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The Art of Elizabeth: 

Bridging the Gap between Living and Posthumous Representations 
 

By Katherine Fairfield1 
 
 

The historiography of Queen Elizabeth I (r. 1558-1603) tends to emphasize the written 

and spoken word, usually penned and delivered by the queen herself. Scholars have paid 

relatively little attention to the visual portrayals and literary representations created by her 

contemporaries.  What this approach fails to acknowledge is that Queen Elizabeth’s reign was 

marked by a revolutionary multimedia campaign that utilized new forms of representation to 

assert and defend the queen’s authority and suitability for the throne.2  By integrating various 

forms of her image, such as portraiture and literature, into the study of Queen Elizabeth, scholars 

can create a more complete, composite picture of her public persona.  Furthermore, studying the 

divergence between the image created during the 1590s, the last decade of Elizabeth’s reign, and 

the images produced during the reign of King James I (1603-1625) gives historians an 

understanding of the modifications made to representations of Elizabeth over time.  The survey 

of surviving primary sources considered in this essay illustrates that two elements of portrayals 

of Elizabeth--her beauty and her virginity--are key in understanding the link between her living 

and posthumous depiction during the reign of James.3  The sources indicate that there are strong 

connections between literary and visual representations of Elizabeth and that the posthumous 

                                                            
1Katherine Fairfield completed her research under the mentorship of Dr. Jennifer McNabb for a Spring 

2011 research seminar based on the life and times of Queen Elizabeth I.  
 2It might seem a bit anachronistic to use the term “multimedia” because today audiences understand this 
word to mean a synthesis of text, audio, video formats.  But this word has a different meaning in this piece.  It means 
that Elizabeth utilized a wealth of literary and visual technologies to disseminate her authority. 
 3For the purpose of this work, the term beauty is meant to encompass only her physical attributes.   
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representations of Elizabeth during the Jacobean period were just as varied as those created 

during the last decade of her life.  Her beauty and virginity are two elements that were 

continuously praised or criticized, depending upon the loyalty and prejudices of the author.   

Roy Strong asserts that during her reign, Elizabeth evolved from an individual into a 

symbol, in part because of the power of her visual and literary image.  He notes that few royal 

portraits are meant to be taken as actual likenesses; instead, such portraits represented the power 

of the state.  Strong explains, “Portraiture was one aspect of [a] massive expansion of the Idea of 

Monarchy, involving the dissemination [of] a ruler’s image in paint, stone, print, and metal.”4  

This was not a new practice, as it first began with Elizabeth’s predecessors in order to emphasize 

the legitimacy of the Tudor monarchy.  Henry VIII was the first Tudor monarch to use the press 

to “construct, defend and sustain an authority that was his own and…to fashion a mode of 

kingship that was to be highly textual and discursive.”5  His speeches and proclamations were 

issued in print to keep the populace informed of his thoughts on different policies and foreign 

affairs.  Kevin Sharpe argues that the Tudor monarchs made themselves public figures in order to 

maintain their authority.6  During Elizabeth’s reign, the authenticity of the Tudor monarchy was 

further cemented through the use of portraiture and literature, as well as other modes of “mass 

media.”  Copies of royal speeches, accounts of royal progresses, and proclamations were all 

widely disseminated.  Unlike her male predecessors, however, Elizabeth’s reign needed to be 

justified on a regular basis through these forms in order to strengthen her rule, as sixteenth-

century women were not supposed to have this role of leadership.  As a consumer culture grew, 

royal souvenirs imprinted with her youthful image ranging from ceramic plates, medals, and 

                                                            
 4Roy Strong, Gloriana: The Portraits of Queen Elizabeth (New York: Thames and Hudson, 1987), 12. 
 5Kevin Sharpe, Selling the Tudor Monarchy: Authority and Image in Sixteenth-Century England (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 2009), 102.  
 6Ibid, xvii. 
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playing cards were created.  Since literacy rates were low, it was important to enact a multimedia 

campaign that would reach all of her subjects.  Immediately following her death, the Jacobean 

monarchy had to assert its right to the throne.  It did so in part by altering visual and literary 

representations of Elizabeth, depicting a decrepit queen whose time had elapsed.  This strategy 

was used to contend that the Jacobean monarchy possessed the right to rule, as the Tudor dynasty 

died with Elizabeth.   

The period from 1590 to 1625 serves as the timeframe for this study.  During the final 

portion of her reign, Elizabeth’s carefully cultivated public persona needed to be re-imagined to 

help her retain control.  England faced many challenges, both foreign and domestic, and people 

needed to be reassured of her abilities.  That final decade also followed the defeat of the Spanish 

Armada, and despite the initial glory of the victory, the war with Spain continued.  From 1590 

until her death, then, Elizabeth’s public relations campaign was a prominent feature of the reign.  

