The documentary record of Elizabeth Woodyville: A research
guide

No personal correspondence between Edward IV and Elizabeth Woodyville survives. This absence reflects
structural patterns of medieval documentary preservation rather than historical accident—personal letters by lay
people were almost never systematically preserved in the fifteenth century. What does survive consists primarily
of administrative records, a handful of signed documents, and hostile chronicle accounts. For dissertation-level
research, scholars must work with indirect evidence while understanding why the documentary record is so

fragmentary.

Documents in Elizabeth Woodyville's own hand

The surviving autograph evidence for Elizabeth Woodville is remarkably thin for a queen who reigned nearly
nineteen years. Only two verified signatures exist. The first appears on a letter to the Bishop of Lincoln dated
1477, now held at the Bodleian Library (MS. Rawl. A. 289, f. 7r). The letter itself was penned by a
professional scribe, but Elizabeth signs at the bottom as "Elysabeth." (sarahpeverley ) (Sarahpeverley ) This document

is digitized and accessible through the Bodleian's online resources. The second verified signature appears on a

receipt for her annuity from Henry VII in 1491, described by scholars as "almost identical" to her 1477

signature, ( Sarahpeverley ) demonstrating consistent signing practice across fourteen years. (Sarahpeverley

One possible earlier autograph exists in British Library MS Royal 14 E iii, fol. 162r, a fourteenth-century
book of Arthurian Romances containing the inscription "E. Wydevyll." This manuscript was originally owned
by John, Duke of Bedford (first husband of Elizabeth's mother Jacquetta), and the inscription may represent
Elizabeth's ownership mark from before she became queen. However, it could alternatively refer to her brother
Edward Woodville, making attribution uncertain. The same manuscript's first folio contains the
names of Elizabeth's daughters written in a different hand: "Elysbathe the kyngys dowter and Cecyl the kyngys

dowter." (sarahpeverley) (Sarahpeverley)

Elizabeth's will, made at Bermondsey Abbey on 10 April 1492, survives in transcription (J. Nichols, 4
Collection of all the Wills, now known to be extant, of the Kings and Queens of England, pp. 350-51).

The document is notable for its simplicity—she claims to have "no wordely goodes" to bequeath,
only "smale stufe and goodes" for settling debts. It bears her seal rather than her signature. No

holograph letters in her own hand are known to survive.

The absence of spousal correspondence

The only known surviving document from Elizabeth Woodville to Edward IV is held at The National
Archives under reference SC 1/57/116, dated c. 20 December 1466. The catalogue describes it as: "Thomas
Tirel to [Elizabeth Woodville], queen: petition for her letters to the king. Elizabeth [Woodville], queen, to
Edward IV: remittance of her court in a suit brought by Tirel. Form of letters." This is
administrative correspondence regarding legal matters, not personal communication. No love letters, intimate

correspondence, or private communications between the spouses are known to exist. There is likewise no
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documentary evidence of their secret marriage on 1 May 1464—the date comes exclusively from chronicle

sources (Wikipedia) (Antonio Cornazzano, Dominic Mancini) rather than any surviving marriage

contract, church register, or witness statement.

The complete absence of personal correspondence is consistent with broader patterns of fifteenth-century
documentary survival. Mary Garrison's influential article "'Send More Socks': On Mentality and the
Preservation Context of Medieval Letters" (1999) compares surviving medieval letters to "the tip of an iceberg,"
constituting "the merest subset of the total number of messages drafted and sent." Giles Constable's
research establishes that 99% of all surviving medieval letters have been preserved in deliberate collections
—usually gathered for institutional, educational, or political purposes. Personal correspondence fell outside

these systems entirely.

Why personal royal correspondence did not survive

Medieval documentary preservation was institutional rather than personal. The Chancery systematically
enrolled outgoing royal correspondence on rolls beginning under King John, but incoming letters and personal
papers had no archival home. Queens, unlike monasteries or the Crown's financial offices, possessed no
permanent institutional archive. Their household papers traveled with them and were vulnerable to regime

change, death, and political disgrace.

