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Print, Portraiture, and Performance: Forming the Public Text of Elizabeth I 

It is 1559, and the streets of London are thronging with people eager to catch a glimpse of 

their new queen as she travels through the city en route to Westminster for her coronation. 

Almost two months have passed since the death of her sister, whose reign began on a similar 

jubilant note but quickly soured. This time will be different; this queen will be different. Over the 

next forty-four years, her reign will set the stage for England to emerge as one of the dominant 

powers of Europe. At the same time, her name will become synonymous with greatness and 

glory. Her image, so carefully constructed by both herself and her councillors, will expand 

beyond anything they had imagined—or desired—when those over whom she ruled engaged 

with its construction and transformed it into something capable of transcending facts and 

mortality.  

Using the research lenses of print, portraiture, and performance, this paper will examine 

the interplay between Elizabeth I, her council and courtiers, and her commonwealth to determine 

how the public text of Elizabeth I formed. The first chapter, print, will analyse not only the 

significant contributions made by the printing press but also the manipulations behind them, and 

how the evolving public use of the press complicated the crown’s ability to maintain a monopoly 

over Elizabeth’s representation in the printed word. The second chapter, portraiture, traces the 

evolution of art from the beginning of Elizabeth’s reign until the end, at which point it could 

truly be called English portraiture. It examines the key points at which Elizabeth’s visual image 

impacted the development of national portraiture, and when the portraiture movement, in turn, 

impacted the development of Elizabeth’s visual image. The final chapter, performance, examines 

the performance of Elizabeth herself in the construction of a stable reign and emergence of a 

fantastical figure whose image became fixed in the hearts and minds of her people, to the extent 
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that many lost sight of the real as they appropriated the image. In this way, this paper seeks to 

prove that print, portraiture, and performance functioned as distinct-yet-linked aspects in 

transforming Elizabeth I into a truly public text.  

I. 

By the time of Elizabeth’s coronation in 1559, the printing press had existed for over a 

century. In that time, it spread throughout Europe, mass-produced literature for both the 

Reformation and the Counter-Reformation, and raised the literacy levels of the commonwealth—

at times to the nobility’s chagrin. In England, continuing religious schism between the Protestant 

and Catholic camps guaranteed friction when Elizabeth, a Protestant princess who had 

maintained her connections with evangelicals throughout the reign of her Catholic sister Mary, 

was crowned Queen Elizabeth I. In order to stabilize the realm and secure her place on the 

throne, Elizabeth engaged in a campaign of self-publication unrivalled by any monarch who had 

come before her. Along the way, she and her privy council were to learn that “going public” was 

a double-edged sword, and that once the commonwealth of England was invited to participate in 

the narrative of its sovereign, there would be no subsequent way to uninvite it.   

This chapter will begin with a discussion on the state of the church leading up to 

Elizabeth’s reign, before turning to examine the dynamic between the printing press and the 

written word. From there, it will focus on how the printing press was used during the reign of 

Mary I. Her comparatively limited use of the press, and her method of dealing with unsanctioned 

works, will be juxtaposed with the steady usage the press received by Elizabeth and her privy 

council and their methods of controlling the distribution of texts in England. After examining the 

ways in which handwritten documents such as letters and translations were interwoven with the 

Elizabethan propaganda machine, this chapter will discuss how Elizabeth’s representation in 



Kerr 3 

 

print was appropriated. It will conclude with an examination of how print contributed to the 

formation of Elizabeth as a public text.1  

It would be remiss, in light of how interconnected the printing press became with both the 

Reformation and the Counter-Reformation, to attempt an examination of how print functioned in 

Elizabethan England without first understanding the religious division which had spread across 

Europe. It is especially important considering that the root cause of the Reformation in England 

was a separate entity than the cause of the Reformation in continental Europe, and the fact that 

despite many of her greatest supporters championing the continental reform, Elizabeth refused to 

transform the Church of England into the weapon against Catholicism that those supporters 

desired. This was in part to do with the fact that at the time Elizabeth assumed the throne, 

England was “not yet halfway along the road from being one of the most devotedly Catholic 

nations in all of Christendom to one of the most ferociously anti-Catholic” (Meyer 440). If, as 

Meyer suggests, Elizabeth’s ultimate goal was her own longevity and survival, she could gain 

nothing by alienating so many of her subjects so early in her reign. How Elizabeth and her privy 

council would maneuver England’s laws and legislation to gradually eradicate Catholicism in 

England—something that was not, in fact, accomplished in her lifetime—would never have been 

necessary, and would not have encountered the resistance it did, if England’s Reformation had 

not begun in terms so radically different from elsewhere in Europe.  

Over the previous two centuries, the Renaissance papacy had done much to earn both the 

contempt and fascination with which it has been held in varying degrees ever since. All the worst 

                                                           
1 General historical references are drawn from the following texts: Meyer, G.J. The Tudors: The Complete Story of 

England’s Most Notorious Dynasty. Bantam Books, 2011; Neale, J.E. Queen Elizabeth I: a biography. 1934. 

Anchor Books, 1957; Cassell’s Illustrated History of England. Vol. 2. Cassell and Company, Limited, 1865; The 

European Emergence: Timeframe AD 1500-1600. Time-Life Books, 1989; and Meyer, G. J. The Borgias: The 

Hidden History. Bantam Books, 2014. 
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excesses of the period have coalesced around the figure of Pope Alexander VI, the second Borgia 

pope, who ruled the Catholic Church while Henry VIII was still a child. Whether or not he and 

his extended family deserve the vitriol thrown their way is a matter up for debate: Alexander, a 

non-Italian pope, was succeeded by a bitter Italian rival who had spent most of Alexander’s reign 

in exile, and who succeeded him at a time when reform was on everyone’s lips and the papacy 

was scrambling for a scapegoat. Such a debate is beyond the scope of this paper, however; 

suffice it to say that the tales of nepotism, corruption, and unbridled greed centered on the 

Vatican, while almost certainly exaggerated, contained enough truth and repercussions to the rest 

of Christendom to cause outrage and, in time, schism.  

The event that triggered it all—the Friar Martin Luther fastening ninety-five theses to the 

door of Wittenberg Cathedral in 1517—triggered a shockwave of religious debate and 

repudiations across Europe. In England, where the marriage between Henry and Catherine was 

stronger than ever thanks to the birth of Mary the previous year, Henry took up his quill in 

defense of the Catholic Church: he “loathed what he knew of Luther, and loathed many of the 

defining ideas of Luther’s ideology… For the book in which he responded to Luther’s heresies 

(he had help in writing it, especially from Thomas More and John Fisher), he was rewarded with 

the title Defender of the Faith” (160) by the pope. While Luther responded to Henry’s book with 

one of his own, in which he denounced Henry as “a villain and fool and tool of the Antichrist” 

(160), he was soon consumed with more pressing concerns than the arguments of a king who had 

never been much of a theologian: “the reform movement itself began to fragment and fragment 

again as men who had begun by rejecting Catholic doctrine went on to reject Lutheran doctrine 

as well” (162). From secular rebellions such as the Peasants’ War—where the people followed 

Luther’s lead in defying traditional authority and were butchered after he condemned their 



Kerr 5 

 

actions and supported the nobility—to repeated splintering of the Protestant movement as more 

and more people sought to discover The Truth, Luther’s dream of a “new religious unity” (162) 

was shattered. 

Compared to the reasons and history leading up to Martin Luther’s monumental action, it 

is not an exaggeration to say that the Reformation in England was begun for an entirely selfish 

purpose. Unlike on the continent, where the Reformation took shape as a ground-up movement 

as a result of frequent and flagrant abuses of power, the Reformation in England was begun for 

the express purpose of declaring Henry VIII’s marriage to Catherine of Aragon invalid, that he 

might wed Anne Boleyn and sire a son. Though this tempestuous love triangle and its resolution 

has played out again and again across the silver screen and television, its actual historical 

importance cannot be understated: in breaking with Rome, Henry unconsciously signalled to the 

continental reformers that he was a potential ally and his country a safe haven, and the trickle of 

Protestant books from the continent became a flood. 

The rapid and widespread availability of Luther’s theses, and the subsequent flooding of 

Europe with rebuttals and defenses of those theses, would not have been possible without the 

invention of the printing press with its moveable type. From the beginning the printing press was 

associated with religion, both in the fact that Guttenberg used it to craft his famously beautiful 

bible and that the “initial increase in output [struck] contemporary observers as sufficiently 

remarkable to suggest supernatural intervention” (Eisenstein 235). Whether that intervention was 

divine or demonic was a matter of perspective; while some found it impossible to believe that the 

printing press was anything other than the work of the devil, most contemporary observations 

associated printing “with divine rather than diabolic powers” (235). The printing press also led to 

something Eisenstein terms a “communications revolution” (233) in that the very way in which 
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Europeans conversed and spread information, regardless of their status as noble or common, was 

fundamentally and forever altered by the incorporation of the printing press into everyday life. 

Unknown “anywhere in Europe before the mid-fifteenth century, printers’ workshops would be 

found in every important municipal center by 1500. They added a new element to urban culture 

in hundreds of towns” (232). The phenomenon of the printers’ workshop, with its business model 

of gathering together a collection of “variegated skills” (237) under one roof to expedite the 

book-making process, was at striking odds with the manuscript method which preceded it. While 

the scriptoriums and illuminators’ guilds that preceded the printing press continued to exist well 

after printers’ workshops became well established, their clientele lists stagnated despite the 

definitive uptick in the reading public at the opening of the sixteenth century.  

Some book historians argue that there was a “rejection by the educated of printed books” 

and that it was “a common reaction around the turn of the sixteenth century” (Chartier 163), with 

some from learned circles going so far as to declare “Est virgo hec penna, meretrix eat 

stompificata … The pen is a virgin, the printing press a whore” (163). It is certainly probable that 

the printing press was viewed with disdain from some in the upper classes and licensed scribes, 

especially those who laboured over manuscripts or were patrons of those who did: truly world-

altering inventions have a tendency to invite criticism and avoidance from those with a vested 

stake in what was. The revulsion felt by some was clearly a non-issue for others, however: 

“Florentine bibliophiles were sending to Rome for printed books as early as 1470. Under 

Guidobaldo da Montefeltro, the ducal library at Urbino acquired printed editions and 

(shamelessly or not) had them bound with the same magnificent covers as manuscripts. The 

same court also sponsored the establishment of an early press in 1482” (Eisenstein 235). The 

dukes of Urbino were lauded as being among the most educated men in Italy, whose collections 
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of artwork and vast library were the envy of many: upon capturing the city of Urbino during one 

of his impresas, Cesare Borgia—the alleged son of Pope Alexander VI—made it a first order of 

business to have the library and galleries stripped bare, and their contents taken back to his base 

of operations in Cesena. That the Montefeltros’ enthusiasm to place works from the printing 

press on equal status with manuscripts failed to draw criticism from their peers, or to diminish 

the perceived wealth of their collection of knowledge in the eyes of their contemporaries and 

rivals, suggests that the educated may not have rejected printed books so much as poorly printed 

ones. The reputation which attached to those printers known to have produced shoddy print runs 

of books, and the less-than-ethical method they devised of staying in business, will be examined 

later in this chapter. For now, the discussion returns to England in the aftermath of Henry’s break 

with Rome, and the fertile ground the arguments within Protestant books found in the minds of 

England’s nobility.  

Fifteen years after receiving the title of Defender of the Faith, Henry’s relationships with 

both Rome and Catherine of Aragon were considerably altered. By systematically prostrating the 

English clergy with the help of his new secretary, Thomas Cromwell, Henry broke with Rome 

after its continual refusal to grant him the annulment he craved, and as the head of the church in 

England he had his marriage declared invalid himself. Despite the fact that Anne Boleyn and her 

family were not-so-secretly a part of the evangelical camp, and continued to pressure Henry to 

reform England accordingly, “from the beginning of his reign to the end, Henry thought of 

himself as not only a good Catholic but literally the best and most orthodox of Catholics—better 

than the pope, in the end, because better connected to God” (Meyer 161). This self-assurance in 

his superior connection to God was a mindset circulating Europe at the time referred to as the 

divine right of kings, where the monarch was untouchable because he was selected by God for 
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his station. The divine right of kings existed in conjunction with “the natural order”, wherein the 

tiers of society were organized such that the men of each tier ranked above the women who 

shared it with them but below the women of the next tier up, so on and so forth until the order 

culminated with the king at its top—though still beneath God, of course. The social unrest 

surrounding the natural order would come due during the reigns of his daughters; one would 

buckle under the societal demands that she marry and submit herself to a king, while the other 

skirted the issue until such time as she was able to finesse the noose of matrimony altogether.  

Until the end of his reign, Henry maintained both that he was favoured by God because 

he was close to him, and that he was a devout Catholic whose duty it was to protect the realm 

from the creeping corrosion of the evangelical cause. When he finally passed away, England’s 

church “was not evangelical and it was not Roman Catholic. No one in either camp could have 

imagined that in the next three decades it would become first the former, then the latter, and 

finally go off in a third direction of its own devising” (Meyer 165). Each direction would be 

accompanied by a flurry of religious teachings and corrections aided by the increased output of 

the printing press, but it would be the final direction, with Elizabeth and her privy council at the 

helm, which would utilize the printing press to its utmost potential. 

