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ABSTRACT

This project analyzes the methods by which two prominent female English monarchs formed functional 

strategies for participating in government while also negotiating gender. Both Elizabeth I and Victoria 

had to contend with periods that typified women as inferior intellectually and unfit by nature for a role 

in public affairs. Additionally, this project surveys major shifts in the English conception of the 

monarch and of English femininity. These shifts, occurring over the period of two centuries, produced a 

divide that ensured that the set of tactics that was suitable for each queen to function as a female 

monarch differed greatly. This thesis illustrates the fashion in which modes of presentation could be 

“effective” in the creation of a public appeal, the formulation of a similarly “effective” government, 

and the fashion in which the public serves as the audience for this presentation, with its biases, 

anxieties, and social mores limiting the potential expressions of the figure of the monarch.

Professor Wallace
Division of Humanities (English Literature)

Professor Myhill
 Division of Humanities (English Literature)

iv



Introduction: The Project of Monarchy

Introduction: Making a Monarch

If someone is asked to imagine a king, what do they picture? The term seems to 

favor individuals like Henry VIII or the flamboyant “Sun King” Louis XIV, with the 

associated images of grandiose pageants, conspicuous consumption, and national 

solidarity. Taken alongside these masculine emblems, then, it is of particular interest that 

two of the most popularly-discussed eras of England’s history, ones in which facets of the 

poplar idea of England’s national image have been solidified, have been presided over by 

queens. The idealized “Golden Era” of the latter years of Elizabeth I’s reign, with its 

mythic cast of entrepreneurs and playwrights, is matched only by the height of English 

imperialism, performed in the name and alongside the image of Victoria, in terms of 

firing the imaginations of writers, scholars, and movie makers. My interest is in how both 

of these queens worked to manage the political and symbolic hardships of fulfilling the 

role of monarch, and how their performances were informed by or set the stage for other 

monarchs. 

For all that these two queens have in common, including the difficulties of merely 

being a female monarch, their strategies or presentation and public identities could hardly 

be more dissimilar. The grandeur and spectacle of the Virgin Queen has little in common 

with the hyper-domesticity of the imperial matriarch. Yet both strategies were, for the 

most part, successful. Two major shifts, occurring over the span of time between 

Elizabeth and Victoria, make these divergent strategies function despite their differences. 

1



Introduction: The Project of Monarchy

Firstly, the concept of the monarch, and the role of the monarch in relationship to the 

public world, underwent a major shift as England’s centers of power shifted from the 

aristocratic to the mercantile. Secondly, a shift in the hierarchy of gender roles, replacing 

a simple ladder model that insisted on female inferiority to a scheme of differentiated 

public and domestic spheres, which formalized that marginalization both spatially and 

legally. 

Here I discuss both monarchs’ presentations of themselves as monarchs, and how 

the world in which they were operating informed these performances. Furthermore, I 

offer some consideration of ways in which the act of “playing the monarch” exists in 

conversation with previous and possible future monarchs, and how these rulers’ 

predecessors and their place in the nationalistic creation of a dynastic fiction informed 

their public image. My primary interest, however, is the creation of an effective 

“monarch” persona for a given ruler, and the degree to which the formation of that 

persona occurs in dialogue with interpreters and through the desires and demands of the 

nation as an audience. The act of interpreting representations of a given ruler is, in effect, 

the act of formalizing an image of the person of that ruler – by accepting or denying 

offered interpretations, the individual (or English society acting as an audience) 

participates in a formulation of the role of the monarch. 

Ultimately, the foundation of a monarch’s impact as a ruler is derived from the 

creation of a convincing narrative. As with any act, however, there is the potential for a 

misfire, a miscommunication between the “actor” and his or her “audience” that robs the 
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Introduction: The Project of Monarchy

performance of its weight and effect, violating the planned contract of government. For 

clarity’s sake, I will attempt to stick to terms such as “sovereign,” “ruler,” or “queen” 

when referring to the physical holder of the crown, and “monarch” for the role that they 

inhabit. This distinction is formalized by Edmund Plowden when he speaks of the “Two 

bodies” of the king.1 Plowden’s system intends to explain the ways in which the legally-

empowered proclamations made by an individual (a monarch), in his own name, can 

persist in force beyond his or her physical death. Importantly for my work here, 

especially in terms of Elizabeth’s reign, a “queen” is mortal – a body “subject to all 

Infirmities that come by Nature or Accident” – while the “monarch” is not: “Utterly void 

of Infancy, and old Age, and other natural Defects and Imbecilities.” The actions of the 

monarch, then, exist eternally, even if the person of the ruler dies or missteps. This sense 

of unbroken governance and stabilizing eternity is a key element of the place of the 

monarch in the creation of a national identity. Physical transience presents no hurdle to 

an undying concept. 

In this work I address the ways in which these two bodies are placed in 

relationship to one another, as well as the location of the authority required to present an 

argument as to the nature of the monarch. My selection of these particular female 

monarchs makes use of the ways in which they complement and illustrate one another. 

Elizabeth’s world of layered symbols and the continual deferral of her natural body’s 

dissolution provides a striking counterpoint that affirms Victoria’s reproductive 

1 Edmund Plowden, “Reports” quoted in Ernst Kantorowicz, The King’s Two Bodies (New Jersey: Princeton University 
Press 1957), 7. 
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Introduction: The Project of Monarchy

physicality. Conversely, Victoria’s cult of domesticity and practiced humility are a stark 

counterpoint to the Virgin Queen’s insistence on being seen in terms of majesty and the 

divine. Both, however, must navigate their “two bodies” inside a system that associates 

one of those bodies with absence, frailty, and unsuitability to lead. Each monarch’s 

negotiation of the problems of their genders further illuminates the ways in which gender 

roles differed between their two reigns – and how “appropriate womanhood” could be as 

much a presentation as “monarchy.” 

While they did not have to deal with quite the same hurdles, concerns with the 

creation of a convincing narrative of stability and authorized government still colored the 

steps taken by the first Tudor monarchs. Henry VIII in particular inherited a throne 

whose claim towards legitimacy could not be reasonable framed in the language of 

genealogical descent. The project of the first two Tudor kings became, then, the creation 

of an alternate method of interpretation of their courts, with its foundations located 

outside of their blood relationship with the Plantaganet kings, and the solidification of 

power and authority around themselves. In other words, they needed to build a “story” of 

their ascent that trivialized the weakness of their claim and emphasized aspects that 

would suggest the “correctness” of their rule. The medium through which this narrative 

was published was pageantry and spectacle: the creation of an impressive centralized 

court which could transmit the fledgling dynasty’s message of its own importance and 
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Introduction: The Project of Monarchy

legitimacy while also offering an interpretation of England in comparison with the elite 

powers of Europe.2

The equation that formed the backbone this system is relatively straightforward: 

Power displayed is power affirmed. To place themselves in the appropriate visual and 

social context as rulers, the Tudors would have to have the appearance of majesty. To this 

end, both Henry VII and Henry VIII spent lavishly on architecture and literature, 

cultivating an image of a “learned chivalry” that would rival continental courts.3 The 

solidification of power extended in both directions, as the creation of a sanctioned history 

by Polydore Vergil was commissioned, a history that was intended to present as historical 

triumph the ascension of the Tudors. The social context of the continental courts, 

alongside England’s somewhat marginal reputation, made the selection of Polydore itself 

a calculated act – his works were framed in the forms that were the norm for continental 

histories. His arrival ousted the more traditional Bernard Andre, as the fashion of the 

history became as important to appearing as a legitimate modern court as its contents.4

The rapid and extravagant adoption of continental courtly customs placed the 

Tudor court in symbolic accord with other, established rulers – they read the same texts 

and followed the same trends. Yet appearing to fulfill the role was secondary to 

disseminating that impression to the public, the nation figured as an “audience” for the 

performance of a ruler. This is where the elaborate pageantry became important. State 

2 Jennifer Loach, “The Function of Ceremonial in the Reign of Henry VIII,” Past and Present  Vol. 143 (1994), 43.
3 Gordon Kipling, “Henry VII and The Origins of Tudor Patronage” in Patronage in the Renaissance  (New Jersey: 
Princeton University Press 1981), 124.
4 Alistair Fox, Politics and Literature in the Reigns of Henry VII and Henry VIII  (Oxford: Basil Blackwell 1989) , 109-113. 
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Introduction: The Project of Monarchy

occasions and their resultant extravagance of expense and pomp, such as the meeting of 

Henry VIII and Francis I of France at the Field of the Cloth of Gold, offered vistas in 

which a court could articulate itself publicly. The displays of bloodless combat insisted 

both on a pre-scripted heroic tenor for the courtiers involved and an authorizing unity of 

the court itself – staging the battle, in a sense, meant that the court could be 

comprehended as a single unit contributing to an overarching narrative of masculinity and 

aristocratic “quality.” 

The language used to justify a tournament in Savoy lays out the contribution that 

jousting was seen to offer to the creation of an able and vigorous courtier: “Nothing so 

corrupts the nobility, as Valerius the great says in the second book of the discipline of 

chivalry, than to be idle and without attempting noble deeds.”5 The virtue and security of 

the nobility rested in the pursuit of physical activity and extravagant “deeds.” The 

emphasis on feats recalls the form of a romance, in which a wandering knight’s value is 

verified by his undertakings. The scripted combat then served as an artificial venue for 

the expression of some “inward quality” while also remaining quite public. Participation 

in the spectacle affirmed the masculinity and nobility of the competitors, and asserted 

these claims to the spectators. 

The concerns of personal value and the motions of the state could be addressed in 

a single event, however, when the feats of arms became diplomatic functions. A 

preserved text offers a justification for the pursuit of the challenge at the meeting of 

5 Quoted in Joycelyne Russel, The Field of the Cloth of Gold  (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul 1969), 108.
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Introduction: The Project of Monarchy

Francis and Henry. The use of titles highlights the ways in which Henry VIII’s public 

persona was shaped and broadcast through the lens of martial power – he is “The King of 

England, the Victorious.” Speaking out against the deleterious effects leisure has on 

nobility, the text unifies the pursuit of (masculine) virtue with the desire for renown and 

the “honor of God,” and moves on to invoke “chivalrous Mars” as a patron.6 Framed in 

these terms, it alternates between motives of masculine camaraderie, courtly dignity, and 

religious duty, suggesting that the whole foundation of a court that functions militarily, 

diplomatically, and religiously can be realized in the act of the feat of arms.  

Grounded in a conception of the monarch as a chief of men and an actor in the 

fields of masculine endeavor, these jousts and Henry VIII’s participation in them 

provided a court defined by emphasis on physical presence and vitality, angling for an 

interpretation of the ruler as this sort of physically robust scholar-knight. The society of 

knightly figures, however, would be forced to shift under Elizabeth’s leadership. While 

her court inherited the Tudor flair for pageantry and dramatics, the queen herself could 

not participate in the chivalric world in the same way as her predecessor. Instead, 

Elizabeth would develop a relationship with the chivalric world’s “masculinity” of 

command that mediated between her physical body and the role of the monarch. 

