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abstract The National Portrait Gallery, London, recently acquired a previously unknown portrait of Elizabeth I. This exquisite miniature of ca. 1590 shows
the queen with Juno, Pallas, and Venus. Adapting the myth of the Judgment of
Paris, it asserts that Elizabeth exceeds the three goddesses in majesty, wisdom,
and beauty, and unites their qualities to create peace. In this essay, Helen Hackett
elucidates this important new image through comparisons with analogues from
literature and from Elizabethan portraiture. The enduring popularity of the Three
Goddesses theme throughout Elizabeth’s reign is attributable to its adaptability to
changing political circumstances. keywords: Queen Elizabeth I; Isaac Oliver;
George Peele; Elizabethan royal portraiture; Elizabethan royal panegyric

 in may 2013 the National Portrait Gallery, London, announced that it had
acquired a newly discovered portrait of Elizabeth I; the picture was subsequently displayed in the exhibition Elizabeth I and Her People.1 This miniature, 115 by 157 mm,
about the size of a modern postcard, was previously in private hands and unknown to
art historians. It shows the queen encountering three goddesses—from left to right,
Juno, Minerva (also known by her Greek name, Pallas), and Venus—in a reworking of
the Judgment of Paris (fig. 1). Paris had to award a golden apple to the fairest of the goddesses; swayed by Venus’s offer of the most beautiful woman in the world, Helen of
Troy, he chose Venus, sowing discord among the gods and initiating the Trojan war.
Drawing on a frequent theme in the iconography and panegyric of her reign, the newfound portrait shows Elizabeth surpassing Juno’s majesty, Minerva’s wisdom, and
Venus’s beauty, and therefore winning the golden apple herself. The image also asserts
that, by uniting the qualities of all three goddesses, Elizabeth avoids the conflict created by Paris and instead brings peace.
1. Curated by Dr. Tarnya Cooper, The National Portrait Gallery, London, October 10, 2013–
January 5, 2014. See also the exhibition catalog, Tarnya Cooper with Jane Eade, Elizabeth I and Her
People (London, 2013), 60–61, cat. no. 6.
Pp. 225–256. ©2014 by Henry E. Huntington Library and Art Gallery. issn 0018-7895 | e-issn 1544-399x. All rights
reserved. For permission to photocopy or reproduce article content, consult the University of California Press Rights
and Permissions website, http://www.ucpressjournals.com/reprintInfo.asp. DOI: 10.1525/hlq.2014.77.3.225.
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The picture shows Elizabeth emerging from a building to the left followed by
three ladies-in-waiting, who hold a canopy over her. A tiled step or platform raises her
slightly above the goddesses. Juno, queen of the gods, is in the center of the picture, and
is shown in eye-catching contrapposto, looking toward the queen while turning her
body away in defeat or flight. She is accompanied by a peacock, her emblematic bird.
To the right, Minerva in helmet and breastplate raises a hand in wonder, while Venus,
seated and naked, extends a protective arm to Cupid, also amazed by the sight of Elizabeth. In the background buildings and a landscape may be seen, despite some damage
to the paintwork. The picture is bright with jewel-like colors, and black dots on the
queen’s costume indicate that it originally glittered with dots of silver (now oxidized)
representing pearls.2 The composition, colors, and fine detail combine to make an
exquisite artifact.3
Features of Elizabeth’s costume, such as the shape of her gown, the wide ruff
with an open front, and the jeweled headpiece, reflect the fashions of the late 1580s or
early 1590s, suggesting an approximate date for the picture. A strong candidate for the
artist is Isaac Oliver (ca. 1556–1617), who was trained by Nicholas Hilliard and became
a leading miniaturist at the late Elizabethan and Jacobean courts. The stippling of
paint, especially in depicting flesh, is characteristic of Oliver; Juno’s mannerist posture
and the background landscape suggest Continental influences, which also fit the
French-born Oliver, who may have visited the Low Countries in the late 1580s and certainly visited Italy in the 1590s.4 Various aspects of the painting—including its size, the
background foliage and landscape, the organization of figures into groups in the foreground, and the suggestion of an underlying meaning—all resemble another miniature by Oliver, Party in the Open Air: Allegory on Conjugal Love, ca. 1590–95 (fig. 2).5
The vibrant coloring, minute attention to detail, leafy vegetation, and background
vista of the Three Goddesses miniature are also similar to another, slightly larger (181 by
227 mm), work by Oliver, Edward Herbert, 1st Baron Herbert of Cherbury, ca. 1613–14
(fig. 3).6
Two other well-known Elizabethan artworks use the Judgment of Paris theme.
A large painting (708 by 845 mm) in the Royal Collection, also of Elizabeth I and the
Three Goddesses, is dated 1569, some twenty years before the newly discovered miniature (fig. 4). (Henceforth in this essay this earlier painting will be referred to as Three
Goddesses I, and the later miniature will be referred to as Three Goddesses II.) Also on
the same theme is George Peele’s court play The Araygnement of Paris (published 1584).
This essay will investigate the relations of Three Goddesses II with these two other
2. I am grateful to Karen Hearn for explaining this to me and for many other kinds of help with this
essay.
3. I am grateful to Tim Moreton, collections registrar of the National Portrait Gallery, and his colleagues for allowing me to examine the painting in the conservation studio of the NPG on June 21, 2013.
4. Roy Strong, The English Renaissance Miniature (London, 1983), 142–85.
5. Dynasties: Painting in Tudor and Jacobean England, 1530–1630, ed. Karen Hearn (London, 1995),
131, no. 78.
6. See ibid., 139, fig. 86.
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figure 1. Isaac Oliver (attrib.), Elizabeth I and the Three Goddesses, ca. 1590. London, National Portrait Gallery, NPG 6947. © National Portrait Gallery, London.
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figure 2. Isaac Oliver, Party in the Open Air: Allegory on Conjugal Love, ca. 1590–95. Copenhagen,
Statens Museum for Kunst / National Gallery of Denmark, KMS6938.

figure 3. Isaac Oliver, Edward Herbert, 1st Baron Herbert of Cherbury, ca. 1613–14. Welshpool, Powys,
Powis Castle. © National Trust Images / Powis Estate Trustees.
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figure 4. Hans Eworth, Elizabeth I and the Three Goddesses, 1569.London, Royal Collection, RCIN
403446. © Royal Collection Trust / Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II.
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exercises in Elizabethan royal iconography, while also exploring the extensive use of
the Three Goddesses theme in panegyric of Elizabeth I. In E. C. Wilson’s compendious
study England’s Eliza, the general topic “classical deities defer [to Elizabeth]” has no
fewer than twenty-one index entries, and many of these are of the Three Goddesses
type; John D. Reeves has also compiled a number of examples.7 This essay will identify
a few more and will consider why this theme was so productive for writers and artists
of the Elizabethan court. A good starting point is the use of the three goddesses in
praise of Elizabeth’s mother, Anne Boleyn.
 Anne Boleyn and the Three Goddesses
Long before the Elizabethan period, the subject of the Three Goddesses had been used
allegorically, especially in court settings. In late fifteenth-century Florence, Marsilio
Ficino praised Lorenzo de’ Medici for his proficiency as a ruler and in all human arts
and skills, having “won wisdom from Pallas and power from Juno and the graces and
poetry and music from Venus” to achieve a perfectly balanced triplex vita.8 In 1496
Joanna of Castile was greeted in Brussels with a masque of the Judgment of Paris,9 and
the myth was the most frequently represented subject in the palace of Frederick the
Wise (1463–1525) at Wittenberg.10 Debates among German humanists about its philosophical meanings were reflected in the art of Lucas Cranach the Elder, who produced
a large woodcut of the subject in 1508, followed by at least twelve painted versions. An
example from the early 1530s shows Paris as a knight lost in a forest, apparently dazzled
and baffled by the naked goddesses (fig. 5).11 The goddess in the middle with her back
turned is probably Venus, who looks over her shoulder at the viewer with a knowing
and unsettling expression.
A pageant (now lost) for Margaret Tudor’s marriage to James IV of Scotland in
1503 used the Three Goddesses theme.12 It was taken up again in a pageant of 1533 for
the coronation procession through London of Anne Boleyn, six months pregnant
with Elizabeth. The entertainments commissioned by the mayor and citizens included verses by John Leland and Nicholas Udall, some of which were “sette up,” presumably on placards, while others were spoken directly to the new queen.13 They
emphasized peace and unity in the wake of recent political and religious turbulence.
7. Elkin Calhoun Wilson, England’s Eliza (1939; repr., New York, 1966), 466; John D. Reeves,
“The Judgment of Paris as a Device of Tudor Flattery,” Notes and Queries 199 (1954): 7–11.
8. Marsilio Ficino, The Philebus Commentary, trans. and ed. Michael J. B. Allen (Berkeley, Calif.,
1975), 446, 482; Hubert Damisch, The Judgement of Paris, trans. John Goodman (Chicago, 1996), 150–51.
9. Sydney Anglo, Spectacle, Pageantry, and Early Tudor Policy (Oxford, 1969), 255n4.
10. Kate Heard and Lucy Whitaker, The Northern Renaissance: From Dürer to Holbein (London,
2011), 136.