It is a mark of how deeply first Edward VI and then Mary I were concerned about the 

state of their subjects’ immortal souls that “neither Edward’s regime nor Mary’s actually offered 

much direct or active encouragement to secular book production” (Loach 142). When utilizing 

the printing press at all, both monarchs’ primary concern was with the printing of religious 

pamphlets and books to ensure the salvation of the masses. In this, at least, Mary held a distinct 

advantage in undoing her brother’s work: the evangelicals in England remained very much in the 

minority as they continued to attempt forcing a reformation from the top down; the vast majority 
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of the English people were Catholic, and resented that their monasteries and abbeys were 

ransacked for what seemed like no other reason than to fill the pockets of several specific and 

odious men. Mary was also helped by shifting sentiments on the continent: though the 

perspective of the evangelicals was that the printing press “was considered… to be a weapon 

peculiarly suited to their purposes” (135) against Catholicism, this confidence was undermined 

by the Counter-Reformation, in which the Catholic church engaged in a methodical overhaul of 

its regime and disseminated its findings and tenets across Europe with the same speed the 

Reformation had spread its materials two decades before. The central driving force behind this 

overhaul was the Council of Trent, which began during the final years of Henry VIII and lasted 

into the fourth year of Elizabeth’s reign. By its conclusion, the council “had repudiated the 

Reformation conclusively, had explained its doctrines more systematically and comprehensively 

than ever before, and had made a repetition of the lapses and abuses of recent history all but 

impossible” (Meyer 457). While the evangelicals remained unconvinced by the Council’s 

findings, it is nevertheless true that the efforts of the Counter-Reformation succeeded in reducing 

the drive of the Reformation from a surge to a crawl. Unfortunately, it also “made the 

transformation of England into a thoroughly Protestant nation a more difficult challenge, a 

bloodier process, than it otherwise would have been” (458).  

Which is not to say that Mary’s reign was free of bloodshed. To the contrary, one of her 

most well-known epithets is that of “Bloody Mary”, burner of heretics and heretical teachings. 

The lengths to which the inquisitors would go, in Mary’s name and presumably with her full 

knowledge, were sometimes horrifying:  

Two of Europe’s leading Reformation theologians, Paul Fagius, professor of Hebrew, 

and Martin Bucer, regius professor of divinity, had died while teaching at Cambridge 

under King Edward’s protection. They were buried at Cambridge with full Christian 

honours… A few years later, under Mary, they were posthumously condemned as 
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heretics, their bodies were dug up, chained in coffins, and publicly burned in the 

marketplace at Cambridge, along with ‘a cart load of books’ (Cressy 363). 

 

The gruesome event was preserved in a woodcut, as it was “evidently a major civic spectacle, 

with townsmen and university dignitaries in attendance” (363-364), but its gruesomeness was 

more in severity than in kind; the burning of heretics and their heretical books had been “part of 

the public performance of power” (Loach 361) for centuries. Mary’s brother had seen to the 

public burning of Catholic books and pamphlets, and her father had both evangelicals and pope-

worshipping Catholics burned at the stake for heresy, along with their insidious materials. It 

would be Elizabeth—and only Elizabeth, as her immediate successor and his children returned to 

the practice—who seemed to understand that book burning was “an impressive exhibition of 

power; but it was [not] successful in eradicating heresy, or achieving the extinction of texts” 

(Cressy 364). In fact, in the religiously divided realm of England, public displays of censorship 

often drew attention to controversial books and stimulated demand among readers.   

As her initial popularity began to wane and finally faded away, Mary and her government 

“cared about [her] standing abroad” but somehow reached the conclusion that “printed 

propaganda could do little to change [her] reputation at home” (147). Their reasons for thinking 

so were due, in part, to the fact that “the number of men actively engaged in printing markedly 

diminished in Mary’s reign” (Loach 137). The reason for this was simple: many of the printers in 

England were from the continent, and were men who held evangelical beliefs and entered 

England as refugees during the reign of Edward VI. It was Edward’s uncle, Lord Somerset, who 

had welcomed them, and subsequently become something like their patron, though his “active 

encouragement was minimal” (142) compared to the later efforts of Elizabeth’s chief minister, 

Lord Burghley. In all likelihood the enthusiasm of these refugee printers for the English 

monarchy was already diminished by the time Mary ascended the throne, as “no attempt was 
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made by Edward’s government to explain to [them] either the fall or the subsequent execution of 

Somerset himself” (142), and his death left a vacuum in patronage that no one in either Edward’s 

or Mary’s regime saw fit to fill. And so they left, returning to a continent whose religious battle 

lines were much clearer than when they fled, but “the shedding of personnel was in the end of 

benefit to the industry, since many of the printers who remained in business… flourished” (137). 

In stripping the country of the vast majority of its foreign printers, regardless of the fact that it 

was accomplished not through intent but by neglect, Mary unintentionally laid the groundwork 

for the success of her sister’s print-based propaganda campaign. 

At the time of Elizabeth’s coronation in 1559, there were no fewer books deemed 

heretical by the English church in the country than there had been during the reigns of her 

brother and sister; arguably there were more, as the English church was about to “go off in a 

third direction of its own devising” (Meyer 165), and consequently books and manuscripts 

existed from both the evangelical and Catholic camps which were incompatible—if not 

heretical—with the views of the English church. Or, at least, the English church Elizabeth was in 

the process of constructing, as the one she inherited had predominantly returned to its Catholic 

roots during the five years of Mary’s rule. Despite the abundance of unacceptable printed 

material in the country—some of it taking a decidedly hostile stance, for example declaring 

Elizabeth the bastard daughter of Anne Boleyn and a court musician, and unfit to rule—the book 

burnings of the Edwardian and Marian regimes failed to be repeated. The ceasefire on the 

spectacle was one of practicality, as “book burning was not particularly effective as a vehicle of 

censorship” (Cressy 374) when the burning of the books brought their titles to the public’s 

attention, and at a time when literacy rates were steadily climbing and printing presses could 

reproduce substantive copies of the censored works in a remarkably short period of time. Instead, 
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and in the same year as her coronation, Elizabeth and her privy council passed legislation 

“requiring the submission of all new books to six members of the privy council for perusal prior 

to publication” (Parmelee 853). Concerning the books and pamphlets already printed and in 

circulation: 

It was not Elizabeth’s style to make bonfires of her subjects’ book any more than 

she would make windows of men’s souls. Reprimand and private pressure proved 

preferable to spectacles of public punishment, which were not always susceptible 

to semiotic control. The oven at Stationers Hall or the kitchens of the bishop of 

London proved convenient places for [an] indoor burning of books” (Cressy 366). 

 

As for the burning of heretics, Elizabeth and her privy council had no desire to have her image 

associated with one of the most unsavory aspects of her sister’s reign. Instead, Catholic priests 

were charged with having committed treason against the crown, as Elizabeth followed after her 

father and brother in claiming the title of supreme head of the church in England, and by hanging 

the priests as traitors rather than burning them as heretics “the government was able to deny that 

it was returning to the Marian persecutions” (Meyer 507).  

In light of the significant role print was to play in solidifying Elizabeth in the hearts, 

minds, and imaginations of her subjects, it is important to realize that “none of the Tudor 

monarchs provided the patronage for a particular printer that their continental counterparts did” 

(Evenden and Freeman 1304-1305). Where Elizabeth differed from her predecessors was in her 

possession of the services of William Cecil, the man who would conscientiously and diligently 

climb the ladder over the course of her reign, steadily collecting the reins of power into his hands 

as he went. Cecil had direct experience with the potential of harnessing the printing press for 

propaganda purposes: he had served as secretary to the same Lord Somerset who encouraged the 

flood of refugee evangelical printers into England and became their patron, and while Cecil 

“spent two months as a prisoner in the Tower in the aftermath of Somerset’s fall” (Meyer 536), 
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he possessed enough political skill to not only be released without punishment but also to be 

granted a position on the privy council two years later. Even during the Catholic reign that 

followed—Cecil was an evangelical, though he “ostentatiously [displayed] his rosary beads” 

(537) in an attempt to convince Mary and her advisors otherwise—he remained in the good 

graces of the queen. Having become “‘surveyor’ (general business manager) of Princess 

Elizabeth’s estates” (536) during Edward’s reign and a proven friend to Elizabeth during Mary’s, 

Cecil was ideally positioned to improve his place in the nobility when Elizabeth took the throne. 

The discussion of the construction of Elizabeth’s image through print, therefore, is a discussion 

of the complementary skills she and her most trusted advisor brought to bear.  

Like the rest of her family, Elizabeth Tudor was an exceptionally well-educated woman, 

“accomplished not merely in the female courtly arts—music, dance and needlework—but in 

languages ancient and modern” (Sharpe 324). Raised in a humanistic culture which valued 

learning both new and old, Elizabeth focused on her linguistic skills—she was fluent in Greek, 

Latin, Italian, and French, in addition to English—and at the age of twelve she presented her 

stepmother Catherine Parr with an English translation of a French devotional work. Fuelled by 

the praise she received from both her stepmother and her tutors, “Elizabeth learned a clear 

appreciation of the power of the word and the place of words, speech and script in the 

construction and exercise of authority” (324). Throughout her life, Elizabeth would continue to 

entertain foreign dignitaries with demonstrations of her linguistic capabilities, and would devote 

some of her time to translating texts into English. These were not merely an idle exercise of her 

skills: unlike twenty-first century scholars, who attempt to remain as faithful to their source 

material as possible, academics in the sixteenth century would often “[refashion] ancient texts for 

early modern use” (325). The segments of texts which they chose to augment, omit, or faithfully 
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reproduce told a great deal about their own personal values and, for scholars possessing political 

clout like Elizabeth, what they hoped the translated text would accomplish when read by others. 

In accordance with humanist learning, Elizabeth was also a writer of poetry. Only two 

poems written in her own hand have survived, and one of them, dated to 1582, “brilliantly 

encapsulates for us the dilemma that was the queen’s two bodies when duty and love pulled in 

opposite directions”: 

I grieve, and dare not show my discontent; 

I love, and yet am forced to seem to hate; 

… 

I am, and not; I freeze and yet am burned, 

Since from myself another self I turned. (329) 

 

For all the romantic torment such lines bring to mind, however, it must be remembered that 

Elizabeth produced them with the full knowledge that they would be read thousands of times 

over, and that their interpretation would be a reflection not only on herself but also on her 

government and her strength as the ruler of England. Letters written to other members of the 

nobility were “full of allusions to Scripture and the classics, laced with proverbial wisdom and 

artfully constructed … [they] read as though they were designed for a larger audience or to be 

read aloud” (335). They were often opened with endearing nicknames for the recipient, such as 

“my good Peregrine” or “Mine old crow” (333). She was diligent in her correspondence, and 

“understood the healing benefits of a royal missive received at a time of difficulty or loss” (334). 

Indeed, in many responses to her sending of condolences she was informed of the warmth her 

words brought to all who heard them. So it was with all of her poetry and correspondence to 

others: by constructing them under the assumption that they would not be kept private, Elizabeth 

was consciously contributing to public perception. 
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 While Elizabeth also wrote many poems with a distinctly evangelical slant, “it was not… 

only in her poetry that Elizabeth presented herself as in conversation with the divine or as the 

chosen handmaid of the Lord. Throughout her reign a number of prayers were circulated and 

printed as Elizabeth’s own; and recent scholarship has confirmed that many were indeed of her 

own composition” (330). Though Elizabeth declared that she would not “make windows of 

men’s souls” (Cressy 366), she and her privy council were quick to seize upon the notion of 

publishing her prayers as precisely that: a seemingly unscripted window into the soul and faith of 

the country’s queen. Annual books were compiled of the most compelling of the queen’s prayers, 

and it was thanks to the printing press and the machinations of the Privy Council that these books 

were soon found throughout her kingdom and on the continent. While the queen’s poetry and 

prayers were made available to the commonwealth, “proclamations remained the medium 

through which the royal word was communicated to every marketplace and parish” (Sharpe 344), 

and the business of printing royal proclamations was a guarantee of considerable income. In 

order to print royal proclamations and other materials, however, a printer’s workshop needed to 

secure a printing license from the Privy Council. Doing that required not only contacts at court, 

but also strong business principles and a top-notch printing facility.  