 

6 Russel, Field of Cloth of Gold, 109.
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Chapter 1: Elizabeth I

Chapter 1: The Body Deferred

“So that a man should say well, he could not better term the city of London than a 

stage wherein was shown the wonderful spectacle of a noble-hearted princess towards 

her most loving people, and the people’s exceeding comfort in beholding so worthy a 

sovereign.”1 Richard Mulcaster’s conception of London during Elizabeth’s 1559 progress 

towards her coronation neatly grasps the nature of performance and how that affected the 

status of the new monarch. Just as her predecessors had struggled to present an air of 

suitable majesty and dignity towards their new subjects, Elizabeth Tudor used the events 

surrounding her coronation to firmly establish herself as a monarch in terms of civility, 

restraint, and approachability – a friend to the people, rather than a tyrant. The pageantry 

surrounding the progress established Elizabeth in terms of her subjects and the 

ideological trappings of good rule, creating a dialogue of expectations into which 

Elizabeth could enter – a role for her to fill. 

Each pageant was scripted such that it affirmed the rightness of the Queen’s rule 

while simultaneously creating a standard for rulership. For a strong example of this, the 

pageant near Cornhill presented a “seat of worthy governance” which was itself 

contingent on and supported by actors depicting “Pure Religion, Love of Subjects,  

Wisdom, and Justice.”2 Their presence both infers their presence in the queen-to-be and 

her future reign while simultaneously insisting on the contingency of appropriate action 

1 Richard Mulcaster, “The Queen Majesty’s Passage” in Renaissance Drama, ed. Arthur Kinney (Oxford: Blackwell 
Publishers 2001) , 22.
2 Mulcaster, Renaissance Drama, 25.

8



Chapter 1: Elizabeth I

and thought to the sustenance of her government – a balance between the ruled and the 

ruler that in turn suppresses various vices, also actors and labeled appropriately, that were 

placed under the feet of the virtues sustaining the throne. Mulcaster even goes so far as to 

spell this out explicitly in his retelling – “So [Elizabeth] should sit fast in the [seat of 

government] so long as she embraced virtue and held vice under foot.”3 

It is interesting to place this scene in context of the requirements of the monarch, 

as any sort of fetter seems opposed to the conception of the monarch as the chief actor in 

a nation. It is important to note again here the distinction between the conceptual 

monarch, as a role charged with great symbolic power, and the ruler enacting that power. 

For all that the monarch is defined in terms of limitlessness – eternal life, broad power, 

and immutability – the individual (the “natural body”) performing that role is never 

exempt from instruction or “correction.” The relationship between the power of the 

throne and the nation is reciprocal, with the ruler exercising the monarch’s power only 

inasmuch as he or she executes the public conception of what a monarch is. Elizabeth’s 

approachability throughout the progress shows her willingness to participate in this 

dialogue. Her frequent stops throughout the city and interaction with citizens serve as 

powerful rhetorical tools in her establishment as a public figure. 

In certain ways, if allowances are made for England’s troubled relationship with 

Catholicism, “canonization” is the more apt term – the strong claims to the virtue and 

eminence of the princess being made by the pageants tend towards an atmosphere that is 

3 Mulcaster, Renaissance Drama, 26.
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Chapter 1: Elizabeth I

practically cultic. Mulcaster’s retelling embraces this eagerly, announcing that the people 

were “wonderfully ravished with the loving answers and gestures of the princess.” 4  In 

other words: exposure to the public Elizabeth borders on religious transportation, with the 

gentility and grace of the queen-to-be serving to impress upon the minds of onlookers her 

inner qualities. In Mulcaster’s words, the “preconceived considerations” in the heads of 

the people from previous appearances of Elizabeth were “then thoroughly confirmed” 

over the course of the progress, her actions implanting in onlookers a “wonderful hope…

touching her worthy government in the rest of her reign.” This note immediately precedes 

the discussion of Elizabeth’s approachability and graciousness over the course of the 

progress, followed by the introduction of the idea of the city as a stage. Elizabeth, by 

acting on this stage, is said to confirm the public’s hopes about her and announce her 

worthiness as a sovereign.

This confirmation-as-realization continues the trend in which the position of a 

monarch is created, in essence, by the ruled body as an extension of itself. As an icon of 

the state, the monarch is theoretically timeless and independent, while nonetheless being 

practically linked to the force over which it presides – the monarch is only meaningful in 

the context of its domain. By inhabiting the ideological role of the monarch as envisioned 

by the public, typified in the procession by the onlookers, Elizabeth could ‘cash in’ on the 

role of the monarch and the power that it contained. In other words: the extent to which 

she acted like the English monarch became the extent to which she would be treated like 

4 Mulcaster, Renaissance Drama, 22. 
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Chapter 1: Elizabeth I

the English monarch. And Elizabeth was active during the procession, for all that she was 

a spectator to the various pageants. Mulcaster’s report stresses the times at which she 

called for silence or requested to be moved closer to get a better look – further 

establishing her as approachable and interested in the proceedings. 

By visibly paying attention to the claims and lessons encoded in the pageants, 

Elizabeth was making a claim as to her internalization of these concepts – she was allying 

herself with the predictions produced for her reign. Perhaps the most striking marker of 

her participation is Elizabeth’s acceptance of a Bible in English, an anecdote which 

Mulcaster chooses to end his retelling. Elizabeth promises firstly to read the book “most 

diligently” and, upon receiving it, “reverently” took it “with both hands,” kissed it, and 

laid it “upon her breast, to the great comfort of all the lookers-on.”5 This wholehearted 

show of religious observance, in particular when allied with an English (and therefore 

Protestant) Bible, permits Elizabeth to affirm herself to the audience as embracing (no 

pun intended) their values. This sort of improvisational addition to the progress shows 

Elizabeth’s understanding of the stakes involved with her introduction to London and the 

demonstrations surrounding her coronation – this is a venue from which she can present 

herself as the “right sort” of monarch, and bolster her appeal to the public. Her 

participation establishes her role and defuses anxiety over the new ruler by reassuring the 

audience of the character and values of the queen-to-be. 

5 Mulcaster, Renaissance Drama, 34.
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Chapter 1: Elizabeth I

Beyond dispelling anxiety over a new ruler, however, it was also an important 

step for Elizabeth to be involved in, or at least present for, the creation of a distinct 

monarchical style. As was the case with her predecessors, Elizabeth could profit from 

creating a method for approaching and interpreting her court that would create an image 

that bolstered nationalistic sentiment. She aimed at being a ruler that could be 

experienced not merely as a physical individual, an arena in which she was weakened by 

her gender, but instead as a set of symbols and ideals. Just as Henry VII and VIII 

emulated and embellished continental chivalry, then, Elizabeth’s court came to share a 

relationship with the romantic figure of the knight, a trend that is made more pronounced 

by the Accession Day Tilts. As an annual event, the tilts could lend themselves to the 

affirmation and reaffirmation of the rise of Elizabeth as monarch, while also forming a 

spectacle of the same sort as favored by her predecessors – a display of the physical, 

symbolic, and historical wealth of England-as-nation. 

Elizabeth’s status in the chivalric style would differ from her predecessors, due 

primarily to matters of gender. While Henry VIII could insist on his physical robustness 

and be considered adept in most “masculine” sporting endeavors, Elizabeth would always 

be the spectator at these tilts, transforming them from an affirmation of English 

masculine virtue as rooted in the person of the king, into a display of that vigor for the 

benefit of the monarch it served. The mock-combat of the tilts and the personas adopted 

by those acting in them came, as Frances Yates suggests, to insist on the strengths of 

England-as-nation rather than English courtiers as knights. The continuity suggested by 
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Chapter 1: Elizabeth I

retaining the chivalric motifs did not close off the creation of new avenues of meaning. 

The shift to having the monarch act as spectator rather than participant meant that the 

individual knights, and their competition, held less weight and import than the effect 

produced in onlookers – the narrative gestures of the scripted combats. 

The presentational and sensational nature of the tilts, many of whom were 

organized and scripted by Sir Henry Lee (also the chief competitor), renders them into 

catalogues of the worthies of Elizabeth’s court, who in turn display their quality both as 

martial champions and as scholars with the ingenuity and novelty of the characters that 

they portrayed. Some of the courtiers in residence took roles as hermits, escorted by 

pastoral country folk, or shepherd-knights in elaborate armor. Sir Philip Sidney was 

supposed to have appeared as the latter, in armor representing vines and leaves, a motif 

that may have been echoed by Lee when he tendered his resignation – with faded leaves 

and aging vines.6 Yates’s article makes use of Sidney’s portrayal of similar stylized tilts 

in Arcadia to define their function and highlight their artistic merits – “sports…such as 

carried riches of knowledge upon the stream of delight.” In other words, the tilts 

permitted a display of the symbolic and martial merit of the participants in a way that 

delighted the senses and fired the imagination.7

The emphasis placed on the display and spectacle of these events, alongside the 

narrative structure they adopted (often featuring narrators that provided exposition), 

privileged the position of Elizabeth as the ultimate observer, the one for whom all these 
6 Frances Yates, “The Romance of the Accession Day Tilts” Journal of the Warburg and Cortauld Institutes Vol. 20 No. 
1/2 (1957), 6-9
7 Yates, “Accession Tilts”, 4.
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Chapter 1: Elizabeth I

spectacular characters were brought forth and for whose approval and favor they strived. 

The sensational nature of the event served to emphasize the importance of the monarch 

by displaying the broad power she wielded both in being able to command such a show 

and as made apparent by the qualities presented by the performers, her subjects. As in the 

typical chivalric model, the feats of the ‘knights’ would, in theory, reflect back on 

Elizabeth as the central Lady to whom they were dedicated – an unmoved mover whose 

very presence necessitated and created the fantastic world of the tilts. 

This element of centralized importance takes on a distinctly nationalistic tone in 

one of the speeches presented by a “Hermit” to Elizabeth herself. Speaking on behalf of a 

pastoral band of “country people,” he explained that they have come after hearing tell 

from a parishioner of a holiday presented by the Curate as “Surpassing all of the Pope’s 

holidays.”8 The presentation of the Queen and the knights displayed for her benefit, then, 

is part of a central expression of English religious and national refinement. The 

conversion taking place in the Hermit’s speech refigures the knights as placing 

themselves in service to a religious icon – as Yates says, the Accession Day Tilts permit, 

for a handful of pence, a wide audience to witness the “worship of Elizabeth by her 

knights.”9 

The place of Elizabeth in the chivalric genre also emphasized what would become 

a typical mode of service during her reign. Her gender presenting a problematic hurdle 

between herself and anything that could be seen as activity in the public (masculine) 

8 Yates, “Accession Tilts”, 14.
9 Yates, “Accession Tilts”, 15.
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Chapter 1: Elizabeth I

sphere, Elizabeth was nonetheless problematically installed at the top of a public 

hierarchy, one in which her womanhood (and the linked concept of inferiority to men) 

was placed at odds with her role as monarch. While Elizabeth also acted to overcome this 

hurdle in her self-styling as the Virgin Queen, downplaying her physical body, there is 

also an important element of her control as a monarch that was contingent on her 

femininity being recognized and cherished. It is this trait that comes to the fore in the 

chivalric genre, one in which the Lady exists as both the ideal, desired woman and the 

unattainable goal. Most notably, the existence of the chivalric Lady permits the projection 

of the deeds of a given knight onto her while simultaneously confirming and elevating the 

knight in question. Sir Henry Lee’s spectacular retirement was performed before 

Elizabeth on Accession Day, and his career is celebrated by a recounting of his deeds, 

expressed in the form of verses presented to Elizabeth herself.10 Chivalric service (in 

theory) transfers the credit for public actions to a private individual without having to 

transgress the boundaries of Renaissance gender roles – the Knight acts gallantly in the 

public world (or the countryside of a romance) due to the inspiration and desire for virtue 

that his Lady creates in him. Lee’s retirement involved the transfer of his role as the 

Queen’s champion to a new individual and the affirmation of his service, figured solely 

as justly-offered tribute to the “Vindicator of loyalty, peace, [and] nobility.” For all that 

the tone and scripting of the event seem to center on the person of Elizabeth and the 

offerings to her, the verses performed for Elizabeth-as-spectator chronicle the devotion of 
10 William Seagar, “From Honor, Military and Civil: The Retirement of the Queen’s Champion Sir Henry Lee, November 17 
1590” in Elizabeth I and Her Age eds. Donald Stump and Susan Felch (New York: W.W. Norton and Company 2009) , 
460-461.
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Chapter 1: Elizabeth I

Lee and the extraordinary nature of his service – as a knight whose “youth ‘gainst age, 

and age at youth hath spurned.”11 All of the pageantry and praise are directed towards 

Elizabeth, but the acts being immortalized by the performance belong to Lee.  

