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The Development of the Cult of Elizabeth I 
The topic of my paper was prompted by a request to give the source of one of my references about the development of Queen Elizabeth’s cult along a historical line. I realized I could not do that, since there is no work dealing explicitly with the ordering of the various aspects on a timeline, although most of the books on the topic
 refer to it. Thus the following paper will contain a chronological overview of the symbolical attributes of Queen Elizabeth with illustrations from the field of literature and art.

The line of the various aspects starts with an element usually easily skipped over. Its dating preceeds17 November, 1558 when Elizabeth Tudor ascended the thrown of England. By that time the 25 years old princess fashioned a well articulated image of herself. She was known and admired for her intellect, of which she made proof in many ways: she completed translations from Latin as a New Year’s gift to her father, and set a French poem into English for her stepmother
; she composed poems; wrote prayers; spoke fluently Latin, French, and Italian and read Greek and Spanish. The importance of the educated prince was emphasized already by Erasmus in his Education of a Christian Prince (1516) and it seems reasonable that Elizabeth consciously developed this feature amid the turmoil of her young years and uncertainties facing her future. She refers to this strategy in a later speech delivered to her troublesome parliament in 1566: “I am your anointed queen. I will never be by violence constrained to do anything. I thank God I am indeed endued with such qualities that if I were turned out of the realm in my petticoat, I were able to live in any place of Christendom”.
 On a portrait sent to her brother Edward VI in 1549
, she had herself painted with two books, a bigger one in the background on a lectern, and a smaller one in her hand, calling attention to the fact that her learning was her chief attribute. In the accompanying letter she self-assuredly wrote to his brother: “The face … I might well blush to offer, but the mind I shall never be ashamed to present. For though from the grace of the picture the colours may fade by time, may give by weather, may be spotted by chance, yet the other nor time with her swift wings shall overtake, nor the misty clouds with their lowerings may darken, nor chance with her slippery foot may overthrow.”
 After her ascension this image of the educated Renaissance prince remained an important metaphor in her panegyric. She often used it to justify her personal participation in affairs of politics and diplomatic negotiations. A late example of showing off her superior intellect was the incident with the Polish ambassador in 1597. The polish diplomat delivered an impolite challenging oration to the queen in front of the court. Elizabeth responded to it with an extempore Latin speech, of which Sir Robert Cecil wrote “I swear by the living God that her majesty made one of the best answers … I ever heard, being so much moved to be so challenged in public, especially so much against her expectation”.
 Poets, panegyrists and courtiers referred to Elizabeth’s learning to claim superiority for their monarch above other princes of Europe. One extreme example of such praise is the acrostic hymn cycle of Sir John Davies of 1599, in which eight hymns alone were composed with this subject matter with the following titles: “Of her mind”, “Of the Sunbeams of her Mind”, “Of her Wit”, “Of her Memory”, “Of her Phantasy”, “Of the Organs of her Mind”, “Of the Innumerable Virtues of her Mind” and “Of her Wisdom”.
 

Elizabeth’s image acquired further elements at her first public appearance as Queen of England, at the procession through the City of London on 14 January, 1559 - usually referred to as her Coronation Entry as it was followed the next day by her coronation at Westminster.
 In this procession she was represented as a godly queen and the restorer of Pure Religion.

The Coronation Entry marks a turning point in the cult of Elizabeth. From this time onwards Elisabeth’s carefully fashioned image became “public property”. Next to the official image the performers’ personal interests, expectations and wishes were also expressed in them.
 The following lines - delivered by a child as Elizabeth was leaving London - illustrate that the presented show was offered as an advice to the Queen:

So now, sith thou must nedes depart out of this towne,

This citie sendeth thee firm hope and earnest prayer.


For all men hope in thee, that all virtues shall reygne,

For all men hope that thou none errour wilt support,

For all men hope that thou wilt trueth restore agayne,

And mend that is amisse, to all good mennes comfort.

And for this hope they pray, thou mayst continue long, 

Our queen amongst us here, all vyce for to supplant.
 