John Day, the man who served as “printer to the City of London from 1564 until his 

death twenty years later” (King 67) was a man who possessed all three. Having already obtained 

“valuable patents granting him monopolies over perennial Elizabethan bestsellers [such as] the 

ABC, Catchism and Metrical Psalms” (Evenden and Freeman 1296), Day’s status as “the most 

technically accomplished Elizabethan printer” (1292) led him to securing the contract to print the 

second edition of John Foxe’s Acts and Monuments, an evangelical book lauding the martyrs and 

religious sites of England. Even with the printing presses of his shop totally devoted to the 
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production of the Acts, Day was required to rent out the printing presses of other printers in order 

to keep his production schedule on track, and halfway through the printing of the Acts he used 

his court connections to appeal to the Privy Council for assistance. The result was a letter, in 

which “All of the signatories … were either closely associated with Cecil or were closely 

associated with godly causes or both” (1293), which was sent forth to the religious houses and 

tradesmen companies of England urging all of them to purchase the Acts and Monuments and 

have it prominently displayed for all to view. The book was accessible to all who viewed it, as it 

“was lavishly illustrated, particularly with anti-papal pictures, [so] its propaganda messages 

would not be limited to the literate” (1298). In this way, a relationship was formed “between Day 

and members of the government which provided the latter with superbly executed printed 

propaganda and the former with decisive advantages over his competitors” (1296). It was not 

even necessary for the government to pay Day for his work: his payment was received from the 

religious houses, companies, and gentry who purchased copies of the Acts and Monuments, along 

with his other work.  

Although the book “was being disseminated purely for its propaganda value” (1303), the 

affiliations of the members of the council whose signatures adorned the official letter are 

important. All were connected to either the evangelical party or Cecil—who, as discussed earlier, 

was an evangelical himself—and “although the letter was an order from the Privy Council, it did 

not necessarily reflect the attitudes or desires of Elizabeth or even all of the privy councillors” 

(1294). In fact, the book “was implicitly critical of Elizabeth’s vestiarian policies2 and her failure 

to purge the English Church of ‘superstitious’ abuses” (1294). Its ordered distribution by the 

                                                           
2 The more radical evangelicals of England believed that clerical robes (or vestments) were linked to the Roman 

Catholic Church and idolatry, and wanted them banned from the church. Elizabeth, mindful of maintaining 

balance between the factions, disagreed. 
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Privy Council, however, gave it the legitimacy of being circulated with royal approval, and 

complicated the public’s perception on what was and was not the accepted mode of worship in 

the English Church. Combined with the annual publications of Elizabeth’s prayers, “the textual 

representation of Elizabeth advertised her authority and virtues but also manifested how the 

expansion of print produced multiple representations and made it ever more impossible to fix or 

control the royal image” (Sharpe 348). If Elizabeth gave any sign of displeasure at her council’s 

endorsement of the book, there is no written record of it. Perhaps the best indication of the 

queen’s disapproval is that, despite two more editions of the Acts and Monuments being 

published in later years, neither received a letter of endorsement and circulation by the Privy 

Council. Elizabeth’s religious views, whether her own or those associated with her, form only 

part of her print-constructed image. The other half—the half neglected by her siblings during 

their reigns—not only lit the fire under English nationalism but also directly contributed to the 

continuing formulation of her as a public text after her death. The production and distribution of 

secular documents was the major defining aspect of Elizabeth’s print-propaganda campaign. 

While John Day was the major religious printer of Elizabeth’s reign, and his printers’ 

workshop continued to print the religious works for which it held licenses after his death in 1584, 

it was John Wolfe whose new techniques and eye for profit caught the attention of Cecil, who 

was raised to the nobility as Baron Burghley (and who will hereafter be referred to as Lord 

Burghley) in 1571. At this point in time, the printing press had operated across Europe for a 

century, and the market had increased its standards on what was and was not an acceptable 

edition of a text. It had also formed opinions on the quality it could expect from the printers of 

certain regions: 

Because English printers were notorious for producing inferior editions of foreign 

language works, Wolfe sought to make his books more marketable by issuing them 



Kerr 18 

 

with false imprints; that is to say, he omitted or misrepresented his name or the 

place of publication on the title pages of his books (Parmelee 858). 

 

Far from reprimanding Wolfe for his deceit, Burghley seized on the usefulness of this “news 

from elsewhere” scheme and, in 1588, wrote “political propaganda pamphlets and [had them] 

printed with false imprints in foreign languages in an attempt to mislead the Spanish enemy as it 

prepared for war” (859). The use of false imprints was not reserved for international misdirection 

and control, however; the state was “a leading participant in the publication of news, bringing 

forth state papers, royal speeches, and proclamations from its own presses, and sometimes even 

concealing its role in the generation of opinions and rumours serving its interests” (855). Far 

from the Marian regime’s disinterest in influencing her reputation at home while it focused on 

her reputation abroad, the Elizabethan regime used the allure of international news and opinion 

to influence its subjects and convince them of the prosperity and peace they enjoyed under 

Elizabeth’s reign.  

Not all of the international news the English commonwealth received was marked with 

false imprints: proclamations and statements from the Low Countries and France were circulated 

with their continental imprint, along with the imprint of the English printer’s workshop which 

had done the translation, to keep the population informed on the worsening situations of the 

Spanish threat and the plight of the Huguenots, respectively. The unaltered information did not 

mean that the Elizabethan commonwealth was receiving the complete spectrum of international 

publications, however; in the case of the Huguenots, “while English opinion stood unwaveringly 

in support of [them] in their struggle to survive in Catholic France, French works containing 

ideals unpalatable to the queen’s councillors never appeared in England, Protestant though their 

authors might be” (857). By restricting the circulation of foreign works to those deemed 

appropriate by the Privy Council, and by filling in the resulting spaces with pamphlets and books 
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printed with false imprints, the Elizabethan regime was able to direct its own narrative on a scale 

previously unseen in the kingdom’s history.  

What the regime also fostered was the belief of the commonwealth that their views and 

concerns were of consequence, and that the publication of those views and concerns would be 

met with approval by the government. They had many reasons to think so: in addition to the 

personal nature of the queen’s published prayers, Elizabeth used her royal proclamations as a 

way to explain and justify her political, economic, and military decisions to the commonwealth, 

and to assure them that she and her council acted principally in the best interests of the country.  

Explanation and justifications reached their height in Elizabeth’s proclamation of 

the death sentence against Mary, Queen of Scots, in which she took pains to express 

her reluctance to agree the sentence and her endless efforts to save her sister’s 

honour and life, and to argue the unimpeachable testimonies and examinations 

which had proved [Mary’s] role in plots and justified her punishment (Sharpe 345). 

 

Despite the insistence by some twenty-first century scholars that Mary “freely vaunted her claim 

to the English throne” (345) and therefore represented the threat of invasion, it must be 

remembered that she was Elizabeth’s closest living relative and therefore her heir—and that it 

would be Mary’s son, James, who became England’s king after Elizabeth’s death. The 

“unimpeachable testimonies and examinations” used to convict Mary included “the now-

notorious ‘casket letters,’ messages … that implicated her in the murder of [her husband] but 

were almost certainly artful forgeries” (Meyer 479). More important than the implications of 

murder, at least for Elizabeth and her evangelically-slanted Privy Council, was the fact that Mary 

was a Catholic; her potential to return the country not only to Catholicism but the papacy sealed 

her fate. Elizabeth’s lengthy justifications for the execution were starkly at odds with the actions 

of her predecessors—the lack of explanation surrounding Lord Somerset’s execution stands as a 

clear example—and it was perhaps inevitable that, in finding itself included in the reasoning 
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behind affairs of state, the commonwealth felt important enough to open up a dialogue with 

Elizabeth and her government through the printed word. It found out, abruptly and severely, that 

advances in that direction were decidedly unwelcome. 

When John Stubbs was sentenced to have “his right hand struck off with a cleaver for 

writing the pamphlet The discoverie of a gaping gulf” (Mears, “Gaping Gulf” 629) in 1579, one 

of the most shocked of Elizabeth’s subjects was Stubbs himself: 

His scaffold speech suggests he was genuinely shocked that the English Deborah, 

sent by God to restore the true faith, was not just deaf to good advice, but positively 

hostile. He could not help but comment on the injustice of the punishment: 

Elizabeth had refused to show him mercy (an essential of both kingship and 

queenship) though she had pardoned ‘greater offences’ (629-630).  

 

The pamphlet was one of several prominent documents which spoke out against the possible 

marriage between Elizabeth and the duke of Anjou—“usually referred to as Alençon to keep him 

distinct from his brother” (Meyer 509)—but a glaring difference from Spenser’s The 

shepheardes calendar and Sidney’s letter lies in the fact that Stubbs was neither a nobleman nor 

a member of parliament; he was “a practising lawyer” and “held public offices from 1585,” 

which “demonstrated a commitment to active citizenship” (Mears, “A Gaping Gulf” 629). In an 

England which was not only becoming more literate but also had the active circulation of royal 

proclamations, that active citizenship took the shape of an admonition to the queen for what he 

regarded as a disastrous political union. In the severity of his admonition, Stubbs went too far in 

presuming upon Elizabeth’s coronation-day speech that she would honour the advice from those 

over whom she ruled: he wrote that “queens must accept advice (including on marriage) from 

their male counsellors because they lacked the necessary judgement to make decisions 

independently” (642); that Alençon was “too young, a Catholic, French, degenerate, and from an 

evil family” (631); and, crucially, that Elizabeth “was too old to conceive and deliver a child 



Kerr 21 

 

safely” (631), especially since Alençon’s uneasy relationship with his brother the king cast doubt 

on whether the alliance with France would indeed be secured by the union. By throwing doubt 

upon the succession in such a blatant and public manner, Stubbs committed an unforgiveable act 

in Elizabeth’s and the Privy Council’s eyes, and he was charged with libel. The printer who had 

produced the pamphlet was spared—his age “prompted Elizabeth’s mercy (he was about eighty)” 

(644)—but both Stubbs and another man who had attempted to disseminate the pamphlet lost 

their right hands to the block. Elizabeth’s stance on the matter was therefore made clear; she 

“explicitly rejected the view that subjects, beyond those she specially appointed, had any right, 

duty, or responsibility to contribute to the policy-making process” (649). Her actions hardly 

brought about the reaction she expected, however; in showcasing the punishment for anyone 

daring enough to sign their name to a printed work, she directly contributed to the printing of 

works with anonymous authors and false imprints; the commonwealth’s urge to critique policy 

was therefore not so much suppressed as driven underground.  

 Over the course of Elizabeth’s reign, print expanded from a largely religious medium into 

one with diverse secular applications. Its usage by the crown to disseminate proclamations and 

other propagandist materials encouraged the growth of a readership which soon saw itself as 

worthy of contributing its own responses, whether complimentary or critical. By opening up a 

dialogue which no amount of discrete book burning or arrests could silence, print took its place 

in the formation of Elizabeth as a public text. But print was not the only medium which 

experienced rapid growth and development during the Elizabethan regime; at the same time, a 

distinctly more visual art evolved. 

II. 
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At the genesis of Elizabeth’s reign, the state of art and portraiture was much as it had 

been for the preceding century: art was largely sequenced images styled after illumination 

techniques for manuscripts, and portraits were commissioned from foreign artists. Henry VIII’s 

greatest portrait was the work of Hans Holbein, one of several artists whose “continental styles 

dominated English portraiture” (Sharpe 358). These “continental styles” originated from Italy, 

where Renaissance artists had not only perfected the “pictorial unity of perspective” (R. Frye 

328) but also come to regard that unity as self-evident. England’s artists, in sharp contrast to the 

majority of Europe, “were still developing and embroidering upon a visual system that had 

dominated Europe for almost a thousand years, even though it had been largely superseded on 

the Continent” (329). While Frye goes on to argue that art “in the Elizabethan period elaborated 

upon pre-Renaissance pictorial techniques” (329), it is incorrect to draw the conclusion that it 

turned its back upon Continental styles altogether. Rather, by incorporating the unity of 

perspective into their works, without internalizing fidelity to it, English artists developed a genre 

of portraiture and art with a distinctive style. 

This chapter will begin with a close visual analysis of one of the most memorable images 

of Elizabeth Tudor: the Ditchley portrait. Painted in 1592, the Ditchley portrait presents the 

queen as the mystical figure of Gloriana in a manner that may seem “faintly godlike [and] faintly 

grotesque” (Meyer 294), but nevertheless encapsulates the state of the Elizabethan regime at the 

height of its propaganda and the state of English artistry as it approached full flowering. With the 

aid of Sharpe’s and Montrose’s separate analyses of the Rainbow portrait, the importance of 

symbols and symbolism in Elizabethan portraiture will be discussed. The evolution of English art 

and the rise of the English artist will be examined, and complemented by an examination of the 

shifting portrayals of Elizabeth throughout her reign. The medium of miniatures will be 
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examined as a distinctly English commodity. This chapter will conclude with a discussion of the 

appropriation of the image of Elizabeth, attempts at controlling that image, and how the outcome 

of both contributed to the formation of Elizabeth Tudor as a lasting public text. 

In 1592, a portrait of Queen Elizabeth I was produced for Sir Henry Lee, who served as 

the Queen’s Champion from 1559-1590, by Marcus Gheeraerts the Younger. Meant as a 

message to Lee, what has come to be called the Ditchley portrait is now part of the National 

Portrait Gallery in London. The portrait was painted with oil, and measures 95 inches x 60 

inches. The benefit of oil painting is that as the layers are applied, they add a slightly three-

dimensional effect to the portrait; this technique is especially apparent with regards to the 

detailing on the dress. Interestingly, the portrait’s current dimensions are not its original ones; 

though the original dimensions are unknown, the portrait was “cut down by some inches, [and] 

almost certainly extended the map of England to Land’s End, the embarkation point for a 

westward expansion” (Sharpe 382). Evidence of the portrait’s trimming can be viewed in the 

chopped-off box of text to the queen’s left.  