While there is a good deal to be said about the ways in which this model fails to 

actually empower the Lady at the core of the model, it is important to first dwell on how 

it functioned for Elizabeth’s court. Specifically, by externalizing the agency of the 

monarch it permitted Elizabeth to be seen as an active and publicly-potent monarch 

without having to utilize her (problematic) physical body. The external actors of the will 

of the monarch, her male courtiers, could therefore be seen as performing the will of 

Elizabeth without being commanded to do so – their subjection as “knights” to a “Lady” 

permitted a generic shift that removed the problematic element of the hierarchy by 

transforming duty to the crown into romantic self-subjugation to the Lady-as-beloved. 

Sir Walter Raleigh is perhaps one of the most well-known models of the 

Elizabethan entrepreneur-courtier. As such, his composition “Praisd be Dianas faire and 

harmless light”12 serves as a useful specimen of the types of poetic expression that were 

directed to Elizabeth by her courtiers. Raleigh’s poem is one of categorical praise, 

enumerating the virtues and blessings of an idealized “Diana,” the legendarily-virginal 

goddess being one of Elizabeth’s (many) poetic referents.  The reverential tone of the 

poem is interestingly complicated by one line, however, when Raleigh moves to praise 

11 Seager, Elizabeth I, 460.
12 Sir Walter Raleigh, “Praised be Dianas faire and harmeles light” in Penguin Book of Renaissance Verse ed. H.R. 
Woudhuysen (London: Penguin Publishing 1992), 100.
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Chapter 1: Elizabeth I

“hir knights, in whom true honor lives.” What does it mean for Raleigh, a figure of 

Elizabethan expansion and himself among the number of those knights, to make this 

claim? 

It is perhaps best understood as a mode of poetic modesty – Raleigh, inhabiting 

the pose of an admirer, downplays his own existence. Yet the poetic project remains 

Raleigh’s, and the ability to speak authoritatively about “Diana” is itself a form of power. 

Specifically, Raleigh has the power to adopt the stance of the subdued admirer while still 

counting himself among the “knights” whose “powre" is being drawn from the subject of 

his work, the immobile, ageless “Diana.”  When a courtier like Raleigh speaks of the 

strength of the English nation, he is speaking about his own accomplishments, even if he 

projects them onto an absent goddess. 

In this fashion, the male courtiers could serve Elizabeth while retaining the 

essence of self-mastery, because chivalric service is a personal undertaking – in other 

words, they were not “being commanded” but “allowing themselves” to be commanded. 

The model of the beloved, as reinforced in numerous contemporary sonnet sequences, 

focuses on her perfection and the servility that this engenders in the lover. This shifts the 

courtier’s service out of a troublesome place in the hierarchy into another vein, in which 

their recognition of Elizabeth’s virtues, rather than her placement “above” them, is what 

motivates the chivalric courtiers. This interaction is spelled out explicitly in a section of 

Spenser’s Faerie Queene,13 in which Arthur’s squire Timias (a likely stand-in for Sir 

13 Edmund Spenser, “The Third Booke of the Faerie Queene” in Edmund Spenser’s Poetry (Third edition) eds. Hugh 
Maclean and Anne Prescott (New York: W.W. Norton and Company 1993) , 231-400.
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Chapter 1: Elizabeth I

Walter Raleigh) reconciles his adoration of Belphoebe (Elizabeth) with her 

unattainability.

Over the course of stanzas 43-48 of Book III Canto V, Timias (who has been 

wounded but saved by Belphoebe) recovers and first sees Belphoebe as she is attending 

to his wounds. His recognition of her beauty, alongside the natural service due to her as 

his savior, traps him: “Ah God, what other could he do at least,/ But love so faire a Lady, 

that his life releast?” (III.v.43) In the following stanzas, however, Timias considers his 

“mean estate” and is restrained from the passion he feels, but not released. Timias’ desire 

for Belphoebe is first figured as physical, but the concept of their union is checked both 

by his low birth and her virtue. For him to love Belphoebe, Timias argues, is an act of 

“disloyalty,” as his desire for contact is a desire to reduce her to his level so that she can 

be attained. Yet his pledge to not love her is immediately defused in the next stanza, 

replaced by a claim to “dying her serve, and living her adore.” (III.v.46) In lieu of 

physical entanglement, Timias proposes a social contract in which his gratitude and 

recognition of Belphoebe’s virtue finds its only honorable outlet in a pledge of lifelong 

servitude. This contract recognizes the theoretical absolute power of the monarch – the 

control of life and death – while making the submission to that power entirely the act of 

Timias. 

Spenser and Sidney’s chivalric romances are reflected in and prefigured by the 

narratives of Sir Henry Lee’s scripted tilts, each writer drawing on and reacting to the 

works of the others, creating a rich background of interweaving knightly characters from 

18



Chapter 1: Elizabeth I

which a narrative of English history and importance can be drawn. The place of Elizabeth 

as the supreme Lady of her court converted all of the primary figures of the nation to 

actors in this scheme, inheritors of the Arthurian tradition. By ascribing their mercantile 

and martial victories to Elizabeth, they both created a virtuous justification for their 

actions and confirmed the unity of the monarch with the nation that she led – England’s 

victories were Elizabeth’s victories. The creation of the symbolically rich category of 

courtier-knight service permitted individual significance (as seen in high-profile servants 

like Raleigh and Lee) without diminishing the centrality of Elizabeth to England as a 

nation. In many ways, the high public profile of these courtiers reinforced Elizabeth, as 

the inspiration of these heroic “cavalier” figures. 

Key to the ability of Elizabeth to control her presentation to the public during her 

reign was the issue of growing English national identity. In the wake of the 

transformation of the English church following the adoption of Anglican Protestantism, 

the Tudor monarchy was, as discussed, particularly concerned with the solidification of 

England as a nation distinct from the continental community. In the wake of Mary 

Tudor’s reign, and the increasing anxiety about Catholic invalidation of England’s 

national identity, Elizabeth opted for a stance of isolationism. The most striking, or at 

least most dramatic, of the victories of this movement towards English separation from 

continental Europe is the defeat of the Spanish Armada in 1588. This fortuitous victory 

serves as a sort of capstone towards the establishment of England’s independence, the 

naval nature of the battle further insisting upon the unassailability of English shores, a 
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metaphorical echo of Elizabeth’s own self-presentation as immaculate and untouchable. 

This event, and the increasing imperial ambition of Elizabeth’s England, is recorded in 

the ‘Armada’ portrait of 1588, which neatly unifies the victory and increased English 

national power with Elizabeth as the monarch. For purposes of this discussion, I will be 

referring to the version that Roy Strong discusses, located at Woburn Abbey and 

attributed to Elizabeth’s Serjeant Painter, George Gower.14

The portrait centers and foregrounds Elizabeth, with the background containing 

two windows looking out on scenes at sea which chronicle the defeat of the Armada. 

From this central position, the monarch sits with a crown and globe, located on separate 

tables, to the viewer’s left, underneath the image of advancing fire ships. To the right, the 

windows open on the Spanish ships being shipwrecked on the Scottish coast. Visually, 

the Queen is well-lit, apparently from the front, creating the impression of a pure white 

face framed, sun-like, by her ruff. Continuing the use of lighting, the English ships are 

presented in daylight, on smooth seas, while the Spanish ships are under black skies and 

amidst tempestuous waves. The alternation of light and dark in the background is carried 

forward into the ‘Ditchley’ portrait of 1592,15 with the notable trend that the absence of 

light in that work, and in the ‘Armada’ portrait, is defined by Elizabeth’s gaze – her back 

is turned on the right side of the piece in both cases. 

This combination of images proposes Elizabeth as the sun incarnate, from whom 

light issues and whose gaze (and favor) brings victory, while the achronic presentation of 

14 Appendix 1.1
15 Appendix 1.2
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the battle (each window shows a different stage) suggests a sense of inevitability – as 

soon as the English vessels take to sea, the Spanish are doomed. Of considerable interest 

to the conception of a growing English imperial ambition, however, is the presence and 

positioning of the globe, which rests underneath Elizabeth’s hand. As Strong notes,16 

previous portraits of Elizabeth that included the globe relegated it to the background, but 

in the ‘Armada’ portrait it is immediately under Elizabeth’s hand, with the crown placed 

above it. The imperial imagery unites the whole left side of the portrait, the monarch’s 

gaze resting on English vessels, an imperial ‘closed’ crown, and the globe.   

Elizabeth’s central position in the ‘Armada’ portrait, as well as her apparent size 

(created by her elaborate ruff and colossal sleeves), places her at the visual core of the 

English victory, with the placement of her gaze firmly settled on English expansion and 

strength. Strong notes that the monumental occasion of the victory “must have prompted 

a new setting to mark the great event,”17 but it seems more important to consider 

Elizabeth’s complicity in the production and reproduction of her image. Her placement in 

the composition, and the existence of multiple (at least three) versions of the piece, 

suggest its role as a piece of nationalistic propaganda, produced with all possible speed 

and intended to be spread, or at least to be available to be viewed by those in the 

appropriate (power-holding) social circles. Notably, it is a composition that reproduces 

the events of the victory in the explicit context of Elizabeth as the monarch. 