11. Ibid., 136–37, no. 59.
12. Reeves, “The Judgment of Paris,” 7.
13. John Leland and Nicholas Udall, “Versis and dities made at the coronation of Quene Anne,”
British Library [hereafter BL], Royal MS 18.A.LXIV, fol. 1r. A text is also available in John Nichols’s
The Progresses and Public Processions of Queen Elizabeth I: A New Edition of the Early Modern Sources,
ed. Elizabeth Goldring et al., 5 vols. (Oxford, 2014), 5:23–61. Throughout the present essay, i/j and u/v
have been modernized in English quotations, but in Latin quotations i has been retained.
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figure 5. Lucas Cranach the Elder and Workshop, The Judgement of Paris, ca. 1530–35. London, Royal
Collection, RCIN 405757. © Royal Collection Trust / Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II.

A Three Goddesses pageant at the Little Conduit in Cheapside praised Anne for uniting the qualities of all three goddesses:
Passing beautee
And chastitee
With high degree
And gret riches
Soo coopled bee
In unytee
That chief ar yee
In worthynes.
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Divine sanction of Anne’s queenship was also stressed, along with her fertility (she
was, after all, visibly pregnant): “All joye, welthe, and honour, with long space of lif, /
Bee to your grace, with succession royall.”14
Other pageants for the occasion celebrated Anne’s fecundity by comparing her
with the Virgin Mary. According to Alice Hunt, this combination of classicism and
Mariology “connect[ed] the pageants to a legitimate history” to counteract the disruptiveness of Henry VIII’s divorce and remarriage: “This sense of restoration, of a return
to a former world is woven through the procession, suggestive of a revival of something long-awaited and preordained. It is about the repetition and the restoration of
the past, rather than the advent of the new.”15 Hunt also points out how the entertainments, especially the Three Goddesses pageant, emphasized Anne’s reception of not
merely a royal but an imperial crown. In the pageant, Paris revised his choice among
the three goddesses in favor of Anne:
Yet to bee plain,
here is the fouerthe ladie now in presence,
most worthie to have it of due congruence,
As pereles in riches, wit and beautee,
Whiche ar but sundrie qualitees in you three.
“The conclusion of this pageaunte pronounced by a child” revised the judgment yet
again:
Noo, noo, an other rewarde there is
ordeined for the woorthynes of hir grace,
And not to bee disposed by you paris,
Nor to bee geven here in this place.
Queene Anne, moste excellent that ever was,
For you is redy a Croun Imperiall,
To your joye, honour, and glorie ymmortall.
A sung ballad underlined this message:
The golden ball
of price but small
have venus shall
the faire goddesse,
Because it was
to lowe and bace
14. BL, Royal MS 18.A.LXIV, fol. 13v.
15. Alice Hunt, The Drama of Coronation: Medieval Ceremony in Early Modern England
(Cambridge, 2010), 72.
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For your good grace
And worthynes.16
Here the golden prize for which the goddesses squabble is merely a ball, devalued and
transcended; it is left to Venus as Anne receives a greater prize, the imperial crown.
Dale Hoak has shown that, although the closed imperial crown (as opposed to
the open royal diadem) had featured in the iconography of some English monarchs
before Henry VIII, it took on special significance following the Act of Appeals of April
1533, just a month before Anne’s coronation. This act, a crucial part of the transfer of
power from the Catholic Church to the Crown, declared in law that Henry’s jurisdiction was not royal but imperial. Hoak comments on the use of the imperial crown in
Anne’s coronation pageants: “The message was clear: God had conferred imperial
authority on Anne and Henry’s issue by her.”17 It is notable that the two Elizabethan
paintings on the Three Goddesses theme both show Anne’s daughter wearing a closed
or imperial crown, suggesting that Anne’s coronation pageants established an association between triumph over the three goddesses and assertion of imperial aspirations
and dominion. Hoak also notes particular emphasis on the imperial sovereignty of the
Tudor dynasty after the Northern Rebellion of 1569,18 the date of the earlier of the two
paintings of Elizabeth and the Three Goddesses.
Eric Ives, in his magisterial biography of Anne Boleyn, observes that the prominence of classical themes in her coronation pageants was unprecedented, nor was it
repeated in subsequent coronation pageants for Edward VI, Mary I, or Elizabeth I. Ives
sees it as grounded in Leland and Udall’s humanism but also, importantly, as a reflection of Anne’s personal taste—shaped by the fashion for classical iconography at the
French court—and of her commitment to humanism. He briefly notes that, although
Elizabeth’s coronation procession in 1559 did not use classical motifs, several of the
images associated with Anne were revived and developed in Elizabeth’s reign, including that of the Three Goddesses.19 This suggestion of iconographical continuities
repays further investigation.
 The Three Goddesses in Early Elizabethan Panegyric
I have not identified any uses of the Three Goddesses theme to praise Mary I during
her five-year reign.20 However, the theme was prominent in early entertainments
16. BL, Royal MS 18.A.LXIV, fols. 13r, 13v, 14r.
17. Dale Hoak, “The Iconography of the Crown Imperial,” in Tudor Political Culture, ed. Dale Hoak
(Cambridge, 1995), 54.
18. Ibid., 91.
19. Eric Ives, The Life and Death of Anne Boleyn: “The Most Happy” (Oxford, 2004), 224–30.
20. I have conducted extensive searches in both primary and secondary sources. For a thorough
account of the iconography and royal rituals of Mary’s reign, especially her coronation and her wedding to Philip II of Spain, see Judith M. Richards, “Mary Tudor As ‘Sole Quene’?: Gendering Tudor
Monarchy,” The Historical Journal 40 (1997): 895–924. Other works consulted include Anglo, Spectacle; and John N. King, Tudor Royal Iconography: Literature and Art in an Age of Religious Crisis (Princeton, N.J., 1989).
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presented to Elizabeth I at Windsor in 1563 and at Oxford in 1566.21 At Windsor, orations were delivered by the scholars of Eton College under the direction of their headmaster, William Malym, a former pupil of Nicholas Udall, who had himself been
headmaster of Eton until 1541.22 Udall continued to contribute to plays and other
entertainments at court until his death in 1556, and in 1564 a now-lost play of his was
performed for Elizabeth’s visit to Cambridge University. The choice of entertainment
no doubt reflected the close ties between Eton and King’s College, Cambridge, which
reserved its scholarships and fellowships for those who had attended Eton; Malym, for
instance, had been a student at King’s from 1548 to 1556.23 Malym may well have looked
to his old schoolmaster’s pageants for Anne Boleyn’s coronation as a model for materials to present to a queen. The Oxford entertainments of 1566 may also look back to
Anne Boleyn’s coronation pageants: a Latin poem from the 1533 Boleyn coronation has
a line beginning “Juno, Venus, Pallas,” as does a Latin poem from Oxford in 1566.24
Admittedly, this is an obvious formula for verses about the Three Goddesses, but it is
unusual for Venus (the winning goddess) to be named second rather than last, and the
two poems also use the same meter.
According to a manuscript record, the 1563 Windsor entertainments began by
connecting Elizabeth with her mother:
Quis enim nostrûm ignorat in teneris hiisce ac penè lactentibus studiis
nostris clarissimam tuam matrem Annam Bolonensem serenissimam
olim Reginam nostram in Anglia natam, sed á nobilissima ac augustissima Gallorum familia oriundam ac proseminatam fama, forma, ac virtutibus celeberrimam, fide clarissimam, literis commendatissimam,
religione maximé piam quoad hic in terris spiraret, extitisse?
[For which of us is ignorant (though in these tender and almost suckling
studies of ours) that your most distinguished mother, Anne Boleyn, once
our most serene Queen, was born in England, but descended from a
21. Progresses and Public Processions of Queen Elizabeth I, ed. Goldring, 1:259–368, 466–672. During the Oxford visit, Elizabeth was also entertained by several plays, including Palamon and Arcyte at
Christ Church, during which part of the stage collapsed, killing three spectators. See John R. Elliott Jr.,
“Queen Elizabeth at Oxford: New Light on the Royal Plays of 1566,” in The Mysteries of Elizabeth I:
Selections from “English Literary Renaissance,” ed. Kirby Farrell and Kathleen Swaim (Amherst, Mass.,
2003), 31–42.
22. Udall was removed from his post because of a scandal involving theft and sodomy but soon
returned to public life.
23. Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, s.v. “Udall, Nicholas (1504–1556),” by Matthew
Steggle, last modified October 2006, http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/27974; ODNB,
s.v. “Malym, William (1533–1594),” by Stephen Wright, last modified January 2008, http://www
.oxforddnb.com/view/article/17883.
24. BL, Royal MS 18.A.LXIV, fol. 7r; Progresses and Public Processions of Queen Elizabeth I,
ed. Goldring, 5:30 / 53; 1:567 / 602 (in this and subsequent citations of this work, two sets of page numbers are given for passages not originally in English, separated by a slash; the original text appears on
the first page, an English translation on the second).