The central focus in the portrait is a decadently-adorned figure, whose face appears 

androgynous—almost skeletal, due to the extreme whiteness of her skin, pronounced brows, and 

sunken eyes. She possesses a delicate nose, and blush adorns her cheeks, but these features are 

paired with a squared chin, thin lips, and a lack of either eyebrows or eyelashes. Atop her head, 

her golden hair is dripping with pearls—her signature gem and a conventional symbol of chastity 

(Montrose 134)—and other precious gems, and a crown topped with an enormous red stone is 

secured in place. Sharpe suggests this red stone to be “the Black Prince’s ruby—and thus a 

signifier of long descent” (383). The ruff of the fashion period is here taken to extremes, as 
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ornate as the rest of her ivory costume, which pays constant tribute to the rose—the symbol of 

the Tudor house and those which formed it: Lancaster and York. 

To the Queen’s right is sunlight, to which she appears to be gesturing with her folded fan. 

To her left—to which she has turned her back—are stormy skies. Text is visible in both sunlight 

and storm, but it is faded and in Latin. More text presents itself in both the framed segment to her 

lower left, and by the hem of her dress. At her feet is England, stretched large across the world as 

evidenced by the curving edges of the ocean. Several ships are visible in the ocean, and on the 

land small red markings denote towns and cities, varying in size according to importance and/or 

population—as evidenced by London, which is without question the largest by a wide margin. 

The eye of the viewer is drawn to the Queen’s face, and ultimately to her eyes. This is 

accomplished through the use of both colour and line. The extreme paleness of the Queen’s skin 

is immediately focused on, which then leads the viewer to the two dark pupils of her eyes. Even 

if the viewer does not begin with her face, the lines of her costume direct the eye towards her 

face and, ultimately, fix the viewer in her gaze. If the eye begins at her skirts, it is drawn up the 

creases in the silk and curves inward to her middle; from there, it can either travel straight up her 

necklace of pearls to her throat, at which point it is presented with the paleness of her skin and 

the darkness of her eyes, or travel up either side of her corset, where it will meet with the sloping 

lines of the pronounced lace ruff and end up in the same place, under the same gaze.  

An initial reading of the portrait was one of power, wherein the Queen is declaring her 

complete dominion over England, and leading her people out of the darkness of the past and into 

enlightenment, guiding them with the grace of her fan. This would be very much in keeping with 

her propagandists, whose purpose it was to promote the Tudor era as a Golden Age and a 

deliverance from the Dark Ages (Meyer, xxiii). Having been painted after the defeat of the 
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Spanish Armada, the original portrait with its inclusion of Land’s End would seem to evoke the 

spirit of the queen gesturing to her navy to go forth and colonize the New World. With the 

translation of the Latin words and the context of the Queen and Lee’s history introduced, 

however, the overtones of power in the portrait take on quite a different meaning. 

At the time the portrait was painted, Elizabeth was 59 years old. Due to contracting 

smallpox thirty years earlier, she was left with bald spots on her head and pockmarks on her 

cheeks. As a result she had her hair cropped and wore a wig at all times, and constantly applied 

Italian ceruse—a white makeup containing lead—to her face. Despite breath so foul that she 

stuffed a perfume-soaked rag in her mouth each morning before leaving her chambers, Elizabeth 

expected all the men at court to worship her as the perfect, unattainable woman, and was known 

for her intense jealousy should one of her favourites be seen to prefer another (Hammer 81). 

Such was the case with Sir Henry Lee, her champion. After retiring from service, Lee began to 

live with his mistress, and drew the queen’s wrath down upon his head. 

The Ditchley portrait was commissioned and presented to Lee as a symbol of the queen’s 

forgiveness—after, of course, he had been banished from court and consequently shown himself 

sufficiently repentant. Within the portrait, however, the continuing rebuke from the Queen, and 

threats of her power, remain. The wording in the sunlight roughly translates to “She gives but 

does not expect,” while the wording in the storm more ominously reads “She can but does not 

take revenge.” Paired with each of these phrases are the items in the Queen’s hands: the fan, a 

symbol of femininity and grace, is demurely folded; the leather gloves, which might be used to 

issue a challenge over a perceived wrong, are instead held lightly and without concern. The 

written text within the frame is a sonnet—whether or not it was written by Lee himself is 

undecided among scholars—and praises the sun, which was another symbol of the monarchy. In 
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a final statement of her control over him, Elizabeth’s feet are standing on Oxfordshire, his home. 

Her forgiveness, then, is also an assertion of dominance and power in their relationship. 

Given the public nature of a portrait, this assertion of dominance was hardly limited to Sir 

Henry Lee. Its message applied to all the nobles of England who witnessed it; regardless of her 

actual personality, actions, and beliefs, Elizabeth’s image was to be viewed as a woman called by 

God, not choice, to rule both benignly and firmly. The imagery of the portrait supports this: 

unlike portraits done of other women in the same time frame—and other portraits of Elizabeth, 

for that matter—Elizabeth is shown standing in full form, with a broad and imposing figure 

similar to the portrait Holbein painted of her father, Henry VIII. At the same time, however, the 

artist reinforces her natural femininity, and drives home the point of Elizabeth’s power over Lee 

in Oxfordshire, by painting her feet close together. The gaze of the queen is both a reprimand to 

Lee—a way of saying she is watching him for any action which could cause further 

displeasure—and meant to draw the gaze of the viewer away from her female form and up to her 

face, where she can meet it eye to eye. 

Roughly ten years after the creation of the Ditchley portrait, an unconfirmed artist—

whom some scholars believe was Marcus Gheeraerts the Younger, the same man who painted 

the Ditchley portrait—was commissioned to paint the Rainbow portrait. In stark contrast to the 

androgynous, aged queen from the 1592 portrait, the image of the queen in the Rainbow portrait 

is one of vitality, sexuality, and utter fantasy. To a woman described as being “vain to the point 

of childishness” (Meyer 437) throughout her reign, one who insisted upon wearing the latest 

court fashions regardless of the unsuitability they had to her aging form, there could be no 

greater flattery. The Rainbow portrait is a depiction of a youthful Elizabeth, and combines 

widely recognized symbols from continental art with symbolism depicting the glory and strength 
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of her reign. The primary symbol to which the eye is drawn, and for which the portrait receives 

its name, is the rainbow Elizabeth holds in her hand. Accompanied by the Latin words non sine 

solo iris—no rainbow without the sun—the rainbow lends itself to representing Elizabeth as “the 

sun of the kingdom” (Sharpe 384). This representation is furthered in the symbolism of the 

rainbow as “the sign of God’s covenant with man after the Flood” (385), wherein the sun 

emerged from behind the clouds after forty days and nights of unrelenting rain. Where the 

rainbow merges with Elizabeth’s body, therefore, she is not just the sun but “the living symbol of 

God’s promise” (386). A strictly Christian reading of this portrait is complicated, however, by 

the presence of a crescent-moon-shaped jewel in Elizabeth’s headdress, linking her not with the 

sun and Christianity but with classical mythology, where the crescent moon was the symbol of 

virgin deities, such as Diana the huntress (Montrose 128). This balancing of Christian and 

classical representations was a staple of English artistry, despite the view of many Protestants 

that such displays were bordering on idolatry. Even the cloak of eyes and ears connoted both 

“religious [and] secular significance” (Sharpe 385). In the secular context, the eyes and ears are 

taken directly from “the most famous Renaissance emblem book, Caesare Ripa’s Iconologia” 

wherein “the Art of Government is emblematized with eyes and ears as the means of governing 

well the commonwealth” (384). These eyes and ears “signify the figure’s control over her 

dominions through the powers of surveillance that she exercises through her councillors and 

agents; these enable her to formulate effective strategies and to subvert the policies of her 

enemies” (Montrose 140). In the religious context, the eyes on the dress link to “a symbol of the 

sun god” in antiquity, as “the eye of the spirit and spiritual hearing were conventional Christian 

virtues, while the Bible represents the eye as a symbol of God’s omniscience and protection of 

all” (Sharpe 385). Far from ignoring continental styles, therefore, the men and women of the 
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newly-emerged English artistry actively incorporated them into their portraits and other works; 

in a world where portraits were intrinsically linked to prestige and power, the more universally 

understood the message, the better. The eyes and ears carry a possible personal connection as 

well: if, as Sharpe proposes, Robert Cecil commissioned the portrait, “his own claim to be the 

queen’s eyes and ears may have been made at a time of jockeying to be the principal minister” 

(384). That he was ultimately granted the post was certainly not solely due to this portrait—his 

father, Lord Burghley, had been the principal minister since the genesis of Elizabeth’s reign, and 

had seen to it that his son received all the training to one day succeed him—but the timing of 

portrait to position provides an intriguing link.  

The changes in the depiction of Elizabeth’s image, from “a quite normal, if richly attired, 

human being” (Meyer 294) to the idealized demi-goddess dripping with symbols and symbolism 

in the Rainbow portrait, were not solely the work of her propagandists and her desire to appear 

eternally youthful and desirable. The art of portraiture was evolving through the Elizabethan 

reign, and Auerbach argues that this evolution can be divided into three distinct phases: 

The first covers the period from the Queen’s accession to the year 1572, when 

Hilliard painted her miniature portrait… The second carries us forward to the year 

1584, when Hilliard received the commission for the Great Seal, and the third, from 

1584-1603, covers the last twenty years of the reign (197). 

 

When Elizabeth began her reign, none of the artists in service to the English crown were English: 

French, Italian, and Flemish portraitists were responsible for painting the portraits of the nobility, 

while native English artists continued to “embroider” upon the style derived from the 

illumination of manuscripts (R. Frye 329). This ultimately led them to capitalizing on the 

miniature portrait, one of which Hilliard painted of the queen in 1572. Also during this first 

period, the Flemish artist Hans Eworth “frequently changed his style … working his way 

towards the flat and decorative native tradition, and thus bridging the gap to the beginning of the 
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Elizabethan portrait” (Auerbach 201). Having painted a portrait which both incorporated the 

illumination style and met with royal approval—it was during his experimentations with style 

that parliament issued a draft proclamation addressing concerns about the “great number of 

[Elizabeth’s] portraits being produced, which [were] not as satisfactory or as good as could be 

wished in the interests of her subjects” (198)—Eworth provided native artists with an exemplar 

from which they could copy. And copy they did. Portraitists, limners, etchers, engravers, and 

woodblock carvers took up the template of Elizabethan portraiture and began to reproduce her 

image at a rate unseen during the reign of any of England’s previous monarchs. As the style of 

what would come to be called Elizabethan portraiture developed, however, it had more to 

contend with than just an evolution into a distinct branch of the portraiture genre; it also had to 

adapt to changing notions at court as to what imagery was and was not an acceptable 

representation of the queen.  

Much of the uncertainty around official royal imagery was linked more or less to the 

issue of the succession, and Sharpe provides a fascinating timeline regarding links between 

portraits and their symbolism and what the status of The Question was at the time. Prior to her 

sister’s ascension to the throne, Elizabeth commissioned a portrait of herself for her brother, 

King Edward VI. Along with the portrait she sent a letter, hoping that “her portrait might convey 

[her] steadfast mind rather than mere outward appearance” (Sharpe 364). At the time, living with 

her stepmother Catherine Parr and Catherine’s husband Lord Admiral Thomas Seymour, “there 

were rumours of illicit sex and erotic play between Elizabeth and her stepfather, one of which 

went so far as to claim that she was pregnant by him” (457). The truth of the matter is unknown, 

though on balance it seems unlikely that a young woman whose own mother was executed on 

charges of immoral sexual behaviour would turn a blind eye to history and risk a similar fate. 
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What mattered, however, was her need to reassure her brother the king of her good nature and 

devotion to pursuits of the mind, not the body. This pattern of allaying concerns about her sexual 

body continued throughout Elizabeth’s reign, and clues to concerns and royal reactions are 

present in many of her portraits.  

After Hilliard was commissioned to paint a miniature for Elizabeth, the evolution of 

Elizabethan portraiture moved into its second phase. Near the beginning of this phase, Hilliard 

was commissioned to paint again, but not a miniature; this time, he was to paint two portraits 

which would come to be known as the Pelican and the Phoenix portraits, respectively. Despite 

Elizabeth’s visage seeming “as a mask”, and the portraits appearing “wooden, stylised,” 

“awkward in pose,” and “flat and two-dimensional” (370), the focus of these portraits are the 

jewels for which they are named, and what they state about Elizabeth and The Question at that 

time: 

The pelican, which in Renaissance bestiaries [was] depicted as sucking blood from 

its own breast to feed its young, symbolized Christian charity, Christ’s sacrifice on 

the cross and, at times, proof of the possibility of virgin birth… The phoenix… in 

Christian tradition[,] became a symbol of the resurrection and the triumph of 

immortality over death. … The phoenix’s self-generation may also have been 

intended to allay fears about the succession … [and] meant to symbolize dynastic 

continuity (370). 