16 Roy Strong, Gloriana: The Portraits of Queen Elizabeth I  (New York: Thames and Hudson 1987) , 132. 
17 Strong, Gloriana, 131.
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The subordinate visual placement of the battle renders it symbolically contingent 

on Elizabeth, in the same fashion as the lighting follows her gaze. The extent to which 

Elizabeth herself was involved in the composition cannot be certain, but the propagation 

of the image means that she was certainly aware of the importance of capitalizing on the 

victory to make a statement. The portrait’s insistence on Elizabeth’s hand in the English 

victory and imperial expansion reproduces the narrative in which she is the source of the 

expanding power of her nation, as typified by the English soldiers and courtiers acting in 

her name. She is Raleigh’s “Diana”, a “power, by which all powres abound.”18 

The widespread anxiety about foreign assault also provided a strong background 

against which Elizabeth, as the Virgin Queen, could present herself. Although the use of 

chivalric genre conventions spared male subjects from hierarchical woes, Elizabeth 

herself was still trapped in a system which expected her to marry and expected wives to 

be subservient to their husbands. Her refusal to marry was a potential source of 

contention, not only for endangering the line of succession but by its refusal to participate 

in the socially “typical” course for 16th century women. As discussed above, the role of 

the monarch is independent in theory, but ultimately reliant on the public comprehension 

of the monarch’s place in the social world. With that in mind, Elizabeth could not simply 

refuse to marry, and marriage would itself diminish her ability to play the role of the 

monarch.

18 Raleigh, PRV, 100.
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Rather, she would have to make her nonparticipation in the socially-expected role 

into something that struck the public – her audience – as suitably “monarchical.” This is 

the point at which Elizabeth’s unification of herself as monarch with England as a nation 

came to the forefront. As in the case of the chivalric Lady and Timias’ Belphoebe, 

Elizabeth’s unattainability was presented as the product of her quality. That she was not 

willing to ally herself with another (foreign) ruler became a matter of insisting on the 

relevance and importance of England as a nation unto itself – one free of foreign 

meddling, in a fashion that would be confirmed by Elizabeth’s isolationist policy and 

recreated in her refusal to permit herself – and, by extension England – to be made 

subject to a foreign king. Operating as the symbolic head of the English household, 

Elizabeth as the monarch was the external figure that verified the position of all of the 

nation’s landowners and husbands – any assault on her independence could be seen as an 

attempt to subvert the hierarchy that the monarch reified.19  By asserting the importance 

of the monarch in the national hierarchy, Elizabeth reaffirmed the shape of the social 

world. Paradoxically, a nation of husbands found the justification for their own 

sovereignty in their households to be affirmed by and confirmed in the unmarried female 

monarch.

Edmund Spenser participated in the creation of this imperial chastity with the 

figure of Brtiomart in his Faerie Queene. In that work, Britomart is the ancestor of a 

great line of early English monarchs, Elizabeth’s spiritual if not lineal predecessors. 
19 The idea of Elizabeth’s co-opting of the masculine to maintain her virginity and the authority of her rule is summarized 
and contested in John King, “Queen Elizabeth I: Representations the Virgin Queen” Renaissance Quarterly. Vol 43. No. 1 
(1990), 34.
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However, our first exposure to the matriarch of English kingship is in her role as an 

unassailable warrior, whose gender is downplayed by the narrative and whose chastity is 

actively defended by martial prowess. Where Elizabeth’s chastity gave her powerful 

symbolic tools to work with, Britomart’s chastity, as the knight of that virtue in a world 

shaped by allegory, is converted into literal power – an enchanted spear that defeats all 

challengers. 

Britomart’s destiny asserts that she will eventually be paired with her true love, 

the knight Arthegall (Arthur’s equal), who is the only figure who is a suitable companion 

for her virtue, recreating the ideal of Elizabeth being “above” all of her potential suitors. 

In her search for her husband-to-be, mirroring the quest of the narrative’s Arthur, 

Britomart encounters and defeats personifications of dysfunctional modes of both 

abstinence and sexual excess. Her “active” chastity is a model which closely mirrors the 

productive and preservative chastity that Elizabeth was enshrined for, while her status as 

a “warrior maiden” neatly emphasizes the ways in which the monarch’s nonparticipation 

in the social role of womanhood, defined by marriage and childbirth, allowed her to 

function as an independent and powerful entity. 

Our first exposure to Britomart is made in the absence of gender. At the beginning 

of Book III, Arthur travels with Guyon, the protagonist of the previous book. Coming 

across one another, Britomart and Guyon joust, as is typical in chivalric narrative (III.i.5). 

Guyon is handily unseated, and only in the wake of the mysterious new knight’s victory 

do we discover “his” identity as the “famous Britomart,” a “single damzell” (III.i.8). This 
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revelation is received by the audience as part of the narrator’s conciliatory explanation 

directed at the defeated Guyon, the order of which first reacquaints the reader with 

Guyon’s skill at arms. He has “never yet, sith warlike arms he bore” “found himselfe 

dishonored so sore,” (III.i.7). Only once we are comfortable in the quality of Guyon’s 

skill does the consolation, “Let not thee grieve dishonored to have beene,” begin, 

containing the revelation of the miraculous power of Britomart’s spear, and the further 

oddity of Britomart herself (III.i.8). 

The curious sequence, placing the affirmation of the deed before the explanation 

for Britomart’s victory, delays the revelation for narrative effect, making the most 

unusual element come last, and yet redeems Britomart from a necessary interpretation as 

a mere woman in knight’s garb, as the victory that she carries away from the battle, 

though aided by an enchanted spear, is one that would be notable for any knight, not just 

a woman. She is first provided to the audience in terms of her arms and armor, and her 

participation in the fraternal society of knights continues in the wake of her triumph over 

Guyon, suggesting heavily that Britomart, when in her armor and bearing arms, is not 

classified as a woman – she consorts with and acts much like the other male knights in 

the piece. She even enters into a mutual vow of camaraderie with Guyon in the wake of 

their bout (III.i.12), further establishing herself in the sphere of knightly endeavors. 

Britomart’s establishment as a figure of martial excellence precedes any notion of 

her role as a woman, which is only introduced at the end of stanza 8. As a maiden armed 

with chastity and a virtuous understanding of her own worth, Britomart is a natural 
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comparison for Elizabeth, capable of acting in the sphere of the chivalric knight on the 

same level as Arthur and Guyon. It is only when she is without her armor, as in the castle 

of Malacasta (III.i.63) and the home of Malbecco (III.ix.20) that she is converted into an 

object of male sexual desire, drawing a complicated mixture of reverential awe and desire 

from onlookers in both cases. This is particularly intriguing in light of the mixture of 

romantic desire and devotional servitude that formed the backbone of the chivalric 

relationship with one’s Lady, as in the case of Timias and Belphoebe (herself a maiden 

and a natural counterpart to Britomart). However, Britomart’s primary contribution to the 

overall nationalist project of The Faerie Queene is her entanglement with Arthegall and 

the children they are to produce, the recounting of which creates a dynastic history that 

terminates in Elizabeth.

The chronicle of Britomart’s descendants begins in III.iii.22, as Merlin explains to 

her the eventual outcome of her pursuit of Arthegall, the beginning of the line that will 

eventually produce the Tudors. We receive a brief genealogy of Arthegall and the 

promise of his unity with Britomart and their repulsion of pagan invaders. Yet both 

knights eventually fall out of the narrative, Arthegall dying and Britomart compelled by 

the necessities of childbirth to leave the battlefield. At this point, Britomart herself 

disappears and the chronicle shifts to a long catalogue of their offspring, converting the 

Knight of Chastity into the source of a history drawn heavily from Geoffrey of 

Monmouth and other established English national histories, unifying his project with the 

overall conception of the English as the purified inheritors of Troy. The lineage continues 
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for another 22 stanzas, detailing the exchange of England between the hands of 

Britomart’s line and numerous invaders until, at last, we reach the Tudors and Elizabeth 

herself (The “royall virgin” of III.iii.49), at which point Merlin assures Britomart and the 

reader that “yet the end is not,” but is overcome with a coughing fit that prevents his 

continuing. 

The power of this history is the creation of a dynastic line that establishes an 

overarching narrative of eventual Tudor supremacy – basically confirming the reign of 

Elizabeth as ordained by fate and produced by a heroic lineage stretching back to 

classical sources. This is familiar, at least in light of the histories commissioned by Henry 

VII and VIII, but by rooting this genealogy in a heroic woman Spenser is affirming the 

importance of virtuous women to the creation of virtuous states. By beginning and ending 

the genealogy with the impact of women on the battlefield, he unites Britomart’s 

repulsion of pagan invaders with Elizabeth’s “smiting” of the Spanish armada, and in so 

doing invites a comparison between Britomart’s productive chastity and Elizabeth.

Yet Merlin’s coughing fit illustrates the inherent problem of Elizabeth’s chastity, 

when compared to Britomart’s marital chastity - the anxiety of dynasty. By the time of 

Spenser’s writing, there is no practical hope that the fifty-seven year old Elizabeth would 

produce a successor, and the specter of this lack adds a tone of desperate concern to the 

genealogy. The only method to preserve Elizabeth and the line that she represents is 

through escaping the physical and practical. Any practical dynasty descending from 

Elizabeth onward would have to be produced on the level of narrative and performance, 
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rather than genealogy. This is where the image of Elizabeth’s presentation as the 

immortal Virgin Queen, echoed in Spenser by the absent Gloriana and the knightly order 

of Maidenhead, comes to the fore. The promise of Elizabeth’s immortality, framed by her 

insistence on the preservation of her status as available for marriage and as potentially 

productive, came to emphasize a dynasty that existed outside of the physical body – a 

continuation of the line of the ruler that was not contingent on matter. 

The equation that created the Virgin Queen has a certain simplicity, inasmuch as 

the state of maidenhood sat at the beginning of the “time table” of the social construct of 

a woman’s life. Virginity was defined as an absence or as a potential for production, and 

so marriage and childbirth became the markers of the realization – the “making real” or 

“making physical” of that potential. By abstaining from acknowledging her physical body 

as anything but potentially productive, Elizabeth was maneuvering herself to be 

conceived of in terms of the not-quite-physical or the nearly-physical. 

Presentations of Elizabeth in her later years, especially those created by Nicholas 

Hilliard in the last decade of her life, took a deliberate turn towards the creation of an 

image that would preserve her youthful beauty. Roy Strong notes that this period also 

gives us knowledge of an official action regarding the destruction of certain images of the 

Queen which were “to her great offense,”20 which in turn suggests that the formal 

presentation of the monarch became a more serious matter as it became more and more 

important to control exposure of the anxiety-producing fact of the Queen’s advanced age. 

20 Strong, Gloriana, 147.
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More intriguingly, Strong notes that there is no evidence that Elizabeth ever sat for a 

portrait during these last years.21 All those produced, then, were fabrications or 

reproductions of older pieces, a model of presentation that insisted that the Queen was, 

despite her physical body’s state, semper eadem - “always the same.” The formulation of 

this mask of youth was one that privileged the Queen’s symbolic body, the representative 

of her fitness to rule and the vitality of the nation, rather than the aging physical frame – 

serving, perhaps, to counter anxiety about the years to come, those outside of Merlin’s 

prophecy, in the face of Elizabeth’s refusal to name her successor. The codified 

immortality of monarchs (“The king is dead, long live the king.”) requires a projection of 

agelessness for the perpetuation of the authority of the Virgin Queen. 