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most noble and august French family,25 and was most celebrated for her
fame, beauty, and virtues, most famous for her faith, most praised for her
scholarship, and most pious in her religion, as long as she lived here on
the earth?]26
Anne is praised for a triad of attributes, “fama, forma, ac virtutibus,” which, if more
loosely translated as public presence, beauty, and chastity, invokes Juno, Venus, and
Pallas. The passage as a whole is consistent with contemporary Protestant polemic that
sought to rehabilitate Anne as a champion of the Reformation and to urge her Protestant example upon the new young queen. Alexander Ales (or Alesius), a Scottish-born
Lutheran who had taught at Cambridge during Anne’s ascendancy,27 for example,
wrote to Elizabeth during the first year of her reign from Leipzig, where he was a professor of theology. He narrated the tragedy of Anne’s death, asserted her piety and
virtue, and declared that “True religion in England had its commencement and its end
with your mother”; he exhorted Elizabeth, “May Christ preserve Your Highness from
the snares of the devil, and warm your heart to love the true religion.”28 John Aylmer
also praised Anne and linked her with Elizabeth in his Harborowe for Faithfull and
Trewe Subjectes (1559); while William Latymer, one of Anne’s chaplains, wrote a hagiographical account of her life, probably in 1564, which Maria Dowling has described
as designed “both to give a respectable ancestry to the Elizabethan church and to
exhort her daughter to carry on the work of reformation which Anne had initiated.”29
Latymer’s life particularly emphasizes Anne’s patronage of learning and attributes to
her the initiation of Elizabeth’s own renowned humanist education.30
The scholars who prepared entertainments for Elizabeth at Windsor in 1563 and
at Oxford in 1566 probably had connections within the Protestant academic community with these memorializers of Anne Boleyn and looked back to Anne’s pageants for
materials to present to her daughter. At Windsor Elizabeth heard no fewer than three
25. Anne was not of French descent but was strongly associated with the style and culture of the
French court, where she spent a number of years before making her debut at the English court. She was
fluent in French, and a contemporary commented that, by her manners, one would take her to be “a
native-born Frenchwoman” (Ives, Life and Death of Anne Boleyn, 3–4, 27–36, 45). This reputation for
“Frenchness” may have misled Malym or his collaborator on this part of the 1563 entertainments to
believe that she was of a French family.
26. BL, Royal MS 12.A.XXX, fol. 3r–v; Progresses and Public Processions of Queen Elizabeth I,
ed. Goldring, 1:263 / 317.
27. ODNB, s.v. “Alesius [Allane or Alan], Alexander (1500–1565),” by Gotthelf Wiedermann, last
modified May 2008, http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/320.
28. Alexander Ales[ius] to the queen, September 1, 1559, Calendar of State Papers Foreign, Elizabeth, vol. 1, 1558–1559, ed. Joseph Stevenson (1863), available at British History Online, https://www
.british-history.ac.uk/report.aspx?compid=71760.
29. John Aylmer, An Harborowe for Faithfull and Trewe Subjectes (London, 1559), sigs. B4v, L3r;
ODNB, s.v. “Latymer [Latimer], William (1498/9–1583),” by Andrew Hope, last modified January
2008, http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/47142; William Latymer, “Chronickille of Anne
Bulleyne,” ed. Maria Dowling, Camden Miscellany Fourth Series 39 (July 1990): 23–65 at 44.
30. Latymer, “Chronickille of Anne Bulleyne,” 57, 63.
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sets of Latin verses on the theme of the Three Goddesses, including: “dedit nunc Juno
cui / Potentiam, formam Venus / Minerva virtutem” (Juno now gives her power, Venus
beauty, Minerva virtue).31 At Oxford in 1566, in the aforementioned verses beginning
“Juno, Venus, Pallas,” once again she heard that she was a fourth goddess and that
“Omnia sunt tua, tu Juno, Minerva, Venus” (All of these qualities belong to you: you
are Juno, Minerva, and Venus).32 It seems that revivals and adaptations of Anne’s pageants sought to encourage religious reform by Elizabeth and that this was also part of
the context and resonance of Three Goddesses I, painted in 1569.
 Elizabeth I and the Three Goddesses (Three Goddesses I), 1569
This painting by Hans Eworth probably celebrates the suppression of the Northern
Rebellion by Catholics who supported Mary, Queen of Scots (see fig. 4).33 Juno’s gesture toward heaven gracefully asserts divine endorsement of Elizabeth’s monarchy and
of her supremacy over the three goddesses in majesty, wisdom, and beauty. This message is reinforced by Elizabeth’s elevation several steps above the goddesses and by her
static, monumental posture as opposed to the startled motion and disarray of the central figure of Juno. Pallas and Cupid are amazed and abashed; Venus, extending a protective arm to Cupid, remains composed, but her nakedness makes her exposed,
defenseless, and paradoxically human. Elizabeth’s rigid, embellished costume is
almost like armor, forming a carapace of dignity that contrasts with the flimsy, billowing garments of the goddesses. The queen personifies peace underscored by power
and the encounter is set against a background view of Windsor Castle, fortified seat of
her authority.
The painting’s frame bears a Latin inscription:
Iuno potens sceptris et mentis acumine Pallas
Et roseo Veneris fulget in ore decus
Adfuit Elizabeth Iuno perculsa refugit
Obsupuit Pallas erubuitq[ue] Venus.
[Pallas was keen of brain, Juno was queen of might,
The rosy face of Venus was in beauty shining bright,
Elizabeth then came.
And, overwhelmed, Queen Juno took to flight;
Pallas was silenced; Venus blushed for shame.]34
31. Standleye, Epigram 49, BL, Royal MS 12.A.XXX, fol. 31r; Progresses and Public Processions of
Queen Elizabeth I, ed. Goldring, 1:289 / 344. See also BL, Royal MS 12.A.XXX, Franckline, Epigram 17,
fol. 13r–v, and Cumminge, Epigram 46, fol. 29r; Progresses and Public Processions of Queen Elizabeth I,
ed. Goldring, 1:273 / 328–29; 1:288 / 343.
32. Progresses and Public Processions of Queen Elizabeth I, ed. Goldring, 1:567 / 602.
33. Lucas de Heere and Joris Hoefnagel have also been proposed as the artist, but current consensus supports Eworth (Karen Hearn, personal communication with the author, December 12, 2013).
See Strong, Gloriana, 68–69, 71; and Hearn, Dynasties, 63, 73–74, 91.
34. Strong, Gloriana, 65; “Elizabeth I and the Three Goddesses” page on the website of the Royal
Collection Trust, http://www.royalcollection.org.uk/collection/403446/elizabeth-i-and-the-three-
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These verses were recorded in 1600 by Baron Waldstein, a German traveler who saw
the picture, “which shows Juno, Pallas Athene, and Venus,” in “one very fine gallery
or dining-hall” at Whitehall Palace, alongside portraits of other European and English
monarchs.35 It was also seen there in 1611 by Otto, Prince of Hesse.36 During Elizabeth’s lifetime, visitors to Whitehall would have seen this mythologized image of an
awe-inspiring entrance by the queen while they expectantly awaited her real entrance.
The painting’s position among images of other monarchs, together with its theme—
Elizabeth dispersing and triumphing over goddesses, one of them (Juno) queen of the
gods—would have carried a strong implication that she was prima inter pares, the most
powerful monarch in the display.
Roy Strong plausibly reads Three Goddesses I as opposing Elizabeth to Venus,
goddess of unchaste love, while positioning Juno, goddess of marriage, as mediator. In
1569 Elizabeth was still expected and exhorted to marry; in Strong’s interpretation, the
painting accordingly asserts that the competing demands of royal duty and love will be
reconciled in matrimony.37 Three years earlier, in 1566, Elizabeth had attended the
marriage of Frances Radcliffe and Thomas Mildmay, where a masque by Thomas
Pound used the Three Goddesses theme. On that occasion, however, the apple was
awarded not to the queen but to the bride, a gesture that Louis Adrian Montrose has
read as critical of Elizabeth’s delay in marrying.38 As well as affirming Elizabeth’s royal
authority, Three Goddesses I strongly implies that, to sustain and protect that authority,
she needs to embrace marriage (personified by Juno) and love (personified by Venus)
as well as wisdom and martial power (personified by Pallas). By the time of Three Goddesses II, however, as will become apparent, the context and the message had changed.
 The Three Goddesses Theme in the Middle Years of Elizabeth’s Reign
The Three Goddesses motif was used extensively in literary panegyric of the 1570s and
’80s. George Gascoigne wrote on the occasion of the New Year of 1577:
This Queene it is, who (had she satt in feeld,
When Paris judged, that Venus bare the bell,)
The prize were hers, for she deserves it well.39
These lines appeared in The Griefe of Joye, a volume designed to remind Elizabeth of
Gascoigne’s various kinds of service and to advertise his future potential.40 In May 1578,
goddesses. Translation as given at Baron Waldstein, The Diary of Baron Waldstein, a Traveller in Elizabethan England, ed. G. W. Groos (London, 1981), 46.
35. Diary of Baron Waldstein, 47.
36. Strong, Gloriana, 65.
37. Ibid., 68.
38. Bodleian Library, Oxford, MS Rawlinson Poet 108, cited and discussed by Louis Adrian Montrose, “Gifts and Reasons: The Contexts of Peele’s Araygnement of Paris,” English Literary History 47,
no. 3 (1980): 433–61 at 441, 444.
39. George Gascoigne, “The vanities of Bewtie” (1577), in Complete Works, ed. John W. Cunliffe,
2 vols. (Cambridge, 1910), 2:526. The original text is BL, King’s MS 18.A.61.
