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Memorials of Queen Elizabeth I in early Stuart London  

 

At least thirty–eight memorials were erected to Elizabeth I in London parish churches 

between c. 1606 and c.1633.  Though they have been interpreted as critiques of 

Jacobean foreign policy, this conclusion is not fully supported by extant evidence 

regarding when the memorials were commissioned, the parishes in which they were 

erected, and the inscriptions which they contained.  This article suggests that, as 

commentaries on foreign policy, the memorials were directed more at Charles than 

James, and could have been designed or interpreted as criticism of Charles's and 

Buckingham's continental failures or an endorsement of their more militant response to 

continental events.  Further analysis of the memorials' inscriptions and of parochial 

observance of royal anniversaries indicates a further range of motives, purposes and 

contemporary interpretations including the commemoration of key events in the 

Church of England's history, daily reminders to parishioners to thank God for his 

protection, and the memorialisation of patrons and their families. 

Keywords: Elizabeth I; James I; Charles I; memorials; commemoration; divine 

providence.  

 

From the late 1600s to the early 1630s, a third of parishes in and around the City of London 

commissioned memorials to Elizabeth I in their churches, painting images and texts directly 

on to the church’s interior walls, on to wooden panels or on to canvas stretched over wooden 

frames.   These memorials were unusual: the queen was the first deceased monarch to be 

repeatedly commemorated in parish churches, and memorials were still being constructed 

thirty years after her death.  They were also striking because most of them bore inscriptions 

that drew on a group of common texts, even though the memorials were commissioned 

independently by vestries, churchwardens or parishioners in diverse types of parishes and 

were made by different craftsmen.  They were largely a metropolitan phenomenon: only four 

other examples are known to have existed in the rest of England.1   
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The London memorials have been understood as features of a broader public debate 

on early Stuart governance, in which Elizabeth’s posthumous image provided an exemplar: 

they were celebrations of a lamented queen which acted as tacit criticisms of James I, and 

especially of the religious implications of his foreign policy.  As early as 1650, Godfrey 

Goodman, bishop of Gloucester, asserted that they were painted “in hate and detestation” of 

James’s “Scottish government”.2  Among modern scholars, Julia Walker argued that they 

expressed a “populist celebration” of Elizabeth as a warrior and as peerless among mortals.3  

For Nicola Smith, their “extravagantly regretful and praiseful, almost adulatory” tone “could 

be interpreted as a challenge, a reproach or even a warning to the Stuart king”.4  Julia Merritt 

argued that they were erected by people “increasingly frustrated by King James’s pacific, if 

not pro-Spanish response to the outbreak of the Thirty Years War”, for whom “Elizabeth 

became an emblem of the anti-Spanish, aggressively Protestant foreign policy that James was 

failing to pursue”.5   

Such interpretations are persuasive, but they are not without problems.  They assume 

that the memorials articulated a single, uniform message.  They privilege the concerns of 

social and political elites and specifically those who were ideologically committed to 

pursuing military intervention on the continent in support of fellow protestants. They do not 

consider the attitudes of lower-ranking Londoners, those who were happy with James’s 

policies, or those who had grievances other than foreign policy and for which the late queen’s 

posthumous reputation could (and did) act as a potent discursive weapon.  They are not based 

on close analysis of all the evidence for the memorials,6 and do not take into account the 

material, spiritual and ritual context in which contemporaries would have encountered the 

memorials: the parish church.  Nor do they explain why the most common inscription in the 

memorials did not comment on Elizabeth herself, but was a biblical passage on faith and 

salvation.   
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While accepting that growing opposition to James’s pacific foreign policy has 

importance for understanding the memorials, this essay suggests a broader range of possible 

motives for their construction or how they were “read” which takes fuller account of the 

diversity of parishes in which memorials were erected, the long time period during which 

they were commissioned, and their principal audience: the parishioners.  It argues that 

understandings of Elizabeth’s posthumous reputation, on the one hand, have been defined 

principally, though perhaps unconsciously, by the concerns of social and political elites and, 

on the other, reflect the long-standing protestant- or puritan-centred narratives and 

interpretations of the period.7  Consequently, it calls for a more socially and ideologically 

inclusive approach, while acknowledging the evidentiary problems such an approach poses. 

 

I 

Memorials to Elizabeth were erected in at least 38 of the 113 parishes in the City of London 

and just outside its walls.  None of them now survive  They are known primarily though 

Anthony Munday’s descriptions in his revised edition of John Stow’s Survey of London 

(1633),8 with further evidence provided in later surveys by Thomas de Laune and Edward 

Hatton as well as churchwardens’ accounts and vestry minutes where extant.9 All were wall, 

panel or canvas paintings, except St Mildred Bread Street’s which was an elaborate stained-

glass window.10  The size of the memorial paintings is largely unknown, though 

churchwardens’ accounts indicate that St Dunstan-in-the-West’s required twenty-two and a 

half feet of canvas.11  All the memorials included at least one inscription, and some had as 

many as six or seven.12  Approximately sixteen incorporated an image of, or relating to, the 

queen, most likely that of her effigy and tomb in Westminster Abbey,13 which craftsmen 

could have copied directly or from contemporary engravings or woodcuts.14  The best 
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description of such an image comes from Hatton's account of St Olave Old Jewry's memorial, 

which also corresponds to the only surviving image of a memorial (at Geddington, Northants, 

destroyed in the 1860s (Figure 1):  