This study concludes with the year 1625, which marks the death of James I, Elizabeth’s 

successor.  In the early part of James’s reign, the pendulum of propaganda swung in his favor, as 

many of his English subjects embraced the return of male leadership.7  In order to ensure the 

legitimacy and popularity of James’s rule, though, it was necessary to discredit Elizabeth’s 

achievements.  Towards the end of his reign, as his popularity dwindled, Elizabeth was being 

remembered with nostalgia.  This thirty five-year time span thus provides valuable evidence of 

Elizabeth’s legacy, as it encompasses both positive and negative and both living and posthumous 

depictions of the queen. 

From her accession, Elizabeth’s gender raised questions about her suitability for the 

throne.  The multimedia campaign that helped construct Elizabeth’s image was necessary due to 

                                                            
7Although the term “propaganda” might seem anachronistic, the use of this word is following the scholarly 

convention of the secondary source materials.  See Christopher Haigh, “The Queen and the People.” In Elizabeth I: 
Profiles in Power (London: Pearson Education Limited, 1998). 
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gender expectations and realities in place in early modern England. Women were not only 

considered to be spiritually inferior due to theological ideology, but also biologically inferior.8 

As a woman it was necessary for Elizabeth to assert her right to rule in a male-dominated world, 

something she managed in part through her public image.  Helen Hackett argues, “As a woman 

ruler, Elizabeth needed to be perceived as being no less decisive, martial, just and eloquent than 

a male ruler. At the same time, she needed to exercise these stereotypically masculine virtues 

without being regarded as unnaturally mannish or Amazonian.”9  Elizabeth had to fashion her 

image delicately without alienating conventional beliefs about gender. Carole Levin asserts that 

early modern society traditionally “viewed women as weak and incapable of a public role; to be 

successful a woman must move away from the expectations of her gender and ‘act like a 

man.’”10   

This dichotomy gave way to the two-bodied image of the queen.  Depending on the 

situation, Elizabeth had to highlight either her feminine or her masculine traits.  Even in the 

beginning of her reign, Elizabeth was described as “our sovaraigne lord and ladie, our kinge and 

quene, our emperor and empresse.”11  There was an established precedent in the form of a 

parliamentary statute that gave a woman monarch the authority to rule.  Enacted in Mary’s reign, 

it stated “that what and whatsoever statute or law doth limit and appoint that the king of this 

realm may or shall…do anything as king…the same the queen…may by the same authority and 

power likewise do,” effectively empowering the queen to carry out her public and princely 

                                                            
8See for example, Kate Aughterson, ed., Renaissance Woman: A Sourcebook; Constructions in Femininity 

in England (London: Routledge, 1995). 
9Helen Hackett, Virgin Mother, Maiden Queen: Elizabeth I and the Cult of the Virgin Mary (New York: St. 

Martin’s Press, 1995), 164. 
 10 Carole Levin, The Heart and Stomach of a King: Elizabeth I and the Politics of Sex and Power 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1994), 1. 
 11Nicholas Heath as quoted in Levin, The Heart and Stomach, 121. 
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functions.12  Even amidst the obstacles present during Elizabeth’s reign, including foreign 

dissention in Ireland, imposters claiming they were the true successor to the throne, and 

socioeconomic problems in the last decade of her reign, Carole Levin asserts that “the way these 

problems manifested themselves in Elizabeth’s reign had to do with her sex, but the problems 

themselves were more universal.”13  In the opinion of Joan Larsen Klein, acclaim should be 

given to Elizabeth for “only an exceptional woman…was able to escape the restrictions that her 

father, her husband, and her society imposed upon her.”14  During her speech at Tilbury, 

delivered in 1588 as England prepared for an invasion by King Philip II of Spain, Elizabeth 

highlighted her masculine attributes when she reportedly said, “I may have the body of a weak 

and feeble woman, but I have the heart and stomach of a king.”15  She had to present herself as 

having the strength of a man in order to give her troops the confidence to succeed. Elizabeth 

knew that her gender could be a hindrance in ruling and adopted manly virtues in order to 

compensate for the perceived deficiencies of her gender.  Elizabeth succeeded in ruling England 

for forty four years, even amidst the societal restrictions placed upon her because of her gender, 

in part because of the way visual and literary representations projected her laudatory qualities. 

It is evident from the existing scholarship that Elizabeth’s image was carefully crafted 

during both her own reign and the reign of her successor.  What is less apparent is how much a 

role Elizabeth had in the cultivation of her own public persona.  It is impossible to grasp how 

much ownership of this image Elizabeth actually had from the sources that survive.  It is 

                                                            
12Aughterson, ed., Renaissance Woman: A Sourcebook, 133. 

13Levin, The Heart and Stomach, 9. 
 14Suzanne W. Hull, Women According to Men: The World of Tudor-Stuart Women (London: Sage 
Publications, 1996), 198. 

