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Napoleonic Elizabeth: Defender of the Realm
Matthew Polacko
Queen Elizabeth I is a prominent historical
figure whose fame has persisted since her
death. One aspect of her prominence is the fact
that she has been evoked and used by a variety
of people in the past for an assortment of
reasons. However, arguably one of the most
pertinent time periods yet to be investigated
thoroughly, is the Napoleonic period.1 The
purpose of this article is to examine the uses
and commemoration of Elizabeth in Great
Britain during the ‘Great Terror’ of the
Napoleonic period to shed new light onto the
extent of her portrayal in popular culture, as
well as to identify if there were any parallel
political agendas in her deployment. The
popular culture that Elizabeth appeared in
during the conflict includes poetry, songs, plays,
caricatures and portraits. Although the use of
Elizabeth was varied, she is largely cast in a
positive light with a strong emphasis on her
character and the role she played in the defence
of the nation. The preponderance of her
appearance during this period, has also
contributed to how she is viewed even to this

day, as the warrior queen mythos still resonates
and she is still an integral component in the
national curriculum and dominant historical
narrative. In addition to national identity, other
themes that will be explored throughout
include gender and monarchy.
The Napoleonic era was dominated in Britain
by the war with France and Elizabeth’s earlier
war with Spain provides a clear case study for
the use of Elizabeth. The greatest concern that
presided in Britain during the conflict was the
fear of a French invasion, so much so, that the
period 1796-1805, has been often described as
the ‘Great Terror’. Not to be confused with the
grisly ‘Great Terror’ in France between rival
factions during the French Revolution, it was ‘a
time of acute fear and panic’ for the British,
who believed that their liberty was under threat
from France.2 This concern was especially
pronounced during 1803-1805, when a large
French army was encamped at Boulogne on the
English Channel, awaiting an opportune
moment to invade. However, with the decisive
French naval defeat at the Battle of Trafalgar in
1805, the immediate concerns of invasion
dissipated. Beyond the simple fact that the war
hastened the most extensive mobilisation of
British manpower yet seen, the everyday life of
British citizens was also impacted. Wheeler and
Broadley reveal in Napoleon and the Invasion of
England (1908), that the ‘literature and
iconography of the first period of the Great
Terror is abundant enough, but between 1803
and 1805’ the invasion threat ‘seems to almost
have absorbed all contemporary topics.’3
Consequently, a constant stream of anti-French
and negative portrayals of Napoleon was
prominent, as he was openly caricatured and
vilified throughout the period.4 In the midst of
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The seventeenth century has been covered
comprehensively in both John Watkins’s Representing
Elizabeth in Stuart England (2002) and Elizabeth Hageman
and Katherine Conway’s Resurrecting Elizabeth I in
Seventeenth-Century England (2007). It is in this age where
the predominant aspects of Elizabeth’s afterlife
representations took hold, through a number of different
guises. The image of warrior queen, and its creation
when Elizabeth appeared before her troops at Tilbury, is
covered by Susan Frye in her article “The Myth of
Elizabeth at Tilbury” (1992). Frye reveals how Elizabeth
at Tilbury became a “myth of nationalist sentiment” in
the early Stuart years after her death, but does not
examine the myth in subsequent years. Two books also
published around the four hundredth anniversary of
Elizabeth’s death, which are the most comprehensive and
relevant works dealing with Elizabeth’s representations in
afterlife, are Michael Dobson’s and Nicola Watson’s
England’s Elizabeth: An Afterlife in Fame and Fantasy (2002)
and Julia Walker’s The Elizabethan Icon: 1603-2003 (2004).
Both are chronological studies that examine a variety of
written and visual genres, but make use of much
different material. They also cover different subject
matter, but both contain very small sections on the
Napoleonic era.
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H.F.B. Wheeler, and A.M. Broadley, Napoleon and the
Invasion of England: The Story of the Great Terror, 2nd ed.
(Chalford: Nonsuch Publishing, 2007), p. 8.
3 Ibid., p. 169.
4 Ibid., p. 8.
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this discourse, historical references also became
pervasive, and a leading figure was Elizabeth.