This passage was an imperative to which the queen was expected to respond, one side of a dialogue to which a promise was the proper answer. Elizabeth understood the request and acted accordingly setting the tone for the first two decades of her reign. 
The theme of a Protestant succession was a key issue in the London Entry. The second pageant stage depicted Elizabeth surrounded by four virtues, the first of which was Pure Religion and third pageant allegorized Time setting free the figure of Truth who in order offered Elizabeth an English Bible. Elizabeth responded to this blatant advice spontaneously and in a spectacular manner: she thanked the Bible, kissed it and laid it upon her breast giving a visual gesture to her acceptance of the present and a promise for the future. The trope the godly Protestant queen became Elizabeth’s chief attribute in the first decade of her reign. On one of one of the first portraits of her as a queen she appears in a religious context, she washes the feet of twelve poor women at a Maundy ceremony.
 On the title-pages of the different editions of the Bible Elizabeth’s figure appears: she is surrounded by the four cardinal virtues on the 1569 edition, while on the 1568 edition between the figures of Faith and Love she personifies the third New Testament virtue, Hope. At the beginning of the Coronation Entry as she left the Tower she praised God for her deliverance from prison during the reign of Mary and compared herself to the prophet Daniel spared by God by special providence: “I acknowledge that Thou hast dealt as wonderfully and as mercifully with me as Thou didst with Thy true and faithful servant Daniel, Thy prophet, whom Thou deliverest out of the den from the cruelty of the greedy and raging lions. Even so was I overwhelmed and only by Thee delivered.”
 During the first decade Elizabeth was mostly compared to figures of the Old Testament. In the fifth pageant of the Coronation Entry she appeared as Deborah, the Old Testament judge, listening to the advice of three figures representing the three estates of England, the clergy, the nobility and the commons. 
 In sermons she was compared to Judith who rescued her people, and to Esther who interceded for her people. 
 She was seen also as a new Moses leading his people out of the captivity of Egypt, and as Solomon the wise king. 

The first pageant at the Coronation Entry represented the Tudor dynasty with Henry VII and Elizabeth of York on the lowest level, Henry VIII with Anne Boleyn, mother of Elizabeth, above and on the highest stage level the figure of Elizabeth. Such genealogical representations echo similar arrangements from earlier entries as well as paintings from Henry VIII’s time. On a fresco by Holbein in the Privy Chamber of Whitehall Henry VII and Elizabeth of York stand behind the much bigger full size portraits of Henry VIII and Jane Seymour, third wife to Henry and mother of Edward. Another painting in oil shows Henry surrounded by his three children and Jane Seymour. At the dynastic group picture of the Coronation Entry the legitimacy of Elizabeth’s succession was stressed. Later Elizabethan iconography repeated this device in moments of crisis when the queen’s right to the English throne was disputed. About 1572 an oil painting entitled ‘The Allegory of the Tudor Succession’
 was painted featuring Henry the VIII and his three children. The picture contained a spatial polarization. On the left side in the background stood Catholic Mary with Philip II of Spain accompanied by Mars, God of War and a burning city, while on the right side the Protestant Edward is kneeling at his father’s side and in the foreground the giant figure of Elizabeth is leading in Peace with a cornucopia in hand and treading on arms. The early 70s were trouble times: the Northern Rebellion of 1569 showed that there were dissenting voices in the realm, the Pope’s excommunication gave free licence to the assassination of the queen, and the Catholic powers of Europe were supporting Mary Stuart’s claim for the English throne. Such dynastic representations emphasized legitimacy and were part of the political propaganda of the regime. In the waning years of the queen’s popularity an updated print version of the composition appeared by William Rogers around 1595. 
Additional elements to underline the continuity and legitimacy were the roses, red and white, which appeared at the Coronation Entry embracing Henry VII and Elizabeth of York and twisting together under the figure of Henry VIII signifying the unification of the two houses. The theme of unification was pictorially used first in a pageant in 1486 at Henry VII’s entry into York
 and became by time one of the most popular badges of the Tudor dynasty. Elizabeth embraced the double rose symbolism and broadened it with adding another rose, the eglantine, her personal device. It is in this form that she is represented on the engraving Rosa Electa
 with the Tudor rose on the left and the eglantine on the right encircling a portrait of Elizabeth with sceptre, orb and book. 
Though the Biblical language of the early years remained popular throughout the reign, from the late sixties mythological allusions started to appear in the Cult of Elizabeth. One of the first representations of such a topic was a picture from 1569 entitled Queen Elizabeth and the Three Goddesses.
 On the right side were the three goddesses of mythology: Juno with her peacock, Pallas in breast shield, and Venus with her son, Cupid. They were overwhelmed by the appearance of a fourth “goddess” on the right side, the elaborately dressed Queen Elizabeth, who held a golden apple - the orb – in her hand, the price signifying her superiority in majesty, wisdom and beauty. In several other pageants - as for instance, at the Kenilworth entertainment in 1575, or in the Norwich entry of the Queen in 1578 - mythological figures sent presents or praised the virtues of the queen. In these shows Diana, the virgin goddess, appeared as one of the many deities but her unique position in the encomium of the queen was yet missing. 

