
Recent technical analysis has shown that  
the portrait originally looked remarkably 
different. The background was a vibrant  
shade of blue which has now faded to a 
pale brown. The image alongside provides 
an impression of how the portrait may have 
looked when first painted. Paint sampling has 
revealed that the artist has used a glass based 
pigment known as ‘smalt’ which fades over 
time.  Therefore the yellow lettering at the  
top of the picture would have looked much 
more striking.

This portrait dates from the early years of Elizabeth’s reign when she was in her late-
twenties or early-thirties. It was painted before she became associated with the more 
complex emblems of virginity that are often found in later portraits, and when she  
was still expected to enter into marriage. 

Queen Elizabeth I (1533–1603) early in her reign 

By an unknown artist
Oil on panel, c.1560

The portrait

The background

Under-drawing

Analysis of the drawing under the paint 
surface has revealed that the portrait was 
made using a pre-designed pattern, which  
was common practice in the sixteenth  
century. The underdrawing in the face,  
which has been clearly outlined, can just  
be seen under the surface of the paint.  
Multiple versions of this portrait were 
probably painted during Elizabeth’s  
lifetime, although few survive today.
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Posthumous Portrait of Queen Elizabeth I (1533–1603)

By an unknown artist
Oil on panel, early seventeenth century  
with eighteenth-century over-painting
Transferred from the British Museum, 1879
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The portrait of Elizabeth that can be seen at first glance was virtually all painted in  
the eighteenth century. However, recent technical analysis has revealed that this image  
was painted over the top of an early seventeenth-century portrait. Dendrochronology  
(tree-ring dating) indicates that the wood used for the panel was felled some time after 
1604, just after the queen’s death. Therefore the original portrait was posthumous,  
based on a pattern developed during Elizabeth’s lifetime. 

The portrait and its date

The original portrait of Elizabeth

The use of x-ray has revealed that in the 
original portrait, the queen wore a veil and 
large decorative ‘wings’ wired out behind her 
back (see the shapes either side of the queen’s 
head on the image, right). This costume was 
particularly fashionable in the 1590s but 
must have been considered rather odd over a 
hundred years later and was painted out. 

The existing costume and face pattern  
follow the design of the original portrait  
very closely. However, the queen’s face  
and hair has been ‘prettified’ in keeping  
with eighteenth-century standards of beauty 
and style. Her face has been made rounder 
and younger and her hair has been repainted 
in ringlets.  The picture may have been 
repainted in the eighteenth century because 
of damage to the original portrait. Several 
other portraits of Elizabeth I exist that were 
similarly ‘updated’ in the eighteenth century, 
indicating a posthumous revival of interest  
in the queen at this much later date.

X-ray showing part of the costume in the original portrait