The broadside has been a vehicle of expression
in England ever since the invention of the
printing press.10 They served an important
function
of
circulating
news
and
pronouncements for the common man,
normally on single folio sheets, which would
have appeared on the walls of public
establishments. Broadsides appeared in the
thousands throughout the Napoleonic era but
enjoyed their greatest influence, by far, during
the invasion threat of 1803.11 They were
produced by anonymous writers, but most
importantly they ‘were mass productions
addressed to the people, not created by the
people.’12 The government subsidised some of
the broadside publications but the propaganda
campaign was coordinated predominantly by a
handful of loyalist publishers, such as James
Asperne, John Hatchard and John Ginger.13
This explains the considerable uniformity of
message, which was used as an important
weapon to assert unity in the face of potential
division.14 The James Asperne produced
European Magazine reported in December 1803,
that broadsides were ‘all calculated to raise in
the lower classes of the people a just
detestation of the character and base designs of
the enemy.’15
One such compelling broadside that appears in
the admirable anthology The Warning Drum: The
British Home Front Faces Napoleon, Broadsides of
1803, is a call of the ‘Citizens of London’ to
heed the example of the Elizabethans for the
present French threat. The broadside outlines
in detail the number of soldiers raised and
armed in each city of London ward in 1588. It
calls for the fellow citizens of London to
imitate the example set by their ‘generous
spirited Forefathers more than Two hundred
Years ago.’16 The broadside exclaims:

In 1798, William Pitt’s Government
commissioned historian John Bruce with the
task of reporting on the defence measures that
occurred under Queen Elizabeth to meet the
Armada threat, by examining State Office
Papers. He created an official three hundred
page Report on the arrangements which were made, for
the internal defence of these kingdoms, when Spain, by
its armada, projected the invasion and conquest of
England; and application of the wise proceedings of our
ancestors, to the present crisis of public safety. The
report asserts that 1588 was ‘the only period in
history, which bears any resemblance to the
present crisis in Europe.’5 In an extensive
appendix to the report, the forces available in
1588 are contrasted with 1798, which reveal
that the present defence was considerably
better equipped for handling a potential
invasion force.6 The ‘provident measures of
Queen Elizabeth’ were also praised and
attributed to the successful defence against
Spanish invasion.7 The report also points out
the oath of allegiance to the Queen that
Elizabeth required her forces to take, owing to
information received that ‘Philip, and the
Catholic party, had sent emissaries into her
Kingdom, to undermine the allegiance of her
subjects.’8 Although this measure was not
adopted under George III, an Alien Bill was
revived and amended that was designed to
prevent foreign emissaries from disseminating
revolutionary ideas in Britain, and many of the
plans in the report were actually incorporated
by the government of the time.9 The emergence
of such a report reveals the remarkable
prominence that Elizabeth held in the minds of
leading government members during the
conflict, which will now also be examined in
the various forms of popular culture.
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Frank J. Klingberg and Sigurd B. Hustvedt, eds., The
Warning Drum: The British Home Front Faces Napoleon,
Broadsides of 1803 (Berkeley: University of California,
1944), p. 19.
11 Stuart Semmel, Napoleon and the British (New Haven:
Yale University Press, 2004), pp. 41, 44.
12 Ibid., p. 54.
13 Ibid., pp. 41-42.
14 Ibid., pp. 41, 57.
15 Ibid., p. 42.
16 ‘Citizens of London!’ (London: Printed for J. Asperne,
1803), quoted in Frank J. Klingberg and Sigurd B.
Hustvedt, eds., The Warning Drum: The British Home Front
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John Bruce, Report on the arrangements which were made, for
the internal defence of these kingdoms, when Spain, by its armada,
projected the invasion and conquest of England; and application of
the wise proceedings of our ancestors, to the present crisis of public
safety (London: Printed by A. Strahan, 1798), p. 14.
6 Ibid., See Appendix.
7 Ibid., p. 91.
8 Wheeler and Broadley, Napoleon and the Invasion, 116.
9 Ibid., pp. 115-116.
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and No! she says still.’20 The song places Queen
Elizabeth, along with King Edward III and
King Henry IV, at the center of English
defence and resistance to the French, despite
the fact England’s principle enemy of her reign
was the Spanish.