Several factors particularly affected Elizabeth Woodville's papers. The political upheavals of 1470-71
(Lancastrian Readeption, when she took sanctuary at Westminster), 1483 (when she again took sanctuary after
Edward IV's death), (National Trust Collections ) and 1485 (Tudor takeover) created massive discontinuity. Henry VII

actively suppressed evidence of the 1483 illegitimacy ruling embodied in 7itulus Regius, deliberately destroying

copies. Elizabeth's lands were stripped by Letters Patent under Richard III (University of Cambridge ) and only
partially restored in 1486. She spent her final years at Bermondsey Abbey from approximately 1487,
dying in 1492— (Encyclopedia Britannica ) (Cam )religious houses had different preservation priorities than royal
households.

The Paston Letters (c. 1,000 documents from 1422-1509) survive as an exceptional case precisely because the

family faced constant litigation requiring documentary evidence. (Oxnead Hall Weddings ) (British Library ) Margaret

Paston authored over 100 surviving letters specifically instructing family members to "safeguard" records for
legal purposes. Even within this collection, intimate spousal correspondence is rare—Margaret's letters to her
husband John concern primarily estate management. The Pastons preserved letters because they were

useful, not for sentimental reasons.

Comparative documentary survival for fifteenth-century queens

Elizabeth Woodville's documentary situation mirrors that of her contemporaries. Margaret of Anjou left
approximately 122 letters, preserved in a late-fifteenth-century commonplace book now at the British Library—
these are mostly formal "By the Quene" letters dated 1445-1461. Significantly, no letters survive from
Margaret's final decade of exile, imprisonment, and poverty, as documented by Helen Maurer and B.M.
Cron's 2019 scholarly edition. Anne Neville left virtually no personal documentation during
her brief reign (1483-1485). Elizabeth of York, despite being Henry VII's queen, left "very few letters"—
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(Richard I1I Society ) (History in theMaking Jone source identifies only "eight words and thirty-nine letters" definitively
in her hand ("This book is mine. Elizabeth the King's daughter").

The pattern is clear: administrative records survive because they were enrolled in government offices; personal

papers did not survive because no institution preserved them.

Documentary evidence for the Edward-Elizabeth relationship
While personal correspondence is lost, alternative sources illuminate the royal marriage:

Administrative Records: The Calendar of Patent Rolls documents grants to Elizabeth, including £757 in
March 1465 "in part support of her expenses in her chamber." (Love British History ) CPR 1476-1485 contains

numerous references to household members: John Yotton (secretary, p. 159), Master Thomas Brent (almoner, p.
138), Richard Brampton (gentleman of the pantry, p. 172). The essential primary source edition for her
household is A.R. Myers, Crown, Household and Parliament in Fifteenth Century England (1985), Chapter
9: "The Household of Queen Elizabeth Woodyville, 1466-7"— (Bloomsbury Collections )this represents the most

detailed reconstruction of her queenly establishment.

Queens' College, Cambridge: Elizabeth became patroness in 1465 as "true foundress by right of succession."
The 1475 Statutes she gave the college survive in the college archives. Letters Patent of Edward IV
(March 1465) describe the college "quod de patronatu Elizabeth regine Anglie consortis nostre carissime existit"
(Cal.Pat.R. 5 Edward IV Pt 3, m.22 & 21, p.495). (University of Cambridge )

Chronicle Sources: The Croyland Chronicle (Second Continuation, April 1486, ed. N. Pronay & J. Cox, 1986)
provides contemporary description of events. Dominic Mancini's De Occupatione Regni Angliae (December
1483, ed. C.A.J. Armstrong, Oxford, 1969) offers eyewitness testimony. Jean de Wavrin's Anciennes Chroniques
d'Angleterre contains an illuminated miniature depicting the marriage. Robert Fabyan's Chronicle
(ed. H. Ellis, 1811) (Westminster Abbey ) and Polydore Vergil's Anglica Historia (ed. 1844) provide near-

contemporary narrative.

Material and Visual Evidence: An illumination in Lambeth Palace Library shows Anthony Woodville
presenting his translation of Dictes and Sayings of the Philosophers to Edward IV with Elizabeth present.
Liverpool Cathedral MS Radcliffe 6 (Hours of the Guardian Angel) contains a presentation
miniature showing Joan Luyt offering the book to Elizabeth "with euerlastyng ioy." The Luton
Fraternity Register (c. 1474) shows Edward IV and Elizabeth praying before the Holy Trinity. Stained

glass at Little Malvern Priory depicts Elizabeth with her family.

