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The scope of literary works covered by the general term 'non-fiction' is extremely broad. Among them the genre of biography can be said to hold the pride of place. People have always been and are likely to remain to be very much interested in the lives of other people, their predecessors as well as contemporaries, people from all walks of life, those who are very much in the public eye today and those whose name and deeds, glorious or infamous, have gone down in history as symbols of their time.

The interest in the latter may increase or decrease depending on a number of factors, vagaries of fashion and taste among them, but there are personalities who have attracted public attention through centuries. One of the most prominent among them is Elizabeth I. The number of her biographies is very great, they are proliferating annually, never failing to bring about a lively response on the part of historians, literary critics and public at large.
Not only complete biographies, whole life stories attract historians' attention. Occasionally, a separate fact, a single episode become the focal point of a historical treatise. In the life of Elizabeth I it is the mysterious death of Lady Dudley, the wife of the Earl of Leichester, Elizabeth's favourite, that invariably attracted the attention of that Queen's biographers. The latest attempt at discovering the true circumstances of her death, in view of the new historical records that have recently come to light has been made by Philippa Gregory. One of her Tudor novels The Virgin’s Lover tells about the relationship between the young Elizabeth and her courtier Sir Robert Dudley, who, striving for power in the glamorous Tudor court, sets aside his loving wife Amy Robsart. This novel can also be described as a monumental piece of historical detective work, being also a labour of love created by a knowledgeable and conscientious author.

But fundamental works produced by historians and based on the authentic material, chronicles, memoirs, diaries and letters apart, there is also a wealth of historical novels whose authors also, not infrequently, base them on authentic records and use well-documented facts as their sources. A historical novel is, actually, a very interesting phenomenon that has never been properly investigated although the material is abundant, varied and colourful.

For this investigation two books have been chosen. One is a novel Death and the Virgin by Chris Skidmore, which is a scrupulously carried out and carefully documented investigation of all that is known about the life and death of Amy Robsart. This book provides the reader with the stark evidence collected and thoroughly analysed by the researcher.
In fact, the true cause of Amy Robsart's death has never been established. The question whether it was death from natural causes, an accident, a suicide or murder has never been answered. This has given an opportunity to a number of authors, starting with Sir Walter Scott (his novel Kenilworth), to put on the event their own interpretations. But the fact remains that it really was a significant event in the lives of Elizabeth I and her 'Bonny Sweet Robin', the event putting paid to the latter's cherished hopes to become 'the Virgin's husband' and eventually King of England. Consequentially their marriage might have had a great influence over the fortunes of many great people of the time and might have seriously affected the destiny of the Queen herself and the country that on her accession she had solemnly vowed to serve. In the event this 'episode', whose ripples took a long time to disappear, did leave a deep impression on her immediate environment, the leading personalities of her court and her private life.

The other book chosen for the philological investigation is a novel by a popular modern author Philippa Gregory The Virgin's Lover, which is also based upon diligent research into the described events, but, as it belongs to fiction, the focus is shifted to Queen Elizabeth and Robert Dudley’s love affair, to Amy and Elizabeth’s feelings, to the women’s personal emotions and the inner world of the characters. To fulfill this purpose, the author, naturally, has to take more liberties in creating the characters and relationships between them, describing their daily routine and events which would become historical.

Out of three versions of Lady Dudley’s death – accident, suicide, murder – the author makes what appears to be a perfectly reasonable choice. What could appeal to the reading public more than a crime story in conjunction with a powerful love element? Particularly if the crime story has for centuries been intriguing the minds and stirring the imagination of generations and love interest involves such exalted personages as the Virgin Queen herself and her best beloved Lord Leichester. Investigation of the author’s interpretation of historical fact in the fictional novel shows how plain facts can be embroidered and embellished to achieve the novelist's principal goal: to attract, interest and entertain the reader.
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