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Life and reign of Queen Elizabeth I 
 
Elizabeth I was born in Greenwich on 7 September 1533 and was Queen 
of England and Ireland from 17 November 1558, until her death on 24 
March 1603. She died at Richmond Palace aged 70. 
 
Anne Boleyn was Elizabeth’s mother and second wife of Henry VIII. Anne 
Boleyn was executed when Elizabeth was only 2 and a half years of age.  
 
Anne Boleyn’s marriage to Henry VIII was annulled and Elizabeth was 
declared illegitimate. Elizabeth’s half-brother ruled until his death in 1553.  
 
Elizabeth wasn’t meant to be queen. Henry VIII was disappointed he did not father a male heir to the 
throne, and for a while removed her from the line of succession.  
 
Elizabeth was queen of England for 45 years and ruled from 1558- 1603 and she was the second 

child of Henry VIII.  

England had never had a reigning Queen before, and no one thought a woman would be able to 
command the respect necessary to lead the nation effectively. 
 
It was expected that Elizabeth would marry, but despite several petitions from parliament and 
numerous courtships, she never did and was determined to remain her own mistress and guarantee 
England from foreign domination.  
 
Elizabeth therefore was perceived as pure. She was called the Virgin Queen, Gloriana, or Good 
Queen Bess. 

Elizabeth’s reign became known as the Elizabethan era and English Drama flourished led by 
playwrights such as William Shakespeare and Christopher Marlowe.  

Elizabeth forged her own identity and approach as queen and became one of the most successful 
and admired monarchs in history. She saw England through a succession of religious, financial and 
political disruptions. 
 
Elizabeth was the fifth and last monarch of the Tudor dynasty. 

Context of the launch and defeat of the Spanish Armada  
 
One of her first moves as queen was to support the establishment of an 
English Protestant church, of which she became the Supreme Governor. 

Elizabeth had ambitions to establish an empire beyond Catholic Europe to 
significantly change England’s position on the world stage.  

In her reign, Spain was the richest and most powerful country in the world. 

King Philip II of Spain ruled a lot of the New World as well as Western 

Europe. King Philip II of Spain was married to Mary Tudor, sister of 

Elizabeth I.  



 

Both King Philip and Queen Mary wanted to bring England under the Catholic umbrella and get rid of 

Protestants all together. 

After Mary Tudor’s death, Philip had been keen to keep his influence in England and proposed to 

Elizabeth (his former sister-in-law) thinking that he could have control over English politics and 

persuade her to keep the Catholic faith. Elizabeth’s rejection angered him.  

 
The main reason for the Armada was because King Phillip of Spain wanted to take over England and 
to change it back to Catholic, just as Elizabeth had turned it protestant.  
 
In 1588, Elizabeth gave a motivational speech to her troops at Tilbury in Essex as they prepared for 
the invasion of the Spanish Armada.  
 
The Spanish invasion was defeated and the victory greatly increased Queen Elizabeth’s popularity. 
 
The ‘Armada Portrait’ was painted shortly after and was made as a celebration. 
 

Elizabeth I Clothing and Fashion 

Elizabeth wore very elaborate garments to communicate her wealth, 
luxury, status and global connections.  

She would have worn a petticoat as underwear, a stiffened corset, 
stockings, a farthingale (a hooped skirt) a bodice and skirt or gown.  

Elizabeth’s favourite colour scheme was black and white. White 
represented purity and black loyalty. Colour was loaded with meaning in 
the 16th century. Red represented blood and power, yellow represented 
the sun and fruitfulness, green denoted youth and hope, whilst blue 
represented friendship.  
 
Her ruffs (that extend around her neck) were elaborate, made in a variety of colours and decorated 
with lace, jewels and embroidery.  

Image of Elizabeth I ‘Picturing Herself’ 

Elizabeth was a highly educated and accomplished woman, but as a female 

queen who restored England to Protestantism and faced Catholic assassins, 

she would have been in a perilous position, feeling insecure and 

vulnerable. 

Elizabeth was hugely vain and wore a lot of make-up that contained lead, 
that over time would have eaten and damaged her skin and led to health 
issues later in life.  

Elizabeth used portraits and speeches to demonstrate she was an effective 

and powerful leader and chose powerful symbols to express her identity.  

 



 

 

 

Elizabeth didn’t like posing for portraits. ‘The Mask of Youth’ is a term given to the portraits and 
miniatures of her which adopted an idealised image as a template to suspend reality and control her 
image as an act of propaganda and preservation.  

 
Armada Portrait 
 

Elizabeth used portraits and speeches to demonstrate she 

was an effective and powerful leader and chose powerful 

symbols to express her identity.  

The ‘Armada Portrait’ is packed with symbolism and 

colonial ambition. She was an image maker, ahead of her 

time in terms of public relations and the relationship she 

had with her people.  

There are three surviving ‘Armada’ Portraits of Elizabeth I: 
the painting.  They wouldn’t necessarily have been 
painted at the same time or by the same artist. In those 
days, the sitter was more important than the artist.  

 
The Armada Portrait was owned by the descendants of Sir Francis Drake, the English sea captain and 
pirate who fought against the Spanish Armada. Francis Drake became the first European to sail and 
explore much of the Americas. 
 
The ‘Armada Portrait’ is in the collection of Royal Museums Greenwich.  
 
Glossary  

Empire is when people or a nation is ruled by a different monarch from another country. 

Colonialism is where a country extends its authority over other people or territories, generally with 
the aim of economic dominance. Elizabeth financially supported slave-trading missions in exchange 
for spices, sugars and pearls. These actions laid the foundations for the British Empire and the 
transatlantic slave trade which had a lasting legacy on the world today.  

A Catholic is member of the Catholic church who believes the Pope is the head of the church. 
 
A Protestant Christian does not adhere to the Catholic or Orthodox Churches. 
 

 

 

 
 