One of the most intricate of these late pieces is the ‘Rainbow’ portrait,22 produced 

between 1600 and 1603 and attributed to Marcus Gheeraerts the Younger.23 The piece 

was likely commissioned by Robert Cecil, who, Strong notes, had some investment in the 

symbolic world of Elizabeth, exerting some control over the last four years of the 

Accession Day Tilts.24 The piece itself presents Elizabeth clasping a rainbow, 

accompanied by the motto “Non sine sole iris,” (“No rainbow without the sun,” further 

establishing Elizabeth as a bringer of light) but there is considerable symbolic depth to 

the relatively simple image, primarily produced by the details of Elizabeth’s clothing and 

21 Strong, Gloriana, 147.
22 The piece is subject to considerable scholarly review, including Strong’s authoritative symbolic interpretation in 
Gloriana. I am indebted to Daniel Fischlin, “Political Allegory, Absolutist Ideology, and the ‘Rainbow Portrait’ of Queen 
Elizabeth I” Renaissance Quarterly  Vol. 50 No. 1 (1997), for his survey of the various stances taken.   
23 Appendix 1.3
24 Strong, Gloriana, 157.
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accessories. A golden cloak is decorated with numerous eyes and ears, while her sleeve 

bears three jeweled emblems, and a jeweled gauntlet is suspended from her ruff. Strong 

interprets the cloak’s eyes and ears representing the watchfulness of her servants, with 

Elizabeth as the final judge of their intelligence, and while his reading is sound, there is 

also an opening for Daniel Fischlin’s reading of them as emblems, intentional or 

otherwise, of the watchfulness of the imperial state.25 The notion that the Elizabeth of this 

portrait holds some privileged relationship to the eyes on her cloak is suggestive of the 

ways in which Elizabeth was both aware of appearances and how she acted to control 

what others saw – a fact proven easily by looking at the youth and vitality of the 

Elizabeth of the portrait herself, smooth-faced and bare-necked. The serpent depicted on 

her left arm presents both wisdom and watchfulness, and grasps in its mouth a heart at the 

end of a chain – a regulated measure of passion that is carefully reigned in. 

In his survey of the many scholarly readings of the portrait, Fischlin stresses that 

the political aspect of an eroticized Elizabeth not be underestimated, and speaks for the 

potential importance of considerations of sensualized or outright suggestive 

interpretations of the work. The continued acceptance of the Virgin Queen as a sexually 

viable entity formed a considerable element of the creation of her “Mask of Beauty,” and 

as such the aspects of the painting that simply codify sexual allure should not be 

disregarded – they are deeply strategic. The looping pearls and the placement of 

Elizabeth’s left arm both serve to draw the eye down her body and below her waist, 

25 Fischlin, “Political Allegory”, 183.
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where the pearls make a suggestive loop. 26 For all that the teasing “fetishistic” eroticism 

of such a reading can seem out of place, it nonetheless enforces the level of control and 

symbolic allure that surrounded Elizabeth and her presentation to the public, the overall 

goal of which was the creation of a cultic atmosphere that insisted on the Queen’s 

physical and erotic relevance up to the very moment of her death.  

26 Fischlin, “Political Allegory”, 185.
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Bridging the Gap: The Cadaver Natural

Public opinion regarding Elizabeth became notably less complex in the years 

immediately following her death. The concealing mystique of the monarchy, which 

permitted the queen's existence separate from her biological body, passed out of her 

hands. In the period that followed, and the two centuries that bridge the gap between 

Elizabeth and Victoria’s reigns, produced considerable shifts in the English public’s 

concepts of the monarch and womanhood. For the sake of illustration, my primary 

interest in the next chapter is in certain moments that are particularly significant to the 

formulation and production of the monarch as a role. Queen Anne’s absence is 

conspicuous but intentional – my primary concern lies in contrasting the traits of 

Elizabeth’s body-denying model with Victoria’s hyper-domesticity and focus on the 

productive female body. Anne’s reign would provide an interesting addition to this 

comparison, but would also render the transformation between the two eras, and their 

similarities, less striking. 

The moments that I include are those that I believe serve to meaningfully 

highlight the shift in the way that the natural body of the ruler related to his or her role as 

monarch, as well as the drastic alteration of the public’s stake in the publication of that 

role. Over the two centuries that separate Elizabeth and Victoria, the ruler’s person, 

divorced from the role of monarch, became increasingly subject to public scrutiny as 

rulers were dethroned and dismissed. The ability to participate in the formulation of what 
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“monarch” meant and what they were supposed (or allowed) to do shifted out of the 

hands of the monarch and his court, inviting observation and interpretation by the 

“commonwealth” and its representatives. Major shifts in the centers of power, and in the 

understood limits of the monarch’s power, meant that exercising tight control and 

regulation of productions of the monarch’s image became less and less possible. 

The attempted denial of the body that framed Elizabeth’s “mask of beauty” in the 

last years of her reign led, as we saw, to considerable anxiety over the succession. No 

amount of shrewd management of portraiture could negate the biological fact of 

Elizabeth’s impending demise, and the worry surrounding the succession required that 

James, as her chosen successor, assume his public persona immediately and build a solid 

foundation on which to begin his reign. The hyper-masculine script directing James’ 

procession towards his coronation emphasizes the difference that death made for 

Elizabeth’s image. This depiction framed James in the language of a husband 

approaching the marriage-bed as James progressed through a series of classically-themed 

triumphal arches. Though James’ procession never explicitly states his superiority over 

his predecessor, the heavy emphasis on his gender and the note of sexuality in the 

procession forces the comparison. 

The degree to which Elizabeth’s symbolic power was defused by James’ 

ascension highlights an interesting factor in the “eternal” qualities of the monarchy, 

which in turn illustrates the fashion in which she would come to be used by later rulers. 

The role of the monarch, while theoretically existing outside the boundaries of time (the 

33



Bridge: The Stuarts and the Hanovers

implied eternity of dynasty/empire), is also importantly singular. In a sense, the only real 

monarch is the current sovereign. The acknowledgment of the transition is the exact 

moment of anxiety deleted by “the king is dead, long live the king” – the contingency of 

the role is obscured by the insistence on its eternity. In other words, if James is King then 

Elizabeth cannot be interpreted as a monarch. Those steps taken by her crafted image to 

unite herself with the nation all hinged on the interplay between her two bodies, and the 

mechanism of succession stripped her of one of those bodies. There was only so far that 

Elizabeth could defer her physical body’s mortality. 

This transformation – from monarch to deceased woman – colored the ways in 

which Elizabeth would be represented by her successors. Certainly it seems reasonable to 

see in the affected masculinity of James’ procession an attempt at distinction, an 

insistence on a more “stable” cohesion between the monarch’s two bodies. The utility of 

Elizabeth as a basis for comparison is well illustrated by Thomas Cecil’s Truth Presents  

the Queen with a Lance,1 produced around 1625, the very beginning of the reign of 

Charles I. This image presents Elizabeth as an Amazon on horseback, bearing a sword 

and being presented with a lance, while the Beast of the Apocalypse is ground underfoot. 

Images such as this idealized reimagining of the events of Elizabeth’s reign emerged 

primarily in periods of waning Stuart popularity. The explicitly militant Protestantism of 

the image emphasizes the public anxiety over the Stuart relationship to Catholicism. The 

1 Appendix, 2.1
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presence of the Armada in the background unites the concepts of religious and 

nationalistic triumph, insisting on their mutuality. 

While the image itself is striking in its nationalist message, its weight as a 

criticism of the Stuarts holds my primary interest. The invocation of Elizabeth as a 

historically-unlikely warrior woman serves as a challenge to the masculinity of the 

reigning monarch. Depicted as she is, Elizabeth is a far cry from Britomart – the arms and 

armor, far from concealing her gender, draw attention to it in a way that the expansive 

dresses of her portraiture rarely did. With her hair down and the feature-hugging breast 

plate, this “martial Elizabeth” is in some ways more visibly feminine than those works 

produced during her reign.2 The image collapses the popular conception of Elizabeth’s 

reign – religious observance and triumph against foreign encroachment – into a single 

moment, against which the current period can be compared. Such an approach deletes the 

problems of past rulers with the privilege of the immobility of history. Elizabeth-as-

woman is no longer threatening or problematic in terms of her reign because that battle is 

over, as surely as the Armada triumph being recorded. The specter of the female monarch 

took on independent existence as a counterpoint to later rulers, enhancing James’s 

masculinity and threatening Charles’s.

Control of the royal image became an even more complex issue during the latter 

years of Charles I’s reign and his imprisonment. The growing divide between the Stuart 

conception of the role of the monarch and the opposition of Parliament raised the stakes 

2 Strong Gloriana, 164
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of this debate – both sides offered competing interpretations of the appropriate shape of 

the commonwealth. Ultimately, both Charles’s supporters and Parliament insisted that 

they were operating within the bounds of the authority of “the Crown” – the metonymic 

analogue to the monarch. John Peacock, observing the use of Charles I’s image in 

currency during his reign, offers a telling anecdote: both sides continued to mint coins 

bearing the “official” approval of the monarch. The authority of the monarch’s image, as 

represented by his arms and personal mottoes, had been displaced from his person to such 

an extent that both loyalists and the forces of Parliament felt comfortable making use of 

it.3 This circulation shift would become important in the wake of Charles’s death, but also 

in the ways in which it shows that the top-down control of the personal image, realized in 

the control of images that occurred at the end of Elizabeth’s reign, was becoming 

impractical or unsustainable.

The primary text that displays the problematic interaction between the role of the 

monarch and the person fulfilling that role is the Eikon Basilike, produced around 

Charles’s execution in 1649. The text, subtitled “The Pourtraicture of His Sacred 

Maiestie in His Solitudes and Sufferings,” ostensibly offers the final testament of Charles 

before his death, providing an image of the private person of the sovereign. This aspect of 

intimate “inclusion” marks the text as participating in a narrative of religious 

autobiography, shifting the stakes from the political to the spiritual. A re-staged Charles 

is free to use the closeness that the text offers to its audience to argue for a different 

3 James Peacock “The Visual Image of Charles I“ in The Royal Image: Representations of Charles I ed. Thomas Corns, 
186 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 1999)
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interpretation of the sovereign and his actions, undercutting the narrative of tyranny and 

violation that was used to justify Charles’ execution.

Theoretically the text is Charles’ own, and royalists insisted on this aspect, but it 

is almost certain that John Gauden (a sympathetic Presbyterian divine), who compiled the 

text, made some contributions. Elizabeth Wheeler makes note of royalist claims 

regarding the authenticity of the text, which often hinge on claims to have personally 

witnessed Charles in the act of writing.4 This element of staged composition, with its 

insistence on a chain of evidence which can verify the authenticity of the work, suggests 

the degree to which it is a production, akin to any of the officially-sanctioned “portraits” 

produced for Elizabeth. However, Eikon Basilike’s presentation of personal disclosure 

had a life of its own. The text’s audience – England as a nation emerging from a civil war 

- must be considered in light of the anxiety that accompanied Charles’s trial and the 

change in government. In the wake of the civil war,  the readership would be composed 

of a public that was deeply interested in any narrative that could re-frame what must have 

seemed a radical alteration in the circumstances and character of their nation. As Wheeler 

notes, Eikon Basilike was wildly popular and persisted in a sort of organic proliferation – 

numerous editions were produced by different printers, with no “authorized” central text. 