15Queen Elizabeth’s Armada Speech to the Troops at Tilbury, August 9, 1588, in Elizabeth I: Collected 
Works, ed. Leah S. Marcus, Janel Mueller, and Mary Beth Rose (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2002), 326. 
Elizabeth equated weakness and womanhood on other occasions as well. In her speech at the closing of Parliament 
in 1593, she said, “I acknowledge my womanhood and weakness.” Elizabeth Tudor to Parliament, April 10, 1593, in 
Elizabeth I: Collected Works, 329. 
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interesting to note, however, that two proclamations during her reign were devised for the control 

of not only the creation of her likeness but also the dissemination of her image.  The first came in 

1563 and prohibited “any drawing, painting, engraving, or other portrayal of ‘her majesty’s 

personage or visage’ that was not based on an officially commissioned original.”16  This meant 

that all illustrations had to be copied from an image approved by either Elizabeth or her Privy 

Council.17  Although this proclamation was never officially issued, it does support the notion that 

Elizabeth’s public representation was tightly controlled.  The second proclamation, issued in 

1596 by the Privy Council, “ordered all officers to assist the royal Serjeant Painter, George 

Gower, in seeking out unseemly likenesses of the Queen to destroy them.”18  This was due to the 

increased demand of royal portraiture, which in turn gave way to the problems of controlling the 

reproduction of Elizabeth’s image.  The growth in demand led to a low standard of workmanship 

that threatened the proper representation of the queen.19  This is evidence that there was a desire 

to control not only the image of Elizabeth the court saw but also how the masses viewed their 

queen. 

The decision to analyze the elements of beauty and virginity in this essay stems from 

both the importance they play in images of the queen and the gender constraints with which 

Elizabeth had to contend.  Elizabeth’s image was dominated by visual and literary considerations 

of beauty and virginity because she had to negotiate the negative facets of her gender in order to 

maintain power; rather than reject the characteristics traditional associated with femininity, 

Elizabeth epitomized them.20  Femininity was linked to softness and beauty, and women during 

                                                            
16John Watkins, Representing Elizabeth in Stuart England (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

2002), 39. 
 17The Privy Council was a body of advisors appointed by the English monarchs to discuss legislation. 

18Roy Strong, The English Renaissance Miniature (London: Thames and Hudson, 1983), 81-2. 
 19Ibid. 

20During James’ reign, by contrast, these same aspects of her femininity had to be delicately discredited in 
order for his rule to gain legitimacy. 
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this time period were seen as ornamental, the property first of their fathers and then of their 

husbands.  Rather than reject beauty, Elizabeth instead emphasized it, and made herself the 

zenith of ornamentation.  In regards to her virginity, Elizabeth faced an equally negative aspect 

of her gender.  Women were expected to produce heirs, but Elizabeth did not.  Having made the 

decision not to marry, she and those who produced positive images of her had to manipulate 

ideals of virginity to her favor.  Instead of being a mother and continuing the Tudor dynasty, she 

became the mother to all of England’s “children.”21  

The most striking component of Elizabeth’s façade during the latter part of her reign was 

her beauty, as it was immortalized in various types of sources such as portraiture, poems, and 

letters from ambassadors.  During the last decade of her reign, Elizabeth was portrayed looking 

much younger than her actual age.  Many of the works produced during her reign illustrated her 

in a favorable light without the decay of time.  The choice not to show her as an aging queen was 

due to several factors.  First, most portraits were commissioned by members of her court who 

wanted to represent her as a strong monarch.  By depicting her as a maturing queen, they would 

have acknowledged her reign as having a definite end, which would mean the potential reduction 

of their own influence.   

Elizabeth’s courtiers played a significant role in the creation of her visual representations.  

Most of the paintings included in this study were commissioned by her courtiers in order to gain 

her favor.  The courtiers were the patrons of the artists who paid for these works to display in 

their homes. The relationship between Elizabeth and her courtiers was thus a key element in 

contemporary cultural representations of the queen.  During the last decade of her reign, artists 

and courtiers who wished to remain in the queen’s favor adopted the “Mask of Youth” style.  

                                                            
21For further discussion, see Christopher Haigh, “The Queen and the People.” In Elizabeth I: Profiles in 

Power (London: Pearson Education Limited, 1998). 
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According to Rob Content, “this formalized facial pattern was mandated during the final decade 

of the queen’s reign in preference to depictions which represented her likeness in a more realistic 

manner.”22  Because the idea of Elizabeth continuing the Tudor dynasty had all but faded away 

by this time, it was necessary to create a new image of an eternally youthful queen.  Elizabeth 

was the last of the line, however, and the “Mask of Youth” was an optical illusion.  By this time, 

the queen had aged considerably, yet she was shown “with the flowing hair and uncovered 

bosom of a virgin, and the unlined face and skin of youth.”23  The vast majority of the populace 

did not have direct access to the queen and perhaps bought into the fiction that the queen was at 

least healthy enough to rule for many years to come.  