 

The portraits—and surely this is not incidental—divert attention from the queen’s 

sexual and regenerative body in its last days of fertility… and render her the 

timeless, eternal mother and virgin (372). 

 

Over the next decade of her reign, Elizabeth was frequently depicted holding a sieve—a 

contemporary symbol of chastity—while portraitists continued to depict her aging naturally 

(375). The “sieve” portrait by Quentin Metsys the Younger (377) marks the beginning of a shift 

in Elizabethan symbolism, as tensions between Spain and England continued to rise over the 

escalating hostilities in the Netherlands and Elizabeth’s not-so-secret encouragement of English 



Kerr 31 

 

privateers attacking and looting Spanish shipping lines. Symbols of the queen’s fertility—or lack 

thereof—and questions of the succession were replaced by symbols of the queen as a deliverer of 

peace and justice, including an olive branch and a sheathed sword (378). After the defeat of the 

Spanish Armada in 1588—“a victory owed as much to the weather as to England’s doughty sea 

dogs” (Meyer 438)—the symbolism shifted again to consistently include allegories to Victory, 

Peace, Justice, and Wisdom. In the final decade of Elizabeth’s reign, however, The Question 

returned with a vengeance, as she continued to neglect the naming of her successor. No longer 

was the queen depicted as naturally aging in her officially sanctioned portraiture; instead, such 

works as the Rainbow portrait were commissioned. Montrose’s reading of the portrait is that 

The uncovered bosom and unbound hair of the portrait’s subject signify her status 

as a maiden; at the same time, the youthful beauty of her face, her long, flowing 

tresses, and the richly embroidered flowers on her bodice all suggest that she is 

being represented not only as a virgin but also a bride. I suggest that the marriage 

being figured is neither to Christ nor to any of the Queen’s disappointed suitors but 

rather to ‘all my husbandes, my good people,’ as she herself put in a comment… 

[The Rainbow portrait’s] conjunction of bridal and rainbow figures Elizabeth’s 

reign as a marriage in which the covenant established at her coronation has been 

gloriously fulfilled” (139-140). 

 

Whether or not the public at large considered her covenant as fulfilled—to say nothing of 

gloriously—was a matter up for debate. By this point in her reign, Elizabeth had “achieved two 

very big things that had eluded her father, brother, and sister: a settlement of the question of what 

England’s established church should be and do and believe, and a degree of internal stability not 

seen in a very long time… Such a protracted period of peace had not been seen since before the 

Wars of the Roses” (Meyer 439). At the same time, however, “[n]early two decades of war [had] 

seriously disrupted trade… and thereby [gave] rise to serious unemployment. Ferocious inflation 

[had] combined with falling wages to drive living standards to their lowest since the mid-

1300s… Repeated crop failures [made] everything worse” (438). The skill—or post-performance 
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glossing by propagandists—with which Elizabeth was able to captivate an audience and extract 

herself from her worst difficulties will be discussed in the following chapter. For now, we return 

to Hilliard, and how the “embroidering” of the artistic style of manuscript illumination created 

the high-demand commodity of the royal portrait miniature and brought Elizabethan portraiture 

firmly into the public sphere. 

Trained in the English artistry style of illuminated manuscripts, Hilliard’s first miniature 

portrait of the queen was completed in 1572, and it was “conceived in an entirely new spirit and 

decisively altered the flow of the English development” (Auerbach 202). Suggestions of his 

training are evidenced not only in the style of drawing but also in the lettering within the 

miniature: “The type he created in this early miniature portrait was followed at exactly the same 

period by limners of illuminated documents” (202). Hilliard continued to produce miniature 

portraits of the queen—and, presumably, other members of the nobility—and in his Phoenix 

Badge of 1574 the “technique and decorative effect of Hilliard’s first realistic portrait of 

Elizabeth ‘in little’ profoundly modified the style of oil painting and effected the reorientation of 

portraiture ‘in large’ along the lines of miniature painting” (202). Hilliard’s monopoly of the 

royal image for portraits in small compass, shared with George Gower, was one of three major 

events to mark the beginning of the final phase of Elizabethan artistry. He was also 

commissioned to redesign the Great Seal used by the government, and continued to practice his 

artistry with other mediums. The medium of miniature portraiture, however, continued to thrive, 

and within the final two decades of Elizabeth’s reign a miniature of the queen’s image was a 

desireable commodity among all the members of the nobility and commonwealth. Sir Walter 

Ralegh went so far as to use the queen’s image for geopolitical reasons in the New World to 

supplant any remaining support for the Spanish (Montrose 137), while Sir Francis Drake carried 
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a miniature of the queen with a phoenix emblem in its lid, called the “Drake Jewel” (135). 

Obtaining an accurate representation of the queen in miniature would not be particularly difficult 

for the nobility, but those of the lower class caught up in English nationalism and 

commodification of Elizabeth’s image were happy to settle for a vague likeness, much to the 

disdain and indignation of the queen and her propagandists.  

In addition to the national obsession with possessing a miniature portrait of the queen, it 

was “at this period too, that the painted portrait galleries originated[;] collections of pictures 

representing members of the noblemen’s families and always including one or more likeness of 

the Queen” (Auerbach 198). The existence of these portrait galleries, some of which were of a 

size to include dozens of portraits depicting members of both the English and foreign nobility, 

turned out to be a mixed blessing for historians. Portrait collections were rarely documented by 

their owners, which makes tracing a portrait’s history and potential political significance little 

short of a nightmare. One surviving portrait inventory belonged to Robert Dudley, Earl of 

Leicester and the love of Elizabeth’s life. Leicester was “the owner of one of the great 

aristocratic picture collections of the Elizabethan era... [at] the time of his death, Leicester was in 

possession of approximately two hundred paintings, most of which were portraits” (Goldring 

108). The reason for the survival of his collection’s inventory has nothing to do with Leicester’s 

record-keeping, however; the inventory was compiled in 1590 after Leicester’s death, when 

sheriffs “seized Leicester House and its contents to satisfy a debt to the queen” (109) and 

compiled an inventory of the assets seized. Despite Leicester’s place as her great favourite—and, 

as some would argue, lover—Elizabeth’s sympathies for his wife were nonexistent, and the 

seizure of the house cast Leicester’s widow into poverty despite the queen coming to view his 

adoptive son as her next favourite.  
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Portraits in Elizabethan England, no less than in continental Europe at the time, were far 

more than a material symbol of wealth or vanity. Their political use could range from marriage 

negotiations to pleas for military assistance, and the Leicester collection contained a rather 

unexpected piece: the portrait of the duke of Alençon, Elizabeth’s French suitor from the same 

time the Pelican and Phoenix portraits were painted. This was the same Alençon whose potential 

marriage to Elizabeth prompted John Stubbs to write The discoverie of a gaping gulf, over which 

he lost his hand. In fact, the Leicester inventory details that the collection contained two portraits 

of the duke, but only one has survived to present day. In all likelihood, the portrait “was probably 

not intended for Leicester, but rather for the queen” (111), as it was customary during the 

negotiations of a royal marriage for the potential bride and groom to exchange portraits. In total, 

three portraits of Alençon were sent to England, the second of which was obtained by a courtier 

“sent to France for the express, if covert, purpose of obtaining an accurate image of Alençon. 

[His instructions] were clearly prompted by Elizabeth’s concerns at reports of Alençon’s 

disfigurement” (111). Elizabeth failing to trust the accuracy of Alençon’s original portrait is an 

interesting paradox, considering the turn her official image was already beginning to take among 

English artists, but she had good reason to be wary: the portrait sent to her father of his 

prospective fourth bride, Anne of Cleves, was said to be so inaccurate to her actual appearance 

that Henry VIII proclaimed that he had been duped and sought annulment of the marriage. 

Interestingly, the portraitist who painted Anne’s image, Hans Holbein, was later praised by 

Henry himself for the accuracy of his portrait of the king, and went on to serve as the court 

portraitist for many years. Nevertheless, as the covert portrait was commissioned in late 1573 or 

early 1574 (111), and the breakdown of the marriage negotiations did not occur until 1578, one 

must assume that the initial portrait was accurate enough to allay the queen’s suspicions of being 
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deceived. With the political purpose of Alençon’s portraits spent, and with the queen’s favourite 

assembling one of the kingdom’s largest portrait galleries, it is not particularly surprising that 

Alençon’s portraits ended up in Leicester’s possession: it is doubtful the queen still wanted them.  

What the queen and her propagandists wanted, and what it seemed impossible that they 

would get, was a standardized representation of the image of Elizabeth across the various and 

sundry artistic mediums at artists’ disposal. We have already seen that her government issued a 

draft proclamation in 1563 in an attempt to cut back on the unauthorized and inaccurate images 

of Elizabeth being produced for the wider public. That same proclamation was revisited in 1596, 

whereupon the regime ordered “the collection and destruction of such unofficial likenesses as 

might be objectionable to their royal subject” (Montrose 109). This consequent rounding up and 

destroying of images owed its success as much to the build-up of decades of approved portraits 

from which artists might copy as it did to the vigilance of its enforcers, but even with the 

renewed interest in seeking out shoddy replicas there was no feasible way to discover and 

destroy them all. 

The imperativeness of regulating the queen’s image, or the image of any of Europe’s 

princes for that matter, was heightened by the emergence of an idea in Henry VIII’s lifetime that 

kings were supreme in their domains, and portraits of royalty “depicted not just what could be 

seen within [them] but the very means of ordering and representing a society” (Mirzoeff 33). 

This idea ingrained itself in English artistry the same way the unity of perspective ingrained 

itself in continental styles, and few portraits of Elizabeth remain that fail to evoke symbolism of 

victory, fertility, and prosperity across the realm. The Protestant Reformation had caused 

everyone, from princes to paupers, to question the assumed order of the realm and to critique the 

vices and imperfections of those stationed above them in the hierarchy. 
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Against the fallible individual of the king, [therefore,] European royalty devised the 

concept known as ‘the body of the king,’ which we can call Majesty. Majesty does 

not sleep, get ill or become old. It is visualized, not seen. Any action that diminished 

Majesty was a crime called lèse-majesté, violating majesty, which could be severely 

punished (36).  

 

The need to regulate Elizabeth’s image, therefore, was also a need to regulate the Majesty of 

England’s monarch. To turn a blind eye to poor replications was to invite confusion, and to deal 

leniently with those found to be committing lèse-majesté was to undermine the validity and 

sanctity of Majesty itself. Such was the case with William Hacket, a maltmaker and lay preacher 

who was indicted for high treason not only for his seditious words but also for the “defacement 

of the Queen’s picture and the royal arms” (Montrose 112-113). By this point in the Elizabethan 

regime, most of the inns within London featured some type of etching or woodcut print of the 

queen’s image, and it was one of these images which Hacket defaced by putting out the eyes of 

the lion and dragon in the queen’s coat of arms. The significance of this action links directly 

back to the analysis of the Rainbow portrait, where the robe of eyes and ears symbolised the 

means of effectively governing the commonwealth. Hacket’s vandalism “was not merely a 

gesture of hostility toward the established Church or the person of the Queen: Rather, it 

epitomized an assault upon the entire existing sociopolitical fabric” (112). Strive as they did to 

regulate the queen’s image in England, however, there was nothing her enforcers could do about 

representations of the queen produced on the continent. 

 Two distinct examples of the ways in which Elizabeth’s image was used for political ends 

on the continent can be found in the “fowle picture of the Q. majesties” and the two portraits 

each titled The Cow of the Netherlands. Both were produced at the time of the heightened 

tensions and war in the Netherlands, as the people of the Low Countries rebelled against Philip II 

of Spain and sought protection from England and the Protestant section of France (which was 
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itself in the throes of a religious schism). Though no visual source of the “fowle picture of the Q. 

majesties” has survived, a description was written in confidence to Secretary Walsingham by 

England’s ambassador in Paris, Sir Edward Stafford. He described the queen as being seated on 

horseback, “with her right hande pullynge upp her clothes shewinge her hindpart Sir reverence,” 

which in contemporary speech was “a euphemistic allusion to defecation” (121). Upon whom 

she was defecating was none other than Alençon, the same duke whose marriage negotiations 

had deteriorated with her roughly five years earlier. The picture represented “a symbolic 

degradation of [Elizabeth’s] regal and ecclesiastical authority by the exposure of her lower body 

and her base functions” (121), but its ultimate target was not the English queen; it was the French 

duke. Although Elizabeth was being dishonoured, “her representation was also a means of 

dishonoring [Alençon], and [this was achieved by being] grounded in the relative genders, 

positions, and poses of the two figures” (122). Politically, the people of France were dissatisfied 

about the condition of the war in the Netherlands and the way their resources and men continued 

to be drawn in in support of England’s queen, whom many believed was a licentious and 

unworthy monarch. Alençon, with his odd disposition and chronically poor luck in battle, was 

depicted as being unworthy as well.  