 Queen Elizabeth lying on a fine Tomb, adorned with Columns, of the Corinthian 

Order, with the Regalia, and under an Arched canopy, on which is placed her Arms 

bet[wee]n 2 Cupids.15   

The location of the memorials within churches is known in only two cases:  All Hallows the 

Great’s was in the chancel near the vestry door, and St Mildred Bread Street’s stained glass 

window was at the upper end of the chancel, between the north and south side windows.16  

The cost of creating the memorials varied greatly, from about 15 shillings at St John the 

Baptist Walbrook to £11 at All Hallows London Wall.17   

 

[figure 1 here] 

  

Aside from their sheer number, the memorials are striking because many were similar 

in appearance; in particular the majority drew on a group of eleven texts for their 

inscriptions.18  At least nine memorials used translations of the Latin inscription on 

Elizabeth’s tomb in Westminster Abbey, which had been completed in 1606; such 

translations were in circulation from at least 1612.19  St Anne Blackfriars cited the inscription 

nearly verbatim (Appendix, text 1), but most parishes adapted the text, with four using the 

same version (Appendix, text 1B).20  The most popular text describing Elizabeth was the 

short verse “Spaines rod, Romes ruine,” used at least eleven times.  The inscription at St 

Mary le Bow (Appendix, text 2) indicates that it was probably part of a longer poem or 

ballad, which must have been in circulation before 1613, given the evidence in printed 

works.21  The next three most popular inscriptions that described Elizabeth, all used at least 
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nine times, were “If Royal Vertues ever crown’d’ (Appendix, text 3), “Here lies her type” 

(Appendix, text 4), and Proverbs 31: 29 (“Many Daughters have done virtuously, but thou 

excellest of them all”).22  “Here lies her type” may have been composed by John Davies, as 

he used a slight variation, “Lo here her type”, on an engraving of the queen printed in 1623.23  

The short verse, “Britaines Blessing” (Appendix, text 5), was used at least seven times, while 

“Th’admired Empresse” (Appendix, text 6), which had been circulating since at least c. 1600, 

was used twice.24 

The presentation of Elizabeth in these inscriptions duplicated motifs that had 

abounded both in texts published during her lifetime and in the eulogies printed during the 

months after her death.  As Walker and Merritt have emphasised, the memorials characterised 

the queen primarily as a protestant champion at home and abroad. She was “Spaines rod, 

Romes ruine, / Netherlands reliefe”, “Britaines Blessing, / Englands Splendor, / Religions 

Nurse / The Faiths Defender”, “The prop of belgia, the stay of France. / Spaines foile, Faiths 

shield”, a “Deborah”, and a “Mother / In our Israel” under whom, “Religion to its primitive 

sincerity restored”.25  But Elizabeth was also presented as well-educated, virtuous and a good 

governor, a presentation that was not as uncommon as Walker has suggested.26  The queen 

had “administred most prudently the Imperiall State thereof [for] 45. Yeeres”, established 

domestic peace and crushed rebellion, supervised the revaluation of the coinage, and 

supported and assisted the universities. She was to be remembered “For perfect skill in very 

many Languages, for glorious Endowments, as well of minde as body, and for Regall Vertues 

beyond her Sex” and lauded for her mildness, honour, courage, temperance, prudence and 

equity.  The popular biblical passage “Many Daughters…” was a common statement of 

praise given to godly and virtuous women; a “garland of praise”, noted John Dods, “which he 

[the Holy Ghost] may set vpon the head of such a industrious woman” to distinguish her from 

others.27   It was these virtues that exalted Elizabeth above all, and which ensured that she 
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lived on in her subjects’ hearts “admir’d, ador’d”.  The most popular inscription, however, 

was the biblical verses 2. Timothy 4: 7–8, which addressed doctrines of salvation, as did 

Psalms 125: 1 (used at least five times) and 112: 6 (used at least three times); this matter will 

be considered below, in section IV. 

Though most of the memorials drew on a common core of texts and images, they 

were erected over a period of more than two decades. As table 1 shows, only fourteen of the 

thirty-eight can be dated with much certainty: the earliest was in St John the Baptist 

Walbrook, painted between Easter 1609 and Easter 1610; the last may have been in St Olave 

Old Jewry, which may have been painted after 1633.  However, broad periods in which a 

further five memorials may have been commissioned can be suggested, and a possible 

terminus ad quo can be hypothesized for another seven.  Approximate dates for the remainder 

are suggested by periods of significant building or refurbishment work in the churches, given 

that the painting of most of the dateable memorials seems to correlate with such work: eight 

were created during major building works, three in the year after such works, and one during 

refurbishment of the interior (the remaining dateable memorial was a gift).28  In at least some 

cases, such as at St Mary Magdalen Milk Street, memorials were commissioned as part of 

programmes of internal refurbishment works that included the erection or repair of the royal 

arms and/or boards of the Ten Commandments.29   

Dating the memorials has important ramifications for the argument that they were 

erected as tacit criticisms of James I, and especially in response to the religious implications 

of his foreign policy.  If those whose date of creation can only be approximated are included, 

ten were painted before James’s son-in-law, the Elector Palatine, was offered and accepted 

the Bohemian crown in August 1619, an action which intensified pressure on James to 

intervene militarily in support of continental protestants fighting against the Habsburgs.  Nine 

memorials were painted between autumn 1619 and James’s death in March 1625, a period in 
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which popular cries for intervention in the Thirty Years War increased, public demonstrations 

took place against the Spanish, rumours of Catholic conspiracy proliferated, and French 