The “Rainbow” Portrait is a key example of Elizabeth’s representation of beauty.24  The 

eyes of the viewer are drawn first to the rainbow, a traditional symbol of peace, in Elizabeth’s 

left hand, above which her motto, Non Sine Sole Iris, or “No Rainbow without the Sun,” is 

written.25  This was an effective tactic of her image: she is seen as the sun, or light, making 

reference to the beauty that illuminates the world.  When this painting was commissioned, 

Elizabeth was nearly seventy, and yet her face shows no wrinkles or other imperfections.  Her 

hair was flowing, and her bodice shows cleavage, representing youth and immortalizing the 

queen as a young woman.   

According to reports form her contemporaries, Elizabeth’s physical attributes were 

commonly over-embellished by those closest to her in order to gain favor.  In February 1602, one 

year before her death, John Manningham wrote in his diary about a competition between two 

                                                            
22Rob Content, “Fair is Fowle: Interpreting Anti-Elizabethan Composite Portraiture,” in Dissing Elizabeth: 

Negative Representations of Gloriana, ed. Julia M. Walker (Durham: Duke University Press, 1998), 243. 
23Hackett, Virgin Mother, Maiden Queen, 178. 

 24Attributed to Marcus Gheeraerts the Younger, Rainbow Portrait, c. 1600-1603, in Strong, Gloriana, 156.  
This image can be viewed at the following website: Marilee Cody, Portraits of Queen Elizabeth I, 
http://www.marileecody.com/gloriana/elizabethrainbow1.jpg (accessed February 4, 2012). 

25Ibid, 158. 
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knights to gain Elizabeth’s adoration.  “Sir Christopher Hatton and another knight made 

challenge whoe should present the truest picture of hir Majestie to the Q[ueene].  One caused a 

flattering picture to be drawne; the other presented a glas, wherein the Q[ueene] sawe hir selfe, 

the truest picture that might be.”26  Obviously this demonstrates the belief that works by artists 

could never capture the true essence of Elizabeth’s beauty.  Although the artists would never 

admit it, this was a constructed belief used to flatter the queen, as by this time Elizabeth was 

nearly seventy years old and could not be considered “beautiful” by conventional standards of 

early modern England.  Because Elizabeth was a woman, though, being simply ordinary would 

not bring success.  She had to be the epitome of beauty to convey the idea that she was a truly 

exceptional woman. 

The poetic words produced to celebrate Elizabeth during her last decade emphasized the 

façade of her beauty even more then contemporary portraits.  Edmund Spenser, author of the 

Faerie Queene, used his work to honor Elizabeth.  A highly ambitious man, Spenser sought to 

secure his fame and fortune by moving among men of power in Elizabeth’s court in order to gain 

advantages.  He based one of the characters of this epic poem on the earl of Leicester in order to 

show his devotion to his patron.  After the death of Leicester, Spenser developed a close bond 

with Sir Walter Raleigh.  It is interesting to note that both Leicester and Raleigh were favorites 

of Elizabeth, and these connections allowed Spenser to gain the attention of the queen.  Once 

Spenser acquired her interest, he kept it by writing the Faerie Queene. By praising the worthy 

attributes of Elizabeth’s nature, he used this poem to secure his place at court and a large 

pension.27  Throughout the work, knights go in search of virtues.  Each division of the quest is 

                                                            
26John Manningham, The Diary of John Manningham of the Middle Temple, 1602-1603, ed. Robert Parker 

Sorlien (Hanover: University Press of New England, 1976), 188. 
27For further information on the biography and aspirations of Edmund Spenser, consult Leicester Bradner, 

Edmund Spenser and the Faerie Queene (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1948), 9-48. 
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broken down into encounters with six virtues: Holiness, Temperance, Chastity, Friendship, 

Justice, and Courtesy.28  Along the way, these knights are continuously met by Gloriana—the 

epitome of Elizabeth herself.  Gloriana is also known as the “Faerie Queene.”  When addressing 

Gloriana, the narrator Colin says: 

Sunne of the worlde, 
great glory of the sky! 
That all the earth doest lighten with thy rayes, 
Great Gloriana, Great Majesty.29 
 

 Analysis by Thomas H. Cain has shown that when Colin converses with Gloriana, it is actually 

meant to read that the poet-persona is speaking directly to Elizabeth.30  In this section, Spenser is 

promoting the idea that Elizabeth’s light will seemingly never be extinguished.  Her beauty and 

inner radiance will never be eclipsed by the darkness of age, a sentiment which thus parallels the 

“Mask of Youth” employed by Elizabethan artists.  Spenser used this work to directly voice his 

respect and devotion for the Queen, in hopes of securing Elizabeth’s patronage.31 

In another work by Spenser, entitled Amoretti and Epithalamion, he also writes about 

Elizabeth’s stunning beauty. He writes:  

One day as I vnwarily did gaze 
On those fayre eyes my loues immortall light: 
The whiles my stonisht hart stood in amaze 
Through sweet illusion of her lookes delight.32 
 

This adoration of Elizabeth won Spenser the personal patronage of the queen, which was quite 

uncommon at this time because she normally relied on her courtiers to dispense rewards.  