Let us imitate the noble Example of such Ancestors.
We are ten Times more numerous!
Ten Times more Opulent!
May their sublime Spirit inspire us with a similar
Ardour!
Then will the Citizens of London, alone, bring into
the Field to oppose this Flagitious Foe
Ten Times Ten Thousand Men!17

Some broadsides even adopted a female voice
such as the fictitious ‘Female Association for
Preserving Liberty and Property,’ which sought
to mobilise women for the war effort. On 27
August 1803, a broadside was issued on behalf
of the aforementioned association, which
contained ‘Queen Elizabeth’s Speech to her
People When Threatened by the Spanish
Armada.’ The entire speech of ‘that great
repeller of INVASION’ was printed, which is
attributed before battle with arming her
subjects ‘with an holy and irresistible ardour’ to
‘which exalt, even the vulgar into heroes.’21 The
‘great Princess’ is attributed with conjuring up
the story of the first century British tribal
Queen Boadicea, who fought heroically against
the invading Romans.22 It is then deemed that
‘neither the spirit which animated the Queen of
the Iceni, or the heroic Elizabeth, are extinct in
this age, if it was necessary to call upon our
Ladies for such efforts.’23 However, women are
warned against turning into ‘Amazons’ and to
not ‘so much as let their nails grow for the
defence of their country,’ which is to ‘be left to
the men.’24 Therefore, despite the fact that
Elizabeth was portrayed as the supreme
defender, females were still denied any public
role in defence. Her ‘heroic spirit,’ which was
regarded as still being present at the time, was
only to be enacted on by men.

This broadside printed for James Asperne, is a
stirring example of the role that the invasion
threat of 1588 played in the minds of loyalist
citizens in 1803. Another broadside addressed
‘To the Inhabitants of the British Isles’ looks to
past monarchs for inspiration in the defence of
Britain:
Our country is threatened with destruction,
Which Heaven forbid!
By the manes of our Edwards and our Henrys,
By those of the great Elizabeth,
A Princess not inferior to any monarch that ever
swayed the British sceptre…18

Mentioned alongside the King Edward’s and
Henry’s, the ‘great Elizabeth’ stands out in
comparison and is proclaimed to be in no way
inferior to any British monarch. W.J. Denison’s
‘Address to the People of Great Britain’ rhymes
off many of the successes in English history.
Amongst them, Elizabeth and the Armada are
included: ‘Recall the triumphs of Eliza’s reign, /
The scourge of Philip and of haughty Spain!’19
Another broadside appeared that is a song to
the tune of the famous Royal Navy march
‘Heart of Oak.’ It is a patriotic verse that
challenges the French and Napoleon, and
espouses the superiority of the English. It
begins: ‘SHALL FRENCHMEN RULE O’ER
US? / KING EDWARD said, No! / And No!
said KING HARRY; and QUEEN BESS she
said, No! / And No! said OLD ENGLAND; /

The fact that so many broadsides looked to
Britain’s past to galvanise defence for the
Napoleonic struggle reveals much about British

Faces Napoleon, Broadsides of 1803 (Berkeley: University of
California, 1944), p. 104.
17 Ibid., p. 104.
18 “To the Inhabitants of the British Isles” (London:
Printed for J.ohn Stockdale, 1803), quoted in Frank J.
Klingberg and Sigurd B. Hustvedt, eds., The Warning
Drum: The British Home Front Faces Napoleon, Broadsides of
1803 (Berkeley: University of California, 1944), p. 35.
19 W.J. Denison, “Address to the People of Great Britain”
(London: Printed for James Asperne, 1803), quoted in
Frank J. Klingberg and Sigurd B. Hustvedt, eds., The
Warning Drum: The British Home Front Faces Napoleon,
Broadsides of 1803 (Berkeley: University of California,
1944), p. 138.
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“Song: To the Tune of Hearts of Oak, &c” (London:
Brettell, 1803), quoted in Frank J. Klingberg and Sigurd
B. Hustvedt, eds., The Warning Drum: The British Home
Front Faces Napoleon, Broadsides of 1803 (Berkeley:
University of California, 1944), p. 92.
21 “Queen Elizabeth’s Speech to her People, When
Threatened by the Spanish Armada” (London: Printed
for James Asperne; by Barnard and Sultzer, 1803) quoted
in Squibs on Buonaparte’s Threatened Invasion (London:
British Library, 1803).
22 Ibid.
23 Ibid.
24 Ibid.
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Pray have you not read what Elizabeth said
To her Peers when in Parliament sitting:
‘My Lords, I am told that proud Philip, grown bold,
To invade us his fleet is now fitting;
Your assistance pray lend, our rights to defend,
Though I fear not this proud fellow’s bluster;
Not his Armada great, which rides in such state,
Nor all the proud Dons he can muster.’27

