How do Tudor portraits present power to their audience during their reign?

[bookmark: _Int_aKJ86f1C]Tudor portraits are some of the most beautiful paintings in history with the incredible attention to detail and the ways the artist presents the image of the royals. There is such an intense fascination with these portraits as you can really see a reflection of the era and how they wanted to be perceived to the public. They wanted to be shown as strong and powerful, for people to respect them and to instil fear. The most notable portrait that fits these criteria is ‘The Rainbow Painting’ of Queen Elizabeth the 1st. A portrait done near the end of her reign to continue to show her power as Queen. As well as one of the most prominent figures in British History and the woman who marked the end of the Tudor dynasty. All of the rulers of the Tudor dynasty had unique ways of showing their power through their portraits. To showthe people who their leader was and to be a presence felt everywhere.

As Queen Elizabeth was a Queen in a time of intense misogyny, where women were told that their purpose was nothing more than to be a mother and a homemaker. Which really makes her success even more revolutionary. Many of her portraits portray a passionate sense of power, dignity, and strength. Her portraits often have imagery behind her with what she is doing or wearing to show nothing but a powerful leader to the people of Britain. Two of Elizabeth’s most important portraits show her holding a globe, this is to show her power and her control as well as her determination to expand the country.

A common trend of Tudor portraits are bigger shoulder pads to make the royals look more intimidating as they make them look bigger, a more masculine stronger figure for the people to look up to. You can see this in King Henry VII’s portraits as he was already a big man, but the shoulder pads create a more angular shape making him look bigger. While many portraits of women showed them with smaller frames, more petite and less prominent. This is to drive the stereotypes of the time about men and women, to show the men as the more powerful, intimidating presence that women who are shown as weaker have to submit to. Which is what makes Queen Elizabeth’s paintings so unique and new in the period. She is portrayed the same way as the other men in her family, with bigger frames, with high neck collars and large shoulder pads. This was so new for the era especially for a queen, even following Mary whose portraits also followed the trends of the time. Queen Elizabeth wanted to show her power and potential as a ruler to the British public by holding herself to the same standard as a man, even having portraits replicate the key features of the portraits of Kings
[image: ]
The armada portrait is another of Queen Elizabeth’s most memorable pieces created in 1588 after the Spanish armada was defeated. The portrait was to show the success that Britain had against them and how Queen Elizabeth led the people. To show her as this all-powerful figure to the British public, with how much symbolism is in the piece to also show this power.

‘The Globe represents England’s striving for imperial power in the Americas. In the painting, Elizabeth is pointing to Virginia, which was named after her’ - Symbolism in portraits of Queen Elizabeth I, Royal Museum Greenwich, 2012.

Globes are often seen in a couple of Elizabeth’s portraits to show her power and victory over the country. To show her victories to others and how she led the way. Specifically, in the armada portrait, the way she holds her hand over the US is to show their victory over them and how it is under her control. It makes the image stronger and appropriate for what had occurred before it. To give hope to the public and to reinstate a symbol of power after the attack. Queen Elizabeth is drenched in pearls and luxury items in this piece, having over 800 pearls that were extremely expensive at the time as finding them was a lot more difficult. It portrays wealth and how Elizabeth is at the very top of the monarchy at the time. 
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‘The precious blood recalls Christ’s sacrifice, glory, and physical presence; he is with Mary. The blood also hints at martyrdom perhaps a recollection of martyrs who died for her including Thomas Moore and John Fisher? This portrait shows the viewer that England’s Catholic past has returned with their maiden queen.’ The iconography of Mary I, England’s first crown queen regnant, Tudor Times, Peter Stiffell, 18th February 2022. 

In contrast with her sister, Mary I portraits do not replicate the underlying theme of power shown in Elizabeth’s. Mary’s portrait often falls into the same category of most portraits made of women in power in that time. Her clothing, while obviously expensive and rich quality, is form fitting with either loose shoulders or her shoulders showing. None of the powerful imagery normally associated with the portraits of kings. Mary portraits often show her deep religious faith, she is often seeing wearing a cross, the universal symbol of religion and christ. She uses these items to show her power with God rather than in an intimidating way like other monarchs. With ties to religious imagery to act like she is a matriarch of God towards a deeply religious public.

[image: ]‘People responded to climate of uplift and idealism. Despite all the hardship and disorganisation of everyday life, people were content with their lives and looked forward to a bright and happy socialist future’ Art and Power (Europe under the dictators 1930-1945), 1995, The Great Illusion, page 194, Igor A. Kazus et al.

Marcus Gheerarts The Younger is a painter from the Tudor period, most known for his many paintings of Queen Elizabeth the 1st including the famous ‘The Rainbow Portrait’. This portrait is stunning and reeks of the power that Elizabeth held towards the end of her successful reign. By the end of her reign, Elizabeth had developed her own way of portraying her power. Using rich imagery and breaking free of King Henry’s mould. Marcus's help redefined the work of the Tudor court. How he broke away from flat surfaces to create much more realistic portraits of Queen Elizabeth. We can also see his art grow alongside Elizabeth’s reign through these portraits. The way he uses colours to portray the power and the regal elements of Elizabeth. The way the dress is covered in a bright orange with an eyes and ears pattern covering it. To show the public that Elizabeth is always watching and listening, that she is an omnipresent figure there to watch over the public. Portraying herself as something greater than herself. Marcus’ use of bright colours to make her more eye-catching, he does not drown her out in colours instead keeping to an orange colour palette, orange throughout history and in the modern day can have many different meanings towards it. For instance, orange is often used a symbol of fertility as fruits and vegetables turn orange when ripe. In many historical paintings, we can see orange used in that sense. With Elizabeth, it might not be the case as she never married or had children. As marrying would mean the king take charge and overrule her, which Elizabeth was unwilling to give up. Using orange in this sense could mean that she was fertile but gave that up to lead the British until the end of her life. Showing her devotion to them. As well as orange used in many religions like buddhism as the colour of enlightenment. Elizabeth is being portrayed as a religious figure. Adding into the symbolism of the dress having eyes and ears, once again being portrayed as omniscient. You can tell Marcus really thought all about this when painting as he had to think about all the intricate details in these pieces. He thought about what kind of power he wanted to highlight in this portrait of her, to show her differently from the past monarch portraits. You can tell from the differences in the stances, and the colours used. Even in Marcus’s earlier work, he painted Elizabeth in an equivalent way of her earlier portraits, using neutral colours, similar patterns and especially with the sharp angles of her body to create an impression of power like King Henry VIII. 

Tudor artists use semiotics to help portray their power by having deeper meanings into the signs that they put into their art. The portraits need to be the essence of strength and leadership as well as reflecting what the monarch hopes to achieve in their reign. So, using semiotics to communicate with the public is easiest way of communication. With details such as the uses of crosses in Mary’s portraits, we see them on her jewellery which would be classed as the signifier as it is the form that has been taken to showcase the message being sent by the Artist while the signified is her deep religious belief and her goal to reestablishing a Catholic country.

In conclusion, each of the Tudor monarchs all had diverse ways of establishing power through their portraits, and it really does reflect what they wanted to achieve in their reign. Using many distinct types of symbolism shown in their clothing, the way they hold themselves and even with what they hold. You can tell about how their reign and how important their image was to the public by these portraits. As these portraits would be hung in churches and shown to the public. To be a constant eye watching over the people as they’re powerful rulers.
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