Shakespeare.

Appendix

List of subject headings as they appear in Le vite delle Donne illustri.
(Numbering has been introduced for ease of reference.)

1. Della madre di Brenno; 2. Di Scota Egittia; 3. Di Cordilla; 4. Di Martia;
5. D’una Donna senza nome; 6. Di Carthumandua; 7. Di Guindelona; 8. Di
Voadicia; 9. Di Bunduica; 10. Della Donne d’Irlanda; 11. Di Helena madre di
Costantino; 12. Di Orsola; 13. Di Brigida; 14. Di Ronice; 15. Di Bertha; 16. Di
Ethelberga; 17. Di Sesburga; 18. Di Osburga; 19. Di Alfreda; 20. Di Emma;
21. Di Alfreda figliuola del Re Offa; 22. Di Milburga, Mildrede & Miluida; 23. Di
Chynesuida & Chineburga; 24. Di Vereburga della Marcia; 25. Di Edelfreda della
Marcia; 26. Di Edgina moglie di Eldredo; 27. Di Aluchefreda; 28. Di Egburga;
29. Di Quendreda; 30. Di Ebba; 31. Di Debba, ò piu tosto Bebba; 32. Di
Etheldreda; 33. Di Ethelburga; 34. Di Elfreda; 35. Chembrigia; 36. Di Editha;
37. Di Edgina; 38. Di Wilfreda; 39. Di Hestrita; 40. Della madre di Gulielmo
Conqueror; 41. Di Editha figliuola di Goduino; 42. Della figliuola di Guglielmo
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67 BL, Royal MS 17 A xxiii. Lady Jane Lumley was the eldest daughter of Henry Fitz-Alan, 12th Earl
of Arundel.

68 BL, Royal MS 14 A xix.
69 The play Gorboduc, or Ferrex and Porrex was written by Thomas Norton, and Thomas Sackville, 1st

Earl of Dorset. It was performed before Queen Elizabeth I in 1562. Although Ubaldini does not name
Ferrex and Porrex’s mother she was named Videna, wife and queen to King Gorboduc in the play.



Duca di Normandia, altrimenti detto Guglielmo Conqueror; 43. Di Agatha
moglie di Eduardo il santo, & di Margherita Regina di Scotia sua figliuola; 44. Di
Mathilde di Scotia Regina d’Inghilterra; 45. Di Mathilde Augusta; 46. Di Adeliza
moglie di Henrico primo; 47. Di Eleonora d’Aquitania; 48. Di Adela; 49. Di
Eleonora, & di Giouanna; 50. Di Costanza di Brettagna; 51. D’Isabella di
Angulemme; 52. Di Eleonora di Prouenza; 53. Di Eleonora di Castiglia; 54. Di
Eleonora Contessa di Lecestria; 55. D’Isabella figliuola di Filippo Pulchro Regina
d’Inghilterra; 56. Di Filippa Regina d’Inghilterra; 57. Di Maria Duchessa di
Brettagna, & di Claudia sua suocera; 58. D’vna Donna senza nome; 59. Di
Margherita di Fiandra; 60. Di Costanza, & d’Isabella di Castiglia; 61. D’Isabella
moglie di Riccardo secondo; 62. Di Elizabetta scozzese; 63. Di Maria d’Herefordia;
64. Di Catherina di Francia moglie di Henrico quinto; 65. Di Anna Duchessa di
Bedfordia; 66. Di Iacobina moglie di Hunfredo Duca di Glocester; 67. Di
Margherita d’Angiò moglie di Henrico sesto; 68. Di Elisabetta Riueria moglie di
Eduardo quarto; 69. Di Margherita madre di Henrico settimo; 70. Di Anna
moglie di Riccardo terzo; 71. Di Cecilia Neuilla madre di Eduardo quarto;
72. Di Elisabetta moglie di Henrico settimo; 73. D’Isabella Duchessa di Chiarenza;
74. Di Margherita di Iorche; 75. Di Catherina Huntileia.
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