national identity. Stuart Semmel argues in
Napoleon and the British (2004), that lurking
behind the invasion broadsides, which so often
proudly invoked ancestral triumphs to spur on
contemporaries, ‘was a nagging worry that the
national character was less hardy than it had
once been.’25 Consequently, this fear of national
decline became a key aspect of British national
identity, which can certainly be seen today as
the nation still struggles with coping from the
post-war loss of British Empire. This fear of
national decline is also evident in the
broadsides where Elizabeth appears, especially
in the broadsides that call on her person and
spirit to inspire for the present struggle.
However, the Female Association broadside
seems to be at odds with Semmel’s argument
that the hardiness of the national character
might be lacking, as the author of the broadside
seems to believe that the ancestral heroic spirit
is still at hand in the present time. Thus, it
could also be that while Britons may have been
concerned about potential national decline if
they were to somehow lose the struggle with
Napoleon, there still existed ample confidence
that the nation was fighting a laudable struggle
in which just as in the past, Britons possessed
the necessary character to triumph again.
Nevertheless, there is some validity to
Semmel’s arguments and it can be added that
Elizabeth was the central historical figure
invoked in the broadsides, which suggests that
many loyalists viewed her as a leading spiritual
guardian of Britain.

Elizabeth is shown to be a strong heroic leader
that calls on her people to defeat the proud
blustering King of Spain. ‘What she asked was
readily granted. / No sooner equipt, she to
Tilbury tript, / Where her forces for victory
panted; / But the battle was won; for Drake
beat / this Don.’28 Napoleon is further warned
that the British have been masters of the seas
since the Armada victory, and that Elizabeth’s
legacy lives on with them:
And confirm’d Bessy Queen of the Ocean.
Bonaparte, pray read this; nor at all take amiss
Those hints which I now lay before you;
For the very same fate doth now you await
Which proud Philip receiv’d, I assure you:
Though we have not Queen Bess,
we her courage possess,
And a King who is dear to us all.29

Elizabeth’s courage is commended and her
confirmation as ‘Queen of the Ocean’ is owing
to the long successful English naval tradition
that began to take shape under her reign. In
contrast, King George III is not regarded as a
defender, but instead the ‘courageous’ and
‘bold’ loyalty of the people towards him, is
nonetheless still proclaimed.

Poetry

Henry James Pye is a celebrated poet who
published many war poems during the
Napoleonic age. He was Poet Laurete from
1790 until his death in 1813 and his most
famous poem is Naucratia; or Naval Dominion
(1798). It was dedicated to King George III and
is a glorification of the rise and progress of the
British at sea. It is an extremely long poem,
nearly one thousand lines, but contains a large
section on the Elizabethan era. An entire stanza
is devoted to the exploits of Sir Francis Drake,

Poetry was a popular form of literature during
this period and the major writers of the age,
such as Blake, Wordsworth, Coleridge, Byron
and Shelley, were quite concerned with the
war.26 An excellent source of commemoration
of Elizabeth is Richard Braine’s ‘Serious Advice
to Bonaparte,’ which originally appeared in the
Gentleman’s Magazine (1803). It cautions
Napoleon to look back to Elizabeth and the
great Armada victory, for what is awaiting him.
The poem begins:
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Richard Braine, “Serious Advice to Bonaparte,” in The
Gentleman’s Magazine LXXIII (August 1803): pp. 763-764,
quoted in Betty T. Bennett, British War Poetry in the Age of
Romanticism: 1793-1815 (London: Garland, 1976), p. 297.
28 Ibid., p. 297.
29 Ibid., p. 298.
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including his famous circumnavigation of the
globe and subsequent discoveries, which added
‘new luster to Eliza’s reign.’30 Pye devotes
another much longer stanza to Elizabeth’s war
with Spain, where he mentions the privateering
war, as well as the celebrated Armada victory.
Much attention is given to liberty as he deems
‘No force shall bow the race who WILL be
free.’31 The English race is attributed as being
the principal exemplars of freedom and
therefore cannot be defeated by any nation.
This is yet another aspect of national identity
that remains to this day and can be heard by
politicians in mentions of any conflict with
Islamic terrorism. But Pye also portrays
Elizabeth as an active defender of the island, as
he states:

Eisenstein’s famous Alexander Nevsky film,
which stressed collective courage and resistance
against invaders, was also re-released.34
Music and Theatre
Elizabeth appeared in other forms of art during
the Napoleonic period, such as through song
and story. Music and song were an important
part of everyday life and was in all probability
the most prevalent form of entertainment in
Britain during the period.35 They also played a
major role in the ‘struggle for the loyalty of the
British public’ during the war with France.36
Wheeler and Broadley estimate that the number
of loyal songs in fashion during the Great
Terror, numbered in the thousands.37 Music
was composed largely from the working class
with some government subsidisation, but was
aimed at the working class38 to ‘produce a unity
of sentiment within the community, through a
collective performance of songs and music.’39 A
prime exemplification of this was through the
composer and playwright Thomas Dibdin, who
wrote many popular songs such as ‘The Snug
Little Island.’ It first appeared in the The British
Raft (1797) and was later reissued as an invasion
broadside by John Hatchard.40 The song evokes
the Armada and Elizabeth is seen as the
erstwhile defender and cunning leader of the
island. She is portrayed as the Queen bee at the
centre of a well-protected hive:

Britannia’s Genius heard. Her virgin Queen
Active in toil, in danger’s face serene
Calls to her generous subjects – at her word
Art spread the sail, and Valour grasp’d the sword.’32

Doran and Freeman contend in The Myth of
Elizabeth (2003), that ‘Elizabeth’s martial
reputation is an essential component of her
entire myth,’ which was ‘to be invoked in times
of national crisis’ and that ‘the defeat of the
Spanish Armada’ confirmed Elizabeth ‘as a
great Protestant champion’ and ‘also associated
Elizabeth with English nationalism.’33 This is
confirmed in both the Braine and Pye poems,
as the role of Elizabeth is central to England’s
victory over Spain and for the nation’s survival,
as she is portrayed as the supreme defender of
Britain. The passages also reveal the
significance of national myth-making, which are
to be summoned in times of fear and danger, in
order to aid in rallying the populace to the
nation’s cause. For example, Soviet propaganda
hearkened back to thirteenth century Russian
national hero Alexander Nevsky, who defended
Russians against invading German Teutonic
knights, as inspiration during the Nazi invasion
of Russia of World War II. He appeared in
many wartime propaganda posters and Sergei

The SPANISH ARMADA set out to invade her,
Quite sure, if they ever came nigh land,
They couldn’t do less than tuck up Queen Bess,
And take their full swing in the island.
Oh the poor Queen of the island!
The Dons came to plunder the island;
But, snug in the hive, the QUEEN was alive

34

James Combs and Sara T. Combs, Film Propaganda and
American Politics: An Analysis and Filmography (New York:
Garland Pub, 1994), p. 49.
35 Mark Philp, “Music and Politics, 1793-1815,” in
Resisting Napoleon: The British Response to the Threat of
Invasion, 1797-1815 (Aldershot: Ashgate Publishing,
2006), p. 173.
36 Ibid., p. 173.
37 Wheeler and Broadley, Napoleon and the Invasion, 454.
38 Philp, “Music and Politics, 1793-1815,” 184.
39 Ibid., p. 176.
40 “British Raft” (London: Printed for John Hatchard,
1803) quoted in Loyal and Patriotic Hand-Bills, Songs,
Addresses, Etc. on the Threatened Invasion of Great Britain by
Buonaparte (London: British Library, 1803).
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(London: Bulmer, 1798), p. 38.
31 Ibid., p. 40.
32 Ibid., 39.
33 Susan Doran and Thomas S. Freeman, The Myth of
Elizabeth (Houndmills: Palgrave MacMillan, 2003), pp.
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And buzz was the word in the island.41

Since the happy times when Elizabeth was Queen.47

The song ‘for years occupied a prominent
position in all patriotic anthologies,’ including
many of the early Victorian song-books.’42

The happy times of Elizabeth are then
contrasted throughout against the degradation
and starvation of the present situation, before
ending just as the first song, with George III:

Song books or ‘musical garlands’ were very
popular during the Napoleonic period and
nearly every large city or town had its own,
which normally contained many traditional
loyalist songs.43 One such song book from 1800
contains two songs that present a distinct image
of Elizabeth and her age. In ‘The Days of good
Queen Bess’ she is presented as a celebrated
and successful monarch that brought glory to
England. It begins: ‘The times to display in the
days of Queen Bess, Sir, / Whose name and
whole memory posterity may bless, Sir, / Oh
the golden days of good Queen Bess!’44 The
song goes on to further praise those ‘golden
days’ where streets were safe, churches were
full, food abounded and ‘the poor from the rich
never wanted relief.’45 It then concludes with a
show of support for the current monarch: ‘And
King George, like Queen Bess, have his golden
days, Sir, / And may a longer reign of glory and
success, / Make his name eclipse the fame of
Good Queen Bess.’46 George III is wished to
eclipse Elizabeth’s fame, but one cannot help
but deem this an impossible task after the
revelations of just how glorious her golden days
were. Especially, when after having already
ruled for forty years, George has apparently still
not yet reached ‘his golden days.’ Elizabeth is
presented as an even more daunting model to
follow in ‘The Alteration of the Times, or the
Days of George the Third!’ It begins:

May we follow their steps til we happily attain,
And the Lord restore the King to his royal throne
again.
And long may he reign with glory and success,
And may he reign hereafter in heaven’s happiness.48

It is wished that the King be restored to his
royal throne, which refers to the power held by
his unpopular son, the Prince Regent, due to
the illness that had stricken George in 178889.49 Julia Walker in the The Elizabethan Icon:
1603-2003 (2004), argues that this section
should be taken as ‘bald-faced satire’ due to
George III being stoned by an angry London
crowd in 1795, which was followed by scores
of bread riots and the opening of the first soup
kitchen in London in January 1800, to help
alleviate the food shortage.50 The King certainly
had his critics, but Walker may be assigning
him too much culpability in this instance. At no
point are the ‘present situation’ problems
placed at his feet, as they are largely general
criticisms of the period and arrived at in order
to paint a superior picture of Elizabeth’s age. It
is more likely the Prince Regent and the King’s
ministers are the primary culprits and that
George has simply not lived up to Elizabeth’s
fame. However, it is hoped that he can aspire to
do so and just as in the first song, reign with
‘glory and success.’
Further evidence of the existence of Elizabeth
in the collective memory of Britons during the
Great Terror appears in plays. Warlike and
patriotic plays became very popular and during
the height of the invasion scare the demand
almost exceeded the supply.51 At least two
popular plays directly about the Spanish
Armada appeared during the invasion threat.
One, where the finale of a performance entitled
The Invincible Armada Revived, or, The Destruction of

I’ll tell you of the times when Queen Bess rul’d the
nation,
And take a view of things in their present situation.
O what an alteration is now to be seen,
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Wheeler and Broadley, Napoleon and the Invasion, 178.
Ibid., pp. 176, 181.
43 Ibid., p. 454.
44 The Days of good Queen Bess. A new and Universal
GARLAND Which contains My own, and the Days of my
Grandfather, in the following new Songs, viz. I. The Days of
Good Queen Bess. II. The Alteration of the Times, or
the Days of George the Third! III. The Hardy Tar, or the
Seaman’s Complaint (Preston: Printed and sold by T.
Walker, 1800), 1.
45 Ibid., p. 2.
46 Ibid., p. 3.
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49 Julia M. Walker, The Elizabeth Icon: 1603-2003 (New
York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2004), p. 118.
50 Ibid, p. 119.
51 Wheeler and Broadley, Napoleon and the Invasion, p. 436.
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an Invading Fleet was on display at Bartholomew
Fair, was a British institution for centuries until
the Victorian period.52 Upton’s Spanish Armada
was the other, which became a popular stage
production, as the 31 May 1804 Times attests to:

Tilbury. Elizabeth is an upright and straightback position, which points to the ‘upright
nature of the British as they saw themselves in
comparison to the French.’56 The George Cross
of England is waving in the background and
Elizabeth as leader is surrounded by a large
group of static men that defer to her authority.
This is contrasted by the fact that Elizabeth is
in motion on her way to win the battle, as
witnessed by her flying scarf.57 The battle is
‘clearly to be won by Elizabeth,’ as she ‘goes
forth, paradoxically alone in a crowd, to face a
task that will save her nation.’58 This agency of
Elizabeth in the Armada tale is firmly evident,
unlike the later Victorian and Edwardian
periods, which credited the men around her
such as Francis Drake and Walter Raleigh.59
This suggests that the threat Britain faced in
1805 was so great, that the nation was crying
out for a leader who could inspire and deliver
victory, even if that leader was a woman.