Huguenot refugees arrived in the realm in large numbers.30  However, eighteen memorials 

were painted or erected during Charles’s reign; as many as fifteen of which may have been 

commissioned when the realm was at war with France and/or Spain.31   

The broad time period during which memorials were commissioned -- particularly, 

the large number that were erected during Charles I's reign -- raises doubts that they were all 

designed to criticise James’s policies, despite the commonalities of inscriptions and images 

that many shared.  These doubts are reinforced by the diverse character of the parishes in 

which memorials appeared.  They were painted in parishes that were likely to have been 

unsympathetic towards James’s irenic politics, such as the godly parishes of St Anne 

Blackfriars and St Antholin,32 as well as All Hallows the Great, whose rector, Sampson Price, 

was openly critical of the king’s foreign policy.33  Some patrons had, or may have had, 

puritan sympathies: Sir Nicholas Crispe (St Mildred Bread Street) came from a puritan 

family, with connections to leading puritan preachers;34 Thomas Chapman’s (St Pancras 

Soper Lane) idiosyncratic will preamble suggests a deep godliness, rooted in beliefs in sole 

fide, predestination, and scripture as a manual for living.35  But memorials were also 

commissioned in parishes that were led by moderate puritan ministers, such as John Dove at 

St Mary Aldermary, or in those led by men about whom we know little or nothing, such as 

Andrew Janaway (All Hallows London Wall).36  Neither were memorials exclusive to rich 

parishes that could afford to invest substantial sums in one memorial.  They were also 

commissioned by or in a number of poor ones, including two of the poorest: All Hallows the 

Great and St Katherine Cree.37  Although All Hallows' memorial was paid for by a rich 

donor, Cissilia Rawlins, other poor parishes seem to have considered having a memorial 

sufficiently important to spend precious parish funds.   
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All of these factors suggest that the memorials may have been commissioned for a 

variety of reasons, that they may have been interpreted differently by parishioners and that 

those interpretations may have changed over time.  The next section analyses the memorials' 

inscriptions, the changing patterns of inscriptions between 1608 and the 1630s, and parochial 

observance of royal anniversaries as a prelude to exploring what these purposes and 

interpretations may have been.    

II 

The extent to which donors chose the texts and images for the memorials is unclear. It seems 

likely that some patrons had a significant influence. Crispe oversaw the refurbishment of St 

Mildred at the time its memorial was erected.38  After initially conceiving the memorial in St 

Pancras Soper Lane as part of a legacy after his death, Chapman instead chose to erect it 

during his own lifetime.39  Elsewhere, decisions were probably made by churchwardens or 

prominent parishioners: the vestry of St Lawrence Jewry, for instance, left design decisions 

for other items to the churchwardens “with the advise of some other parishyoners”, and it 

may have adopted a similar course for its memorial to Elizabeth.40  It is also possible that 

parishes copied from each other, as we know they did when commissioning other items: from 

1612 to 1614, churchwardens from St Dunstan-in-the-West, toured “divers Churches for the 

best fashion of the newe pewes and to looke out for the best wainscot and deale”.41  



 

 

Nevertheless, patterns in the choice of inscriptions are discernible in the dateable 

memorials, and these are supported further if the correlation between building works 

and memorials is accepted for those memorials which cannot be dated precisely or at 

all.  These patterns reveal two things.  First, there was a more even balance between 

representations of Elizabeth as a protestant champion and as a virtuous, good governor 

in the Jacobean memorials than Walker and others have suggested, the more so as these 

memorials tended to have fewer inscriptions (between one and three texts) than the 

Caroline ones (at least eight had four or more inscriptions). Indeed, the earliest 

memorial (St John the Baptist Walbrook) focused solely on Elizabeth’s virtues.42  

Second, that Elizabeth was depicted as an anti-Spanish, protestant champion far more 

commonly (and more exclusively) in Charles's reign than in James's.  The earliest 

dateable use of “Spaines rod”, the most popular text on Elizabeth solely as a protestant 

champion, is 1625-6 (St Botolph Billingsgate), even though the poem appears to have 

been in circulation since at least 1613.  It was used again at St Benet Gracechurch 

(1630-1) and All Hallows the Great (1632-3).43  These were also the first two parishes 

known to have used the verse “Britaines blessing”, the other popular text presenting 

Elizabeth solely as a protestant champion.44  All Hallows London Wall’s unique text, 

which compared Elizabeth to bellicose depictions of Deborah, Judith and Hester, dates 

from 1628-9.45  If the undated memorials assigned to the periods when parish churches 

underwent major building works are included, the shift becomes more obvious.  Though 

“Spaines rod” was used in the memorials at St Bartholomew Exchange and St Mary Le 

Bow which might date to c.1620, the remaining six instances occur during Charles’s 

reign, as do all five other occurrences of “Britaines blessing”.46   

These patterns suggest that James’s foreign policy may not have been the only 

source of dissatisfaction for some London parishes, while the large number of 



 

 

memorials that were commissioned from 1625 and the popularity of the verses “Spaines 

rod” and “Britaines blessing” in the same period suggests that many memorials may 

have been commentaries on Charles I, not James.  Further insights are provided by the 

appreciable amount of evidence from parochial celebrations of royal anniversaries.47  

Observance of these occasions demonstrates Elizabeth’s and James’s popular appeal. 