40. Gillian Austen, George Gascoigne (Woodbridge, U.K., 2008), 198–200.
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another aspiring young man, Philip Sidney, presented The Lady of May at the house of
his uncle Robert Dudley, Earl of Leicester, at Wanstead in Essex. In this entertainment,
the May Lady solicits Elizabeth’s help in choosing between two suitors; there are several allusions to the Judgment of Paris, an analogous story of selection. The May Lady
makes supplication to the queen,
To one whose state is raised over all,
Whose face doth oft the bravest sort enchant,
Whose mind is such, as wisest minds appal,
Who in one self these diverse gifts can plant.41
This alludes to the authority of Juno, beauty of Venus, and wisdom of Pallas. Judgment
is debated throughout the play, and Elizabeth takes a Paris-like role, as the May Lady
defers to her: “vouchsafe our ears such happiness, and me that particular favour, as that
you will judge whether of these two be more worthy of me, or whether I be worthy of
them; and this I will say, that in judging me, you judge more than me in it.”42 The play
appears to be an allegory urging Elizabeth to choose Leicester—perhaps in marriage,
but more probably as promoter of an aggressively Protestant foreign policy. The work
thus continues the polemical association of the Three Goddesses motif with the
Protestant cause.
Also in 1578, the Three Goddesses theme was used in Gabriel Harvey’s Gratulationes Valdinenses, a work dedicated to Elizabeth in pursuit of patronage,43 and in
verses for Elizabeth’s progress to Norwich:
Hir kingdome all by providence, Queene Juno doth uphold:
And of Minerva Lady learnd, is learned lore extold:
And Venus fayre of countenance, hath beautie uncontrold.
These sundry giftes of Goddesses three, Elizabeth possesseth:
By providence hir peoples peace, and comfort she increaseth:
Hir learning, learning amplifies: hir beautie neuer ceasseth.44
The following year, Lodowick Lloyd added a novel twist by praising the queen under
the Welsh name of Sydanen or Sidanen: “Flee stately Juno Samos fro, from Delos
straight Diana go; / Minerva Athens must forsake, Sydanen Queen your seat must
take.”45
41. Sir Philip Sidney, The Lady of May, in The Oxford Authors: Sir Philip Sidney, ed. Katherine
Duncan-Jones (Oxford, 1989), 5–13 at 5, lines 1–4.
42. Ibid., 12, lines 278–81.
43. Progresses and Public Processions of Queen Elizabeth I, ed. Goldring, 2:585 / 649; 2:587 /651;
2:591 / 654–55; 2:605 / 669.
44. The Joyfull Receyving of the Queenes Most Excellent Maiestie Into Hir Highnesse Citie of
Norwich (London, 1578), sig. G2r.
45. Wilson, England’s Eliza, 26.
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John Lyly varied the theme in his poem “Iovis Elizabeth” (1580) by making the
goddesses contend not for the golden apple but for possession of Elizabeth. Jove determines that, because Elizabeth combines all their virtues, she belongs to him alone:
“haec Iuno, haec Pallas, Venus haec, et quaeque Dearum, / divisum Elizabeth cum Jove
numen habet” (This nymph is Juno, she is Pallas, she is Venus, she is each of the goddesses; / Elizabeth has a divine majesty shared with Jupiter).46 Also in 1580, the dedication to Christopher Ocland’s Anglorum praelia, ab anno Domini 1327 (England’s
conflicts since the year 1327) addressed Elizabeth as “Regia Nympha . . . / Iunonem
sceptris, Venerem vultu, arte Minervam / Quae exprimis” (Royal nymph, who emulates Juno in majesty, Venus in looks, and Minerva in wisdom).47
The Three Goddesses theme also appeared beyond royal panegyric, in works
such as Thomas Watson’s Hekatompathia (1582).48 However, its prevalence in works
praising the queen in these middle years of her reign is striking. One explanation lies in
the aesthetic impact of the Elizabethan Church Settlement of 1559 and its aftermath.
During her reign, the Catholic queen Mary I had often been directly identified with
the Virgin Mary: “Shee may be called Marigolde well, / Of Marie (chiefe) Christes
mother deere”; “O constant Marie! filde with grace; no age can thee obscure.”49 However, with the conclusive return to Protestantism under Elizabeth, prayers such as the
Hail Mary, which this last poem consciously echoes, were suppressed and reiterations
of traditional reverence for the Virgin Mary risked being seen as idolatrous. Mariological iconography, then, was avoided by early Elizabethan Protestant panegyrists. In the
first decade or so of the reign, they tended to identify their queen instead with Old Testament heroines such as Deborah or Judith,50 but in these middle years they turned
increasingly to classical goddesses as figures who were relatively safe from Christian
religious controversy because pagan.51
The Three Goddesses type of panegyric forms part of a larger movement toward
classical motifs that is evident in works like the series of “sieve” portraits of Elizabeth.
46. John Lyly, “Iovis Elizabeth,” in “Euphues: The Anatomy of Wit” and “Euphues and His England,”
ed. Leah Scragg (Manchester, 2003), 343, 357, Scragg’s translation.
47. Christopher Ocland, Anglorum praelia, ab anno Domini 1327 (London, 1580), sig. A2r. Translation mine, with kind assistance from Dr. Paul Davis.
48. Thomas Watson, The Hekatompathia or Passionate Centurie of Love (London, 1582), sig. E1r.
49. The Harleian Miscellany, ed. Thomas Park and William Oldys, 10 vols. (London, 1808–13),
10:253–54, 259–60; Old English Ballads 1553–1625, Chiefly From Manuscripts, ed. Hyder E. Rollins
(Cambridge, 1920), 8–12, 23–26; Recusant Poets I: Saint Thomas More to Ben Jonson, ed. Louise Imogen
Guiney (London, 1938), 149–50. See also King, Tudor Royal Iconography, 126, 183, 197–99, 207; Helen
Hackett, Virgin Mother, Maiden Queen: Elizabeth I and the Cult of the Virgin Mary (Basingstoke, U.K.,
1995), 34–37.
50. Wilson, England’s Eliza, 3–95; Hackett, Virgin Mother, Maiden Queen, 39–40, 44, 48–50, 73, 87,
116, 219, 227, 250.
51. On classical pastoral as an increasingly popular medium for Protestant panegyric of Elizabeth,
see King, Tudor Royal Iconography, 233; and Donald Stump, “Abandoning The Old Testament: Protestant Dissent and the Shift in Court Paradigms for Elizabeth,” in Elizabeth I and the “Sovereign Arts”:
Essays in Literature, History, and Culture, ed. Donald Stump, Linda Shenk, and Carole Levin (Tempe,
Ariz., 2011), 281–99.
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These portraits, based on the myth of the vestal virgin Tuccia and incorporating imperial iconography, were painted between 1579 and 1583.52 It is also apparent in George
Gascoigne’s contributions toward the “Princely Pleasures” at Kenilworth (1575), which
included a contest between Juno (representing marriage) and Diana (representing virginity) for the allegiance of Zabeta, or Elizabeth. During this debate, Diana recounted
how Zabeta exceeded Pallas in “learned brayne,” Venus in beauty, Apollo in musical
skill, Mercury in eloquence, and Juno in glory.53 Other works singled out particular
goddesses for identification with the queen, as in Thomas Blenerhasset’s Revelation of
the True Minerva (1582) or the many works from the 1580s onward that presented Elizabeth as Diana or Cynthia, virgin huntress and moon goddess.54
Identifying Elizabeth with classical goddesses helped to negotiate the challenge
of asserting that she was God’s anointed and his earthly agent to advance the true faith,
while avoiding forms of praise of her sacredness that might smack of idolatry and the
Catholic cults of saints. The Norwich pageants of 1578 extended the comparison with
the Three Goddesses to conclude:
I did but jeast, of Goddesses to give them three the name:
This Lady mayst thou Goddesse call, for she deserves the same:
Although she will not undertake, a title of such fame.55
This is strategically ambiguous. What is being claimed for Elizabeth may be merely the
kind of literary and artistic divinity conventionally attributed to Roman gods and goddesses, whom Elizabethans of course did not literally worship or believe to be holy. Yet,
infusing this verse is a simultaneous assertion that Elizabeth—as God’s anointed
monarch, champion of Protestantism, and personification of the English Church—is
indeed sacred. Similarly, when Lyly’s “Iovis Elizabeth” has the king of the gods declare
“divisum Elizabeth cum Iove numen habet,” this can be understood on different
levels.56 Scragg translates it as “Elizabeth has a divine majesty shared with Jupiter,”57
but “divisum” can also be rendered as “set apart” or “divided from the rest.” Elizabeth’s
“numen”—her quality of sacred mystery—is on a different level from those of Juno,
Pallas, and Venus, a higher quality, uniting her with Jove—or God. These are just two
among numerous examples of Elizabethan panegyric that deploy classical gods and
goddesses to forge a new Protestant iconography that looks secular—and importantly
looks different from the Catholic cults of the Virgin Mary and of saints—while at the
same time implying a new kind of sacredness for Elizabeth. Latin could be especially
useful for developing this strategic ambiguity. For instance, a line from verses by
George Buchanan in Harvey’s Gratulationes Valdinenses, after making the familiar
52. Strong, Gloriana, 94–107.
53. Progresses and Public Processions of Queen Elizabeth I, ed. Goldring, 2:311–12.
54. See Philippa Berry, Of Chastity and Power: Elizabethan Literature and the Unmarried Queen
(London, 1989); and Hackett, Virgin Mother, Maiden Queen, 174–86.