As with the coins produced during the war, the king’s “portrait” was circulated from 

numerous sources. Individual printers amended the work with additional material and 

relevant collections of images and compiled sayings derived from it; “The king’s subjects 

4 Elizabeth Wheeler “Eikon Basilike and the Rhetoric of Self-Representation” in The Royal Image, 124 
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bought the image, created new illustrations and poems, and added them to the king’s 

book.”5 

This level of public involvement in the persona of the sovereign sets the stage for 

the increasing public debate regarding the role of the monarch in the nation. A deeply 

anxious nation that had clashed ideologically with the Stuart rulers over the limits of the 

crown’s power and the correct forms for religion could see and stage, in the circulated 

texts, an image of the monarch that resolved these differences. Royalists could imagine in 

the pose of martyrdom the promise of a return, while opponents could publish 

counternarratives, such as John Milton’s Eikonoklastes. In the absence of a physical ruler, 

the image of Charles in the moments before his death became the staging ground for a 

debate about tyranny and religious conscience – private individuals could publicly create 

and circulate an interpretation of Charles’ mind and person in an atmosphere in which 

there was no potential for an authorized official interpretation.   

The trial and execution of Charles Stuart set the stage for what I am considering 

one of the major shifts in the concept of the English monarch. While Eikon Basilike 

sought to negate the stresses of the civil war, it could do little to negate the fact that 

Charles I, as a ruler, had been tried for treason – a crime he would have previously had to 

have committed against himself. Elizabeth’s presentation of herself worked in 

conjunction with an idea that the person of the monarch physically embodied the nation. 

This symbolic relationship is altered radically in 1649 – when the representatives of the 

5 Wheeler The Royal Image, 123
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commonwealth, or at least the victorious portion of it, had convened and, claiming to 

wield the force of law, converted its theoretical body into a cadaver.

What this conversion means, in the scheme of the ruler’s presentation of the 

monarch, is a public awareness of the fallible individual enacting that role. The same 

public that had sought to instruct Elizabeth was coming to see itself in a system in which 

the ruler could be replaced. While the original model for this – the dissolution of the 

monarchy in the wake of Charles I’s execution – was drastic, this would not necessarily 

be the case in years to come. Jumping forward to the period following the Restoration, it 

is important to consider the impulse that led William of Orange to bring a printing press 

with his forces when he came to England to supplant James II.6 The battlefield where the 

creation of the symbolic currency necessary for the maintenance of one’s role as a 

monarch had shifted. While blood remained important – William and Mary were 

necessary – the ruler was also expected to live in the world of the published document – 

to be “available” in much the same fashion as the image of Charles I in the Eikon 

Basilike. 

What this claim means is not that the monarchy hard become entirely dominated 

by public sentiment, but rather that the change brought on by the execution of Charles I 

had altered the way in which the ruler-monarch relationship was recognized. The 

“accidental” body of the ruler, with its various failings, was placed center-stage by the 

execution. The invitation extended by Parliament to William and Mary, to replace one 

6 Lois Schwoerrer, “Liberty of the Press and Public Opinion” in Liberty Secured?: Britain Before and After 1688 ed. J.R. 
Jones (Stanford University Press: Stanford 1992), 223.
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ruler (James II, Catholic and therefore unsuitable) with another more desirable one (or a 

pair of them) is indicative of the shift. The machinery of succession which promised 

dynastic continuity no longer operated purely on lineage. Instead, over the course of the 

debates preceding William and Mary’s ascension and during the three decades that 

followed, England’s national identity (and its associated Protestantism) would be 

solidified by legal force. It wasn’t enough to be the next candidate in line – potential 

rulers would have to be the right sort of candidate.  

It was this legally-enforced selection that led to the introduction of the Hanovers 

following Anne’s death in 1714. Of interest to the atmosphere into which Victoria would 

enter as a monarch is one of the last of these, George IV, her uncle and the ruler for the 

first decade of Victoria’s life. While Victoria’s immediate successor was William IV 

(another uncle), his seven-year reign had less of an effect on the way in which Victoria 

was presented. Where George III was seen as a family man, participating in the growing 

importance placed on domesticity, his son’s amorous excesses and the expense of his 

lifestyle did not go unmarked by the populace. The system in which George IV was 

functioning no longer found the justification for a ruler’s reign in the degree to which he 

displayed the power and wealth at his command. The indecorum of aristocratic excess 

was a direct affront to the values of the growing middle class, and the resulting backlash 

highlights the ways in which England was no longer a nation of dramatic spectacle and 

pageantry.
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In its place was a system of domestic and middle-class self-sufficiency. Internally, 

the system deeply resembles the placement of the monarch in the model of society during 

Elizabeth’s reign – the king is as a father to his nation, the father is as a king to his 

household, and so forth. Each unit of society reaffirms the hierarchy of the others, with 

the ruler’s presentation of the system being the “figurehead” of the whole. However, the 

emphasis placed on the middle-class household and the importance of the domestic 

sphere (as emblematic of the nation) altered the ways in which the ruler could intervene 

in this system. Each domestic household was a miniature kingdom unto itself, and the 

intrusion of any outside force, perceived or otherwise, into this capsule world was a 

violation and an assault on the system, even if that intruder was the ruler who 

theoretically controlled each of these households. A middle-class household, founded in 

relation to the world of commerce, did not need to justify itself through observation and 

emulation of the household of the monarch. Instead, a monarch that wanted the public's 

respect – and it would be difficult to make use of the power of the role without it – would 

have to emulate them. As a result, George IV's extremely public and aborted attempt to 

divorce Caroline of Brunswick simply deepened the divide between him and the public. 

His actions typified him as a direct enemy of the marriage-based domestic standard.

This divide had an important effect on the ways in which Victoria’s public 

identity was originally molded. During the period of her education, she was isolated 

socially and politically from the Hanoverian kings by her mother’s deliberate design. 
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This system of education – titled the “Kensington System”7 – was intended to insulate 

Victoria from being seen through the lens of George IV’s anti-domesticity and the specter 

of the Hanover’s foreign descent. Despite being of mostly Germanic descent, Victoria 

was scripted to appear as a distinctly English ruler, produced by and reproducing the 

models of domestic decorum that would be required of an English monarch in the 

nineteenth century. 

  

7 Elizabeth Longford, Victoria R.I. (Weidenfeld and Nicolson: London 1964), 55.

42



Chapter 2: Victoria

Chapter 2: Housewife and Queen

In addition to the shift in the public concept of the monarch and its role in the 

state, Victoria would also have to contend with a different model of femininity.  While 

women were still placed in an imposed frame of restraint, inferiority, and obedience, the 

arena in which they could exercise socially-acceptable behavior was no longer embedded 

in the sexualized hierarchy that Elizabeth had worked with, but in the maintenance of the 

domestic sphere. We have discussed how for Elizabeth the category of maiden allowed 

her to exist outside of her physical body, never realizing the physically-codified state of 

the “biological woman” by retaining the potential for marriage. Victorian schemes of life, 

however, downplayed the sexual promise of virginity and transferred that focus instead 

towards the movement towards marriage and the production of children.1 In my analysis 

of Victoria alongside Elizabeth, I will focus only on the earlier years of her reign – her 

ascension and marriage – because these moments of physical dynasty present the clearest 

counterpoint to Elizabeth’s perpetuity of the self.

If for Elizabeth the categories available were “maiden” and “woman,” with the 

former being defined by potential and desirability, the Victorian scheme could be said to 

shift between “child” and “wife.” Coverture, which stipulated the legal subordination of a 

woman into the person of her husband, formalized the exchange of control between a girl, 

1 Considerable work laying out the Victorian approach to womanhood and public power occurs in Adrienne Munich 
“Queen Victoria, Empire, and Excess,” Tulsa Studies in Women’s Literature Vol. 6 No.2 (Autumn 1987) 265-281,

Margaret Homans Royal Representations (Chicago: University of Chicago Press 1998) and in Margaret 
Homans and Adrienne Munich eds. Remaking Victoria  (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997). In particular, 
Sharon Weltman “Victoria and Ruskin’s Domestic Mythology” in Remaking Victoria, 105-122 and Homans 
Representations, 2-3 and 16 are useful for their discussion of the ideologies and ramifications of institutionalized 
inferiority. 
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under the control of her parents, and a wife, absorbed into her husband.2 A woman’s 

participation in public life, the society of households from one’s social class, was as a 

result framed in terms of her “governor.” For a woman to participate “uncovered’ in 

public life was a social aberration, and one that contained anxieties not only about the 

correct ordering of households but also imbedded concerns of sexuality. 

This becomes most distinct if we consider the approach taken to Elizabeth’s status 

as an “eternal virgin,” and how that portrayal was rejected by Victorian interpreters. Seen 

from a society in which the overall arc of life was the creation and solidification of a 

domestic household, Elizabeth’s deliberate noncompliance came to be seen as a direct 

assault. The interpreted “illegitimacy” of her public activity as a monarch was 

transformed by Victorian social norms into the other bogeyman of the antidomestic – the 

illicit.3 Perversely, Elizabeth’s public chastity became viewed as vanity and immodesty, 

with an encoded undertone of actual sexual impropriety. A Victorian audience converts a 

narrative of “proclaimed virginity” into “public sexuality.” The unpleasant ramifications 

connoted by that term were present in certain forms – Elizabeth’s public power and 

presumed license transformed her into a sexual predator, inverting the period’s presumed 

placement of sexual desire as a masculine trait. 

What this resulted in was a peculiar subdivision of Elizabeth that corresponds 

intriguingly with the problematic relationship between the physical and symbolic 

2 Homans, Representations, 16 lays out the paradoxical need for a woman to “legally disappear” in order to function 
publicly.
3 Nicola Watson, “Victoria and the Cultural Memory of Elizabeth I” in Remaking Victoria, 82.
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incarnations of the sovereign. The Victorian public conception of the Elizabethan era, 

romanticized as a height of English sophistication and entrepreneurial spirit, was greatly 

positive.4 Yet the treatment of Elizabeth herself, as a physical woman, was colored by the 

disjunction between the narrative she produced in her reign and the national identity of 

the staunchly middle-class England of the nineteenth century. As discussed, her sexual 

identity was a source of great anxiety, and the label of “improper femininity,” codified in 

terms of unsupervised public existence, expanded further to encompass a range of 

perceived flaws as a figure in government. In the context of a monarchy whose role was 

increasingly seen as purely symbolic, the jealous maintenance of personal power could 

only be seen as tyrannical, and Victorian interpreters called forth the most publicly-

vilified “womanly” flaws to frame Elizabeth’s actions.5 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, foremost among these flaws was vanity. The Victorian 

audience was less interested in the perpetual promise of youth than with the reproductive 

serialization of the domestic household. Each child was a promise for continuity, 

reproducing the household with their own children, a model dynasty suiting the “private 

kingdoms” of the middle class. Elizabeth’s public image produced a sexuality that was 

nonproductive, and thus opposed to Victorian feminine ideals. The Victorian public’s 

conception of the body of the ruler meant that they were not party to the model of 

Elizabeth that insisted, against the evidence of her physical body, that she could yet 

produce an heir. As such, the negative images produced in the ninteenth century focus 

4 Elizabeth Langland, “Victoria in the Developing Narrative of Englishness” in Remaking Victoria, 28.
5 Watson, Remaking Victoria, 85.
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heavily on the sexual obsolescence that she had downplayed. An image entitled Queen 

Elizabeth Discovers she is no Longer Young, produced by Augustus Egg in 1848,6 is 

typical of this set of depictions. A wizened Elizabeth is central to the scene, contrasted 

starkly with a youthful maid holding a mirror reflecting the queen’s image. The physical 

props of the maid and the mirror establish both the contrast and the vice being brought 

forth – the futility of vanity and the progression of age and the loss of fecundity. 

