
From Purity to Sorcery: Unraveling
the Secrets of Virgins, Witches, and
Catholic Queens
All throughout history, women in positions of power have intrigued and captivated

societies. From their perceived purity to their association with witchcraft and

religious authority, queens have long been subjects of fascination. In this article,

we delve into the complex relationship between queenship, power, and the

contrasting roles of virgins, witches, and Catholic queens.

The Power of Virgin Queens

In many cultures, virginity has been associated with purity, innocence, and divine

favor. Hence, the concept of a virgin queen has often been seen as a symbol of

power and legitimacy. Queen Elizabeth I of England is a prime example, as her

virginity was celebrated and emphasized to enhance her authority and maintain

political stability. The idea that a woman who remained unmarried was untouched

by lust or personal ambition allowed her to be seen as a selfless ruler dedicated

solely to her kingdom.

The Witch's Brew: Queens Accused of Sorcery

While virginity conferred power, accusations of witchcraft posed a significant

threat to queens. Throughout history, powerful women have been demonized, and

the label of witch was often used as a means to discredit and remove them from

positions of authority. Joan of Arc, a French heroine and military leader, was

accused of being a witch and burned at the stake. The fear of female power and

the desire to maintain patriarchal control fueled these witch hunts, leaving a dark

legacy for queens and women in power.
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The Influence of Catholic Queens

Catholic queens have faced their own unique challenges when wielding power. In

a religious and political climate dominated by Protestantism, Catholic queens

often found themselves navigating a treacherous path. Mary, Queen of Scots, for

example, faced intense opposition due to her Catholic faith, ultimately leading to

her execution. These queens had to carefully balance their personal beliefs with

the demands of their political positions, constantly under scrutiny and facing

threats from both within and outside their kingdoms.

The portrayal of queens as virgins, witches, or Catholic rulers showcases the

intricate dynamics of power and gender throughout history. Their stories continue

to captivate us, as we delve into the complexities and nuances of queenship,

authority, and the struggles faced by women in positions of power. From the

celebration of virginity as a symbol of purity, to the accusations of witchcraft used

to undermine and suppress female rulers, and the challenges faced by Catholic

queens in a religiously divided world, the stories of these remarkable women
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remind us of the strength and resilience required to wield power in a patriarchal

society.
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This book examines how early Stuart queens navigated their roles as political

players and artistic patrons in a culture deeply conflicted about the legitimacy of

female authority. Anna of Denmark and Henrietta Maria both employed powerful

female archetypes such as Amazons and the Virgin Mary in court performances.

Susan Dunn-Hensley analyzes how darker images of usurping, contaminating

women, epitomized by the witch, often merged with these celebratory depictions.

By tracing these competing representations through the Jacobean and Caroline

periods, Dunn-Hensley peels back layers of misogyny from historical scholarship

and points to rich new lines of inquiry. Few have written about Anna’s religious

beliefs, and comparing her Catholicism with Henrietta Maria’s illuminates the

ways in which both women were politically subversive. This book offers an

important corrective to centuries of negative representation, and contributes to a
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fuller understanding of the role of queenship in the English Civil War and the fall

of the Stuart monarchy. 
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