55. Joyfull Receyving, sig. G2r.
56. Lyly, “Iovis Elizabeth,” 344.
57. Ibid., 357.

elizabeth i and the three goddesses

 241

assertion that Elizabeth unites the virtues of Juno, Pallas, and Venus, reads: “Aut Dea si
non est, Diva est”—“Or if she is not a goddess, she is a divinity.”58
The Three Goddesses motif also participated in another widespread feature of
Elizabethan royal panegyric: a tendency to catalogue the queen’s multiple and diverse
qualities and to split her into different personae that expressed these qualities. This
reflected the conceptual difficulties presented by a female ruler, who, as John Knox so
frankly explained in 1558, could not possibly combine the supposedly masculine
virtues of rule with ideal feminine virtues. A monarch, according to Knox, “oght to be
constant, stable, prudent and doing everie thing with discretion and reason, which
vertues women can not have in equalitie with men.” As for women, however, “vertues
in which they excell, they have not common with man”; rather woman is “a tendre
creature, flexible, soft and pitifull: whiche nature, God hath geven unto her, that she
may be apt to norishe children.”59 In short, for a woman to rule was, in one of Knox’s
favorite words, “monstriferous.”60 He invoked biblical authorities to support his case
and was far from unusual for the period in his views.
Even Elizabeth’s most dedicated panegyrists often separate out her different
aspects for praise, to accommodate the contradictory qualities of ideal ruler and ideal
woman. This practice especially took hold after 1582 when Elizabeth’s last marriage
negotiation, with the French Duke of Anjou, which had provoked bitter opposition,
finally collapsed. The queen was now forty-nine years old; she would never have a child
and would almost certainly never have a husband. She presented an even more complex
problem than before: how to portray a woman ruling alone, forever fulfilling both the
masculine and feminine (as conventionally defined) requirements of her monarchical
role, and now also in combat with time and death as she faced the future with no biological successor. Spenser’s efforts to represent this perplexing figure in The Faerie Queene,
much of which was composed in the 1580s, led him not only to divide Elizabeth into
Gloriana (representing her as “a most royall Queene or Empresse”) and Belphoebe (“a
most vertuous and beautifull Lady”) but also to go further, fracturing her into Una,
Britomart, Mercilla, Cynthia, and more.61 Spenser’s friend Sir Walter Ralegh similarly
praised Elizabeth by multiple names as “Cynthia, phaebe flora. / Diana, and Aurora.”62
Looking back from late in the reign, Thomas Dekker dwelt on the proliferation of personae for Elizabeth: “Some cal her Pandora: some Gloriana, some Cynthia: some
Delphaebe, some Astraea: all by severall names to expresse severall loves.”63 The prolific use of the Three Goddesses motif may be understood as part of this widespread
58. Progresses and Public Processions of Queen Elizabeth I, ed. Goldring, 2:585 / 649.
59. John Knox, The First Blast of the Trumpet Against the Monstruous Regiment of Women (Geneva,
1558), fols. 24r, 25v.
60. Ibid., fols. 28r, 33v, 38v, 39r.
61. Edmund Spenser, The Faerie Queene, ed. A. C. Hamilton, Hiroshi Yamashita, and Toshiyuki
Suzuki (Harlow, U.K., 2001), 716.
62. Sir Walter Ralegh, “Now we have present made,” in Poems of Sir Walter Ralegh: A Historical
Edition, ed. Michael Rudick (Tempe, Ariz., 1999), no. 23.
63. Thomas Dekker, “The Prologue at Court,” in The Pleasant Comedie of Old Fortunatus
(London, 1600), sig. A1v.
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response to the iconographic problem posed by an unmarried woman ruler. Her
monarchical power and intellectual ability—both essential to a ruler but problematically masculine—could be made more acceptable by means of identification with Juno
and Pallas and could be balanced against the safely feminine beauty of Venus.
Such panegyric sometimes broke Elizabeth into pieces only to gather them
together again in an assertion of the miraculous unity and peace symbolized by her
royal person. This emphasis on peace and harmony was another important context for
Three Goddesses iconography, as England or London was celebrated as the new Troy,
or Troynovant, developing a myth originated by Geoffrey of Monmouth in the twelfth
century. A civic pageant of 1585 by George Peele acclaimed London as “New Troye,”
“Whose peace and calme inder her Royall Queene: / Hath long bin such as like was
never seene.”64 Spenser explained that England was founded by Roman descendants
of the Trojans and was a “third kingdom,” after Troy and Rome, “That in all glory and
great enterprise, / Both first and second Troy shall dare to equalise.”65 Three Goddesses iconography implied that England was not just a new Troy, but a better one;
where Paris had sown discord among the goddesses and instigated the Trojan war,
Elizabeth united the virtues of the goddesses and thereby created an everlasting peace.
It might be noted again in Three Goddesses I, and also in Three Goddesses II, how very
still and monumental Elizabeth is in the face of the torsions and discomposure of the
goddesses. These paintings express visually the message of Three Goddesses panegyric: that Elizabeth transcends conflict and personifies peace.
 George Peele’s Araygnement of Paris and Three Goddesses II
George Peele wrote about the Judgment of Paris in a narrative poem, A Tale of Troy
(written ca. 1580–81, published 1589),66 then produced the most extensive Elizabethan
literary treatment of the theme, in The Araygnement of Paris. This court play, published in 1584, was probably written not long before. Its title page states that it was presented before the queen.67
In the play, Peele’s Paris abandons his shepherdess mistress Oenone to accept
Venus’s promise of Helen of Troy in return for the golden apple. Juno and Pallas complain to Jupiter, and Paris is summoned to be arraigned by the gods. He defends his
choice but is dispatched to Troy to fulfill his destiny: “The angrye heavens for this fatall

64. George Peele, The Device of the Pageant Borne Before the Woolstone Dixi Lord Maior of the Citie
of London (London, 1585), sig. A2v.
65. Spenser, Faerie Queene, 3.9.44.
66. George Peele, A Farewell Entituled to the Famous and Fortunate Generalls of our English
Forces . . . Whereunto is Annexed: A Tale of Troy (London, 1589); ODNB, s.v. “Peele, George (bap. 1556,
d. 1596),” by Reid Barbour, last modified 2004, http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/21768.
R. Mark Benbow discusses A Tale of Troy in his introduction to Araygnement of Paris, in The Dramatic
Works of George Peele, ed. Benbow, vol. 3 of The Life and Works of George Peele, gen. ed. Charles Tyler
Prouty (New Haven, Conn., 1970), 14–16.
67. The Araygnement of Paris, in Dramatic Works of George Peele, 1–131 at 7–12 (discussion), 61
(facsimile of title page). Further references to this play are given in the text.
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jar, / Name me the instrument of dire and deadly war” (98). Diana resolves the goddesses’ dispute by awarding the apple to Eliza, “a gratious Nymphe / That honour[s]
Dian for her chastitie.” Eliza’s kingdom is “a seconde Troie” and in her “do meet so
manie giftes in one” (111). The three Fates resign their distaff, spindle, and knife to her,
and Diana “delivereth the ball of golde to the Queenes owne hands,” crossing the
boundary between performers and audience, gods and mortals (114). The play ends
with the three goddesses happily deferring to Elizabeth:
venus:

So fayre Eliza, Venus doth resigne,
The honour of this honour to be thine.
juno:
So is the queene of heaven content likewise,
To yelde to thee her title in the prize.
pallas: So Pallas yeeldes the prayse hereof to thee,
For wisedome, princely state, and peerlesse beautie.
(114)
Louis Adrian Montrose has pointed out the sophisticated self-referentiality of
gift exchange in The Araygnement of Paris: “The presentation of a golden ball to the
Queen climaxes a series of courtships involving the offering of gifts,” and the play is
itself “a gift to the Queen, a rhetorical vehicle of royal courtship, which repeatedly thematizes its own social function.”68 Peele was of humble origins and in 1584, at age
twenty-eight, had an Oxford education, a young wife, and an urgent need for patronage. Much of his short working life (he died aged forty) was spent in often-fruitless and
increasingly desperate pursuit of courtly support.69 Likewise, all the authors of Three
Goddesses panegyric mentioned above—Gascoigne, Harvey, Lloyd, Lyly, Ocland,
even the well-connected Sidney—were dependent on royal or aristocratic favor, and
were in various ways socially and financially insecure. Montrose revives an archaic
term, “prestation”—“an implicitly obligatory or coercive act of giving”70—to describe
The Araygnement of Paris, and this characterization could be aptly extended to other
uses of the Three Goddesses theme.
Three Goddesses II was also produced by this culture of patronage and enforced or
ritualized gift exchange. Although different in style and detail from Three Goddesses I,
the miniature is similar in composition and must have alluded somehow to the earlier,
larger painting on display at Whitehall Palace, perhaps as a portable memento of it
designed as a gift either to or from the queen. Its provenance is mysterious; no such
item appears in the surviving rolls of gifts presented to and by Elizabeth at the New
Year. However, courtiers did sometimes give her artifacts that were similarly exquisite
and symbolic. The last New Year’s gift from Leicester before his death in 1588 was
68. Louis Adrian Montrose, “Gifts and Reasons: The Contexts of Peele’s Araygnement of Paris,”
English Literary History 47, no. 3 (1980): 433–61 at 447–48.