Grant Evidence for the Marriage Date: National Archives DL 37/33, entry no. 28 records a grant dated 10
August 1464 giving William Hastings wardship of Thomas Grey (Elizabeth's eldest son)—used by some

historians to question the traditional 1 May 1464 marriage date. (Susanhigginbotham )

Archives to consult

The National Archives (Kew) holds the largest concentration of relevant materials across several series. The
Chancery records (C series) include C 1 (Early Chancery Proceedings), C 53 (Charter Rolls), C 54 (Close


https://richardiii.net/research/barton-library/non-fiction-books-1/primary-source-material/
https://thehistoricalnovel.com/2018/01/09/henry-vii-elizabeth-of-york-a-faithful-love/
https://tudorsandotherhistories.wordpress.com/tag/elizabeth-of-york/
https://www.lovebritishhistory.co.uk/2025/03/the-household-of-queen-elizabeth.html
https://www.bloomsburycollections.com/book/crown-household-and-parliament-in-fifteenth-century-england/
https://history.queens.cam.ac.uk/people/foundresses-and-patronesses/elizabeth-woodville
https://history.queens.cam.ac.uk/people/foundresses-and-patronesses/elizabeth-woodville
https://www.queens.cam.ac.uk/visiting-the-college/history/college-facts/early-history
https://www.historyhit.com/facts-about-elizabeth-woodville/
https://www.westminster-abbey.org/abbey-commemorations/commemorations/elizabeth-woodville
https://history.queens.cam.ac.uk/people/foundresses-and-patronesses/elizabeth-woodville
https://www.ivoryresearch.com/samples/what-do-the-books-of-richard-iii-reveal-of-the-religious-life-of-the-king-and-his-immediate-circle/
https://sarahpeverley.com/tag/elizabeth-woodville/
https://history.queens.cam.ac.uk/people/foundresses-and-patronesses/elizabeth-woodville
https://sarahpeverley.com/tag/white-queen/
https://www.susanhigginbotham.com/posts/wedding-bell-research-blues-a-september-anniversary-for-edward-iv-and-elizabeth-woodville/

Rolls, calendared 1461-1485), C 66 (Patent Rolls, calendared 1461-1485), and C 81 (Warrants for the Great
Seal). The Exchequer records (E series) are crucial for royal household documentation: E 101 (King's

Remembrancer, Accounts Various), (The National Archives ) E 361 (Enrolled Wardrobe and Household accounts), E

364 (Rolls of Foreign Accounts). Special Collections include SC 6 (Ministers' and Receivers' Accounts,
covering queen's dower lands), SC 8 (Ancient Petitions), and SC 1/57/116 (the petition involving Elizabeth's
correspondence with Edward).

The British Library holds MS Royal 14 E iii (possible Woodville ownership inscription), MS
Royal 15 D i and 18 D ix-x (Bible historiale made for Edward IV in Bruges), Arundel MS 26 (eyewitness
account of Elizabeth's funeral), (Westminster Abbey ) and Add MS 89442 (works of Lewis of Caerleon, physician to

Elizabeth Woodville, acquired 2020).

Bodleian Library, Oxford holds MS. Rawl. A. 289, f. 7r—the 1477 letter with Elizabeth's verified autograph

signature.

Queens' College, Cambridge possesses foundation documents, the 1475 Statutes, Letters Patent, and multiple
portrait versions (QC 130, QC 88, QC 53, QC 99). The college archivist should be contacted
directly for access.

Other repositories include Lambeth Palace Library (Dictes and Sayings illumination), Liverpool Cathedral
(MS Radcliffe 6), Westminster Abbey (sanctuary records), St George's Chapel Windsor (burial records), and the
Worshipful Company of Skinners (portrait c. 1472 and Fraternity register showing Elizabeth's enrollment as

Sister).

International archives include the Bibliotheque nationale de France (Wavrin's chronicle) and Vatican Archives

(1481 papal indulgence, Queens' College confirmation).

Published primary source collections

The Calendar of Patent Rolls for Edward IV is published in three volumes: /461-1467 (London, 1897), 1467-
1477 (London, 1900), 1476-1485 (London, 1901), with volumes continuing for Henry VII (1485-1494 and
1494-1509). The Calendar of Close Rolls covers Edward IV in two volumes plus /476-1485 (1954).

All are searchable through British History Online (www.british-history.ac.uk) with premium
subscription, and free on HathiTrust.