Many of the parishes that had memorials to Elizabeth, including those who were among 

the first to commission one, had long histories of observing the anniversary of the 

queen’s accession, and sometimes her birthday.48  They immediately shifted the focus 

of their celebrations from Elizabeth to James after 1603,49 and quickly adopted 

observance of the two further Jacobean anniversaries, Gowrie Day (5 August) and 

Gunpowder Treason Day (5 November).  The official liturgies of these occasions 

emphasised James’s role as the target of plots and as the agent through which divine 

providence worked to foil them.  St Lawrence Jewry, St Botolph Billingsgate and St 

Benet Gracechurch stand out for their exemplary practice, celebrating James’s accession 

every year,50 though others, such as St John the Baptist Walbrook, St Dunstan-in-the-

West, and St Martin Orgar, also marked these events regularly.51  Observance of 

Gowrie Day was relatively widespread, and was a fixture in parishes such as St Mary 

Aldermary and St Stephen Coleman Street.52 There is no significant evidence to suggest 

that observance of Elizabeth’s accession day was widely revived and consistently 

observed during James’s reign as a symbolic display of dissatisfaction or resistance, nor 

that observance of James’s accession day or Gowrie Day declined dramatically during 

the king's reign.53  Indeed, St Stephen Coleman Street appears to have continued to 

celebrate the latter after James’s death.54  This suggests that both Elizabeth and James 

were relatively popular; that praise of Elizabeth, either as a protestant champion or as a 

prudent and wise governor, could and did exist easily alongside praise of James, and, 



 

 

consequently, that Elizabeth’s memory was not necessarily invoked solely as a means to 

criticise her successor.   

Parochial observance of Jacobean anniversaries challenges the assumption that 

James was inherently unpopular and that the memorials were commissioned as 

criticisms of him.  While scholars have tended to define Elizabeth’s posthumous image 

primarily as a rhetorical device for criticism, Daniel Woolf, Curtis Perry and John 

Watkins have revealed its discursive complexities.55  One of these was how, in Perry’s 

words, “the Elizabethan legacy could contribute to the erosion of support of the new 

king without being overtly critical of him.”  By providing “exemplars of royal conduct 

that were often at variance with James’s own performances”, representations of, and 

nostalgia for, Elizabeth could contribute to the “emergence of Jacobean dissatisfaction” 

and become a “conventional tool for its expression.”56  In other words, what could have 

originated as straightforward commemoration of the only monarch that most Londoners 

had ever known, could subsequently turn into a motif of criticism when James did not 

live up to expectations, governed in a different way or pursued different policies.   

 

III 

Analysis of the changing patterns of inscription texts, evidence of parochial celebration 

of royal anniversaries, and insights into how Elizabethan nostalgia worked in the early 

seventeenth century all provide valuable new perspectives for understanding the 

meanings of the memorials, especially given the long period during which they were 

commissioned and the diversity of the parishes that did so. They make it possible to add 

nuances to existing arguments and to suggest that the memorials may have had further 

purposes and meanings. 



 

 

First, while they reinforce how important early Stuart foreign policy was to the 

commissioning and interpreting of the memorials, the changing patterns in the selection 

of inscription texts suggests that current orthodoxies need to be refined.  The relatively 

even balance between inscriptions describing Elizabeth as a protestant champion and as 

good, virtuous and successful governor might indicate that, if the early memorials were 

criticisms of James, they may not have been provoked (solely) by his foreign policy.  In 

representing Elizabeth as a good governor, patrons and parishes may have intended to 

articulate -- or parishioners may have understood -- a different, or broader, range of 

grievances with James by using Elizabeth as an exemplar of good governance.  The 

crown’s exploitation of monopolies, court corruption, the monarch’s relationship with 

parliament, James’s broadening of his range of advisors to include several Catholics, as 

well as the perennial problems of the absence of further church reform and the 

perceived lax enforcement of recusancy laws, were all bones of contention in these 

years and may have appealed to a wide cross-section of parishes and Londoners.  

Equally, however, evidence of James's popularity provided by parochial celebrations of 

key Jacobean anniversaries suggests that the memorials may not have been critical 

commentaries of the king at all.  Decisions to include a visual depiction of Elizabeth's 

Westminster tomb in the memorials or to adopt the tomb's inscriptions, including 

statements which emphasised Elizabeth's role as a protestant champion, were not 

necessarily driven by dissatisfaction with the Jacobean regime.  After all, the tomb and 

its texts represented the official commemoration of the queen: James had approved the 

contract for work -- indeed, he had planned to erect a memorial to the late queen as 

early as 1604 -- and, though oversight of the project was delegated to the Principal 

Secretary, Sir Robert Cecil, he must also have endorsed the choice of inscriptions.57  

Since its discovery, the Gunpowder Plot had been cast in the popular imagination as 



 

 

"James's Armada" and it continued to be depicted as such into the 1620s, uniting, rather 

than dividing, the two monarchs as protestant champions and sustaining claims, made in 

many panegyrics printed in the months after James's English accession, that the Scottish 

king's protestant faith was proof that he was the queen's rightful heir.  Indeed, some 

panegyrists went so far as to claim James was Elizabeth's metaphorical son and that the 

queen lived on through him.58 

Conversely, the large number of memorials that were commissioned from 1625 

and the popularity of the verses “Spaines rod” and “Britaines blessing” in the same 

period suggests that many memorials were not commentaries on James at all, but of his 

son, Charles I.  Here, there may have been two different motivations or interpretations.  