 Nor was this the only artistic work which depicted Alençon being defecated upon; his 

clothing is soiled in both of The Cow of the Netherlands portraits as a result of holding the cow’s 

tail. In these portraits, however, the image of Elizabeth is treated substantially better. Painted as 

an appeal to Elizabeth and the English forces to reinforce the armies of the Netherlands against 

Philip II and his generals, both portraits depict Elizabeth as a gentle and caring figure, feeding 

and watering the cow of the Netherlands while the other royals and men of importance in the 
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portraits abuse it in some fashion. The first portrait had a verse painted upon it, describing the 

scene: 

Not longe time since I sawe a cowe 

Did Flanders represente 

Upon whose back King Philip rode 

As being malcont[e]nt. 

The Queene of England giving hay 

Wheareon the cow did feede 

A one that was her greatest helpe 

In her distresse and neede. 

The prince of Orange mikt the cow 

And made his purse the payle 

The cow did shyt in Monsieur’s hand 

While he did hold her tayle (119). 

 

The second The Cow of the Netherlands portrait was painted by a more sophisticated hand, and 

contains several crucial differences: gone is the witty rhyme denouncing many of the royals 

whose images are present, and William of Orange has been promoted to the place of holding the 

cow’s head—a symbol for steadying the course, and placing him in line as Elizabeth’s ally as she 

continues to give the cow nourishment—his place at the cow’s udder taken by the Duke of Alva, 

Philip II’s military commander (120). While the first portrait could be read as an invitation to the 

queen to liberate the Netherlands from all of the men hampering it, the second modifies the 

message as a request for Elizabeth to assist the leader the country already has: William of 

Orange. This seeming demotion of Elizabeth from sole saviour of the Netherlands to assistance 

provider was most likely the more effective political strategy in convincing her to send aid: 

Elizabeth was notoriously tight-fisted when it came to foreign wars, and often expected those of 

her nobility who rode to war to finance much if not most of their own costs (Meyer 511). Being 

asked to lend aid, instead of mounting a sole defense force, was therefore the wiser political 

strategy. It is important to note the change to Elizabeth’s wardrobe between the two portraits: in 

the first, she appears in fairly standard noble garb, as the focus is more on the sustenance she 
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carries than what she is wearing; the second portrait is much more attuned to the state of 

Elizabethan portraiture, depicting Elizabeth in a pure white gown covered in pearls, and making 

her the image on the canvas to which the eye is immediately drawn. The carefully constructed 

image of Elizabeth had gained international acceptance and usage, though both of these 

examples showcase markedly different ways in which that image was put to use.  

Back in the British isles, the crackdown on unsanctioned images of the queen was 

causing the appropriation of her image—and the Majesty that went with it—to be carried out in a 

more subtle method, while still paying tribute to Elizabeth herself. While blatant 

misrepresentations of the queen were still thriving amongst the more disreputable citizenry—in 

addition to the rumours of her illicit sexual activities and atypical sexual anatomy, pornographic 

images featuring the queen’s visage were in circulation (Sharpe 459)—some members of the 

nobility began to inch their way into the Majesty reserved for the queen via portraiture. An 

example of this is present in the portrait Elizabeth I in Procession, commissioned by Edward 

Somerset, the fourth Earl of Worcester. Perhaps to commemorate his promotion to Master of the 

Horse, and perhaps not, the portrait depicts a procession of the queen and numerous courtiers 

through the streets, their progress being viewed by crowds of citizens leaning out windows of 

nearby buildings for a glimpse at the nobility. The painting contains many “visual incongruities,” 

such as the pavement being “supposedly level, and yet it tilts downward toward the bottom of the 

frame at an alarming angle” or the “whole building [in the background being] anomalous” (R. 

Frye 330); a clear indication that the continental style of “unity of perspective” (328) has been 

relegated to the sidelines to make way for the Elizabethan portraiture focus of Majesty. The one 

to whom the eye is ultimately drawn, however, is not the queen but Worcester, who stands at the 

forefront of the painting. As the monarch and the symbol of Majesty, the image of Elizabeth 
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initially draws the viewer’s eye, but as her face and upper body are in shadow the eye is 

encouraged to continue scanning the presented scene. It is then that the two curving lines formed 

by the feet of the walking nobility guide the viewer’s eyes inward, to the dip formed by 

Worcester’s feet and thus to the man himself. The painting may be named for the queen, and she 

may be prominently featured within it, but by “means of this oblique displacement, the Queen’s 

subject, rather than the Queen herself, becomes the proper subject of the painting” (Montrose 

131). Rather than attempting to claim Majesty outright for themselves, Worcester and other 

members of the nobility took steps to have themselves closely associated with it. In doing so, 

they contributed in changing the image of Elizabeth from one of state-controlled authority into 

one of symbolic usage and interpretation.  

The commodification of the queen’s image via miniature portraits, engravings, and 

woodcut prints, along with the frenzy of the commonwealth to possess such items, ensured that 

royal control of that image would never be absolute. In their own ways, and each with immense 

success, print and portraiture contributed to the formation of Elizabeth as a public text. However, 

in order to cement that image not only in the hearts and minds of the Elizabethan commonwealth 

but also in those that would follow, more than textual and visual representation was required; 

what was needed, and what Elizabeth provided, was the performance of a lifetime.  

III. 

From the outset of Elizabeth’s reign, the place of performance in the representation of the 

monarch was radically realigned. Both she and Henry VIII are described as the two 

“consummate performers” (Meyer xxiv) of the Tudor dynasty, forming their personas of Gloriana 

and Bluff King Hal, respectively, through commitment to the role and more than a touch of self-

denial, but Elizabeth’s was the more impressive performance: like her siblings before her, she 
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inherited a kingdom divided by religious strife and plagued by bankruptcy; she was an unmarried 

queen at a time when all women were expected to marry and submit to their husbands; and the 

validity of her reign was called into question by the gossip of her illegitimacy. Despite all of 

these disadvantages—none of which existed for Henry at the beginning of his reign, and many of 

which came about from his actions—Elizabeth emerged as a powerful orator who stabilized her 

reign, settled the “question of what England’s established church should be and do and believe, 

and [brought about] a degree of internal stability not seen in a very long time” (Meyer 439). Her 

passionate devotion to the performance and construction of her persona—which featured herself 

as the bride of the nation and her subjects as her trusted advisors—succeeded in fixating her 

image in the hearts and minds of her subjects, whose imaginations and beliefs of who Elizabeth 

was and stood for quickly took flight. Far from presenting a stable image, therefore, the result of 

the queen’s lifelong performance was the formation of Elizabeth I as a public text.  

This chapter will begin with an overview of Elizabeth’s entry into London for her 

coronation. From there, Elizabeth’s interactions with Parliament will be examined, beginning 

with her initial address and culminating in her famous Golden Speech. Attention will be paid to 

the dynamics of the court under a female ruler, including how Elizabeth exerted her power over 

the court’s patriarchal branches and how her courtiers were expected to perform in order to 

obtain her favour. This chapter will conclude with a discussion of the ways in which 

performance by both the queen and her subjects combined to shape her image as a public text. 

On January 14, 1559, Elizabeth progressed through London towards Westminster for her 

coronation. She was greeted by thousands of her subjects, some of whom participated in tableaus 

and pageants performed in her honour. These tableaus were roughly chronological, beginning 

with “an elaborate ark which was built across the street with a variety of levels and ‘stages’” 



Kerr 42 

 

(Sharpe 420) which showed a revised line of succession in favour of Elizabeth: Henry VII and 

Elizabeth of York were followed by Henry VIII and Anne Boleyn, “effectively [erasing] the 

king’s earlier marriage to Catherine of Aragon, and [passing] over Mary to present Elizabeth… 

as the Yorkist heir” (420). While this tableau and those which followed paid tribute to the new 

queen and rhapsodized upon her virtues and legitimacy to rule, they also contained advice and 

expectations on how the new queen was to conduct her reign. At Cornhill, 

Worthy Government was figured by a child, representing Elizabeth herself, seated 

in a throne. Four allegorical figures, with placards explaining who they were, 

supported the show: Wisdom, Justice, Love of Subjects and Pure Religion. Beneath 

their feet they trod on Folly, Bribery, Ignorance, Rebellion and Superstition. … The 

explanation [of the tableau] underlined the conditional nature of the praise: the 

queen would continue to sit secure in the throne of government ‘so long as she 

embraced virtue and held vice underfoot’ (420). 

 

To impose conditions upon the security of a monarch’s rule to the monarch herself, on the day of 

her coronation no less, was a bold political statement by the merchants and lords who had 

assembled the procession. The statement was softened by overwhelming declarations that 

Elizabeth already possessed all of the virtues needed to assure her reign would be a successful 

one, but it was still made. However, as an early demonstration of her acute understanding of “the 

need for popular support for the exercise of rule” (417), throughout the entirety of the 

progression Elizabeth showed “her openness to advice: to explanation, petition and admonition, 

as well as praise” (422). In fact, the appearance of openness and fidelity to her people quickly 

became a cornerstone in Elizabeth’s public persona.  

Another cornerstone of that persona was also addressed that day: the fact that Elizabeth 

was a woman, and not a man. One of the final tableaus of the day depicted Deborah, “the judge 

and restorer of the House of Israel” (422), and by the end of the scene “Elizabeth’s sex was 

vindicated, her power was exalted by comparison with biblical heroines; but her need to take 



Kerr 43 

 

counsel (and the counsel of the godly) was no less asserted” (422). Any doubt as to whether 

those godly were Catholic or Protestant was laid to rest by the presentation to Elizabeth, at the 

conclusion of The Little Conduit pageant, of a copy of the Bible in English. This was an implicit 

reinforcement of the Protestant faith, as “a figure of Henry VIII with an English Bible [had 

caused much] concern in the marriage pageant of Mary and Philip” (421). The pageant thus 

“staged a dramatic reversal of Marian representation and offered to Elizabeth a reappropriation 

of Truth as a Protestant preserve,” and when Elizabeth “received the book, kissed it, and held it 

aloft to show her assent” (422), she repositioned herself as a central actress in the pageant rather 

than simply the one for whom it was performed. This was typical of her progression through 

London: at its culmination, after receiving the city’s valediction, Elizabeth “both responded to 

the city’s counsel and turned it into adulation. Raising her hands, she willed the people to say 

Amen, as though she were, priest-like, conducting a liturgical service” (422-423). In doing so, 

she not only centered the performance on herself but also reinforced her position as supreme 

head of the church in England, with the divine right to conduct a service traditionally led by men.  

 The situation in parliament was not so easy to reposition. Despite having a solid base of 

support among the Protestant nobility, Elizabeth was an unmarried queen at a time when the 

“natural order” dictated that she should be ruled by a king. During Mary’s reign, the members of 

her council, “even those opposed to a foreign marriage, found their dislike for [Philip] 

overridden by their preference for dealing with a male rather than a female monarch. It seemed 

more natural” (Meyer 412, original emphasis). Yet it was Parliament, the first session of which 

was convened eleven days after Elizabeth’s triumphant procession through London, which would 

prove to be the stage upon which she would continually demonstrate and refine her oratory skills. 

According to Heisch, had the members of that first parliament “paid stricter attention to her 
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accession speech, they would have been substantially less sanguine both about their ability to 

control her, and about the queen’s intentions to act according to their wishes: to marry quickly 

and acceptably and to turn over the real business of government to her husband” (33). Had they 

paid more attention to Elizabeth’s personal history as well, they would have found an impressive 

array of examples as to why the young queen might hesitate to marry: she was “the daughter of a 

queen whose marriage had brought her to the block, the stepdaughter of another queen executed 

by a wrathful husband and of two queens who died as a result of giving birth, and the sister of a 

queen who had accepted it as her destiny to marry and paid a high price for doing so” (Meyer 

464). Elizabeth’s speech, issued in “comparatively unadorned” (Heisch 33) language, positioned 

herself as the one obeying God’s appointment to the position of supreme head of the church, and 

put forth her desire for parliament to assist her in her rule. That this “traditional statement of 

intent could be ignored can be explained … by the gender of the speaker” (33), and the members 

of parliament’s belief that Elizabeth would “conform to the demands of conventional femininity” 

(35) and follow after her sister in declining to make speeches in parliament. For her part, 

Elizabeth was “keenly aware that her greatest political disadvantage lay in the lamentable fact of 

her gender, and she was shrewd enough to understand that the liability could be manipulated to 

her advantage in a variety of ways” (35). By prefacing observations or calls to action with the 

disclaimer of her sex, Elizabeth both inspired those to whom she spoke and hedged her words in 

the event that she was incorrect. 

