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Thomas Herron and Willy Maley have brought together a superb 

collection of essays dealing with the life and times of Sir Henry Sidney in 

late sixteenth-century Ireland and Wales. Both Herron and Maley are 

very well known for their work in early modern Irish literature and 

history. Herron‘s co-edited collections of essays on the Renaissance in 

early modern Ireland and his monograph on Spenser’s Irish Work: Poetry, 

Plantation and Colonial Reformation (2007) have done much to advance 

our understanding of the texts, contexts and cultures of the period. 

Likewise, Maley‘s collections of monographs and edited volumes, his 

chronology of Spenser and edition of A view of the present state of Ireland 

have come to define our approach to some of the canonical texts of the 

age. Maley‘s work is often marked by a playful intentionality which drives 

forward its theoretical or political commitments: when the present 

reviewer was an undergraduate at Maley‘s alma mater, the University of 

Strathclyde, in the early 1990s, the dispute about the title of his 

Cambridge doctoral thesis, ‗Marx and Spenser‘, had become legendary. 

And many of these qualities have come to be reflected in the 

contributions gathered together here. 

 The issue concentrates on a lesser studied and often 

misunderstood representative of English government in early modern 

Ireland. Sir Henry Sidney was, as the essays in this issue suggest, an 

important and resourceful exemplar of English Protestantism and civility. 

He was committed to political and religious reform as much as to artistic 

representation — often of himself. And the essays reflect Sidney‘s broad 

concern with his own image, and the broader role of the Crown in 

Ireland. In the introduction, Herron and Maley describe Sir Henry Sidney 
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as coming from ‗an extended family beyond compare in English (and 

Welsh and Irish) culture and letters‘, while recognising that he remains 

‗little known ... outside of Irish historical circles‘ (1). The essays in this 

issue go some way to address the lack of an adequate biography of their 

subject. 

 The collection reflects the mixed disciplinary perspectives of their 

authors, even as they combine to offer a broader series of perspectives, if 

not a broader argument. Valerie McGowan-Doyle‘s essay on 

‗Representations of Sir Henry Sidney: Authority and the Rhetoric of 

Virtue‘ discusses the representation of Sidney‘s image during his time as 

Lord Deputy (1568–71), examining both Sidney‘s articulation of his own 

identity in his memoir and in iconography, and his portrayal by others, 

including Edmund Campion and the author of The Book of Howth, which 

describes Sidney, in a list of many virtues, as being ‗a lusty feeder and a 

surfeiter‘ (33). Sidney was skilled in rhetoric, but his audiences did not 

necessarily find him convincing. Karen Holland‘s contribution on ‗The 

Sidney women in Ireland, c. 1556–1594‘ breaks important new ground in 

the study of gender issues in early modern Ireland. Concentrating on Sir 

Henry Sidney‘s wife and two sisters — Mary Dudley Sidney, Frances 

Sidney Radcliffe, and Anne Sidney Fitzwilliam — she describes the 

difficulties of negotiating gender roles in a context in which aristocratic 

women could find themselves in more powerful positions than those 

which they had enjoyed in the English court, while simultaneously 

finding themselves exposed by changing political, religious and personal-

medical situations. Holland offers a particularly sensitive reading of the 

effect of smallpox on the Sidney circle, and the medical risks entailed by 

loyalty to the crown.  

Mark A. Hutchinson‘s essay on ‗Reformed Protestantism and the 

Government of Ireland, c. 1565–1582: The Lord Deputyships of Henry 

Sidney and Arthur Grey‘ develops a very significant counter-argument to 
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the most important scholarly views on the reasons for the failure of the 

Reformation in Ireland. Hutchinson argues against prevailing 

assumptions in the debate among historians, which tend to link the use 

of state violence with protestant beliefs about the fallen nature of 

humanity and the particular barbarity of the Irish, by calling attention to 

the details of Reformed theology, which argues that sinners can be saved 

by grace through the preaching of the Word. Hutchinson traces the 

development and articulation of this alternative set of beliefs and shows 

how modern Irish historians have often misunderstood the evidence 

because of their lack of familiarity with the governing structures of early 

modern protestant thought. Stuart Kinsella‘s essay on ‗Colonial 

commemoration in Tudor Ireland: The case of Sir Henry Sidney‘ offers a 

rich and absorbing account of monuments and iconography: ‗So great a 

glory lies not in books alone‘ (145). Maryclaire Moroney‘s contribution on 

‗―The sweetness of due subjection‖: Derricke‘s Image of Ireland (1581) 

and the Sidneys‘ builds on recent work on Derricke‘s text to very good 

effect and offers further proof of its importance in our reading of early 

modern Ireland. This literary approach is further developed by Robert 

Shephard in a discussion on ‗The motives of Sir Henry Sidney‘s Memoir 

(1583)‘ and by Brandie R. Siegfried in ‗Rivaling Ceasar: The Roman model 

in Sir Henry Sidney‘s Memoir (1583)‘.  

These authors argue that Sidney‘s intention in framing the Memoir 

was to return to power in Ireland, that the text should not therefore be 

understood as genuinely self-revelatory, and that the Memoir uses 

classical references to put Sidney‘s reformist agenda within a longer 

context of civilisational mission. Finally, Philip Schwyzer‘s essay on ‗―A 

happy place of government‖: Sir Henry Sidney, Wales, and The Historie of 

Cambria (1584)‘ offers a rather brief but insightful account of the 

differences and similarities between Sidney‘s response to Ireland and to 

Wales. This collection, together with the issue‘s introduction, are most 
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persuasive in their argument that Sidney was obsessed by his own 

standing. Hopefully this special issue of the Sidney Journal will remind 

us that — at least at times — he had very good reason to be so. 
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