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Elizabeth I, 1533-1603 – The Armada Portrait. National Maritime Museum, Greenwich, London.(1)

___________________________
1. Armada portrait image https://www.rmg.co.uk/queens-house/attractions/armada-portrait-elizabeth-i?_gl=1*17mbs9q*_up*MQ..*_ga*MjAzMDc3NTA5NS4xNzY3MTIyMjc5*_ga_7JJ3J5DBF6*czE3NjcxMjIyNzgkbzEkZzEkdDE3NjcxMjIzMDEkajM3JGwwJGgw*_ga_4MH5VEZTEK*czE3NjcxMjIyNzgkbzEkZzEkdDE3NjcxMjIzMDEkajM3JGwwJGgw  [Accessed December 12th]
This painting, located at the Royal Museums in Greenwich, depicts Queen Elizabeth I, the daughter of Henry VIII and Anne Boleyn, who reigned England from 1558 to 1603. Her lengthy reign was relatively peaceful and one where both religion and the arts flourished.  Upon ascending to the throne, Elizabeth enlisted the support of skilled advisors, and together they facilitated the revival of the Church of England. Throughout Elizabeth's reign, England evolved into a maritime force and witnessed the rise of the first public theatres as well as a remarkable literary scene. Elizabeth remained unmarried and was later celebrated as the 'Virgin Queen' during the latter part of her rule. 
This image and its recognizable setting has a few versions made of which I will focus on the one showcased at the Royal Museums in Greenwich, for a few reasons:  it is the biggest and most detailed version, it is held in the original location of Greenwich Palace ( significant location for Elizabeth) , and it is also fully available digitally. This painting shows Elizabeth three quarter length in a richly embroidered and bejeweled dress, holding a fan in one hand, and resting her other hand on a globe, pointing to Virginia- named after her. Right above the globe there is an imperial crown, and behind her two with big windows ( paintings) that show the Spanish Armanda in a storm. The painting on the left depicts English vessels confronting the approaching Armada. Trails of smoke above some distant ships indicate that English fireships have been deployed against the Spanish. The sand-colored sea appears disturbed, with sails billowing, foreshadowing an impending storm on an otherwise calm day. Conversely, the right-hand painting portrays a nighttime scene where the storm has arrived. Stormy waves surround the Spanish galleons, illustrating the Armada's near-total destruction under the forces of nature. These details are not merely key to understanding the cultural and social value of this painting but also due to it standing as a phenomenal example of Tudor portraiture. Tarnya Cooper and Charlotte Bolland, curators at the National Portrait Gallery, reference certain key elements in the development of English aesthetic for portraits during Henry VIII’s reign that include special attention to the posture of the sitter, the detailed texture of clothing, and delicate touch of the foremost artists at the time (2). The Armada portrait is no exception. Moreover, it is rich in symbolism that I will discuss later in this paper.

_____________
2. Cooper, Tarnya and Bolland Charlotte, Under the microscope – New discoveries in British Renaissance art. https://www.thebritishacademy.ac.uk/documents/694/BAR26-12-Cooper-Bolland.pdf  [Accessed Dec 13th]

This version of the portrait was painted in oil colors and constructed on horizontal boards, and it is bigger than its two other versions ( Woburn Abbey, National Portrait Gallery). This painting’s dimensions are 1125 mm x 1270 mm; with a frame of 1300 mm x 1460 mm x 110 mm; and an overall weight of 44.4 kg.  Although it is labeled as being from an Unknow artist, it has been attributed to George Gower (3) but also to Nicholas Hilliard, who was the miniature portrait painter of her majesty (4). The degrees of attribution of art can be a source of challenge for researchers but this being credited to George Gower suggests that based on his style, technique, and other lesser direct evidence, a qualified expert believes it to be of this artist. According to experts in the field (5) identifying Tudor artists with certainty is notably challenging due to several reasons. First, the absence of signatures and documentation poses a problem. Many artists did not sign their creations, and few documents, such as receipts or commissions, have survived over time. Workshop practices also complicate identification, as standardized "face patterns" and mass production in workshops make it difficult to distinguish between the master's work and that of skilled assistants. Moreover, portraits of sixteenth century English monarchs and influential political figures and courtiers were often commissioned for various reasons but only a few survive today. Artists rarely had the opportunity to capture a direct likeness of significant subjects. Consequently, they created portrait patterns, which frequently circulated among artists' workshops. In addition, Elizabeth famously rejected paintings that were not to her liking, and especially later in her reign only approved one or two versions of her to be used and reused, which can explain why some of her portraits of that time seem to have the same exact face depicted.  Notably, there is a 1563 draft of a proclamation preserved amongst the State Papers which documents the mechanics of the Tudor state portraiture of the Queen. Designed to counter the production of debased images, Roy Strong states:
 “The draft proclamation of 1563 represents the first of a succession of attempts to control royal portraiture. It was designed to ensure that those who copied the official pattern were to be strictly limited artists who had been licensed by ‘the hed officers’ of the places where they lived.” 
                                                                                        (pp 28 Strong. Portraits of Queen Elizabeth I )