While a new supremacy bill was passed “that recognized the queen as supreme governor 

rather than head of the church” (Meyer 446), Parliament did not get a confirmation of 

Elizabeth’s intent to marry, and was slow to awaken to the realization that what it had taken to be 

womanish hesitancy on the topic was in fact deliberate avoidance. By the time it was ready to 
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present a formalized petition that she wed, Elizabeth had undergone a drastically unpleasant 

alteration in her life: not yet thirty years old, she contracted smallpox. Though she survived, and 

remained a “hardheaded political survivalist” (475), for the rest of her life she was “pathetically 

susceptible to any sycophant who praised her for a beauty she no longer possessed. It was in a 

sense doubly cruel that council and Parliament now resumed their appeals for her to marry” 

(475-476). Cruel though it may have been, the scare of Elizabeth dying had made council and 

court “more painfully aware than ever of how difficult a predicament they would be left in if she 

died without a spouse, a child, or a designated successor” (475). This was especially true because 

her closest relative and therefore presumptive heir—despite there being no official declaration of 

the succession—was the Catholic Mary, Queen of Scots. Nevertheless, in an address to 

parliament following the petition Elizabeth offered an explicit rebuke, calling it “monstruous that 

the Feet shoulde dyrecte the hed” (Heisch 36). Heisch goes on to detail the shift in Elizabeth’s 

thinking, stating that the queen 

has again invoked that most familiar of all Renaissance conceptions, the Great 

Chain of Being: She is the head, Parliament the feet of a body politic. What is most 

striking, however, is not the figure but its very personal interpretation: what 

Elizabeth had believed in principle in 1558, she had thoroughly internalized by 

1566 … Elizabeth was right … [b]ut ordinarily, she did her best not to say so in a 

threatening way (36). 

 

Her reason against doing so was the same “liability” she had encountered during her first address 

to parliament: her sex, and her innate understanding that the members of parliament would not 

accept the same bullying behaviour with which her father and Cromwell had subdued them a 

generation before. At the same time, Elizabeth believed “that she was equal in courage to her 

father and that she would not be bullied” (36). As a result, Elizabeth’s presence in parliament 

took on a far greater performative aspect than that of her father’s, both with regards to her 

presentation and the planning which preceded it.  
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In addition to the meticulous selection of her wording—the draft version of Elizabeth’s 

1566 speech shows the word “power” stroked out and replaced with “paciens” (39), and she 

would frequently deliver slight variations on the same speech between parliament and 

commons—Elizabeth was discerning upon which matters before parliament she chose to speak. 

In keeping with her image of a queen who loved and served her people, she declined to deliver a 

personal address to any issue which might jeopardize that image, such as the legislation 

surrounding England’s poor which included “the prohibition of public begging as disgraceful to 

a Christian society” (McIntosh 458). One probable reason for her doing so was the blatant fact, 

ignored at court but unavoidable to most of the English commonwealth, that the government 

under Henry VIII had stripped the monasteries and parish churches of their wealth and thus 

destroyed “an ecclesiastical social welfare system that for centuries had reached out … into 

every corner of the kingdom” (Meyer 517). While the Elizabethan Poor Law “codified and 

extended throughout the country the best practices that had emerged during the past two 

generations” (McIntosh 458), it was passed in 1598, at the end of Elizabeth’s reign; before that 

time, “a system of poor relief was evolving that blended voluntary assistance with compulsory 

taxes, [but] also featured strategies to force good behaviour on the poor and to keep the pool of 

those who qualified for relief as small as possible” (463). There was no way for Elizabeth to 

speak to the issue of the poor in such a way that was cohesive with her image, and so she 

focussed her speeches on other, less thorny matters unless forced to do otherwise. 

One such thorny matter presented itself during the parliamentary session of 1584-1585, 

when parliament disobeyed a command from the queen to refrain from discussing religious 

legislation (Heisch 44). Though Elizabeth presented different speeches when addressing the 

separate sections of parliament—the bishops, Lords, and Commons—she utilized the same 
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performance method for each: she “separated reprisals from her personal performance by using 

Sir Thomas Bromley, the Lord Chancellor, as her hatchet man” (44). Bromley 

spoke sternly and reproachfully, threatening punishment for those … who had 

ignored the queen’s orders by initiating discussion of religion and the church. After 

that, the titles of bills passed by the Parliament were read and the queen’s 

disposition recorded. Then, at the very end, the queen spoke. After Bromley’s 

damning tirade, Elizabeth’s words must have seemed soothing indeed—a royal 

pardon, utterly forgiving (45). 

 

This approach allowed Elizabeth to demonstrate the full measure of the crown’s displeasure 

without damaging her image as that of a loving and supportive mother figure. While the specific 

speeches and weighting of the roles between herself and Bromley changed depending on whether 

her address was to the bishops, Lords, or Commons—as governor of the church Elizabeth was 

free to “record her disgust” (44) when she spoke to the bishops, whereas she used “loving 

language” (44) with the Lords and Commons—each was carefully constructed and performed to 

achieve the best possible result, as Elizabeth was “as careful of her cameral addresses as she was 

of her truly public speeches” (45). In this way, Elizabeth was able to retain the goodwill of her 

people, even when she instructed her privy council to follow a course that was at times markedly 

different than the promises she delivered in parliament.  

Eventually, and perhaps predictably, the two courses collided. In the midst of disrupted 

trade, serious unemployment, ferocious inflation, and falling wages, all of which combined “to 

drive living standards to their lowest level since the mid-1300s” (Meyer 438), there existed 

licenses, monopolies, and patents to goods which Elizabeth “had long been either selling to the 

highest bidder or… giving to those she wished to enrich at no direct cost to herself” (568). 

Parliament first complained of the monopolies in 1597, at which point Elizabeth had used her 

considerable oratory skills to promise corrective action, but had subsequently done nothing. Four 

years later it became clear that Commons was tired of waiting, and it began to “work on a bill 
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that would have taken the matter out of [Elizabeth’s] hands” (568). So it was that on November 

30, 1601, Elizabeth delivered her famous Golden Speech to parliament, a piece of performance 

that has long stood as one of the pinnacles of Elizabeth’s oratory prowess. While some historians 

reject this conclusion, stating that objectively the queen “avoided a showdown by surrendering, 

abandoned a cherished prerogative at the insistence of Parliament, and established no precedent 

that did her or her successors the slightest good” (568), others insist that the queen “brilliantly 

defused the mounting criticism of her government, especially of her grants of monopolies and 

patents which raised prices” (Sharpe 343). It is certainly true that this speech and its aftermath is 

one instance in which parliament successfully “bullied” the queen into submitting; however, it is 

also true that with regards to Elizabeth’s image the speech became one of the glittering jewels in 

her crown. Elizabeth was able to “[distance] herself from responsibility and blame” (343), 

feigning ignorance as to the damage the monopolies and patents were causing while assuring 

parliament that she had only ever sought to act in her people’s best interests, stating “my own 

properties I account yours to be expended for your good” (343). In a callback to her father’s 

favourite method of deflecting criticism, Elizabeth blamed those “varlets and low persons” who 

had deceived her and who would now receive judgement from the “great judge” (343), of whom 

she remained a favourite. Regardless of whether or not her words convinced those in 

attendance—some would argue it impossible that they did, and others impossible that they did 

not—“no other royal speech was more copied or remembered” (343), and the simple fact that 

Elizabeth did put a stop to the monopolies served to prove to the commonwealth that the queen 

was sincere in her devotion to her people. With the exact same tactic used at the conclusion of 

the Little Conduit pageant forty-two years earlier, Elizabeth repositioned herself from the role of 

“greedy, scraping grasper” (343) to that of benevolent mother-figure, who sought to correct a 
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grievous wrong the moment it was brought to her attention. In this way, parliament’s triumph in 

putting an end to monopolies and patents became her triumph as well. 

A second glittering jewel, one which many historians would argue is the brighter and 

more defining of the two, was Elizabeth’s speech to the troops at Tilbury on August 19, 1588. 

Meant to valorize the troops against a possible Spanish landing party—the Armada was put to 

flight by England’s “doughty sea dogs” (Meyer 438) more than a week earlier—Elizabeth’s 

speech “pressed all the right buttons” (Sharpe 337) both to the assembled troops and to her 

kingdom at large. It “demonstrated strongly Elizabeth’s typical use of such rhetorical elements as 

proofs and arrangement and her continued preference for a style ‘that grows out of the subject’” 

(Green 422). Her most famous words, “I know I have the body butt of a weak a feble woman, 

butt I have the harte and stomack of a kinge, and of a kynge of England too” (426) caught the 

imaginations of both her contemporaries and modern writers, and despite the fact that there is 

“no contemporary evidence that Elizabeth wore armor, no evidence in all the commemorative 

paintings and engravings that she so much as carried a truncheon” (S. Frye 96), she has 

frequently been depicted doing both, demonstrating the power of her image over the facts of the 

hour. Indeed, 

the Queen’s review of the troops proved a brilliant stroke, which grew more 

brilliant in the succeeding weeks, years, and centuries because it provided a 

moment through which generations could cast Elizabeth I as the powerful political 

icon she remains (114). 

 

Elizabeth proved herself to be an adroit public speaker, but oration represented only part 

of Elizabethan politics; there was also a significant social aspect, one in which “social networks 

and clienteles [were] central to the process of governance,” therefore positioning “the court as 

the centre of politics, rather than the privy council” (Mears, “Courts, Courtiers, and Culture” 

704). At the beginning of Elizabeth’s reign, however, the court was a male-dominated creature 
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which expected her to submit herself to a husband so that it might continue to function in the 

manner to which it was accustomed. It was to learn, as parliament had, that Elizabeth had little if 

any intention of that happening, and it would therefore be required to adjust itself accordingly. 

The success which court and courtiers had in adjusting to the rule of a female monarch 

can be traced, in part, to the same Guidobaldo da Montefeltro whose enthusiasm for the printing 

press led him to having printed editions “bound with the same magnificent covers as 

manuscripts” (Eisenstein 235) and displayed side by side in his library at Urbino. In the year 

1504, “probably because he offered his influence in Henry VII’s effort to obtain a papal 

dispensation permitting Prince Henry to marry Catherine of Aragon” (Waddington 105), the 

duke of Urbino was named to England’s Order of the Garter: 

Since the statutes require[d] a foreign knight either to attend himself or send a proxy 

for the installation ceremony, Guidobaldo eventually determined to send as his 

deputy Baldassare Castiglione, suitably qualified for the occasion by election as a 

Knight of the Golden Spur (105). 

 

Castiglione returned to Italy after accepting induction into the Order on his master’s behalf, and 

in 1528 he published The Book of the Courtier, also known as Il Cortegiano. The book recounted 

the deportment and behaviour at the court of Urbino, when Guidobaldo was an invalid and the 

court was headed and managed by his wife. While the book became popular across Europe in the 

sixteenth century, “nowhere was its influence as a model for courtly behaviour more pervasive 

than at Elizabeth’s court,” as it “provided grateful Elizabethan courtiers with a pattern for 

conduct at a court presided over by a woman” (104). The success of “why [Elizabeth] and her 

subjects should have been so receptive to Il Cortegiano, rather than another of the Italian 

courtesy books” was due, at least in part, to “Castiglione’s connections with the Order of the 

Garter” (104). Castiglione appears to have been viewed as something like an “honorary 

Englishman[,] who had participated in the highest ceremony of knighthood” (105). In the 
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English translation of the book itself, the translator included a reminder of Castiglione’s history 

in the country and connection to the Order. The “working model” which the court of Elizabeth 

received “extended even… to platonized-Petrarchist adoration” (105), dovetailing nicely with 

England’s still-very-present models of courtly love.  

 With regards to the principles described in Il Cortegiano, there were two distinct 

branches which a nobleman could choose to follow, as the book “delineate[d] both civil and 

martial ideals of courtliness” (Partridge 102). The latter of the two appealed to those nobles who 

“embraced athletic and chivalric ideals of courtly conduct” (102), such as Robert Dudley, the 

earl of Leicester and the great love of Elizabeth’s life, and Robert Devereux, the second earl of 

Essex. These were the men to whom glory attached itself, and their methods of courting the 

queen—“in the lists, on the dance floor and through the medium of love poetry” (102)—

frequently resulted in their acquisition of monopolies and patents. The former branch of 

courtliness, the civil ideal, was followed by men such as Lord Burghley and Francis 

Walsingham: “accredited with the gravitas of Roman senators” (98), these men were 

nevertheless actively engaged in the performance of courtly life. After all: 

Courtliness could no longer be dismissed as a purely recreational pastime for men of 

aptitude, and a serious pursuit for mediocrities only. The prizes available to proficient 

disciples were enticing enough to attract the most talented individuals (99). 

 

Despite the tenets of Il Cortegiano “not [seeking] to pit one code of conduct against another” or 

“[encouraging] the reader to endorse one particular modus vivendi and discount alternative 

options” (104), court factions were very often drawn along these lines, especially as Elizabeth 

entered her later years as queen and the performances of courtly love towards her began to take 

on a perfunctory note. Even at the height of Elizabeth’s power, when factions were kept to a 

comparative minimum, “[c]ourtiers and councillors grouped together to compete over royal 
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favour and patronage, to influence policy decisions and to bring down their rivals” (Mears, 

“Courts, Courtiers, and Culture” 706). In courting the favour of the queen and potential offices 

that accompanied it, neither the martial nor the civil courtiers held an advantage, which was most 

clearly demonstrated by the appointment—at the discretion of the queen—of men from both 

paths into the Privy Council and the Order of the Garter.  

