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Discussion Document

 

Frances Yates’ analysis of how writers and artists portrayed Elizabeth I as Astraea, a celestial object 

of worship, remains unsurpassed. In classical mythology Astraea was the just virgin of a golden age; 

such symbolism, while complex and multifarious, played a key role in strengthening her authority as 

head of the Tudor state.  

The virginity of the queen was used as a powerful political weapon all through her reign. Many 

foreign potentates hoped to win her hand. She coquetted with them, played them off against one 

another, and never married. Whatever the love shafts aimed at her, the imperial votaress passed on, 

in maiden meditation, fancy free. The ambiguity of the Virgo served the double purpose of keeping 

foreign powers at bay, and confusing the religious issue in the minds of her own subjects. 

The complex and opposite mythological ingredients of Elizabeth Virgo as a symbol are thus a suitable 

reflection of the conflicts and antitheses which the Elizabethan settlement tried to evade. Her 

‘imperial peace’ covered, not without deep internal strains, divided religious opinions. 

Tudor imperialism is a blend of nascent nationalism and surviving medieval universalism. The symbol 

of the Virgin Queen – in whatever way understood, and all the more intensely because of the 

conflicts inherent in it – touched tremendous spiritual and historical issues. The destiny of all 

mankind is at stake in the idea for which the virgin of the golden age stands, and above both papacy 

and empire is Christ, praying in the words of St John’s gospel, ‘that they may all be one; even as 

thou, Father, art in me, and I in thee’. This is the sacred imperialism of the Prince of Peace, the 

Christian blend of Hebrew and Virgilian prophecy, uttered by the Messiah in the universal peace of 

the Roman Empire, that time of which Dante says that there will never be another like it for then 

‘the Ship of the Human Family by a sweet pathway was hastening to its rightful haven’. In the 

Elizabethan imperial theme, universal concepts are never far below the surface in the interpretation 

of history. A great comic and tragic genius, surrounded by such a symbolism and such a view of 

history, would be inclined to dwell, in place of the facile optimism of official propaganda, upon the 

contrast between these highest hopes of mankind and their constant disappointment, upon the 

spectacle of lust and bloodshed of the iron age perpetually dispelling the vision of justice and of 

peace. Shakespeare’s narration of the crimes of monarchs or of the agony and death of lovers gains 

its poignancy from the imagery, which so often suggests universal possibilities forever betrayed. 
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