On the one hand, the memorials may have been commissioned to criticise Charles’s 

actions, including his mishandling of requests for parliamentary taxation and his 

inadequate support of French Huguenots, as well as the actions of his chief advisor, the 

duke of Buckingham, who had led failed expeditions to Cadiz (1625), the Île de Rhé 

(1627) and La Rochelle (1628).  In this scenario, a (mythical) Elizabeth who was an 

anti-Catholic, anti-Spanish protestant champion who secured triumphs against her 

enemies, governed her realms peacefully and always retained the love of her subjects 

embodied everything that Charles (and Buckingham) were not.  On the other hand, 

memorialising Elizabeth as a protestant champion could have been understood as subtle 

praise of the new king.  Charles had been celebrated for returning from Spain without 

the Infanta as his bride (1623), he had promoted a protestant “patriot coalition” against 

Spain in James’s final parliament in 1624, he had declared war on both Spain (1625) 

and France (1627), and was the Elector Palatine’s advocate.59  Moreover, although news 

of the failure of the Cadiz expedition caused anger, especially in parliament, arguably 

the greatest and most widespread disillusion with Charles's foreign policy occurred after 



 

 

the failure of the duke's Île de Rhé expedition became apparent in late 1627; 

disillusionment that was exacerbated by the positive reporting of events by the official 

and popular newsbook, A continued iournall, over the preceding months.60  At least six, 

and possibly seven, memorials to Elizabeth date to the period 1625-1627. 

Second, evidence provided by the inscriptions and parochial celebrations of 

royal anniversaries, as well as Perry's insights, suggest a range of other motives for 

commissioning memorials and ways in which they may have been interpreted by their 

viewers.  Early memorials may have been partly and simply parochial funeral 

monuments for the late queen, attesting to her continuing popularity but without 

necessarily implying criticism of James. Munday did describe the memorials 

specifically as “Monument[s]”; St Anne Blackfriars’ memorial ([c.1613?]) quoted the 

inscription from Elizabeth’s tomb nearly verbatim and depicted its image, as probably 

did at least four, and possibly as many as six, of the ten memorials painted before c. 

1619/20.61  The choice of inscriptions reflected memorial conventions, praising 

Elizabeth’s achievements, skills and virtues: the most popular texts were the general 

encomia “Here lies her type” (used at least five times before 1619) and “Many 

daughters” (at least three times).  Texts on salvation, which might also be expected to 

feature in a memorial, were also prominent: “I have fought a good fight” was used at 

least eight times, Psalm 112 at least twice, and other passages were used at St Michael 

Crooked Lane and St Mary Somerset.62  The memorial at St Pancras Soper Lane made 

explicit reference to its commemorative function: “this Memoriall of her was here 

erected, set up and Consecrated” “To the most happy, blessed and precious Memory, of 

the late famous, renowned, and never to bee forgotten Monarch, Q. Elizabeth.”63 

It might be expected, if this was the case, that more memorials would have been 

commissioned immediately after Elizabeth’s death or after the completion of her 



 

 

Westminster tomb (1606) and that the Westminster epitaph would have been more 

widely cited.64  As only fourteen can be dated, it is possible that some were 

commissioned between 1603 and 1609, notwithstanding the correlation between the 

memorials and building work. Equally, the memorials may have been commissioned in 

reaction to the erection of the tomb of Elizabeth’s Catholic rival and focus of plots, 

Mary Stuart, which was completed in 1612.   As Peter  Sherlock has demonstrated, 

Mary’s tomb was bigger and more expensive than Elizabeth’s, her epitaph was 

considerably more laudatory, and, by condemning the “instigator and perpetrator” of her 

“violent murder” and “slaughter”, it could even be interpreted as a reproof of Queen 

Elizabeth .65  Although not all Londoners would have been able to read Mary’s Latin 

epitaph for themselves, the size and splendour of the monument was readily apparent, 

and the arrival of her corpse at Westminster had been witnessed by many.66  Some may 

have resented that Mary had, in Sherlock’s words, been “accorded the same honour” as 

English monarchs by being reburied in the Abbey.67 Moreover, Mary’s reinterment was 

arranged to coincide with the marriage celebrations for James’s daughter, Princess 

Elizabeth, to the Elector Palatine.  While James intended the tomb and the marriage to 

be public declarations of his dynastic legitimacy and its future, to others the tomb could 

have appeared as a slur against the late queen at a time when her namesake was entering 

into a longed-for protestant dynastic alliance.  After all, a number of City parishes had 

rung their church bells on the receipt of the news of Mary’s execution.68   

The memorials could have been commissioned, or interpreted, as visual 

reminders of a momentous episode in the Church of England’s history, memorialising 