69. ODNB, s.v. “Peele, George.”
70. Montrose, “Gifts and Reasons,” 433n.
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A Carkyonett of golde conteyninge xix peeces of letters and Ragged
staves garnished with Dyamondes with one broade peece in the middest
like a Sonne, the Beames garnished with Sparkes of Dyamondes with a
Rubye in the midst thereof cut with her Majesties picture, And a Beare
with a Ragged staffe garnished with Sparkes of Dyamondes and Rubyes
hanging theareat.71
A “Carkyonett” or carcanet was a jeweled necklace or collar, and the bear with a ragged
staff was Leicester’s personal crest. The miniature could have served a similar function
as an intricately fashioned symbolic object expressing devoted service to Elizabeth.
Oliver may have presented Three Goddesses II to Elizabeth, or a courtier close to
her, as an advertisement of his skill. At New Year, court craftsmen displayed their abilities in their gifts: in 1584 John Smythson, a confectioner, gave “a Marchepayne with a
castle in yt,” while John Dudley, sergeant of the pastry, gave “a pie of Q[u]inces made in
to letters. E. and R.” In the same year Nicholas Hilliard, Oliver’s master and the chief
court miniaturist, presented “a faire Table being pyctures Conteyninge the history of
the fyve wise virgins and the fyve follyshe virgins.”72 As Oliver embarked on his career
in the late 1580s,73 he may well have created and presented Three Goddesses II to display
his proficiency and potential as a maker of iconography for the queen and her court.
Understanding the miniature within this gift-exchange culture may explain
why the golden ball held by Elizabeth is disproportionately large. In both Three Goddesses I and Three Goddesses II, it is at first sight ambiguous whether the queen has
received the ball as a prize or is offering it to the goddesses. The prize potentially moves
in either direction. In this patronage culture, gifts were bestowed on Elizabeth in hope
of reward; poets and artists offered her the fruits of their skills in hope of benefits. The
queen was the apex of the gift-exchange system and the ultimate source of all bounty,
and the large golden ball that she clutches in Three Goddesses II may be seen as representing her power to bestow golden rewards as much as it is a prize for her virtues. The
image is an act of solicitation as well as, and by means of, celebration.
It seems unlikely that Oliver’s miniature and Peele’s play were directly connected. The Araygnement was published in 1584, when Oliver was only nineteen years
old, and no works by Oliver are known before 1587. It is possible that the Araygnement
was performed again in a later year, and that Three Goddesses II was associated with
such an occasion, but this must remain hypothetical. Descriptions of the goddesses
within the play resemble the picture in some details but not others. For example, in the
play Juno is specifically said to have sent her peacocks away (69), whereas a peacock is
present in the picture. Peele’s Pallas is identified by “Her plumes, her helme, her launce,
her Gorgons head, / Her trayling tresses that hand flaring rounde” (68); the helm and
71. The Elizabethan New Year’s Gift Exchanges, 1559–1603, ed. Jane A. Lawson (Oxford, 2013), 367,
item 88.4.
72. Ibid., 339, items 84.187, 84.188, 84.190.
73. ODNB, s.v. “Oliver, Isaac (c.1565–1617)” by Mary Edmond, last modified May 2008,
http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/20723.
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trailing tresses are present in the painting, but not the plumes, lance, or Gorgon’s head.
Instead of a lance, Pallas in Three Goddesses II holds a banner streaming from a staff, as
in Three Goddesses I. The similarities between Peele’s play and Three Goddesses II no
doubt arise from shared mythological and iconographical sources, and there are too
many differences between the two works to suggest a direct relationship. Nevertheless,
they illuminate one another as products of the same culture of queenly power, patronage, and gift exchange.
Montrose notes how the self-referentiality of the Araygnement produces multiple layers of meaning: “The Queen participates in mythic and material worlds simultaneously. The golden ball offered to her is the apple intended ‘unto the fayrest’ . . . ; it is
the golden orb of Christian and British empire; and it is a synecdoche for The Araygnement of Paris.”74 This is especially so at the moment when Diana presents the prize to
Elizabeth. She and her divine companions speak reverently of “Eliza” or “Zabeta,” constructing her as a figure in their fictional world; then they cross the boundary between
performers and spectators, and between goddesses and mortals, as the Fates “lay
downe their properties at the Queenes feete” and Diana “delivereth the ball of golde to
the Queenes owne hands” (113–14). Peele emulates in dramatic form the graceful gesture with which Spenser had concluded the “Aprill” Eclogue of The Shepheardes Calender in 1579, when the perfect icon of “Elisa” created in the poem was presented to the
real “Eliza” outside the poem: “Now ryse vp Elisa, decked as thou art, / in royall aray . . .
Let dame Eliza thanke you for her song.”75 This too was an allegory of gift exchange in
pursuit of patronage, as Spenser presented Elizabeth with his poem, his idealized
image of “Elisa,” in hope of reward. In Peele’s play, the staged enactment of such a gesture was a charged moment; the invisible screen between image and reality trembled
and dissolved, and the mythologized Eliza/Zabeta merged with the real Elizabeth. The
deeply resonant effect must have been similar to that achieved when visitors to Whitehall Palace turned from the idealized painted image of Elizabeth in Three Goddesses I
to see the entrance of the real queen. There would have been similar resonances,
though with a difference of scale, if the real Elizabeth was presented with the delicate
miniaturized image of herself in Three Goddesses II.
The moment of prize giving in Peele’s play also recalls Sidney’s Lady of May, presented about six years earlier. In that play, too, the boundary between fictional drama
and reality had blurred as Elizabeth was requested to choose a suitor for the May Lady.
Sidney’s script nudged the queen toward Therion, a rash but bold forester, rather than
Espilus, a safe but dull shepherd, but the published text indicates that Elizabeth resisted:
74. Montrose, “Gifts and Reasons,” 455. Montrose’s quotation is from Araygnement, 78. On the subject of the “British empire”: although the modern British Empire, and Britain as a united kingdom, did
not exist in 1584, John Dee and others vigorously promoted the idea of a global empire that would
reclaim lost Arthurian territories in both the New World and Europe. In the late 1570s and early 1580s,
Dee coined the term “British Empire” and asserted that America had been discovered in 1170 by a
Welsh prince, Madoc ap Owen Gwynedd. See Strong, Gloriana, 90–93; and Glyn Parry, The ArchConjuror of England: John Dee (New Haven, Conn., 2011), 94–113 and passim.
75. Edmund Spenser, “Aprill,” in The Shepheardes Calender, in The Shorter Poems, ed. Richard A.
McCabe (London, 1999), 65, lines 145–46, 150.
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“it pleased her Majesty to judge that Espilus did the better deserve her; but what words,
what reasons she used for it, this paper, which carrieth so base names, is not worthy to
contain.”76 Peele’s play cleverly circumvents the hazards of interactive drama by positioning Elizabeth not as an arbiter of judgment, but as its beneficiary, and by closing
down rather than opening up alternatives to achieve resolution. As Paige Martin
Reynolds has pointed out, this play about judgment actually deprives Elizabeth of the
power of judgment:
Peele elevates Elizabeth and assigns her various meanings and values—
she is the culmination of the best found in each of the three goddesses—
but gives her no voice of her own. . . . [S]he is shown signs of her
sovereignty only to see them emptied of their efficacy. . . . Peele’s work
calls attention to Elizabeth’s “wisedome” without allowing her to exercise
it and acknowledges her “princely state” without appealing to her
judgment.77
This offers a significant insight into the general popularity of the Three Goddesses
theme. According to Reynolds, it celebrates Elizabeth while depriving her of agency;
she is placed on a pedestal above and beyond the goddesses, but there she becomes a
static icon, not required or able to do anything other than receive praise. However, it
must be added that this remains merely mythologization, or even wish-fulfilment fantasy; ultimately of course Elizabeth did very firmly retain agency, not least in her discretion over whether to bestow favor and reward on the author or artist concerned.
Thus in both The Araygnement of Paris and Three Goddesses II there may be detected
beneath the apparent blurring of myth and reality a distinct subtext of tension between
them.
 Comparing Three Goddesses I and II
The basic composition of Three Goddesses I and II is the same, with two groups of figures: the queen and her ladies to the left, the goddesses to the right. However, the styles
of the two pictures are markedly different. Although both have mannerist qualities,
particularly in the contrapposto presentation of Juno, the later painting is even less naturalistic than the earlier one—flatter, more stylized, more dreamlike. Moreover, where
the 1569 painting is monumental, grand, and assertive, the ca. 1590 miniature is delicate, pretty, and elegant. These differences partly arise from the different sizes and
media of the two paintings and the different personal styles of the two artists; but they
also arise from temporal distance, as Three Goddesses II responds to later aesthetic
fashions and changed political circumstances.
In 1569, as discussed above, Elizabeth was still very much expected to marry. By
the time of Three Goddesses II, however, marriage was off the agenda, and the iconog76. Sidney, The Lady of May, 12, lines 282–84.
77. Paige Martin Reynolds, “George Peele and the Judgment of Elizabeth I,” Studies in English
Literature, 1500–1900 50, no. 2 (2010): 263–80 at 275–76.