                                                            
28Edmund Spenser, Spenser’s Faerie Queene, ed. J.C. Smith (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1968). 
29As quoted in Thomas H. Cain, Praise in the Faerie Queene (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 

1978), 159.  
30Ibid.  

 31These particular representations were significant to garnering Elizabeth’s favor.  Those seeking her 
patronage could have represented her in a variety of ways and yet they chose to emphasize her beauty.  They 
focused on this because it helped to immortalize the queen. 

32Edmund Spenser, Amoretti and Epithalamion, in Early English Books Online, 
https://www.proquest.com/trials/trialSummary.action?view=subject&trialBean.token=TG6B84Y6HP974Y9TO0OT 
(accessed March 20, 2011). 
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Elizabeth’s practice stood in direct contrast to how Henry VIII and James I dealt with patronage 

of the arts, as she spent only a fraction of what they did.33  Because Elizabeth was unwilling to 

dole out rewards, it is astonishing to consider how much praise was issued in the name of 

preserving her image as beautiful.  It is plausible that the artists and poets feared Elizabeth’s 

wrath if she was unhappy with a rendering of her image, but it is more likely that they 

maintained this youthful image in hopes of receiving the patronage of one of her courtiers.  Even 

as early as 1591, some writers began to analyze and explain “how ‘vice’, ‘flattery’ and 

‘ambition’ had come to supersede the traditional values of ‘wisdom’ and ‘service.’”34  Perhaps 

these critics felt that in order to succeed and rise in Elizabeth’s court, it was necessary to 

compromise conventional values and adopt new means of catching the queen’s attention and 

gaining her favor.    

Commentary on the motives of Elizabeth’s courtiers continued into James’s reign.  Ben 

Jonson, a dramatist who wrote the masques for James’s court, created much turmoil with his play 

Sejanus.  It was written during the last years of Elizabeth’s reign but not performed until James 

ascended the throne.  This play was a stark review of the lengths to which courtiers went in order 

to accumulate power during Elizabeth’s reign, including flattering the queen’s vanity.  In his play 

Jonson writes that the people with power “lie/Flatter, and swear, and forswear, deprave, 

inform/Smile, and betray…Laugh when their patron laughs; sweat when he sweats…Look well 

or ill with him—ready to praise.”35  Jonson’s play was an attempt to prevent James from making 

                                                            
33Gary Waller, “Poetry, Patronage, and Power in Queen Elizabeth’s Court,” in Elizabethan England, ed. 

Laura Marvel (San Diego: Greenhaven, 2002), 147.   
34John Guy, “The 1590s: The second reign of Elizabeth I?,” in The Reign of Elizabeth I: Court and Culture 

in the Last Decade, ed. John Guy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 15. 
35Ben Jonson, Sejanus, in Early English Books Online, 

https://www.proquest.com/trials/trialSummary.action?view=subject&trialBean.token=TG6B84Y6HP974Y9TO0OT 
(accessed March 20, 2011). 
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the same mistakes.  Jonson wanted James to give power to those who in his view had 

legitimately earned it. 

During the reign of James, perceptions of Elizabeth’s beauty were just as varied as those 

produced during her own lifetime.  Francis Bacon was a pivotal figure in both monarchies.  

However, he looked at Elizabeth with modest disdain, noting that she “allowed herself to be 

wooed and courted... [and that these] dalliances detracted but little from her fame and nothing at 

all from her majesty.”36  Although Bacon concedes that the art of flirtation did not detract from 

her power, he was commenting upon the vanity of the queen and of women in general.  This and 

other observations from her reign have given momentum to the idea that “Elizabeth’s vanity was 

the one constant force of her reign.”37  The fact that some historians still dwell on her vanity is 

proof of the lasting legacy of that attitude.  According to the Jacobean sources, Elizabeth’s 

fixation with beauty adversely impacted her power as queen because it made her a laughingstock 

in foreign courts. 

After Elizabeth’s death, the divide between the reality of her beauty and the optical 

illusion constructed by her courtiers, artists, and poets, became apparent.  In a portrait entitled 

“Elizabeth with Time and Death,” she is depicted slumped over in a chair with two figures, Time 

and Death, waiting in the darkness.38  Art historians have noted that Death is represented by the 

skeletal figure with an empty hourglass, while Time is represented by an elderly man with a 

broken hourglass.39  This depiction, made sometime in the 1620s, was an assault on the youth 

and beauty of Elizabeth.  She is shown looking weary, with her cheeks sunken inwards.  She is 

not basking in the illuminating backlighting that other portraits have.  This painting served a 

                                                            
36Francis Bacon as quoted John Guy, “Second reign of Elizabeth I?,” in The Reign of Elizabeth I, 3. 
37Ibid. 