__________________________
3. Proponent of this - Clare Gittings. Portraits of Queen Elizabeth I: An Education Resource Pack. Online.
4. Proponent of this - Roy Strong, Portraits of Queen Elizabeth I. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1963. pp 72 5.Bolland and Cooper, The Real Tudors, pp 154.  Also, Karen Hearn. "Double Take: Versions and Copies of Tudor Portraits." Making Art in Tudor Britain project, National Portrait Gallery. https://www.npg.org.uk/collections/research/programmes/making-art-in-tudor-britain/case-studies/double-take-versions-and-copies-of-tudor-portraits  [Accessed 26 December 2025].
Occasionally, the high demand for images of specific subjects led workshops to produce multiple versions of a portrait simultaneously, either for patrons or as general sale inventory.  Experts at the National Portrait Gallery (6) have learned through techniques such as dendrochronological analysis (tree-ring dating for wood panels),  photomicroscopy, and infrared reflectography, that many of these portraits had similar painting techniques and preparatory underdrawings beneath the paint layers. Therefore, when it comes to the Spanish Armada painting, one can assume that similar steps and techniques were used. However, the panel support of this painting does have one revelatory detail: it is a mix of wood, English and Baltic oak, containing sapwood which helped date the tree used to make the board ring to 1567, suggesting the panel was used between 1578 and 1600  (7). Consequently, heartwood ring dating suggests this portrait was probably painted to memorialize the Armada’s defeat, possibly after 1588. 
Throughout the sixteenth century, the demand for painted portraits saw a considerable rise (Strong, 1935) These portraits adorned both private residences and civic establishments, serving as visual documentation of family members, patrons, and public officials. Additionally, portraits were employed to place monarchs and courtiers within a historical framework, with their display often signifying loyalty to the Crown or political allies. The historical period of this image is very significant. In 1588 Phillip II of Spain, after the death of Mary Queen Of Scots, sent a fleet to England in hopes to overthrown Queen Elizabeth I. Due to poor fleet management, unfavorable weather, and fires, the Spanish Armada was unsuccessful, granting instead a glorious victory to Elizabeth I,  thus placing England as a powerful nation in the European complex political climate of the sixteenth century. Unfortunately it is not known if this portrait was originally displayed in one of the main palaces. What is known is that the Greenwich version was owned by descendants of Richard Drake, who managed the financial affairs of Sir Francis Drake, the Queen’s naval commander. It has been documented in their family’s possession since 1775.  Sadly, no original records of who commissioned this portrait are known till this date.(8) One can assume that portraits like the Armada one would be displayed in aristocratic and royal settings, where they could be seen by courtiers, ambassadors, and foreign visitors.
_____________________
6. Techniques:  https://www.npg.org.uk/collections/research/programmes/making-art-in-tudor-britain/case-studies/double-take-versions-and-copies-of-tudor-portraits [ Accessed December 13th]
7. The Queen’s Likeness: Portraits of Elizabeth I - National Portrait Gallery  [Accessed December 13th ]
8. https://www.rmg.co.uk/stories/art-culture/why-are-there-three-versions-armada-portrait [Accessed December 13th ]
Indeed the Armada portrait has massive significance as material source of Elizabeth’s reign and England in the sixteenth century. It is a propaganda masterpiece.  The defeat of the Spanish Armada had geopolitical implications as it weakened Spain’s position as a military power, at a time where it was already losing economic power and dominance. It allowed England to solidify as a naval power and influence its ability to colonize territories overseas. Additionally, this defeat changed the religious and political landscape of Europe as it weakened Spain’s ability to bolster support of Catholic forces in Europe. The defeat of the Armada marked a decisive rejection of Catholic challenges to Elizabeth's legitimacy, which had favored Mary Stuart of Scotland. This victory was attributed, in part, to what appeared to be divine intervention by natural forces that aided Elizabeth’s navy. Moreover, the Queen herself is said to have made a notable appearance, armed and on horseback, before her troops, expressing her readiness to fight and sacrifice her life if necessary.  This triumph over the Spanish Armada quickly became emblematic of Elizabeth’s reign and a source of national pride for both Britain and England. Although a similar British campaign against Spain a year later failed to threaten the Spanish capital, the victory of 1588 was widely celebrated throughout Great Britain. The storm that devastated the enemy fleet became known as the “Protestant Wind.” 
This portrait also bolsters her position as a woman, deemed at the time “the weaker sex”, showing Elizabeth as a powerful, yet pure and virgin Queen. Elizabeth's status as an unmarried woman and her reluctance to designate a successor earned her the title "Virgin Queen." The pearls in this painting allude to that specifically, often being a symbol of chastity. The portrait in fact has pearls in various areas of her body and head, the most curious one being near her private parts, much like a king would have a codpiece. She adeptly utilized her unmarried status as a diplomatic strategy, navigating proposals from numerous suitors, including foreign princes and English nobility. Despite the societal pressure to marry and ensure a line of succession, Elizabeth opted to remain single, fully committing herself to her responsibilities as queen. Undoubtedly, as a means of survival too, given the history of her mother Anne Boleyn, and her father’s Henry VIII obsession with an heir and pathological way of dealing with his Queens. Although Elizabeth is depicted in this portrait in a more mature light- she was 56 at the time of the painting, the audience can sense her power, poise, and the weight of the cult of “Gloriana”.  For instance, Louis A. Montrose aptly says when referencing one of Sir Walter Ralegh’s voyage of exploration that 
“This virgin warrior who delivers the world’s nation from the tyranny and oppression of the demonic Spaniards has absorbed attributes of both Christ and Mary( …) a process of cult formation”                         (pp 137 – Idols of the Queen: Policy, Gender, and the Picturing of Elizabeth I)

