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Key words
courtier  a companion or advisor to a king or queen

court   the king or queen and all their attendants 

Earl   a nobleman and member of the aristocracy

aristocracy  people of noble birth, typically with hereditary titles

suspicious  feeling distrusting of someone or something

taint   affect badly; make something or someone become undesirable

subject  a person who owes loyalty to a king or queen 

inferior  lower in status, rank or quality 

mere   a lake or pond

Spanish Armada a fleet of warships sent by Spain to invade England in 1588
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Learning outline

You will learn about:

• Who Elizabeth and Robert were

• Elizabeth’s visit to Kenilworth 
Castle in 1575

• How we know about the visit

• What happened after the visit.
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Pair of miniatures of Elizabeth and Robert, c.1575, by Nicholas Hilliard.

© Public domain 
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Who were Elizabeth 
and Robert? 

Elizabeth I, Queen of England

• Lived 1533–1603

• Ruled for 45 years (1558–1603).

Robert Dudley 

• Lived 1532–88

• Longtime friend of Elizabeth I and 
one of her favourite courtiers. 
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Elizabeth I when a Princess. Painted 

c.1546, attributed to Willam Scrots.

© Public domain 

Robert Dudley, 1st Earl of Leicester, 

Collection of Waddesdon Manor. 

© Public domain 
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What’s known about them? 

• Elizabeth and Robert were 
friends from around the age of 
eight. 

• When Elizabeth became queen 
in 1558, she made Robert 
‘Master of the Horse’. 

• Robert was responsible for the 
travels of the court and its 
entertainment. 

• An entertainment activity that 
was important to the aristocracy 
was hunting. 
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The Coronation Procession of Elizabeth I of England, 1559, from a document in the 

College of Arms. Robert is on horseback on the far left. © Public domain 
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What’s known about them? 

• Elizabeth gave Robert many gifts 
including:

• Kenilworth Castle, in 1563

• The title ‘Earl of Leicester’ in 1564 

• Elizabeth had a nickname for Robert: 
‘Bonny Sweet Robin’.
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Map showing the location of Kenilworth. © Google 2025 
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More than friends?

• Elizabeth and Robert certainly spent a lot of 
time together - people at court said that 
Elizabeth never let Robert from her side.

• Robert was married to Amy Robsart, but in 
1560 she died in suspicious circumstances. 
This tainted any chance Robert might have 
had of marrying Elizabeth.

• There were other reasons too:
• Robert was Elizabeth’s subject, so socially inferior 
• Other English nobles might have been jealous if 

Elizabeth had chosen Robert
• If Elizabeth stayed unmarried, she had more 

chance of making useful contacts with foreign 
powers. 
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Did you know? 

In 1563, Elizabeth tried to get 
Robert to marry her cousin, Mary 
Queen of Scots…on the condition that 
the couple lived with her at the English 
court!

Miniature portrait of Amy, Lady Dudley, Robert's first wife 

c.1550 by a Flemish artist called Levina Teerlinc. © Public 

domain 

Kenilworth 450: The Elizabeth and Robert story



• Elizabeth visited Kenilworth Castle 
four times during her reign (1566, 
1568, 1572 and 1575)

• This year (2025) marks 450 years 
since Elizabeth’s last visit in 1575

• It was her longest visit anywhere and 
lasted 19 days.
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Attempt to impress?

Did you know? 

A royal visit wasn’t cheap. It’s 
estimated that Elizabeth’s visit in 1575 
cost Robert around £1,000 a day 
(£350,000 a day in today’s money).

Reception of Queen Elizabeth at Kenilworth Castle, John Cassell 1865. 

© Public domain
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Home improvements…

Kenilworth 450: The Elizabeth and Dudley story

Did you know? 

In the middle of each quarter of the 
garden there was an obelisk, 4.6 metres 
high. Obelisks were ancient symbols of 
power and immortality (living forever). 
They looked like they were made from 
marble but were probably painted wood. A reconstruction of Kenilworth Castle as it may have been in 

1575. © Historic England (illustration by Peter Urmston)

For the 1575 visit, 
Robert:

1. Improved the four-
storey tower block 
called Leicester’s 
Building that he’d built 
specifically for 
Elizabeth’s use during 
her 1572 visit. 

2. Installed seating and 
walkways in the 
grounds and laid out a 
privy garden.

3. Created ‘the chase’ - a 
320 hectare (800 acre) 
enclosed hunting park 
north of the mere. 

4. Built a 183m (600 feet)-
long bridge so hunting 
parties could get to the 
chase. 

5. Linked this access to 
Leicester’s Gatehouse 
which had been built 
1571–2.



‘A wonder house’ for 
Elizabeth’s entertainment
Robert worked hard to entertain Elizabeth and her 
courtiers during their visit to Kenilworth. 