It was not until the 1580s that the figure of Diana gained priority. Elizabeth was well over forty, unable to secure an offspring by any possible marriage, so her maiden status was exploited for propagandistic purposes. Among the manifold celebrations of chastity, the Diana image fitted the English queen best. Diana was a goddess of hunting, Elizabeth’s favourite sport was hunting; Diana was a virgin, so was Elizabeth; Diana was surrounded by nymphs, so was Elizabeth with her maids-of-honours; Diana was young and beautiful, Elizabeth could be praised by the eternal youth and beauty of the goddess; Diana was associated with the powers of the moon, Elizabeth’s powers could be compared to the celestial influences of the moon. The increase of the importance of Diana can be seen if we compare the former picture, Queen Elizabeth and the Three Goddesses, with a drama of similar topic by George Peele, The Arraignment of Paris, written fifteen years later in 1584. The main point of the play is also to award Elizabeth with the Golden Apple, for which the three goddesses compete, but the scenery is the bower of Diana, the judge of the competition is Diana, and Elizabeth appears as a nymph of Diana. In several literary works Diana’s moon device is applied to Elizabeth during the 1580s and 90s. Sir Walter Ralegh’s poetry addresses the queen as Cynthia, the other name of Diana, and in John Lyly’s Endymion her lunar influences play a chief role in the play. In a prominent entertainment at Elvetham in 1591 a pond was dug in the shape of a moon to compliment the visiting queen. At Hardwick Hall, the country house of one of the richest ladies of the age, Elizabeth Shrewsbury, the frieze of the High Great Chamber was decorated by the relief figures of Diana and her court in hope of a royal visit.
John Lyly in his prose work Eupheus and his England enumerates the virtues of different chaste virgins to praise virginity in general and the queen in particular.
 Among them is a vestal virgin Tuccia, who carried the water of the Tiber in a sieve to prove her chastity. From the same year dates a portrait by George Gower representing Elizabeth with a sieve in her left hand. The device proved a success as several further portraits were painted of the queen with a sieve between 1580 and 1590.
 Shakespeare also referred to the Elizabeth as “a fair vestal, throned by the west,” in A Midsummer Night’s Dream.

After the victory over the Armada, imperial connotations appear in Elizabeth’s cult. She is often depicted as a ruler of the seas with the globe, as for example on the above mentioned Sieve portrait. It is on this canvas that the imperial Tudor theme, the family’s mythological ancestry form the House of Troy, is represented. In medallions painted on the column behind Elizabeth the episodes of the Aeneas-story are visible. At the base of the column is an enclosed imperial crown to further emphasize the imperial claim of Elizabeth. On the Armada portrait an imperial crown, naval victory and the globe are the main motifs. In the Ditchley portrait Elizabeth stands on the top of the globe, - one can see the curvature of the horizon on the upper side, - and under the feet of Elizabeth lies the map of England with ships coming and going. Behind Elizabeth are the stormy clouds of war, but she is facing the sun and a peaceful sky. 

This image corresponds to another classical epithet of the queen appearing after 1588, the Astrea image. Astrea’s tale is told in the fourth eclogue of Virgil. She is the just virgin who was the last of the immortals to abandon the bloodstained earth after it deteriorated from the Golden Age through the Silver and Brass Age to the Age of Iron. It is prophesied that the Golden Age will return when Astrea returns to the Earth ushering in peace, justice and eternal spring. The best elaborated poetical representations of Elizabeth as Astrea are Sir John Davies’s Hymns to Astrea, Mary Sydney’s Dialogue between two shepherds Thenot and Piers, in praise of Astrea, or Edmund Spencer’s April Eclogue.
 
As a further element to Elizabeth’s cult figures of the Italian Petrarchan poetical tradition were added in the late 80s and the 90s. The yearning after the unattainable chaste virgin, the model of which was Petrarch’s Laura, and the praise of the exquisite virtues of women were easily applied to Elizabeth. One of the first examples of such a work was John Lyly’s Eupheus and his England. The end of the second book offers a mirror to women where they behold the most virtuous Lady: “Behold Ladies in this glass a Queen, a woman, a Virgin in all gifts of the body, in all graces of the mind, in all perfection of either, so far to excel all men, that I know not whether I may think the place too bad for her to dwell among men.”
 The pageant of 1581 The Four Foster Children of Desire, in which Philip Sydney participated, expressed the idea of the strength of virginity above which the assault of desire cannot have hold. Phrases borrowed from the love discourse of sonnets were used in the official language of the court too. In Lyly’s play, Endymion, the two heroes Cynthia – the queen – and Endymion – her courtier and knight – converse in a similar manner reflecting presumably a common practice at court:
Endymion
The time was Madam, and is, and ever shall be, that I honoured your highness above all the world; but to strech it so far as to call it love, I never durst. there has none pleased mine eye but Cynthia, none delighted mine ears but Cynthia, none possessed my heart but Cynthia.I have forsaken all other fortunes to follow Cynthia, and here I stand ready to die if it please Cynthia. Such a difference hath God set between our states, that all must be duty, loyalty and reverence; nothing … be termed love …

