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Primary source evaluation of a portrait.
The selected primary source is a portrait of Queen Elizabeth I, that recent scans have revealed was painted over a previous portrait of an unknown woman, but suspected to be of her mother, Anne Boleyn. The Elizabethan portrait was made during her reign as monarch as Queen of England and Ireland. The painting is sometimes referred to as the ‘Hidden Serpent Portrait’ or ‘Portrait with a Serpent’ due to other details that the scans revealed of Elizabeth I originally posing holding a serpent instead of flowers.
The exact artist is unknown, which is reinforced by the National Portrait Gallery’s decision to label it as such. This leaves the interpretation of the true artists own bias and personal interpretations of the sitters, that would have influenced the outcome of the art, up for debate, meaning that some of the connotations and stylistic choices used in the painting are lost. Nicholas Hilliard was a notable artist during this era in her court, but mainly focused on miniatures, and larger works of his such as the ‘Pheonix Portrait’ of Elizabeth I, appear to be in a different style to that of this chosen source. Another prominent artist was Marcus Gheeraerts the Younger, whose style is a closer match to the chosen source, but again there is no clear decision that it was him.[footnoteRef:4] This shows that whoever did actually paint it was highly skilled and stayed true to the current trends and expectations as it is easily recognisable as the late queen due to the appearance of the sitter and symbolism used.  [4:  Queen Elizabeth I by Marcus Gheeraerts the Younger - National Portrait Gallery] 

The exact date of the Elizabeth I portrait is unconfirmed, but likely from around the 1580s-90s. During this time, events such as the exploration into modern day America and the colonisation of Virginia, the defeat of the Spanish Armada, and the 1586 pro-Catholic Babington Plot were taking place.[footnoteRef:5][footnoteRef:6][footnoteRef:7] This would have likely influenced the artist as the events showed Elizabeth I in a strong and powerful light, but also a negative one due to the social implications of colonisation and religion. This may have led to the decision to edit out the serpent and replace it with the flowers to focus on the idea of Elizabeth I’s purity and innocence as associated with flowers, rather than sin as associated with a serpent.
The date of the hidden portrait is also unknown, however, “tree-ring dating shows that the tree used to make one of the boards in the panel was felled after 1572 and so the initial portrait cannot have been painted before this date.”[footnoteRef:8] Around this time events such as the Injunctions of 1571, the introduction of Dreadnought ships, and that Sir Francis Drake started to circumnavigate the globe were taking place.[footnoteRef:9] This could suggest that the unknown woman sitting in the hidden painting was from a wealthy family who benefited financially from these events. [5:  The complete works of Captain John Smith (1580-1631) : Smith, John, 1580-1631 : Free Download, Borrow, and Streaming : Internet Archive]  [6:  Martin, C. (2010). The Downfall of the Spanish Armada in Ireland – By Ken Douglas. International Journal of Nautical Archaeology, 39(2), 458–460. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1095-9270.2010.00290_13.x]  [7:  Batho, G. R. “The Execution of Mary, Queen of Scots.” The Scottish Historical Review, vol. 39, no. 127, 1960, pp. 35–42. JSTOR, http://www.jstor.org/stable/25526566. Accessed 8 Feb. 2026.]  [8:  The Queen’s Likeness: Portraits of Elizabeth I - National Portrait Gallery]  [9:  Parker, G. (1996). THE DREADNOUGHT REVOLUTION OF TUDOR ENGLAND. The Mariner’s Mirror, 82(3), 269–300. https://doi.org/10.1080/00253359.1996.10656603] 

The artist is unknown, therefore the true, precise reason as to why this piece was created is also lost. However, it is likely that it was made for a private collection, hence the lack of information that has been kept over time, as more official works are often looked after better including keeping their provenances. For example, those by George Gower, an artist during Elizabeth I’s reign, are able to be accredited to him.[footnoteRef:10] Regardless, as the painting was made during Elizabeth I’s reign, this would have been done so in a way designed to command respect and a sense of superiority towards the late queen. Portraits made of anyone during this era were for people who had significant wealth and usually therefore social status, due to the materials that were used not being cheap. Therefore, the artist often displayed sitter in a way that benefitted the sitter, so they would pay more, as the paintings were often hung in areas designed to be seen by guests and servants and therefore want to portray the sitter in a positive light. 
The exact reason as to why the original painting was painted over is again unknown, but may be due to a changing relationship with the original woman. If it was Anne Boleyn, then it may be due to showing loyalty to a more Protestant queen rather than her more Catholic late mother, especially due to the religious plots at the time such as the Babington Plot. If it is another, unidentified woman, then it is even harder to speculate, but may be due to similar reasons if she had significant social influence, or it may be more trivial such as a family drama that led to her being outcast. It could may also be that Elizabeth I decided to visit the house of the family the painting belonged to on one her royal progresses, and that the family had multiple portraits already of the unknown woman, and so decided to repurpose one to show their loyalty to the queen.[footnoteRef:11] [10:  Elizabeth I Sieve Portrait | Folger Shakespeare Library]  [11:  Jayne E. Archer and others, The Progresses, Pageants, & Entertainments Of Queen Elizabeth I (New York: Oxford University Press, 2007)] 