• Elizabeth was given the keys of the castle by the ‘Lady of 
the Lake’ (a character in the legends of King Arthur) who 
was sat on a moving artificial island in the mere

• She was entertained by the ‘contortions and tumblings of an 
Italian acrobat’. 

There was: 

• Music, dancing, entertainers, drama and plays 

• Hunting, banquets and fireworks.

However, some activities couldn’t take place 
because of bad weather (some days were either too 
hot or rainy for what was planned). 10

Fireworks at Kenilworth Castle. 



How do we know? 

• Much of what happened during 
Elizabeth’s 1575 visit was recorded in 
a letter written by Robert Langham, a 
minor official at Elizabeth’s court. This 
is known as the ‘Langham Letter’

 

• The Langham Letter describes the 
entertainment Robert put on for 
Elizabeth I and records what the 
gardens at Kenilworth looked like. 
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A photograph of some of the recreated elements of the 

Elizabethan Garden at Kenilworth Castle today, including 

Robert’s family symbol, a chained bear with a ragged staff. 

Did you know? 

Langham is not an entirely useful 
source – his letter doesn’t cover all 
19 days of the visit, only 12 of them.
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What happened next?

• In 1578, Robert married Elizabeth’s cousin, 
Lettice Knollys 

• Elizabeth was furious and never spoke to 
Lettice again. After a period of coolness, she 
continued her relationship with Robert 

• In 1588, Robert supported Elizabeth when she 
visited her army to give them an inspiring 
speech before the Spanish Armada

• Less than a month later, Robert died (aged 
about 55). Elizabeth shut herself in her rooms 
and wouldn’t see anybody

• She kept Robert’s last message to her in a 
casket by her bedside until she died fifteen 
years later in 1603. She had labelled the 
message ‘his last letter’. 
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A portrait of Lettice Knollys as Countess of 

Leicester, c.1585 by George Gower. © Public 

domain
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Learning summary

• In July 1575, Queen Elizabeth I visited her 
long-time friend, Robert Dudley, Earl of 
Leicester, at Kenilworth Castle 

• Elizabeth stayed for 19 days and Robert 
organised lots of entertainments for the 
Queen and her court 

• Robert may have been trying to convince 
Elizabeth to marry him, but he wasn’t 
successful 

• Elizabeth never married and went on to 
rule for another 28 years. Robert married 
Elizabeth’s cousin and died in 1588. 

13Kenilworth 450: The Elizabeth and Robert story

A letter from Leicester to Elizabeth I, written at the 

Armada camp a month before he died. © CC BY-SA 4.0 



Activity ideas

• Discuss what you can learn about Elizabeth and Robert from the dates on slide 4.

• Discuss why it was important for monarchs to travel around their country (slide 5) and 
why property and titles were important in Elizabethan England (slide 6).

• Using a map, discuss the location of Kenilworth Castle.

• Research Elizabeth’s ‘suitors’ (people interested in marrying her) and the pros and 
cons of each match. Include a map to show the different countries they came from.

• Using the information on slide 8, work out how much Elizabeth’s 19-day visit would 
have cost Robert today. 

• Imagine you were a performer at Kenilworth Castle during the visit. Describe what 
you could see, hear, smell, touch and taste.

• Download the Langham letter extracts from the English Heritage website. What 
gems, food and animals can you find mentioned? Note: this is a tricky text. 

• Hold a spelling bee using the key words on slide 2.  
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‘He knew her Majesty as well or as better than anyone 
else of her close acquaintance, for they had first 
become friends before she was eight years old. Both 
then and later (when she was old enough to marry) she 
said she never wished to do so.’

A French diplomat reporting a conversation with Robert Dudley 
in 1566. 



Wicked Game by Lindsey Mendick
Kenilworth Castle 9th July – 31st October 2025

https://www.english-heritage.org.uk/visit/places/kenilworth-castle/thingsto-
do/lindsey-mendick-installation/

Wicked Game is a new art installation will mark the 450th 
anniversary of Queen Elizabeth I’s 19-day visit to Kenilworth 
Castle. The temporary artwork by acclaimed contemporary artist, 
Lindsey Mendick, will go on display in the Great Hall from 9th July 
to 31st October 2025. The installation will explore a new 
perspective on Queen Elizabeth I’s relationship with her courtier 
and long-term suitor Robert Dudley, and her strategies for 
maintaining authority from the epicentre of a Tudor power struggle.
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For more information about visiting an English 
Heritage site please visit: 

www.english-heritage.org.uk/learn/school-visit

Continue your learning at: 

www.english-heritage.org.uk/learn/teaching-
resources 
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http://www.english-heritage.org.uk/learn/school-visit
http://www.english-heritage.org.uk/learn/teaching-resources
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