The queen’s image had always been central to the politics at the time, but in the last decade of her reign, it becomes more explicit and actively constructed; perhaps in part due to not having an heir as well as her losing many of her trusted advisors. Moreover, the Armada portrait references not only portraiture as a medium of power and traditional sixteenth century practice, but also as a means to establish legitimacy.  It had long been a contented matter who was the legitimate heir to the English throne once Edward VI, Henry VIII’s  only male heir, died on July 6th, 1553. Both female heirs Mary and Elizabeth had been, at different times, made illegitimate through various patents and laws. Fearing that his Catholic half sister Mary would take the throne upon his death, Edward VI, a fervent protestant, named Lady Jane Grey as the main candidate, favoring the Protestant faith. Ultimately Mary became Queen Mary I, and the relationship between the half-sisters was tense, riddled with mistrust, rivalry, and religious differences. Mary’s Catholic faith and marriage to Phillip II of Spain made many Protestants fearful that religion and influence in England would be lost to a foreign power. Elizabeth was named heir to the throne only on Mary’s deathbed. Elizabeth ultimate ascension to the throne came amid deep political and religious division that made her position quite precarious from the start. 
This portrait helps modern audiences understand the political climate of the time, as well as the rich symbolism used in royal portraiture of the sixteenth century. At the time, it also promoted national identity by portraying England’s superiority over Spain, Protestantism over Catholicism, and reminding the audience that even though Elizabeth had signed the death warrant for Mary Queen of Scots that in part caused the attack from Spain, she was indeed the only rightful heir to the English throne. Undoubtedly, in the Armada portrait the painter shows Elizabeth in a very favorable light, not just alluding the victory over Spain, but also showcasing the majestic beauty and glory of her queenship. Portraits such as the Armada one were keen reminders of her legitimacy, her power, and her outstanding royal qualities; and also remains to this day an exceptional example of carefully constructed royal image for political, cultural, and social impact. 
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