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raphy of the Virgin Queen was firmly established. Now Juno, instead of mediating
between Elizabeth and Venus, gestures not toward heaven but toward Venus as if to
keep her at bay. Love must be suppressed, as confirmed by the different treatment of
Juno’s peacock. It appeared to the left of Juno in Three Goddesses I and was taking
flight, adding to the impression of Juno’s rapid retreat and disarray. In Three Goddesses II, however, the peacock is repositioned to the right of Juno, staring hawkishly at
Cupid and Venus, and the eyes on its tail are given extra prominence. According to
myth as related by Ovid, these eyes were originally those of Juno’s hundred-eyed
watchman, Argus, whom she set to guard young Io from the lecherous advances of
Jove; they therefore symbolize vigilance against illicit desire.78 The relative composure
of Juno in Three Goddesses II as compared with Three Goddesses I seems to reflect the
fact that she is now partly on Elizabeth’s side as an ally in the suppression of the forces
of Venus.
Montrose notes that The Araygnement of Paris differs from earlier writings on
the theme in its addition of Diana and emphasis on Elizabeth’s virginity, and argues
that this reflects the failure of the Anjou courtship in 1582, which created “an altered
view of the political horizon.”79 Peele’s play engages with a developing idea in later Elizabethan panegyric—that because Elizabeth had resisted the temptations of the flesh,
she would also resist its decay, and would be ever-young or perhaps even immortal.
This thinking appears in the submission of the Fates that closes the play:
atropos: Dame Atropos according as her pheeres
To thee fayre Queene resignes her fatall knife:
Live longe the noble Phoenix of our age,
Our fayre Eliza our Zabeta fayre.
(114)
These developments in literary panegyric relate to some of the differences between
Three Goddesses I and II. The depiction of Elizabeth in the earlier painting is obviously
idealized, but at the same time plausible as a portrait of a real young woman. The rather
plump, round face of Elizabeth in Three Goddesses II, however, seems to bear little relation to reality, especially if it is considered that it was painted when Elizabeth was
nearly sixty. Instead it looks forward to the ageless images of the last decade of the
reign, dubbed by Strong “the Mask of Youth.”80 It seems unlikely to have been painted
from life, unlike a surviving sketch by Oliver from around 1592, which must have been
made at an actual sitting by the queen and is one of the last images to show her with features affected by age.81 Moreover, on the crest of Pallas’s helmet in Three Goddesses II,
there appears to be a phoenix, reflecting the increasing popularity of this symbol of singularity and eternal self-regeneration as Elizabeth grew older. Thomas Blenerhasset,
78. Ovid, Metamorphoses, trans. David Raeburn (London, 2004), 1.625–30, 664–67, 713–23.
79. Montrose, “Gifts and Reasons,” 447.
80. Strong, Gloriana, 146–51.
81. Ibid., 142–43, fig. 151.
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for instance, in A Revelation of the True Minerva (1582) split Pallas and Minerva into
two, and made Pallas defer to Elizabeth as the true Minerva with these words:
Thy due desert hath thee Minerva made
A goddesse great, with whom none can compare,
For hee of heaven hath set it downe and said,
The Brittain Queene shalbe that Phoenix rare,
Whom death to touch with dart will never dare.82
 Three Goddesses I and II and Other Portraits of Elizabeth
Elizabeth I and the Three Goddesses is not the only allegorical image of the queen to
have been reworked at a later date. Another example is The Family of Henry VIII, originally produced late in Henry VIII’s reign, some time in the mid-1540s, when Elizabeth
was a young princess (fig. 6). Henry is enthroned in the center, flanked by Jane Seymour and Prince Edward; to the left stands Princess Mary, and to the right Princess
Elizabeth. Further out to the sides, two arched doorways reveal servants and views of
the gardens of Whitehall Palace. The picture is thought to have been displayed in the
Presence Chamber at Whitehall; later it was recorded at Hampton Court in 1588–89.83
It was a strong political statement of the security of the Tudor succession (so often in
doubt during Henry VIII’s reign, and indeed afterward), and of the legitimacy of Mary
and Elizabeth as his heirs after Edward.
Around 1572 the scene was reworked, probably by Lucas de Heere, as The Allegory of the Tudor Succession (fig. 7).84 The political message is now even more overt:
Mary as queen had married Philip of Spain and brought in Mars, god of war; Elizabeth,
on the opposite side of the painting, leads in Peace and Plenty. Elizabeth is enlarged and

figure 6. British School, The Family of Henry VIII, ca. 1545. London, Royal Collection, RCIN 405796.
© Royal Collection Trust / Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II.
82. Thomas Blenerhasset, A Revelation of the True Minerva (London, 1582), sig. E4r.
83. “The Family of Henry VIII” page on the website of the Royal Collection Trust, http://www
.royalcollection.org.uk/collection/405796/the-family-of-henry-viii; Strong, Gloriana, 49–51, no. 29.
84. See Strong, Gloriana, 70–77; Hearn, Dynasties, 81–82, no. 35.
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figure 7. Lucas de Heere. The Allegory of the Tudor Succession, ca. 1570–75. © Amgueddfa Cenedlaethol Cymru / National Museum of Wales.

foregrounded, and is placed in a line leading from her father through her brother, presenting her as their true heir—legitimate and Protestant—and Mary as an aberration.
The buildings behind Mary may be intended to suggest Rome. There are obvious affinities to Three Goddesses I (painted some three years previously) in the bilateral opposition of groups of figures and in the allegorical use of classical deities.
The Allegory of the Tudor Succession was in turn revisited in the early 1590s, at
around the same time as the creation of Three Goddesses II (fig. 8). It is no miniature
(1143 by 1822 mm) but offers a fascinating parallel example of an allegorical painting of
Elizabeth I from around 1570 that was re-created and updated in around 1590. It is
clearly not by the same artist as Three Goddesses II, but there are certain similarities: in
the shape of the queen’s dress, sleeves, and hairstyle, suggesting at least proximity of
date; in the rather ineffectual attempt to suggest movement in the goddesses’ garments;
and in the generally two-dimensional, emblematic quality. One motivation for this
third version of the Tudor succession theme may have been to create propaganda
against the Jesuit mission, which had begun in 1580. As in the 1572 version of the painting, the buildings in the left background may be meant to suggest Rome, and there is
added in an archway behind Mars a small portrait head of a man apparently in Jesuit
robes. This revived allegory now became so popular that it even generated a fourth version, an engraving by William Rogers (fig. 9). Verses were added to the engraving that
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figure 8. Artist unknown, An Allegory of the Tudor Succession: The Family of Henry VIII, ca. 1590.
New Haven, Conn., Yale Center for British Art, Paul Mellon Collection, B1974.3.7.

figure 9. William Rogers, Henry VIII and His Successors, ca. 1600. London, Royal Collection, RCIN
600843. © Royal Collection Trust / Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II.
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further vilified Mary for her Catholicism: “With foraine blood she matcht and put
downe truth.” Three Goddesses II, although its religio-political message is less obvious,
is consistent with the spirit of this image and of 1580s and 1590s literary panegyrics,
whose assertions of Elizabeth’s sacredness and perfection were informed by new fears
of Catholic invasion or subversion. The two Three Goddesses images and the four versions of the Tudor succession theme present parallel cases of an earlier royal allegory
revived and adapted to the circumstances of later decades.
Further light is shed on Three Goddesses II by two other portraits from late in the
reign. The Armada Portrait (fig. 10) survives in three versions made in 1588, the year of
the naval victory, or soon afterward.85 Elizabeth’s gown resembles the one in Three
Goddesses II in its large puffed sleeves and its decoration with pearls and bows

figure 10. George Gower (attrib.), The Armada Portrait, ca. 1588. Woburn, Bedfordshire, Woburn
Abbey. Reproduced by kind permission of His Grace the Duke of Bedford and the Trustees of the
Bedford Estates.
85. Strong, Gloriana, 130–33.
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(although Elizabeth wears a circular closed ruff in the Armada Portrait, unlike the
open-fronted ruff in Three Goddesses II ). The queen’s hairstyle is similar in the two
images, and the imperial closed crown that she wears in Three Goddesses II is very like
the one on the table behind her in the Armada Portrait. The clear imperial themes of
the Armada image may offer a further explanation of the disproportionate largeness
of the golden ball held by Elizabeth in Three Goddesses II, as discussed above. Unlike in
Three Goddesses I, it is a plain sphere, with no cross surmounting it; this may be explained by its double role as both royal orb and golden apple, but this makes its large
size even more surprising. However, comparison with the globe on which Elizabeth’s
hand rests in the Armada Portrait suggests that the large golden ball in Three Goddesses II may also be a kind of globe, invoking imperial aspirations and power.
Strong has shown how the globe motif was introduced into Elizabethan royal
iconography in the “sieve” portraits of 1579 and ca. 1580–83, and was strongly influenced by John Dee’s ideas of a global British Empire, restoring lost Arthurian territories
in America to the west and in Europe to the south and east.86 Elizabeth took a close
interest in Dee’s ideas, which in their more prophetic and apocalyptic aspects envisioned her as the Last World Empress, creating universal peace.87 The combination in
Three Goddesses II of a closed crown, a sphere which is at once globe and orb, and
irenic supremacy over warring powers surely reflects Dee’s imperial agenda.