The depiction is only heightened by Elizabeth’s slumped posture and the 

paralleled trios of courtiers on either side of the composition – Elizabeth is spatially 

isolated and immobile. Her proximity to her bed and its curtains, along with the 

haphazard spread of her cloak and clothing, unite her visually with the static props, as 

though she were an object of some antiquity, unearthed in an attic. The final stroke is 

accomplished by the Queen’s thin face and neck. Where the ruffs worn by the female 

courtiers to her sides serve to frame their youthful faces, there is a significant gap 

surrounding Elizabeth, which permits us to see her throat – she appears almost deflated, 

her arms at her sides and her face half-covered by shadow. Nicola Watson discovers in 

this piece a significant degree of animosity on the part of the artist, arguing that it is not 

enough “that the Virgin Queen is old,” but that she “should recognize the fact in full 

pitiless conclave.”7 The severity of similar pieces suggests a typicality to this apparent 

malice, as Victorian artists strove to enact with interest the reality of the physical that 

Elizabeth’s carefully-scripted strategies had deferred. 

6 Appendix, Image 3.1
7 Watson, Remaking Victoria, 89.
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An undercurrent present in the withered Elizabeth is the Victorian response to 

older models of the role of the monarch. The change in the publicly accepted role of the 

monarch, articulated in the backlash against the Hanovers, led to an outright 

condemnation of the exercise of the power of the crown. The production of the ruler’s 

majesty was no longer central to the nation’s self-representation, and middle class 

frugality and practicality could only interpret pomp and privilege as excess and violation, 

a trend resulting in Victoria’s studied emulation of bourgeois fashions.8 The rumpled 

robes of Egg’s image, alongside the image of young, healthy attendants waiting 

unnaturally on near-cadaver, presents an Elizabeth who is not only personally sexually 

obsolete but also an obsolete type of monarch. 

With this negative response to the exercise of public power by a woman in mind, 

how is it that Victoria came to be a successful monarch? Margaret Homans locates the 

space in which Victoria could articulate her own model of sovereignty in the very system 

that relegated women to the interior and domestic.9 The foundation for this argument lies 

precisely inside the growing public distaste for old models of sovereignty. The backlash 

against Victoria’s Hanover predecessors forms a backdrop against which it becomes 

apparent that the active, masculine monarch that Elizabeth had to struggle with was no 

longer the desired form. Rather, the monarchy was a symbolic position whose removal 

from the exercise of day-to-day power increasingly relegated it to the position of an 

8 Adjusted for class, of course, and deployed with intent. “A queen in a bonnet cuts a different figure from a commoner so 
dressed,” Homans, Representations, 5.
9 Homans Representations, 1.
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authorizing spectacle or immobile “cause.” The emphasis on the personal sovereignty of 

the domestic household typified any exercise of the ruler’s authority into a challenge to 

the foundational elements of the middle-class English commonwealth. The hope was for 

a ruler who always is but never does, and, as Homans notes, the paradigm for such a role 

might very well have been a woman.10 While the relevant portions of Homans’s work 

focus on the departure between the monarch’s power and Victoria’s emphatic wifely 

“obedience” as a source of public concern, I locate in the contrast a perpetuation of the 

authorizing absence of Elizabeth’s courtly Lady – power through restraint. Victoria’s 

publicly-displayed restraint, humility, and marital obedience, traits that would have 

robbed Elizabeth of her autonomy and majesty, seem instead to strengthen her popular 

appeal. The stance used is similar, but the place of marriage and domestic subservience in 

the public sphere had changed significantly. 

The project of the creation of the “domestic monarch,” however, did not occur 

instantaneously. Rather, Victoria would undergo a period of establishment at the 

beginning of her reign and beforehand, models of interpretation being proposed and 

remodeled in order to settle upon a viable public persona. My interest in the participation 

of the public in the formation of the role of the monarch, as well as the perpetuation of 

the ruler’s presentation of themselves in that role, leads me to focus primarily on images 

of Victoria, rather than her presence in texts. The circulation of Victoria’s image in 

paintings, woodcuts, and periodicals emphasizes the ways in which the monarch’s 

10 Homans, Representations, 5.
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portrayal was “in play,” as in the public’s editing and additions to the Eikon Basilike. The 

ability to publish these images freely, especially compared to Elizabeth’s late attempts to 

crack down on unsolicited or unflattering portrayals, emphasizes the alteration in the 

monarch’s power over the public – pictures produced of Victoria were as likely to 

circulate as those produced for her. The restriction of the monarch’s power meant that 

Victoria was not in a position to attempt the same top-down control that Elizabeth had. In 

order to publicize the portrait that she desired to be seen, Victoria would have to choose a 

stance that her audience would want to reproduce. In light of this, I will be focusing on 

those pictures of Victoria produced without royal commission, alongside John Ruskin’s 

essays, which give voice to the idealized domestic world that her popular portrayals 

canonize.

The process by which Victoria would come to be interpreted begins with her 

transition from a young girl and potential heiress to the young queen, and the ways in 

which that transition altered the stakes in her presentation.  Susan Casteras observes the 

stages in which this change occurred, beginning with some of the earliest images of 

Victoria, including those that predate her coronation.11 These images find themselves 

focusing on Victoria’s gender and social role in terms of eventual fulfillment not as a 

monarch but as a wife – they depict the girl, not the princess. An engraving by John 

Rogers Herbert of the 15-year-old Victoria is a good example of the early presentations.12 

Here Victoria is depicted in terms of an upper-middle class young lady, framed by signs 

11 Susan Casteras, “Some Changing Faces of Victoria” in Remaking Victoria, 183.
12 Appendix, 3.2
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of her educational and social polish. The bared neck and shoulders, styled hair, and 

delicate hands emphasize a sense of vulnerable femininity, and the whole picture seems 

almost to resemble a sales pitch – we are looking at a typical, marriageable young 

woman. There is no sense of dynastic power or nationalistic import.   

Comparatively, J. Prentice’s 1837 engraving13 would seem wildly different. 

Produced in the first year of Victoria’s reign, its presentation of the queen in masculine 

military apparel provides an interesting lens into the potential anxieties regarding the 

ascension of a new, female monarch. The severity of the costume, and the degree to 

which it covers Victoria’s body, deletes much of the femininity and vulnerability of the 

1834 image. Victoria’s hair and neck are mostly obscured by her costume, and her line of 

vision shifts from looking uncertainly off to one side of the image to gazing directly and 

confidently at the viewer. The whole image seems staged to give a sense of firmness of 

character and resolve. This implied staging suggests something about the potential stakes, 

the need to reaffirm military stability and discipline in the uncertain period surrounding a 

new monarch.

However, the deletion of Victoria’s gender taking place in Prentice’s image is a 

specimen of an unsustainable presentation. The Victorian model of appropriate 

participation in the social world hinged on the productivity and subdivision of the 

domestic world. In order to continue to function with relative autonomy in the public 

sphere, Victoria would have to marry – the “married woman” being the only viable 

13 Appendix, 3.3
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model of public femininity that could be sustained. Paradoxically, the institutionalized 

obedience of marriage was the avenue by which Victoria could continue in her role as 

ruler.14 Unsurprisingly, the trappings of the domestic family would dominate 

understandings of Victoria in the years immediately following her marriage, as she and 

Albert produced child after child in an apparently perfect model of domestic productivity, 

the ideal mirror to business productivity.

One such image is a colored lithograph produced by G.A.H. Dean and Co. in 

1843, entitled “To the Queen’s Private Apartments: The Queen and Prince Albert at 

Home.”15 The staged scene of lighthearted domestic tranquility is offered as a window 

into the private life of the royal family, with some versions even being accompanied with 

paper doors that must be opened to view the image – offering a compelling sense of 

sanctioned intrusion. The family presented bears none of the markers of public office or 

national import, and for all that we are said to be seeing “the Queen and Prince Albert” 

there is not a single crowned head in evidence. Rather, we are granted a glimpse of a 

woman seemingly solely interested in the child that she is holding and the proceedings of 

her family. Albert’s apparent subordination to the domestic scene is disarmed by his 

straight limbs and his direct gaze towards the viewer, ensuring that he remains the central 

strong figure in the image despite Victoria’s placement above him. Indeed, interpreted in 

the terms of the frame made by the window behind her, Victoria is bent at the waist, eyes 

downcast – she is yielding. 

14 Homans, Representations, 16.
15 Appendix, 3.4

51



Chapter 2: Victoria

The voyeurism of the image, promised by the title and realized by the window 

that frames Victoria and the paper-door mechanism, serves to suggest that this moment of 

relaxation is something seen by the viewer rather than presented to him. The “moment,” 

interpreted through the act of transmitting the power of access to the viewer, becomes an 

unscripted moment – the scene is meant to be read as something commonplace and 

natural for the royal family, rather than a deliberate attempt to be domestic. While this 

offers a strong suggestion of the ways in which domestic imagery could produce a 

connection with the English public as an “audience,” it does not explain the ways in 

which that domesticity could be wielded as part of a strategy of monarchy. How, in other 

words, is Victoria’s submission in this image a method of both being domestic in relation 

to a typical Victorian husband, while also a method of domesticating him?

For this I wish to turn to the writings of John Ruskin, working in the middle of 

Victoria’s reign. Ruskin’s work is an exemplar of the Victorian approach to the 

relationship between the spheres of influence as divided between the sexes, and his 1865 

essay “Of Queen’s Gardens” contains some telling examples of the ways in which 

domestic women could frame themselves as participating in the structure of national 

power. The proposal in that text is that the understanding of the masculine as the public 

and the feminine as private is faulty, with both spheres being defined instead in terms of 

duties regarding the domestic, which have both private and public applications and 

obligations. These duties begin internally, Ruskin posits, with the creation and 
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maintenance of order at home, and then expand outwards, becoming the project of 

nation-building and imperialism. 

In this fashion we get an immediate and obvious sense of how the masculine 

activities, which Ruskin typifies as the creation of security and the drive to expand, can 

be immediately ported over to a consideration of English imperial policy. Yet what 

follows this in the lecture is a discussion of how the feminine “duties” of ministering, 

ordering, and beautifying also contribute themselves. “[The woman] is also to be without 

her gates, where order is more difficult, distress more imminent, loveliness more rare.”16 

The expansion of the orderly sphere of the domestic includes space outside the physical 

boundaries of the home, imposing the domestic on the foreign and distant. In Ruskin’s 

system, men colonize while women civilize. The female monarch could therefore 

participate in the business of her nation and empire by taking part in the creation of the 

domestic. 