The grand Historical Spectacle of the Armada, now
representing with such uncommon applause at the
New Amphitheatre, Westminster-Bridge, is certainly
one of the most happy, appropriate, and impressive
subjects that could be produced at the present
moment; every word, every incident, carrying with it
some interesting and forcible allusion…53

The Armada is referred to in glowing terms and
provides a direct allusion to the present day
situation. Another article appeared in The Times
shortly afterwards which adds:
The fine representation of the new spectacle of
1588…has increased the celebrity of the Royal
Amphitheatre to such a degree, as to cause to cause as
much stir and avidity to behold this performance as
ever attended the fate of the most popular production
on the stage.54

The fear of French invasion also inspired
extraordinary efforts by caricaturists. Visual
satires were very popular during the
Napoleonic period, as more caricatures were
published in 1803, (the known figure is at least
250) at the height of the invasion scare, than in
any year prior 1815.60 The majority focused on
national defence, even eclipsing the customary
favourite topic of taxes and many are
specifically cantered on Channel defence.61
John Bull was by far the most popular figure,
but Jack Tar and Britannia were also
represented. In terms of English historical
figures, of the 1400 prints from the Curzon
Collection: Images of Napoleon and British Fears of
Invasion, 1789-1815, only General James Wolfe
and Elizabeth I were evoked.62 Popular London

As The Monthly Mirror reveals, the play was a
patriotic spectacle designed ‘to inspire British
bosoms with enthusiastic ardour to repel a
menacing desperate adventurer when he shall
dare to attempt the invasion of our shores.’55
Portraits and Caricatures
Another significant source of art that Queen
Elizabeth appeared in was print and caricature.
Elizabeth’s visit and celebrated speech to her
main army at Tilbury prior to the arrival of the
ill-fated Spanish Armada in 1588, firmly
established her iconic status as a warrior queen.
Similar to Henry V’s oration at Agincourt in
1415, Elizabeth at Tilbury is an epic moment in
English history and legend. This scene is no
better exemplified than in Thomas Stothard’s
1805 print, entitled Queen Elizabeth at Tilbury
(Appendix 1). The print is the perfect
propaganda poster to inspire confidence and
also resistance to Napoleon’s threatened
invasion. Elizabeth is depicted as a saviour in
armour on a white horse leading her army at
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print shop owner William Holland’s 1803 print,
‘The Ghost of Queen Elizabeth!!’ (Appendix 2)
is an exemplary example of Elizabeth as
defender of Britain.63 The caricature was
‘among the best-known in cheap print’ and like
most of the other caricatures, it offered a
fantastical vision.64 Elizabeth appears as a ghost
to haunt a clearly terrified Napoleon, so
terrified in fact, that his hat has leapt of his
head, as he recoils aghast with arms raised and
mouth gaping. She is holding a portrait entitled,
‘Defeat of the Spanish Armada’ and while
directing Napoleon’s gaze towards it, she
exclaims: ‘Monster! Look at that and tremble!!!’
The characterisation of Napoleon as a monster,
was at the heart of the invasion caricatures, but
the existence of such a popular print that was
one of the only ones to invoke a historical
figure to oppose Napoleon, speaks volumes
about the prominence that Elizabeth held in
the Napoleonic mind. It also lends further
credence to the notion that there existed a
pronounced concern that Britain lacked a
martial figure that could actually defeat
Napoleon. This caricature instead betrays a
confidence in the past to which Britain shall be
victorious, because she has already triumphed
before.

been a leading symbol of the spirit of the
British nation and although she was often
utilised to urge the public to prepare for
defence in this period, she was normally
depicted as a ‘defenseless but virtuous female’
and placed in an ‘acceptable domestic
context.’65 This contrasts with portrayals of
Elizabeth, who was afforded the license to
actually become the active defender of Britain,
as witnessed in Stothard’s Tilbury print, or to at
least be displaying the requisite leadership for
defence. The holding of political office was
entirely a masculine domain in this period and
female involvement in politics was largely
deemed to be unacceptable because it
challenged the natural order. The evocations of
Elizabeth do confirm this, most notably in the
Female Association broadside. However, more
often than not during the invasion threat,
Elizabeth is afforded the ability to be more
than just a maternal influence for the nation
and is instead the primary political protagonist
of many Elizabethan evocations. It would
appear that during the invasion threat, some
thought that the situation the nation faced was
so dire that gender concerns should be set
aside, thus allowing for even a woman to lend
aid in the political sphere.