Appointment into the Order was the highest honour a nobleman could obtain, but for 

Elizabeth the Order represented an “anomalous situation,” as she was now a woman at “the head 

of a male chivalric order” (Waddington 103). The example set by her sister Mary was unhelpful, 

as Mary “dealt with the difficulty presented by the Order of the Garter” in the same way she 

“sought to solve the problem of authority[:] by marrying” (103). The Order was no less a 

“microcosm of the problems and strategies of governing the nation itself” (103) for Elizabeth 

than it was for Mary, and her strategy for securing herself as its head was no different than the 

one she employed elsewhere: repositioning herself. Through her “absences from ceremonials, 

disregard for established procedure, [and] delays in filling vacancies and making decisions,” 

Elizabeth demonstrated “the absoluteness of her power” (106) over the members of the Order, 

and solidified it by moving Garter Feasts from Windsor to “Greenwich or, increasingly… 

Whitehall,” the better to make “possible development of the Great Procession as another public 

spectacle … paying homage to the queen” (107). During these processions, Elizabeth was carried 

through the streets on a litter, and preceded by the Knights of the Order, who went on foot. True 

to form, however, Elizabeth sweetened her performance of power with “loving language” 

(Heisch 44) and, for particularly favoured individuals, “personal investiture with the Garter and 

The George [a medal depicting St. George on horseback slaying a dragon] from the sovereign’s 

own hands, rather than the more usual procedure of investiture by a designated Knight 
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Companion” (Waddington 106). Balancing displays of her power with performances of favour, 

Elizabeth’s “female dominance over a male court society was the universally understood figure 

of the Petrarchan mistress” (109). Elizabeth’s eventual appropriation of the Order’s motto—Honi 

soit qui mal y pense, Shame on him who thinks evil of it—was a political way to “[refute] the 

innuendo of sexual misconduct against [her] by making the slur rebound against her accusers” 

(112). In a time when the behaviours and attitudes of a monarch’s court were a direct reflection 

on the monarch herself, however, one appropriated motto had a negligible effect on Elizabeth’s 

international reputation. To use the popular idiom, actions spoke louder than words.  

In order to lift herself above the rumours of licentiousness and immorality, Elizabeth was 

required to police her courtiers in a manner far more consistent—and personal—than her father 

or either of her siblings had done. This was a delicate procedure in the management of her public 

image: if Elizabeth controlled her court in a manner either too strict or too lax, she would cause 

the public to draw the very conclusion she attempted to prevent. Two inescapable truths lay at 

the core of her troubles: the first was that Elizabeth was a female monarch, and the second was 

that her “own mother had been put to death on charges of treasonous adultery and incest” 

(Hammer 77) that left scandal-seekers and the enemies of the Boleyns—not to mention Mary—

wondering if Elizabeth was even Henry VIII’s daughter. Thus, being seen to have an amoral 

court would reflect directly onto Elizabeth as being an amoral woman. Despite these setbacks, 

“Elizabeth’s court was widely praised for its order and magnificence,” and foreign envoys 

“described Whitehall as beautifully furnished and noted the ‘sumptuous style’ of the court” 

(Sharpe 423). The magnificence of Elizabeth’s court was not due solely to her furnishings, 

however; she “elevated courtly ceremonial into rituals of worship of her person” (424), and 

expected courtiers to observe all due reverence to her seat at the table even when she herself was 
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not present. Offering a counterpoint to the heightened levels of ceremony that rapidly became the 

norm at her court are testimonies “to the humanity, even the familiar intimacy, which this 

mystical goddess Elizabeth could display” (424). In addition to entertaining dignitaries and 

scholars with her learning and wit, Elizabeth would play the lute for them, despite its symbolism 

“for sex in Renaissance portraiture, due to its use by Venetian courtesans as the badge of their 

trade” (Butler 357). In such a way, “Elizabeth’s performances created a sense of privileged 

intimacy with the queen” (364), and the ambassadors to her court “could hardly fail to interpret 

these performances as a demonstration of her desirability” (364). Rather than avoid all 

interpretations of herself as a fertile young woman, Elizabeth embraced both her femininity and 

her place as the worshipped ruler of England. 

Few events presented the queen with a greater opportunity for worship than the 

progresses—official tours of the country, in which the monarch was presented with tokens of 

fealty and grand entertainments at every stop—she took throughout her realm. For those lords 

favoured enough—and wealthy enough—to host her and her court, the progresses became the 

perfect way to express their devotion to her while simultaneously forwarding their own agendas, 

as they and the wealthy merchants of London had done when Elizabeth progressed through it on 

route to her coronation. Mindful of the queen’s prerogative to include herself in theatrical 

tableaus, “the entertainments devised for the queen on progress – spectacles presented to her 

which also featured her as the focus of the spectacle – often involved conversation and co-

operation between queen, courtiers, and rural or civic hosts” (Sharpe 430). These conversations 

prominently featured figures from classical and English mythology, and while they served to 

demonstrate the queen’s wisdom and grace, they were often laced with meaning and messages 

meant to serve the host’s interests. Two opposing messages were presented by the earl of 
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Leicester and Sir Henry Lee, each at his respective home, on the matter of the queen’s marriage 

and the succession. At Kenilworth, Leicester’s seat, an entertainment cast “to highlight Elizabeth 

… as the protector of chastity” (432) was devised in order for Leicester to press his suit for the 

queen’s hand; one year later, at Lee’s house in Woodstock, an entertainment featuring the Queen 

of the Fairies “deliberately countered Leicester’s Kenilworth pageant by arguing the case for 

duty over affection” (433). In both of these entertainments, Elizabeth was invited onto the stage 

by mythical beings, and was “placed at the centre of everyone’s gaze” (439). Afterwards, 

pamphlet narratives (438) were disseminated across the English markets, where they were 

consumed by the same members of the commonwealth who insisted on having a representation 

of the queen—be it in a miniature portrait or a woodcut engraving. As a result, the “person of 

Elizabeth, as well as the monarchy, [became] a public site and text, represented and re-presented 

not only to but by the public” (439). And inevitably, as subsequent printers re-printed the 

pamphlets of others with their own views and commentary, facts became distorted until the 

events of each progress were more sublime than representative. Even as Elizabeth progressed 

through the country, participating in pageants in which she could consciously shape her image, 

that image was discussed and altered by the public in her wake.  

Despite the worship she received from her courtiers in the forms of poetry, jousting, and 

professions of love and devotion, one of the greatest challenges Elizabeth faced at her court was 

the control of her courtiers’ “aristocratic concupiscence” (Hammer 77). When confronted with 

evidence of sexual misconduct, Elizabeth responded “with swift and sometimes harsh 

punishment” (77): banishing the offenders from court (“Queen Elizabeth I (‘The Ditchley 

portrait’).”); declining to renew licenses to monopolies (Meyer 512); and, for particularly 
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offensive cases, imprisonment (Hammer 80). Her reactions were not without consequence to the 

formation of her image, however: 

The venom of Elizabeth’s anger in such instances was well known to her subjects 

and has become a touchstone in the historiography of her reign. Almost every 

modern book about the queen contains a phrase noting her “notorious sexual 

jealousy” (81).  

 

Earlier in this very paper, the analysis of the Ditchley portrait included the reasoning behind its 

commission: that Sir Henry Lee angered the queen when he retired from serving as her champion 

and began to live openly with his mistress. When weighed against Elizabeth’s concern for her 

court’s (and thus her own) reputation, however, her retribution against Lee seems less of an 

emotional response and more of a calculated punishment. Lee was married, after all, and 

choosing to cohabitate with his mistress rather than his wife was a black mark against the 

reputation of Elizabeth’s court. No such detachment could be said of her retribution against 

Leicester’s secret marriage to Lettice Knollys, however; the queen “arranged to complicate 

Dudley’s life financially by withdrawing certain remunerative favors” (Meyer 512), and even 

when Leicester regained royal favour and returned to court his wife was forbidden from 

returning for the remainder of her life.  

Historically, monarchs had long held the power to approve or veto a proposed match, and 

for “members of the nobility to contract a marriage without their sovereign’s consent was 

tantamount to challenging princely authority” (Hammer 82). Elizabeth’s own mother had 

originally been entered into a tentative betrothal with the future Earl of Northumberland before 

Cardinal Wolsey—who was possibly acting on Henry VIII’s instructions—blocked the match 

(Meyer 51). For Elizabeth, who viewed herself as the equal of her father, it was unthinkable for 

her subjects to circumvent her authority when they almost certainly would do no such thing 

under a king’s rule. But circumvent they did, and in the final decade and a half of Elizabeth’s 
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reign “the steady stream of sexual scandals demonstrated that Elizabeth was losing her political 

and moral authority” (Hammer 93). That this was happening at the same time her propagandists 

were promoting the fulfillment of her reign, and when she was making her triumphant speeches 

first at Tilbury and then in Parliament, serves to illustrate the jarring separation between the 

image of Elizabeth and her reality. Where foreign visitors to court used to rhapsodize over 

Elizabeth’s beauty, now they wrote home of  

their encounters with a haggard crone, her wig off center and her face a stiff white 

mask of makeup, who persisted in dressing like a young woman, had lost so many 

teeth that she was impossible to understand when she spoke rapidly, but remained 

so hungry for flattery that when it was not offered freely she would call herself an 

old and foolish woman and wait eagerly to be contradicted (Meyer 560). 

  

Although their words were almost certainly an exaggeration—her Golden Speech would hardly 

be so memorable if few could understand it—they paint a portrait of the queen which was 

strikingly at odds with those being produced by Gheeraerts the Younger and other portraitists; it 

“[punctured] the image of the Virgin Queen and [rendered] it more visibly false” (Hammer 97). 

At the same time, the fact that these visitors were outside the web of performance woven over 

the Elizabethan court, and had no need to enthuse over the queen’s virtues and beauty in the 

hopes of receiving a particularly coveted prize, lends their words an impartial observer’s weight. 

They make it easier to believe that by the end of her reign, Elizabeth was “in every way a spent 

force, and her people [were] ready to be quit of her” (Meyer 438). Perhaps it was the 

unavoidable fact that in not marrying or having children, Elizabeth was the sole royal at court 

over whom the courtiers might fawn and direct their courtly love; a convention not suited to an 

older woman. Despite what her propagandists and portraitists continued to contribute to her 

image, perhaps the disassociation between fact and image was simply too great for those in close 
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contact with the queen, and they grew tired of the act. Perhaps the image of Gloriana was not 

merely punctured, but had crumbled altogether. 

Such a conclusion, however, seems incongruous with the events following Elizabeth’s 

death: “the death of no [other] monarch was greeted with so many verses and eulogies, in genres 

and forms popular as well as elite” (Sharpe 465), but at the same time “some of the qualities and 

positions for which Elizabeth was lauded were not those she would have emphasized. In death, 

as in life, her representation was not entirely in her control” (466). Two decades later, “critics of 

Stuart foreign policy found in Elizabeth the champion of their cause that she had never really 

been,” as “Elizabeth became a means of articulating values and advocating programmes that 

were often critical of the persons and policies of her successors” (467). What people common 

and noble held on to was the image Elizabeth, her propagandists, and her subjects themselves 

had spent decades creating: the image which had begun as one influenced by the public, before 

being tightly reined in and controlled, only to be inadvertently opened up to the commonwealth’s 

interpretation once more. The power her image continued to evoke after her death raises the 

distinct possibility that the aspect of Elizabeth of which her courtiers and commonwealth had 

grown tired, the aspect they were ready to see the last of in favour of a new king, was the part of 

Elizabeth which was left behind in the construction of her image: her fallible, mortal self.  

In exploring the three lenses of print, portraiture, and performance, this paper has 

examined how three distinct-and-yet-linked aspects of Elizabeth’s reign combined to form her 

image as that of a public text. The innovative ways in which Elizabeth and her Privy Council put 

to use the printing press and printers’ workshops in England brought her image into the public 

consciousness in a manner that would have been unimaginable a century earlier, but at the same 

time such a public publication caused a general demystification around the affairs of state and 
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unintentionally encouraged public response. The significant advances in English portraiture, and 

the Crown’s insistence that artists produce accurate renditions of the queen, led to both the 

commodification of the queen’s image and the subsequent debasement of that image as her 

subjects’ desires to possess a likeness—however vague—outstripped the capabilities of licensed 

court portraitists. Finally, Elizabeth’s exuberant performances, combined with her excellent 

oratory skills and canny ability to reposition herself into occupying the moral high ground, not 

only solidified her image as a competent and benign ruler but also—less desirably, from her 

perspective—encouraged the commonwealth to reposition her image in such a way that she 

stood as a defender on issues in which its members believed themselves in the right. Despite her 

decline in popularity at the end of her reign, through print, portraiture, and performance, 

Elizabeth transcended her self to become a lasting public text.  
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