The Procession Portrait of ca. 1600–1603 (fig. 11) is another portrait that offers
comparisons with Three Goddesses II, this time in terms of the slightly flat and awkward perspective, especially in the depiction of the canopy held above the queen in
both paintings, and of the combination of real-life portraits with an idealized scene.88
In Three Goddesses II, the ladies-in-waiting behind the queen may be based on identifiable individuals, while in the Procession Portrait Strong has identified several of the
male companions to the queen as particular Elizabethan courtiers.89 Although the
picture as a whole is less obviously allegorical than Three Goddesses II, it is not exactly
naturalistic either.
The backgrounds of the two pictures are particularly interesting to compare.
Anthony Wells-Cole has shown that the “Netherlandish-looking building” at the right
middle-ground of the Procession Portrait is copied from a Dutch engraving of “The
Scourging of the Apostles” of 1580.90 He does not name a source for the building in the
86. Ibid., 90–107.
87. Parry, Arch-Conjuror of England, 108–13.
88. I am grateful to Karen Hearn for suggesting this to me.
89. Strong, Gloriana, 154.
90. Johannes Sadeler I after Maarten de Vos, “The Scourging of the Apostles,” from a five-print
series, The Martyrdom of the Followers of Christ, 1580. The copy at the Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam,
is reproduced in Anthony Wells-Cole, The Art of Decoration in Elizabethan and Jacobean England:
The Influence of Continental Prints, 1558–1625 (New Haven, Conn., 1997), 208, fig. 355.
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figure 11. Unknown Anglo-Netherlandish artist, The Procession Portrait of Queen Elizabeth I,
ca. 1600–1603. Sherborne, Dorset, Sherborne Castle. By kind permission of Mr. J. K. Wingfield Digby,
Sherborne Castle.
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left background, with two towers topped by conical spires; but the right skyline of this
building (a conical tower, a gable-end below it, and a smaller round tower below that)
is almost identical to the skyline of the building in the background of Three
Goddesses II, strongly suggesting that Oliver was using some of the same Continental
print sources as the artist of the Procession Portrait. Oliver in fact substituted this more
fanciful building for the hilltop edifice in the background of Three Goddesses I, which
is clearly identifiable as Windsor Castle. It is known that Oliver borrowed background
details from Continental prints because he also did so in his miniature of an Unknown
Melancholy Man, where the garden and architecture behind the sitter are taken from
such a source.91
Thus interpretation of Three Goddesses II may be assisted by comparisons with
other Elizabethan royal portraits. Its differences from Three Goddesses I illustrate the
changed contexts of the later years of the reign, forming a parallel to the successive
reworkings of the Tudor succession theme. Similarities to the Armada Portrait suggest
imperial themes in Three Goddesses II, reflecting post-1588 preoccupations, while the
building in the background of Three Goddesses II probably derives from a Continental
print source. Meanwhile, as Elizabeth’s reign entered its final phase, the Three Goddesses theme continued to flourish in literature.
 The Three Goddesses in Late Elizabethan Literature
Although used to compliment other courtly mistresses, as in Robert Greene’s
Menaphon (1589) and Barnabe Barnes’s Parthenophil and Parthenophe (1593),92 the
Three Goddesses remained a prominent theme in royal panegyric right to the end of
the reign. There was a floral variation in Robert Greene’s Friar Bacon and Friar Bungay
(ca. 1589), where Venus’s hyacinth, Juno’s gillyflowers, and Pallas’s bay leaves all “stoope
and wonder at Dianas Rose,” that is, Elizabeth.93 Jean de Frégeville foregrounded the
mutuality of gift exchange in the dedication to his Palma Christiana (1593): “Tribuat
Paris pomum Veneri pretium forma, Frigevillaus Elizabethae palmam in premium
virtutis consecrabit” (Paris bestows the apple on Venus as the price of her beauty,
Frégeville will consecrate the palm to Elizabeth as the reward for her virtue).94 Richard
Barnfield’s “Cynthia” (1595) then offered a compendium of recent fashions in court
poetry; not only did Elizabeth once again surpass the three goddesses in “Wisdom,
Beauty, Wealth,” but Barnfield also used Spenserian stanzas, praised Elizabeth as
“fairest Fayrie Queene,” and extolled her immutability that outdid the changeful
moon.95
91. The background of Oliver’s Unknown Melancholy Man is copied from Artis Perspectivae by
Lucas or Johannes Duetecum after Jan Vredeman de Vries (Antwerp, 1568). See Wells-Cole, Art of
Decoration, 80; 82, fig. 106; 83, fig. 108. Wells-Cole notes that this correspondence was also independently observed by Graham Reynolds, in “The English Miniature of The Renaissance: A ‘Rediscovery’
Examined,” Apollo 108, no. 260 (1983): 308–11, figs. 4, 5.
92. Reeves, “The Judgment of Paris.”
93. Robert Greene, The Honorable Historie of Frier Bacon, and Frier Bongay (London, 1594), sig. I2r.
94. Jean de Frégeville, Palma Christiana (London, 1593), sig. A3r. Translation mine, with kind
assistance from Dr. Paul Davis.
95. Richard Barnfield, “Cynthia,” in Poems, introd. Montague Summers (London, 1936), 53–54.
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Also in 1595, and again reiterating an existing conceit, Francis Sabie in Pans Pipe
presented the three goddesses as contending for possession of Elizabeth until the strife
is resolved by Jove’s claiming her for himself. The Protestant message is especially overt
here, as Jove blends into Jehovah and emphasizes Elizabeth’s role as champion of the
faith:
This is my judgment, sweet Eliza, Ladies,
shall be mine onlie.
O what great and huge miracles Jehovah
Aiding, she hath wrought here, many yeares which prest us,
From Romish Pharaohs tyrannous bondage, she
safely releas’d us.
This theme is now reinforced by the Armada victory: “From spanish armies Jove hath
her protected, / Thy force O Romish Prelate, and wiles hath she wiselie detected.” Elizabeth’s triumph over the three goddesses continues to be associated with the creation of
peace, and this case can now be based on the sheer length of her reign:
Her realme in quiet many yeares she ruled
her subjectes saftie verie much regarding,
Punishing rebels, she reformeth vices,
Vertue rewarding.
The plow-man may now reap his harvest in joy,
Each man may boldly lead a quiet life here
We shepheards may sit with our heard in field, and
merilie pipe here.96
The highly successful, highly adaptable Three Goddesses theme persisted as the new
century and the final years of the reign unfolded. A madrigal in Thomas Morley’s The
Triumphs of Oriana (1601), for example, declared that “Her apple Venus yields as best
befitting / A Queen beloved most dearly.”97
 Conclusions
Some motifs in royal panegyric ebbed and flowed through Elizabeth’s reign. Old Testament heroines like Deborah and Judith, for instance, were more popular in earlier
years, while Diana or Cynthia the moon goddess became predominant from the late
1580s onward. The Three Goddesses theme, however, is remarkable for its enduring

96. Francis Sabie, Pans Pipe Three Pastorall Eglogues (London, 1595), sig. D4r.
97. George Kirbye, “Bright Phoebus greets most clearly” (song 20), in The Triumphs of Oriana
(1601), ed. Thomas Morley, in English Madrigal Verse, 1588–1632, ed. E. H. Fellowes (Oxford, 1920), 150.
This version of song 20 only appears in the first edition of Morley’s Oriana; in the second edition (also
1601), a completely different lyric by Kirbye takes its place. See Thurston Dart, “The Triumphs of Oriana,” The Musical Times 103, no. 1432 (1962): 406.
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popularity throughout Elizabeth’s period as queen. One reason is surely its flexibility,
particularly in relation to the thorny issue of the queen’s marriage and the succession.
The Three Goddesses could be deployed either to urge the young Elizabeth to marry
or to celebrate the perpetual virginity of the older queen, depending on the emphases
laid on each of the three figures of Juno, Pallas, and Venus.
Images of Elizabeth and the Three Goddesses may not look as overtly polemical
as some other royal iconography of the period, but the sources explored in this essay
have suggested that they do in fact convey strong religio-political subtexts. These
develop from reminders to Elizabeth in the 1560s of her mother’s commitment to religious reform, through celebration of the suppression of the Northern Rebellion, to
assertion of divine endorsement of Elizabeth’s rule in the face of the Catholic threats of
the 1580s and ’90s. Moreover, as has been seen, the classical, secular style of iconography in which the Three Goddesses theme participated was extremely useful to writers
and artists seeking to assert Elizabeth’s sacredness—as anointed monarch, as Supreme
Governor of the Church of England, and as personification of Protestantism—while
avoiding echoes of the rejected Catholic cults of saints. The Three Goddesses myth
also had resonance and potency as a story about gift exchange that could be retold in
self-referential artifacts that were themselves part of a gift-exchange patronage culture,
offered as gifts in hope of reward. Many cultural developments coalesced to produce
the popularity and longevity of the Three Goddesses theme.
The particular example of Three Goddesses II, the miniature that has newly
come to light, still contains many mysteries, especially of its provenance and the original circumstances of its production. It may never be known who commissioned it or to
whom it was given or why, but the enquiries pursued here into sources, analogues, and
contexts have sought to shed some light on this exquisite and fascinating artifact.
I am grateful to an anonymous reader for Huntington Library Quarterly for helpful comments on
this essay.
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