
What can portraits tell us about the past? 

Firstly, welcome to History at Castle Manor!
There are three history teachers here, Mrs Jones, Mrs Beaton and Miss Byrne.; we can’t 
wait to meet you! 
The first thing you need to do today is to open your exercise book and write down the 
date and the title in the purple box. Once you have done that, please click on this link
https://www.loom.com/share/14485ac84d634abaad5c773de304c535
to open a video which takes you through the lesson. Enjoy!

Elizabeth I became queen of England in 1558 at the age of 25.  She faced a country that 
was divided over religion and so she had to win the support of her people, both Roman 
Catholics and Protestants.  

She also faced opposition from  many people who believed a woman could not rule 
England by herself. Many people believed a woman was too weak to rule a country but 
Elizabeth would prove them wrong.

One of the best ways to win support was by touring the country, meeting her subjects 
and being seen by lots of people. However, this was dangerous so Elizabeth chose to 
send portraits around to show the people.  

It was vital these portraits impressed the people and so they were packed with symbols 
and images.

Task 1:  Have a look at these portraits of Elizabeth I. For each portrait write down two 
things:
a)What you can see
b) What you think the things you can see might tell you about Elizabeth. 

Once you have completed this task, make sure you listen to the video linked above to 
hear some feedback on the portraits. 
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Task 2: Continue watching the video that is linked on the first slide. As you watch the 
video, listen carefully to find out more about the symbols used in the portraits and 
what they mean. If you want to record what you find out, you could make a list of 
bullet points or a mind map (see example, below).

It is important to remember that pictures of Elizabeth were usually commissioned by 
herself or those close to her. She would have had a large amount of control over how she 
was painted even if she didn’t sit for the painting. 

One of her courtiers, Sir Robert Cecil, once said this: “Many painters have done portraits 
of the Queen but none has sufficiently shown her looks or charms. Therefore Her Majesty 
commands all manner of persons to stop doing portraits of her until a clever painter has 
finished one which all other painters can copy. Her Majesty, in the meantime, forbids the 
showing of any portraits which are ugly until they are improved.”

Task 3: Answer the following questions in your exercise book in full sentences. 

1. Why do you think Elizabeth wanted to control how she was seen? 
2. Why do you think she chose to be pictured with some of the symbols we have 

discussed? See if you can give specific examples of symbols and a reason. 

Sentence starters, if you need them:
1. I think Elizabeth wanted to control how she was seen because… 

2. I think Elizabeth might have chosen to be painted with a serpent/pearls/a rainbow/on 
a ship because… 

Symbols in 
Elizabeth’s 
portraits

Snake or 
serpent used 
to show 
wisdom Eyes and 

ears used to 
show…



So, what did Elizabeth really look like? 

In 1595 the French Ambassador sent a report on 
Elizabeth to the French king. Which describes his view 
of her. 
“On her head she wore a great reddish-coloured wig... 
As for her face, it is very aged. Her teeth are very yellow 
and irregular... Many of them are missing, so that one 
cannot understand her easily when she speaks.”

This was written at least 5 years before the Rainbow 
Portrait of Elizabeth was painted! In that painting, she 
does not look like how she is described here! 

Task 4: Compare the written source by the French 
Ambassador to the Rainbow Painting. Name at least 
three differences between the description and how 
Elizabeth was painted.  

Task 4: For this task, we want you to answer some overall questions about how 
portraits cam be used and what you have learnt from this lesson. We would love to see 
your answers to these questions so you can submit them either by filling in the Form at 
https://forms.office.com/Pages/ResponsePage.aspx?id=flzQy2QFTEapyFTpF1Os7i85XrX6
EBZJkD84yWNL57pUQTRFNlBaMjRBWVJQSTcySVI4TUxPOTNFVS4u or by emailing 
jjones@castlemanor.org.uk. If you choose to email your answers, it doesn’t matter if 
they are typed or handwritten with a photo sent of them – either way, we would love to 
see your work! Don’t forget to include your name and which primary school you are 
from!
1. Name three things that portraits can tell us.
2. Why should historians be careful when using portraits to find out about a person?
3. How could monarchs (kings or queens) use portraits to their advantage?
4. What other types of sources could we use to check if a portrait is accurate? 

Challenge Task: This portrait was painted 
after Elizabeth's death. Consider these 
questions:
1. What are the main differences you 

can spot between this portrait and 
the other portraits we have looked 
at? 

2. Why do you think Elizabeth would 
not have been happy with this 
image? 

Thank you for completing this lesson – we look forward to 
meeting you! 
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