 38 Attributed to Marcus Gheeraerts, Elizabeth with Time and Death, c. 1622, in Dissing Elizabeth, 254.   
39Strong, Gloriana, 163. 
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purpose for the Jacobean attack on Elizabeth, representing the idea that beauty, in general, was 

short-lived, as Death was coming to take her.  By having her look deathly, it made viewers 

understand that James had assumed control as Elizabeth succumbed to the ravages of time.  This 

portrait clearly defies the “Mask of Youth” style and invited audiences to see through the praise 

with which Elizabeth’s courtiers indulged her.  It was a powerful tool of negative propaganda 

because while it did not openly desecrate the memory of the queen, it represented her 

ingloriously dead.40  It was not uncommon for unattractive renderings of Elizabeth to be made 

during James’s reign, often depicting her “as old with a slightly hooked nose.”41 The divide 

between Elizabeth’s real and idealized representations became an object of satire for the 

Jacobean monarchy. 

A second key element of Elizabeth’s cultural representation, both during her lifetime and 

during the reign of her successor, was her virginity.  Instead of indicating that the queen was 

indecisive about marriage in general, her courtiers and supporters emphasized her devotion to her 

country, applauding her decision to marry England as a whole instead.  Elizabeth herself used 

her coronation ring as evidence of the marriage with her kingdom.42  In addition, the “Cult of 

Elizabeth” was formed during the 1590s.  Roy Strong defines this phenomenon as “a way of 

thinking about a monarch totally foreign to us…a structure of the psyche in which images are not 

merely fanciful flattering labels but embody attributes of the person concerned—a 

comprehensiveness in multiplicity matched only in religious cults… [which] was skillfully 

created to buttress public order and, even more, deliberately [made] to replace the pre-

                                                            
40Julia M. Walker, “Bones of Contention: Posthumous Images of Elizabeth and Stuart Politics,” in Dissing 

Elizabeth, 270.  
41Strong, The English Renaissance Miniature, 159. 

 
42Jane Resh Thomas, Behind the Mask: The Life of Queen Elizabeth (New York: Clarion Books, 1998), 95. 
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Reformation externals of religion [and] the cult of the Virgin.”43  Because the religious imagery 

of the Virgin Mary was eradicated from churches with the English Reformation, it had to be 

replaced by the imagery of another powerful virginal figure, the Virgin Queen.  Helen Hackett 

has refined Strong’s thesis to exclude its religious aspects, but her work retains the premise that 

the imagery produced during this time period celebrating Elizabeth’s virginity had the power of 

political persuasion.44  Elizabeth's depiction as the Virgin Queen quelled the disgruntled 

members of parliament who urged her to choose a husband.  It also allowed for some continuity 

between her reign and that of her predecessor, for the sake of the Catholics still living in her 

realm.  When Elizabeth chose to fashion herself as the Virgin Queen, she was accomplishing two 

feats.  Not only did she moderately curb skepticism by the Catholics in her realm by substituting 

herself as their new motherly figure, but she also addressed gender expectations of her time.  

Women were expected to produce heirs.  Elizabeth circumvented this by adopting all of 

England’s “children” as her own.   

The various images of Elizabeth I and her purity indicate attempts to explain one of the 

most contentious aspects about her reign.  In Elizabeth’s final speech to Parliament, she said, “[I 

have] been content to be a taper of true virgin wax, to waste myself and spend my life that I 

might give light and comfort to those that live under me.”45  She did not marry, nor produce an 

heir, but claimed that strategy was in the interest of her people.  Much of the portraiture 

celebrating Elizabeth’s chastity “appear[s] at the period Elizabeth was engaged in marriage 

negotiations with the Duke of Anjou.”46  Celebrating the queen’s virginity was obviously a ploy 

                                                            
43Roy Strong, The Cult of Elizabeth: Elizabethan Portraiture and Pageantry (London: Pimlico, 1977), 16. 
44Hackett, Virgin Mother, Maiden Queen, 12. 
45Elizabeth to Parliament, December 19, 1601, in Elizabeth I: Collected Works, 347. 
 



15 
 

by those who were against the match, and this led to the increasing frequency with which 

Elizabeth was depicted as the Virgin Queen.47   

An examination of portraits indicates that artists employed a number of symbols to 

signify the queen’s virginity.  These methods were a key method of communicating information 

in a time period when most of the population was illiterate.  Although these symbols were from 

the classical world and the educated portion of the population would have easily “read” them, 

they also allowed the illiterate segment to visualize the queen in a certain way.  For example, the 

“Elizabeth I” engraving by Crispin van de Plasse the Elder, depicts Elizabeth flanked on both 

sides by imperial columns.48  The first appearance of the symbol of the imperial column was in 