What Ruskin is getting at in his assertion of the equality of the genders is the 

dismissal of the understanding of women as props for men. Rather, the 1860s model of 

spheres proposes that the public action of men, by necessity more aggressive, exposes 

them to certain conditions that only the influence of (sheltered) women can offset. Ruskin 

locates in the private world, the one dominated by women, the core of civility and, by 

extension, civilization. What he is proposing is a troublesome differentiation between 

inactivity and tranquility. The first is a negative quality, especially when viewed through 

16 John Ruskin, “Of Queens Gardens” in Sesame and Lilies  (London: George Allen 1904) , 131.
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the pragmatic lens of the century’s middle-class English populace, while the second hints 

at the importance with which the domestic sphere was viewed. The ideal woman, Ruskin 

is arguing, is always doing something, it is just that the actions of the internal sphere are 

more subtle. Primarily (and problematically), the actions that Ruskin’s model ascribes to 

women are ones of negation. The “uncivilized” or non-domestic outside world has certain 

qualities – chaos, injustice, hardship, and aggression – that women mitigate. Ideally by 

this model, everything that happens does so in the external sphere, with its consequences 

being tempered by the immobile internal-domestic. 

There is an obvious correlation to be drawn between the centrality of the domestic 

to Ruskin’s proposed spheres and the centrality of the monarch to an imperial nation. 

This correlation is productive, not only because it shows how Victoria’s domesticity 

served to produce her as the core of her nation, but also because it models the ways in 

which older models of the role of the monarch had fallen out of favor. In Ruskin’s 

system, the domestic sphere is ideally immutable and predictable – the production of 

domestic pleasure was reliant on the stability of the home front, from which external 

actions could be launched in safety. 

Seen through the lens of this model of centrality, a potential pitfall of Hanoverian 

rule becomes apparent. The extent to which they were read as “foreign” (non-domestic) 

would estrange them from the socially-created center of English society, the domestic 

homestead. This threat was realized during the Regency, as George IV’s excess and 

insistence on aristocratic privilege alienated him and his associates from the middle-class 
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public. Insulated from this by the “Kensington System,” Victoria’s gender permitted a re-

staging of the definition of the role of the monarch, one in which her femininity permitted 

and justified a re-concentration of power away from the monarch as a figure of direction 

and towards one of tacit complicity and authorization.17 The necessity of Victoria-as-

woman being empowered solely with “influence” allowed for a shift in the role of the 

ruler towards a similar possession of symbolic power rooted in the denial of secular 

power. 

There is an exceptional portrayal of the nature of “influence” as a mode of power 

in Ruskin’s essay, at the point at which he attempts to salvage female powerlessness 

through reinterpretation and re-presentation. This presentation evolves out of Ruskin’s 

portrayal of the natural duties divided between the spheres. These “natural duties,” rather 

than denying women power, instead qualify appropriate models and arenas of female 

power: “Vainly…you blame or rebuke the desire for power! For Heaven’s sake, and for 

Man’s sake, desire it all you can. But what power? That is all the question.”18 Ruskin’s 

world of spheres hinges on and is supported by the pursuit of appropriate duties and 

maintaining acceptable borders. The exercise of proper influence, voiced through proper 

channels, is united with the best interests of both Heaven and mankind, raising the 

importance of the maintenance of domestic tranquility to a biblical magnitude.

17 Homans, Representations, 3.
18 Ruskin, Sesame and Lilies, 132.

55



Chapter 2: Victoria

The powers that Ruskin offers the domestic housewife are likened to the power of 

the “royal hand, which heals in touching.”19 This telling comparison suggests the degree 

to which the language of the throne and the language of the internal have become united. 

When Ruskin elevates housewives to the status of queens, the comparison cuts both ways 

– the power of the monarch had become the power of control over the internal and 

domestic. “Influence,” as the troublesome emblem of the “power” of the internal, is what 

Victoria’s monarchy holds – little actual public power, but deep access to the avenues of 

symbolic power. 

In her analysis of some images of Victoria’s domestic life with Albert, Margaret 

Homans makes note of the tendency to portray Victoria in stances or positions that 

suggest inferiority to her husband or negate the prominence of her role as monarch. In 

one particular Dean and Co. lithograph, “The Royal Family in the Nursery,” produced in 

1845, Victoria sits to one side of the center of the piece, where an unoccupied chair 

(decorated with a coronet) is placed, with Albert leaning upon it.20 While Homans sees 

this image as depicting the problematic divide between Victoria’s duties, leaving the role 

of the monarch unfilled while she deals with domestic matters, it also serves as an 

emblem of Victoria’s partnership with the publicly-molded ideal household. An empty 

throne depicts a disinterest in the exercise of the power of state – the domesticity of the 

scene is such that only the chair and our knowledge of the household suggest that we are 

seeing the royal family. In other words, it is (suspiciously) nonthreatening.

19 Ruskin, Sesame and Lilies, 132.
20 Appendix, 3.5
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While Homans is primarily concerned with the image’s division between the roles 

of Victoria and the sense in which this “over-feminization” emphasizes public anxiety 

about a female monarch,21 I believe the picture can be read in a different fashion. It 

should be noted that it was not produced by commission, and so I not positing my 

interpretation as the creator’s intent but rather as a suggestion of the ways in which the 

ultra-domestic Victoria still existed as an emblem of the power of her state. The centrality 

of the throne, for all that it divides the image, nonetheless places the identity of the family 

depicted on center stage – there is no question of who is being seen. Furthermore, 

Albert’s position, which Homans reads as the swagger of the paterfamilias, places him 

leaning on the side of the empty chair, a pose often adopted by wives pictured with their 

husbands.22 Albert and Bertie, both wearing dark colors in a fashion that makes them 

more distinct than the others pictured, are standing on either side of the “throne,” drawing 

the eye there immediately. Bertie in particular, waving his Union Jack and playing with a 

toy ship, emphasizes the expansive and imperial power of English imperialism. He is also 

Victoria’s heir, the throne’s next occupant and insurance for the continuation of the 

power represented by the flag he’s holding.

The centrality of the throne, the shape of the room, and the presence of Albert and 

Bertie all draw attention towards the throne, giving it a sense of weight and importance – 

as though it were occupied. In a sense, it is – the throne is “The seat of a potentate or 

21 Homans, Representaitons,, 26.
22 Homans, Representations, 21.
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dignitary, esp the seat occupied by a sovereign on state occasions.”23 As such, it has a 

pre-defined occupant who is immediately called to mind when it is seen. If we are in need 

of further cues in this regard, we need only look at Victoria, to the chair’s left, 

surrounded by her two younger children with a spaniel at her knee and a nurse standing in 

wait behind her. In the world depicted by the image, Victoria is the only one who sits, 

and so if an empty chair immediately prompts us to search for an occupant, there is only 

one option – the uncrowned woman who sits with a child upon her lap.

Interpreted in this fashion, the tone of the image shifts considerably. The 

privileged position of the throne, alongside its vacancy, only further insists on the identity 

of its owner. If we read Victoria as occupying both positions, every other figure in the 

play is in some way attendant on her – either as a prop in her lap or by attending on her. 

In a certain sense, this is Victoria’s Armada portrait – the huge family, the emblems of 

domesticity, and the deliberate choice to be seen apart from the throne, while it remains 

conspicuously present, are the tools of her power as a monarch.  

23 "throne, n." in The Oxford English Dictionary (2nd ed., Oxford University Press: Oxford 1989).
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Conclusion: Roads Not Taken

The output of the reigns of these two monarchs is a series of texts and images that 

articulate the degree to which the monarchy is to be understood as a role. A given ruler’s 

ability to self-represent in a convincing and compelling fashion forms the backbone of his 

or her functionality as a monarch, be it as a political leader or one “merely” symbolic. For 

female monarchs, the project is even more complicated, having to negotiate between 

scripted models of feminine life while also participating in the public life required by the 

role. Both of the surveyed queens adapted admirably to the particular circumstances 

surrounding their accessions, and presented themselves in a fashion that could produce 

iconic effect without coming into conflict with the composition of the English nation.

What this work has surveyed is the degree to which Elizabeth and Victoria 

created and enacted modes of self-representation that took on a life beyond their bodies 

while also remaining appropriate to the traits of their respective eras. It was not simply 

that they insisted on being seen in certain ways but that, through the project of their 

presentation, they brought others into collusion with themselves. Elizabeth’s court 

flocked to work themselves into the narrative of their Fairy Queen, and the publications 

of Victoria’s domestic England went out of its way to produce and reproduce image after 

image of the royal household’s tranquility and humility. These are the successes of self-

representation.

But there are numerous other angles that could be pursued when considering the 

prospects of an act that was, after all, meant to be broadcast to an entire nation (and 
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beyond). I have focused primarily on successful models and major interpretations, but 

equally present are misfires and disconnects, moments where an individual or subset of 

society was not compelled by the figure of one of these Queens. Similarly, the lasting 

effects of the presentation exist not only for successive monarchs but for the audience 

themselves, subtly encoding interactions – what did Victoria mean to an English woman 

in 1910? How did the rise and success of female monarchs affect the women in the nation 

they commanded, if at all? By negotiating with the role of femininity in governance, 

Elizabeth and Victoria, wittingly or otherwise, began to produce a new system of 

womanhood – perhaps eroding the hierarchical systems that marginalized women, but 

equally possible is the ability of an act such as Victoria’s to reinforce and recreate the 

very system that doubted her fitness to rule.  

Nor does the conflict end with female monarchs. While they had less to contend 

with in terms of their physical bodies (at least until, as Margaret Homans had suggested, 

the symbolic monarch was “domesticated”), male rulers nonetheless are faced with the 

prospect of fulfilling a role that is definitionally one of excellence and competence. 

Avenues exist to explore the presentation of any of the English monarchs, or indeed their 

foreign peers, with equal depth. The role of the monarch, in a sense, can never be 

perfectly or comprehensively performed – it is the product of too many conflicting needs 

and desires on the part of its “audience” – which means that each ruler’s public persona 

gives voice to one or more facets of a complicated set. What does it say about the English 
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public in a given era that it produces a king such as James I’s “scholar-king” or Charles 

I’s Psalter David?

 What all these questions are meant to point at is the richness of symbolic depth 

and the complexity of concerns that surround the monarch. Even in recent centuries, 

where the role has been relegated to relative unimportance in the pursuit of the business 

of states, there exists a great well of symbolic importance around the crown. Located in 

the person of the monarch, after all, is a portion of the narrative that is foundational for 

the government itself, and for the nation that government leads. The stakes for even the 

most trivial of interactions or interpretations of this complicated symbolic body, 

mediating between an individualized public, a sitting government, and a rich symbolic 

world, are remarkable – they start to beg questions of what a nation is and how the axis of 

nationhood that is “merely” imaginary or symbolic informs, directs, and authorizes the 

day-to-day existence of the nation itself.  
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Figure 1.1; George Gower 'Armada' Portrait, c. 1588
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Figure 1.2; Marcus Gheeraerts the Younger ‘Ditchley’ Portait, c. 1592
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Figure 1.3; Marcus Gheeraerts the Younger 'Rainbow' Portrait, c. 1600
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Figure 2.1; Thomas Cecil Truth Presents Queen Elizabeth with a Lance, 1625
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Figure 3.2; John Rogers Herbert Princess Victoria, 1834
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Figure 3.3; J. Prentice Her Majesty in Military Costume at a Review at Windsor, September 28 
1837, 1837
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Figure 3.4; “To the Queen’s Private Apartments”, 1834
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Figure 3.5; “The Royal Family in the Nursery”, 1845
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