As it was an image of the Queen, it would have been designed to make anyone who viewed it respect her and see her as superior to everyone else. It could likely have been made for one of the members of her court and the households surrounding the individual.
The painting of the original woman, especially if it was not of Anne Boleyn, was likely made as part of a noble family’s private collection. This would mean it would have initially been seen by the family, visitors and staff, before being removed from the wall. 
One strength of the painting is it shows that people alive in the Tudor period would recycle already used panels for new art. Sometimes the idea of any type of recycling can be thought of to be a more modern way of living, especially due to climate change, but this shows that it has been done in some way for at least 500 years. 
Another strength is that it possibly proves the idea of King Henry VIII attempting to erase his late wife Anne Boleyn from history. Despite the painting likely being made at least 30 years after his death in 1547, someone who was young and sympathetic towards him during his reign may have continued the efforts to attempt to do this unsuccessful act. This theory of Henry VIII going to such an extent can be traced back to his reign, when after Anne Boleyn’s execution, he ordered the destruction of her personal belongings and marriage engravings, among other things, in order to attempt for there to be little to no record of her existence, likely all boiling down to revenge for his wish for a male heir.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  ANNE BOLEYN EFFACED - Karen L Davies] 

A third strength is showcasing the effectiveness of using x-ray scans on such art works as the discovery opens the doors for the possibility of multiple other paintings also possibly hiding previous works and sitters. These types of scan are often used during restoration work to see where the damage is and how the paint has changed in thickness over the years. With this particular painting, the paint was already visibly thinning and starting to reveal other layers of paint, as can been seen in the darker patches around Elizabeth I’s mouth. This meant that the scans could see further than the naked eye, consequently revealing the hidden painting. Other paintings that have benefited from this technique include Van Gogh’s ‘Head of a Peasant Woman’. This scan revealed the image of a man underneath the peasant woman, likely being that of Van Gogh himself, meaning it may be his earliest self-portrait.[footnoteRef:13] This demonstrates that there is a continued use for these scans as it proves that it is not just this source alone that has repainted over a previous piece of art, but it is in fact a recurring practice over many centuries.  [13:  Art History Is Full of Buried Treasure. Here Are 11 Stunning Images That Experts Found Hidden Beneath Famous Paintings ] 

A fourth strength of the source is showing how powerful people at the time regarded Elizabeth I. The artist uses imagery such as the flowers, wearing the order of the garter and pearls, and making eye contact with the viewer. The flowers, as aforementioned, reinforce the idea of a more kind and sympathetic queen, supposed to the initial choice of a serpent. The order of the garter shows her status, and among the nobility viewing the painting would likely have been easily recognisable. The amount of pearls she is adorned with signify the wealth of the monarch and therefore the wealth of the country of the viewer. The eye contact means that the queen connects more with the viewer and therefore personifies her more than a look off to the side would have done. 
One weakness of the painting is the lack of a full provenance. This means that the audience is left to speculate as the full picture will likely never be revealed, meaning that the wrong conclusions could be drawn. This also means that a full history of the painting cannot be discovered and therefore hinders repair and restoration work as the teams working with it may not know what caused it to change in such a way, and therefore may not know how to best fix and treat it. 
Whilst it cannot be confirmed that it is definitely Anne Boleyn that has been painted over, there is still significant speculation. As seen in the media, the common consensus appears to be that it is the late (former) queen consort.[footnoteRef:14] On the one hand it may be her due to the shades used and the fashions the woman is dressed in. Whilst the x-ray scans cannot show the colour of the original painting, it can show that for example the woman had dark hair and fair skin, just like Anne Boleyn. As for the fashion, the woman is seen to be wearing a French Hood, a style which she is famed for wearing and regarded as popularising throughout English high society and the Tudor court. Further to this, it does follow similar features that Anne Boleyn is depicted to have in other paintings such as the eponymous painting of her in the National Portrait Gallery (NPG) (npg 668).[footnoteRef:15]
On the other hand however, there is some debate over her true appearance due to a lot of art works of her varying in distinct characteristics such as her jawline as seen in another eponymous NPG painting of her (npg 4980(15)).[footnoteRef:16] This further enhances the theory of Henry VIII attempting to erase her from history by having few similar images of her, meaning that her true identity is blurred. Further to this, the painting has to be made at least 36 years after her death due to when the tree for the panelling was felled. This does not completely rule out the possibility of the woman being her as there have been others such as npg 4980(15), but does greatly reduce the chances. [14:  A New Image of Anne Boleyn? Re-Creations of the Mysterious Image Found Under Portrait of Elizabeth I — RoyaltyNow]  [15:  NPG 668; Anne Boleyn - Portrait - National Portrait Gallery ]  [16:  NPG 4980(15); Anne Boleyn - Portrait - National Portrait Gallery ] 

Having limited answers i.e. the artist and exact date of creation, does leave more room for interpretation, however it could mean that the wrong conclusions are drawn, such as some may assume it is Anne Boleyn when it may not be.
Overall, the painting is useful in showing portraiture of Elizabeth I at the time of her reign, as well as some things that may have influenced it, such as the defeat of the Spanish Armada. However, its main downfall is the lack of complete information. The woman underneath is definitely plausible to be Anne Boleyn, but the viewer should be wary of being convinced of this due to the lack of evidence.
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