Ketel’s “Sieve” Portrait, and it continued to influence Elizabethan imagery for the following two 

decades.49  There was even a pillar constructed in the tiltyard so that subsequent Accession Day 

celebrations would remember her chastity.  Another example of a symbol of virginity widely 

used during Elizabeth’s reign was the white rose, as shown in an engraving by William Rogers 

entitled “Rosa Electa.”50  In 1593, a poem by Nicholas Breton claimed that “virginitie resembleth 

right the Rose/That gallantly within the garden growes.”51  Many poets used the symbolism of 

                                                            
47Although is it out of this study’s time frame, the “Sieve” Portrait (c. 1583) was one of the most influential 

portraits during Queen Elizabeth’s reign. It is important to note because it gave way to Vestal Virgin representations 
of Elizabeth that thrived during the remainder of her reign.  According to Roy Strong, “The sieve is the attribute of 
the vestal virgin Tuccia. She had proved her chastity by carrying water from the river Tiber to the Vestal Temple in 
a sieve without spilling one drop.” Elizabeth’s link to Tuccia was a conscious effort to publicize and exemplify her 
chastity.  This image can be found in Susan Doran, ed., Elizabeth: The Exhibition at the National Maritime Museum 
(London: Chatto & Windus, 2003), 83.  

 48Attributed to Crispin van de Plasse the Elder, Elizabeth I, 1596, in as shown in Strong, Gloriana, 104.  
This image can be viewed at the following website: Marilee Cody, Portraits of Queen Elizabeth I, 
http://www.marileecody.com/gloriana/elizabethvandepasse.jpg (accessed February 8, 2012). 
 49 Attributed to Cornelius Ketel, Sieve Portrait, 1583.  This image can be viewed at the following website: 
Matthew Buckley, Royal Images: Allegory & Self, http://www.rci.rutgers.edu/buckley/elizasieve.jpg (accessed 
February 10, 2012). 

50Strong, Elizabeth R, 55. 

51Nicholas Breton, The Phoenix Nest, 1593, in Early English Books Online, 
https://www.proquest.com/trials/trialSummary.action?view=subject&trialBean.token=TG6B84Y6HP974Y9TO0OT 
(accessed March 20, 2011). 
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the white rose to expand upon Elizabeth’s virtuous nature.  Finally, the pearl was used as a 

symbol of her virginity.  She wore both black and white pearls to illustrate her constancy and 

purity, respectively.  Numerous portraits show the queen wearing the pearls as a symbol of her 

chastity.  Her courtiers began to wear pearls in support of the queen.  In a portrait of Sir Walter 

Raleigh, he wears an outfit adorned with pearls to show his devotion to the queen.52 

However, the cult of the Virgin Queen was not supported by all of Elizabeth’s subjects.  

In fact, during the last two decades of her reign, rumors began to surface that Elizabeth had 

illegitimate children fathered by Robert Dudley.53  As Elizabeth passed the point of sexual 

reproduction, people dreamed of the possibility that the Tudor line could be continued with an 

heir, and thus the rumors about possible heirs became rampant.  In 1590 a widow named 

Dionisia Deryck claimed that Elizabeth “hath already had as many children as I, and that two of 

them were yet alive, one a man child and the other a maiden child, and the others were 

burned.”54 Toward the end of her reign, amidst serious disaffection from her subjects, these 

rumors “allowed people to vent their frustration over the lack of a settled succession and also to 

denigrate Elizabeth by dismissing her as a whore and an incompetent female…to imply the 

view…that a woman could not rule.”55  The concept of Elizabeth as the Virgin Queen was highly 

controversial during her reign, but most of the criticism came from disenchanted Catholics who 

went to great lengths to debase not only her chastity but also her right to the throne. 

In a way, James allowed for some continuity between the two reigns when it came to 

Elizabeth’s supposed chastity.  When it served his purpose, he upheld her virgin status but gave 
                                                            

52 For further discussion of the emblem of the pearl, consult Strong’s Cult of Elizabeth, 71-4.  This image 
can be found at the following website: National Portrait Gallery, London, 
http://www.npg.org.uk/collections/search/portrait/mw05204/Walter-Ralegh?locid=308&rNo=4 (accessed February 
5, 2012). 
 53Although these rumors are neither visual nor literary representations, they do illuminate how a segment of 
the population reacted to questions concerning Elizabeth’s virginity. 

54Dionisia Deryck as quoted in Carole Levin, “Power of Seditious Words,” in Dissing Elizabeth, 90. 
55Ibid, 91. 
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it a mildly negative connotation.  Even though she was the Virgin Queen, she did allow for the 

succession of an adopted heir: James I.  Instead of allowing the “implicit equation of James with 

Jesus [which] might seem blasphemous, most poets represented James’s miraculous virgin birth 

from Elizabeth through allusions to the phoenix rather than to the Holy Family.”56 He discarded 

the Virgin Queen imagery and implemented another symbol—the phoenix, which Elizabeth was 

also known to use. In fact, this was an extremely popular allusion that poets used more 

frequently than other symbols.57  An example of this can be found in James’s accession 

commemorations, which included the following: 

See how our Phoenix mounts aboue the skies, 
And from the neast another Phoenix flies, 
How happily before the change did bring 
A Mayden-Queene, and now a manly King. 
 