Elizabeth’s role in restoring the “true church”.  Again, this did not necessarily signal 

disapproval of James. The elaborate window in St Mildred Bread Street (1625-8) 

depicted the Gunpowder Plot as well as Elizabeth’s tomb and the defeat of the 



 

 

Armada.69  Similarly, Chapman’s memorial at St Pancras Soper Lane was originally 

conceived alongside plans to establish annual sermons commemorating not only 

Elizabeth’s accession and the defeat of the Armada, but also the discovery of the 

Gunpowder Plot.70  Although the memorials of the queen were the most numerous and 

striking visual examples in the City of commemoration of the protestant past, they were 

not alone.  Paintings of the Armada and Gunpowder Plot were erected in St Michael 

Queenhithe in 1638-9, and annual sermons to commemorate the discovery of the 

Gunpowder Plot were founded by parishioners in St Bartholomew Exchange (c.1608), 

St Martin Orgar (1607-9), St Michael Crooked Lane (1625) and elsewhere.71   

Their purpose -- and that of the sermons that Chapman and others founded -- 

was not just commemorative; it was also didactic.  The memorials were to remind 

parishioners of their debt to divine providence, to exhort them to offer thanks, and to 

encourage them to live godlier lives.  This was most explicit at St Mildred Bread 

Street.72 Elizabeth’s reign, the defeat of the Armada, and the discovery of the 

Gunpowder Plot were “Stories past” that demonstrated God’s special protection of the 

realm and were reminders “To after ages, that / in their distresse, / They might Gods 

goodnesse / still expresse.”  They were accompanied by an image depicting the 

outbreak of the plague of 1625, which served both as a warning that divine providence 

could be forfeited and as a reminder of God’s mercy: 

 … But sure we were ingrate,  

 For now, behold, in stead of sweet protection,  

 Thousands are swept away by foule Infection. 

 But marke Gods mercy, in midst of greatest cryes, 

 He sheath’d his sword, and wip’t teares from our eyes.73   

These commemorative and didactic purposes may partly explain why memorials seem 

to have been painted during, or shortly after, periods of church rebuilding or 



 

 

refurbishment, and why so many were commissioned in a wide range of parishes in 

London. They were conceived as integral parts of the church fabric, recording key 

moments in the Church’s history and establishing ideal examples of how parishioners 

should behave; they reflected deeply entrenched beliefs, which were common topics for 

sermons from the City’s many pulpits; and they complemented the spiritual and ritual 

practices of the church, including the observance of national anniversaries.   

A handful of memorials had more personal commemorative functions: to 

celebrate the patron and their families.  This is most obvious at St Mildred Bread Street, 

where the installation of Crispe’s elaborate stained-glass window coincided with his 

tenure as churchwarden and his elevation to pater familias of this prominent merchant 

family.  The window depicted Crispe and his family and, although the accompanying 

inscription asserted that the memorial was “not so much / to represent / The Founders 

Person, / as his zealous care / T'expresse Gods love / and mercies rare”, this was false 

modesty: the window very much drew attention to Crispe’s zeal and his actions.74  At 

the time this window was commissioned, Crispe also erected memorials to his 

grandparents, father, and four of his children, and persuaded his mother and brother to 

give two further windows to the church.  The family monuments emphasised the 

Crispes’ social standing and their contribution to the City.75   The memorial 

commissioned by William Wigmore, a plaisterer, at St Botolph Billingsgate may have 

had a similar purpose, even though Wigmore appears to have held a much humbler 

rank: it was also erected during his tenure as churchwarden, the most important office 

that he held.76   

 



 

 

IV 

The biblical verse, “I have fought a good fight” (2 Timothy 4: 7-8), was the most 

commonly-cited text, used in at least twenty-six of the thirty-eight memorials and across 

the whole period in which memorials were created.  Yet, the verse has gone unnoticed 

by historians, and its significance and meaning left unexplained.  Although verse eight 

(“Henceforth there is laid up for me…”) echoed the words spoken by the archbishop of 

Canterbury at the moment in the coronation service when the sovereign was crowned, 

and so may have reminded well-informed readers of the late queen,77 the passage as a 

whole was a declaration of salvation. Nor was this the only inscription that referred to 

this subject: Psalm 125: 1 (“They that trust in the Lord shall be as Mount Zion, which 

cannot be removed, but abideth for ever”) was used at least five times and Psalm 112: 6 

(“The Righteous shall be had in everlasting remembrance”) was used at least three 

times; other similar texts were used by individual parishes.78  The verse “I have fought a 

good fight” and the two psalms were commonly used as texts of comfort at the point of 

death, as testimonies of one’s faith, and as assurances of God’s salvation, so their 

appearance in the parochial memorials may not seem surprising.  But was their use 

merely conventional or did they have more specific purposes? 