Rymer's Foedera (20 volumes, 1704-1735) includes relevant materials in volumes 11 (1461-1475) and 12
(1475-1502). The Rolls Series (99 works in 253 volumes, 1858-1911) includes numerous relevant chronicles,
with volumes digitized on Internet Archive and HathiTrust.

Essential edited collections include G. Smith, The Coronation of Elizabeth Wydeville (1935, (Westminster Abbey )
reprint 1975); N.H. Nicolas, Privy Purse Expenses of Elizabeth of York; Wardrobe Accounts of Edward 1V

and Kekewich et al., The Politics of Fifteenth-Century England: John Vale's Book (1995). The
Parliament Rolls of Medieval England, 1275-1504 (ed. Chris Given-Wilson) is available electronically and

includes Titulus Regius.
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Digital resources include the Anglo-American Legal Tradition (aalt.law.uh.edu)—over 9 million digitized
images of medieval legal records, free access— (Niha )and British Library Digitised Manuscripts

(www.bl.uk/manuscripts/).

Essential secondary scholarship

The foundational scholarly biography remains David MacGibbon, Elizabeth Woodbville: Her Life and Times
(1938; reprinted 2013 by Amberley), exhaustive in documentary detail despite its age. John Ashdown-Hill,
Elizabeth Woodbville (2018, Pen & Sword) offers detailed genealogical research, while Amy Licence, Edward
1V & Elizabeth Woodville: A True Romance (2016) provides the most accessible modern dual biography

examining all available evidence.

On queenship methodology, J.L. Laynesmith, The Last Medieval Queens: English Queenship 1445-1503
(2004) is indispensable, based on her 1999 York PhD dissertation examining Margaret of Anjou, Elizabeth
Woodville, Anne Neville, and Elizabeth of York thematically. Michele L.C. Seah, Financing
Queenship in Late Fifteenth Century England (Boydell & Brewer) analyzes queens' economic resources and

household management.

For Edward 1V, Charles Ross, Edward IV (1974, Yale English Monarchs) remains the definitive scholarly
biography with extensive archival research and bibliography (pp. 443-456). Michael Hicks, Edward IV

(Arnold, 2004) offers historiographical analysis of how Edward's reputation changed over time.

The most important articles on Elizabeth Woodville's reputation are Anne F. Sutton and Livia Visser-Fuchs,
""A 'Most Benevolent Queen': Queen Elizabeth Woodyville's Reputation, her Piety and her Books," The
Ricardian X.129 (June 1995), pp. 214-245, which systematically refutes common negative
allegations, and their companion pieces on her heraldic device, funeral, and coronation entry.
Sutton (d. 2022) edited The Ricardian for forty-four years and was a Fellow of the Royal Historical Society.
Conor Fahy, '"The Marriage of Edward IV and Elizabeth Woodville: A New Italian Source," English
Historical Review 76 (1961), pp. 660-672 provides important documentary evidence.

On documentary survival patterns, essential methodological works include Mary Garrison, "'Send More
Socks': On Mentality and the Preservation Context of Medieval Letters" (1999) and Jennifer Douglas,
""Kepe wysly youre wrytyngys': Margaret Paston's Fifteenth-Century Letters" (2009), the only close

analysis of a medieval woman's recordkeeping practices.

Conclusion

The documentary record for Elizabeth Woodville presents a familiar challenge in medieval queenship studies:
administrative records survive because they were enrolled in government offices, while personal papers did not
because no institution preserved them. Researchers must work with the Bodleian signature letter (MS. Rawl.
A. 289, f. 7r), the National Archives petition (SC 1/57/116), the Myers household edition, the Queens'
College archives, and the Calendar of Patent Rolls as primary documentary sources, supplemented by
chronicle accounts and material evidence. The complete absence of personal correspondence between Edward

IV and Elizabeth Woodville reflects not unusual loss but the standard pattern for medieval lay correspondence
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— (medievalists )the Paston Letters' survival is the anomaly requiring explanation, (Oxnead Hall Weddings ) not

Elizabeth Woodville's documentary silence. For dissertation-level research, Laynesmith's thematic methodology

and Sutton and Visser-Fuchs's careful documentary scholarship provide the essential models for reconstructing

queenly agency from indirect evidence. (Wars of the Roses
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