Cynthia

Endymion, this honourable respect of thine, shall be christened love in thee, and my reward for it favour. Perseuer Endymion in loving me, I account more strength in a true hart, than in a walled city. 
By the 1590s the image of the Queen becomes more and more fanciful. It utilizes all the devices used earlier: Biblical allusions, dynastic iconography, mythological allegory, the cult of chastity, Petrarchan discourse, imperial imagery and, as an additional element, the influence of Italian romances, esp. the works of Ariosto. In these late representations Arthurian legend meets with romantic folk motifs, medieval fairies and wild men with classical goddesses, fauns, nymphs and satyrs. The most intricate work of the late 1590s reflecting this late cult of Elizabeth is Spencer’s The Faerie Queene. Intended as a mirror to and a celebration of the queen and her court, Spencer offers several virgin figures to “shadow” Elizabeth. Una, of the first book, represents Holiness and Pure Religion, Belphoebe alludes to the Diana imagery, Britomart stands for military might, while Gloriana for the majesty of queenship. This excess of icons to praise Elizabeth also served to veil the increasing discrepancy between the body politic of the queen, i.e. a theoretical concept about the unchanging, powerful sacred kingship, and Elizabeth’s body natural, which withered as she passed into the seventh decade of her life. Her motto Semper Aedem, ‘always the same’, was hard to sustain. Her costumes at her public appearances became exotic wonders laid with shining jewels to hide the gap between image and reality. The 1590s witnessed also the increase of critical voices and negative representations. Shakespeare in his A Midsummer Night’s Dream next to the official vision of the fair vestal virgin represented a Fairy Queen who was whimsical, sensual, had lied with an ass, and was ultimately disciplined and subordinated to the will of a Fairy King. 

The latest known portrait of Elizabeth is the so called Rainbow portrait. It stands as a manifestation of the extravagance of the late cult. The symbolical details can be read in variety of ways, holding up a “mirror more than one”
 to the queen. The old monarch appears as an eighteen year old virgin who is the object of courtly love and for whom knights compete in tilts - as a little jewel in the form of a gauntlet in the ruff reminds the viewer. Her radiating face, actually the only source of light on the picture, transforms her into a “celestial” being, into Virgo Astrea. The rainbow in her right hand signifies peace in the Old Testament sense. The Astrea image is emphasized in the embroidery of the bodice which is covered by May flowers, and the attribute of Diana, the moon, adorns her hair. The serpent jewel on the left sleeve stands for wisdom in a Biblical sense,
 or it refers to the Renaissance iconography of Minerva. Perhaps the most amazing is her orange coloured loose cloak covered by eyes and ears. They have their source in the Renaissance emblem books where good government is symbolized by a ruler seeing and hearing everything through the eyes of his officials.

As a last remark on the cult of Elizabeth I would like touch on the topic of the comparison of Elizabeth with Virgin Mary
. Although it would be tempting to look at the cult of Elizabeth as the direct continuation of the Cult of the Virgin, yet no connections were made until the very last years of Elizabeth. The best known little couplet evoking such an association was written at her death:
She was, She is (what can there more be said?)

In earth the first, in heaven the second maid.
A print after her death also shows her in heaven surrounded by the twelve stars of Mary. Though the coincidence that Elizabeth was born on the Eve of the Nativity of the Blessed Virgin, 7 September, and died on the Eve of the Annunciation to Virgin Mary, 25 March, was pointed out yet it was never utilized and the extent quotations can all be connected to the post-humus Stuart cult of Elizabeth. 
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The peace metaphor of earlier times, as seen in the Dynastic portrait, is broadened in the Astrea image. Lyly in 1580 wrote “she governs with sword, yet this was in its sheath for the last twenty-odd years.” On the portraits of Elizabeth if there is a sword of justice present it is never in the hand of Elizabeth but lies untouched next to her. In her farther’s iconography the sword is always in his hand. 
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