The consistent popularity of these biblical passages suggest that the memorials 

had further didactic purpose, similar to the scriptural texts which were painted on 

church walls in increasing numbers during the reigns of Edward VI and Elizabeth.79  

They were reminders to parishioners to keep the faith, to live according to the 

scriptures, and to trust in the Lord for their salvation.  As Thomas Hall wrote in his A 

practical and polemical commentary, the “fight” in 2 Timothy 4: 7–8 referred to man’s 

struggle against his own sin and weakness or against unbelievers; the “course” was a 

“life spent in the service of Christ”; keeping the faith was the “keeping the doctrine of 



 

 

Faith …  from corruption, and in a faithful propagation of that choice Treasury to 

posterity.”  If people struggled sincerely against sin, were faithful to God’s doctrine and 

believed in the grace of salvation, they would be rewarded with eternal life.80  Preachers 

and ministers often directed their parishioners to Psalms 112 and 125 to help them to 

strengthen their faith in times of adversity – “no feares, no rumors nor euill tidings, shall 

make him quake, who standeth in the Lord”, declared John Milwarde in a Gowrie Day 

sermon at Paul’s Cross in 1607.81  These psalms were also assurances that it was only 

faith in the Lord that brought happiness, health and wealth to them and generations to 

come82 and that God’s promise of salvation could never be broken.83   

This message was especially appropriate for godly parishes like St Anne 

Blackfriars and St Stephen Coleman Street, as well as for individual godly patrons, like 

Chapman (St Pancras Soper Lane).84 But the popularity of these inscriptions, even in 

religiously more “moderate” parishes, suggests a wide appeal.  More pointed messages 

about the doctrines and workings of salvation may also have been intended or 

construed, because these passages were placed alongside inscriptions about, or images 

of, Elizabeth.  Patrons or viewers may have identified the Elizabethan church as the 

“true church” and understood that it was only by living according to its tenets – 

however they might be interpreted – that they would gain salvation.85  The memorials 

may even have been intended to counter, or interpreted as challenges to, the official 

commemorations of Elizabeth and Mary Stuart in Westminster Abbey which claimed 

that Mary had already “exchanged the fate of a transitory life for the eternity of an 

heavenly kingdom”, while Elizabeth still awaited resurrection (“she left here her mortal 

relics, until at Christ’s command they rise immortal”).86  This may explain the 

inclusion, or provide an interpretation, of Proverbs 10:7 (“The memoriall of the just 

shall bee blessed, but the name of the wicked shall rot “) in St Mary Somerset’s 



 

 

memorial, which was probably created before 1614 and thus when the Westminster 

tombs were erected. Was this inscription intended to allude to -- or was it read as an 

allusion to -- Elizabeth and Mary respectively?87   

 

V 

By close analysis of the full range of popular inscriptions, by considering previously 

neglected ones, and by acknowledging that the memorials were experienced in the 

particular material, ritual and spiritual context of the parish church, a wider range of 

meanings and purposes become apparent.  Parochial memorials to Elizabeth were not 

just subtle criticisms of Stuart policies or styles of kingship.  They may have been 

celebrations of a popular queen and endorsements of either James's providential 

credentials or Charles’s championing of the continental protestant cause.  They 

memorialised key events in protestant history, exhorting parishioners to give thanks to 

God for his protection and encouraging them to live godlier lives.  They memorialised 

individual parishioners and may have been interpreted by parishioners as challenges to 

the official commemoration of Mary Stuart.  They used the fame and example of Queen 

Elizabeth as means to express messages of spiritual comfort, acknowledging 

parishioners’ daily struggle against sin, and providing assurance that they could be 

saved.   

Some of these meanings -- the commemoration of patrons, the messages of 

spiritual comfort -- seem prosaic but they might explain why so many memorials were 

commissioned for display in churches in a variety of parishes over a long period of 

time.  They help to account for the expenditure of large sums or scarce resources on 

durable additions to the fabric of the church, by pointing to more universal and enduring 



 

 

meanings compared to what could be regarded as important, but more transient, 

political issues.  They provide insight into how male and female civic elites sought to 

use the material fabric of the parish church to shape the public worship, religious beliefs 

and moral behaviour of others, especially those of lower ranks, during a period in which 

what constituted an appropriate church interior and how it influenced worship were the 

subjects of increasingly divisive debate.88  Equally, without suggesting that lower-

ranking subjects were uninterested in the struggles of continental protestants, this 

analysis has attempted to shift attention away from civic elites and matters of early 

Stuart foreign policy to a more socially diverse audience – parishioners – and a broader, 

and at times more universal, range of beliefs and concerns, such as popular 

monarchism, divine providence, and salvation.  

In challenging earlier interpretations of the London memorials to Elizabeth, this 

essay has argued that our broader understanding of Elizabeth’s posthumous image and 

how it was used is both “classed” – defined by elites’ (political) concerns – and, despite 

studies to the contrary by Woolf, Perry and Watkins, remains predicated on a specific 

set of contemporary protestant/puritan narratives: the myth that Elizabeth was a 

protestant champion, that England should take a leading role in defending militarily 

European protestant brethren from Catholic attack, and that the early Stuarts were either 

lax or incompetent in doing so.89  The former is a product of evidence: what ordinary 

subjects thought of Elizabeth is often only found in brief indictments for slanderous and 

seditious words brought before the courts during the queen’s lifetime.  The London 

memorials are no different as there is no extant evidence either for what motivated less 

socially- and economically-privileged patrons, like Wigmore at St Botolph Billingsgate, 

to commission memorials or for what parishioners thought of them.  Indeed, even 

evidence of elites' commissioning of memorials is very fragmentary: churchwardens’ 



 

 

accounts and vestry minutes do not survive for all parishes; wills are not extant for all 

patrons, and there are no personal statements about why memorials were commissioned.  