Concluding Remarks

National identity is another important theme
that arises in this study. Evocations of
Elizabeth played into how Britons saw
themselves, which was most commonly
attributed as being hardy, honourable and
courageous. These are important traits in
defence and the defence against invasion is a
common theme in British history, so it makes
perfect sense that these traits formed a key
aspect of national identity in the Elizabeth
readings of the period. Elizabeth is also chiefly
characterised as a leading defender of Britain
and the British people. In many instances
England was substituted for Britain, which does
easily make English the most dominant national
identity
in
Elizabeth’s
representations.
However, this is likely owing to the fact that
she was simply Queen of England, as Great
Britain did not come into being until a century
afterwards, so there is no definitive answer on

No serious study of Elizabeth can be
undertaken without some treatment afforded to
the theme of gender. The representations of
Elizabeth certainly did not alter gender roles at
the time, but they did challenge the existing
preconception that women did not belong in
politics. While Elizabeth was used as an
important symbol of defence during the period,
the sole female to have eclipsed her in
evocations in this manner, especially in
caricature, was Britannia. Britannia has long
bin/library?site=localhost&a=p&p=about&c=politi04&
ct=0&l=en&w=iso-8859-1> (3 September 2011).
63 “The Ghost of Queen Elizabeth!!” Prints from the
Curzon Collection: Images of Napoleon and British Fears of
Invasion, 1789-1815, (London: William Holland, 20 July
1803), b.12(8), <http://www2.odl.ox.ac.uk/gsdl/cgibin/library?e=d-000-00---0politi04--00-0-0-0prompt-10--4------0-1l--1-en-50---20-about---00001-001-1-1isoZz8859Zz-1-0&a=d&c=politi04&cl=CL1.7&d=politi004anx> (3 September 2011).
64 Franklin, “John Bull in a Dream,” p. 130.
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Tamara Hunt, Defining John Bull: Political Caricature and
National Identity in Late Georgian England (Aldershot:
Ashgate Publishing Limited, 2003), p. 142-144.
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the question of national primacy. Nor does it
seem either that a new concept of Britishness
appears in the Elizabeth readings. Linda
Colley’s seminal work Britons: Forging the Nation
1707-1837 (1992), argues that the British came
to define themselves against the French ‘Other’
and this does appear marginally in the Elizabeth
readings, but the identification of Britishness
owes much more to the perceived national
greatness achieved under Elizabeth, especially
with regards to the forging of the nation’s
martial and naval prowess against a rival
Spain.66 Colley also argues that Britons came to
define themselves increasingly with the
monarchy in this period, to which Elizabeth
offers an interesting comparison with George
III.

to paint an image of an inept and feeble
monarch incapable of defending Britain.
Elizabeth was certainly the most evoked
monarch and likely one of the most common
historical references in Britain during the Great
Terror. Although the use of Elizabeth in the
period was varied, she is largely cast in a very
positive light as the staunch defender of
Britain. Overall, the evidence does not point to
much of a parallel political agenda at work in
her deployments, as it was predominantly
loyalists that evoked her and who were rarely
critical of the King and more often than not,
quite praiseworthy. However, it is likely that no
other age has displayed such a pronounced
uniformity of praise for Elizabeth. This
appears to be the case because she did seem to
fill a martial leadership gap during the Great
Terror, as the nation looked to the past, to both
its most recent invasion defence and its greatest
military triumph, for inspiration in its biggest
subsequent struggle. Lastly, since her death,
twice the nation has faced an invasion crisis and
although it is out of the bounds of discussion
for this paper, a detailed study of the popular
cultural representations of Elizabeth during the
Nazi German invasion threat of World War II,
would offer a particularly useful comparison to
this study.

Julia Walker argues that the nostalgia on display
for Elizabeth ‘was mixed with genuine desire
for a monarch capable of personally generating
a victory.’67 This argument actually originated
with Christopher Hill in his essay, ‘Censorship
and English Literature’ (1985). He noted that:
‘A favourable method of political denigration
within acceptable limits was to praise Queen
Elizabeth – often excessively – in order by
implication to criticise her successors.’68
However, during the Great Terror, Elizabeth
was only directly used to criticise George III in
the two chapbook songs. Therefore, it would
seem that the praise afforded to Elizabeth was
more about looking back to a bygone golden
age, than the deployment of a parallel political
agenda. It cannot be ignored that George III
was portrayed as an important symbol of
national resistance when one examines the
entirety of the broadside and caricature
narratives during the invasion threats, even if it
was a bit part. The loyalty of his subjects
towards George III is also never questioned
and his appearance in the popular culture of the
time does dramatically outweigh Elizabeth.
Therefore, while the image of Elizabeth as
defender was certainly cultivated, it should not
be allowed to entirely undermine George III, or

__________________________
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Appendix 1

Elizabeth at Tilbury (1805)
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Appendix 2

The Ghost of Queen Elizabeth!! (1803)
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