But during this time, poets had to be careful to balance the scale of sadness for the loss of 

Elizabeth with happiness of the arrival of James.  James repurposed Elizabeth’s symbols of 

virginity to celebrate his own legitimacy to rule. 

Although James was not guilty of blatantly disgracing her chaste image, others around 

him made it a point to call her virginity into question to win his favor and support his right to the 

throne.  In 1609 a Catholic book titled Prurit-anus was smuggled from France to England.58  The 

highly critical book declared that Elizabeth prostituted herself with men of various backgrounds 

and had given birth to illegitimate children.59   

                                                            
56Watkins, Elizabeth in Stuart England, 17. 
57Ibid.    

 58Another portion of the title for this work, Sive Apologia pro Puritanis, indicates it to be that the term 
"Prurit-anus" is likely intended as a pun on the word "puritan." 

59Levin, The Heart and Stomach of a King, 85. In fact, these speculations concerning her private life 
continued even after James’s death, when they “exploded into print with the 1680 appearance of The Secret History 
of the Most Renowned Q. Elizabeth and the E. of Essex. From then on, stories about Elizabeth’s innermost passions 
were marketed at London bookstalls…and dramatized on the London stage.” See Watkins, Elizabeth in Stuart 
England, 150. 
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The greatest example of James’s refashioning of Elizabeth’s legacy in regard to her 

virgin status was the movement of her final resting place and the creation of her funerary 

monument.  When he completed the Lady Chapel in 1612, he had Elizabeth’s body moved from 

a place of prominence to a side compartment in the chapel, where she was entombed with her 

sister, Mary, under a plaque that reads, “Partners both in throne and grave, here rest we two 

sisters Elizabeth and Mary, in the hope of one resurrection.”60  Elizabeth originally wished to be 

buried with Henry VII and his wife, Elizabeth of York, who were the progenitors of the Tudor 

dynasty.  Instead of fulfilling her desire, James planned to be buried there himself.  Also in the 

chapel is a funeral monument for James’s mother, Mary, Queen of Scots.  The important 

differences between the two sites are that Mary’s was far grander and three times as expensive.  

James thus made it a point to celebrate motherhood over virginity in visual form.  In addition, 

Elizabeth’s monument stands alone, while Mary’s is flanked by memorials to other mothers of 

kings.  The placement of the tombs  

established a powerful binary opposition between the left and right sides of the 
chapel, articulated to sterility and fertility respectively… On the left hand…lay 
Elizabeth, the last of her line, together with Mary, her childless half-
sister…[reminding] the public of this historical reality: virgins do not found or 
further the greatness of dynasties.  In contrast, the right hand side…featured a 
series of tombs of regal women who had fathered kings.61 
 

Thus, James's mother, Mary Queen of Scots, was more conventional in marrying and producing 

an heir, and James used her monument and that of Elizabeth to suggest that chastity is not always 

in the best interest of the country.  The message he sought to communicate is clear: the Tudor 

dynasty ended with Elizabeth because she refused to uphold the traditional ideals of femininity 

of the early modern period.   

                                                            
60Burial plaque of Mary and Elizabeth Tudor as quoted in Anne McLaren, “Memorializing Mary and 

Elizabeth,” in Tudor Queenship: the Reigns of Mary and Elizabeth, ed. Alice Hunt and Anna Whitelock (New York: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), 12. 

61Ibid, 14-15. 
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The prominence of Elizabeth’s beauty and virginity in twenty-first-century popular 

culture perpetuates certain myths surrounding her.  It also reveals that Elizabeth’s “multimedia” 

campaign to show herself as beautiful and chaste was ultimately a success.  Her physical beauty 

is still immortalized today by reproductions of her portraiture.  She is still often depicted with the 

“Mask of Youth,” and with the flowing hair of a maiden.  However, the Jacobean mindset that 

questioned Elizabeth’s purity is still present today.  In Shekhar Kapur’s movie Elizabeth, there is 

a sex scene between Elizabeth and Robert Dudley.  Although the likelihood of the affair between 

the two was unlikely because of the risks of scandal and pregnancy, the screenwriter Michael 

Hirst pushed forward because “there is no evidence that she did, but…there is no evidence that 

she didn’t.”62  This rumor of sexual activity began during Elizabeth’s reign, but intensified under 

James.  Because of the problems under James, Elizabeth is still hailed as ushering in a “Golden 

Age.”  Her propaganda campaign has influenced how audiences view her today; people still see a 

strong monarch who was able to circumvent the restraints of her gender in order to establish her 

suitability for the throne.  

 

                                                            
62Christopher High, “Kapur’s Elizabeth,” in Tudor and Stuarts on Film: Historical Perspectives, ed. by 

Susan Doran and Thomas S. Freeman (New York: Palgrave and Macmillan, 2003), 127.    
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