The latter reflects the long-standing and continuing dominance of protestant/puritan 

perspectives in Elizabethan and early Stuart history, in which the Elizabethan nostalgia 

and anti-Stuartism of polemicists, historians and other writers since the seventeenth 

century has been unconsciously reinforced, first, by the revisionists' and post-

revisionists' focus on early Stuart parliaments, particularly the House of Commons, and, 

more recently, by the growing interest in news and newsbooks and the privileging of 

contemporary print evidence all of which has accentuated the voices of elite and semi-

elite puritan discontents. By changing perspective from patron to parishioner, analysing 

closely what evidence remains, placing representations in their spatial, material and 

ritual contexts, and thinking creatively around absences in the archive, a fuller, more 

comprehensive, more inclusive and more varied understanding of how and why 

Elizabeth was “remembered” during the seventeenth century and beyond is possible. 
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Appendix: Texts used in the memorials to Elizabeth I 

 

 

TEXT 1: Translation of the inscription on Elizabeth’s tomb in Westminster Abbey  

Sacred unto the memory: 

Religion to its primitive sincerity restored, Peace thoroughly settled, Coine to the 

true value refined, Rebellion at home extinguished, France neere ruine by intestine 

mischiefes relieved, Netherland supported, Spaines Armado vanquished, Ireland 

with Spaniards expulsion, and Traitors correction quieted, both Vniversities 

Revenues, by a Law of Provision, exceedingly augmented, Finally, all England 

enriched, and 45. yeres most prudently governed, Elizabeth a Queene, a 

Conqueresse, Triumpher, the most devoted to Piety, the most happy, after 70. 

yeeres of her life, quietly by death departed. 

For an eternall Memoriall 

Vnto Elizabeth Queene of England, France and Ireland, Daughter of King Henry 

the eighth, Grandchild to King Henry the seventh, great Grandchilde to King 

Edward the fourth, the Mother of this her Country, the Nurse of Religion and 

Learning: For perfect skill in very many Languages, for glorious Endowments, as 

well of minde as body, and for Regall Vertues beyond her Sex. 

  began     17 No. 1558. 

She     her raigne   

  ended     24 Mar. 1602. 

 

 

TEXT 1B: the most common of the variation on the Westminster inscription  

Elizabeth Queene of England, France, and Ireland, &c. Daughter to 

King Henry the eighth, and Grandchild of King Henry the seventh, 

by Elizabeth, eldest Daughter of Edward the fourth, Having restored true Religion, 

reduced Coyne to the just value, assisted France and the Low-Countries, and 

overcame the Spanish invincible Navy, enriched all England, and administred most 

prudently the Imperiall State thereof 45. yeeres in true piety, In the 70. yeere of her 

age, in most happy and peaceable manner departed this life, leaving her mortall 

parts interred in the famous Church of Westminster, till the second comming of 

Christ. 



 

 

                                                                                                                                               

 

 

TEXT 2: “Spaines rod, Romes ruine” (St Mary le Bow)  

Fame blow aloud,  

and to the world proclame,  

There never ruled  

such a Royall Dame.  

 

The Word of God  

was ever her delight,  

In it she meditated  

day and night.  

 

Spaines rod, Romes ruine,  

Netherlands reliefe,  

Earths joy, Englands jem,87  

Worlds wonder, Natures chiefe.  

 

She was, and is,  

what can there more be said?  

On Earth the Chiefe,  

in Heaven the second Maid.88  

 

Text 3: “If Royal Vertues”  

If Royal Vertues ever crown’d a crowne, 

If ever Mildnesse shin’d in Majesty, 

If ever Honour honour’d true Renowne, 

If ever Courage dwelt with Clemency, 

If ever Princesse put all Princes downe, 

For Temperance, prowesse, prudence, equity, 

This, this was she, that in despight of death, 

Lives still admir’d, ador’d, ELIZABETH. 

 

 



 

 

                                                                                                                                               

TEXT 4: “Here lies her Type” 

Here lies her Type, who was of late, 

The prop of belgia, the stay of France. 

Spaines foile, Faiths shield, and Queene of State, 

Of Armes, of learning, Fate, and Chance: 

In briefe, of Women ne’re was seene, 

So great a Prince, so good a Queene. 

 

Sith vertues Her immortall made,  

Death (envying all that cannot dye) 

Her earthy parts did so invade. 

As in it wrackt selfe Majesty. 

But so her Spirit inspir’d her Parts, 

That she still lives in loyall hearts. 

 

 

TEXT 5: “Britaines Blessing” 

Britaines Blessing,  

Englands Splendor,  

Religions Nurse  

The Faiths Defender 

 

TEXT 6: “Th’admired Empresse” 

Th’admired Empresse 

 through the world applauded, 

For supreme Vertues, 

 rarest Imitation, 

Whose Scepters Rules, Fames 

 loud voyc’d Trumpet lauded, 

Vnto the eares 

 of every forraine Nation. 

Canopied under 

 powerfull Angels wings, 

To her immortall praise 



 

 

                                                                                                                                               

 sweet Science sings. 

  

 

Endnotes to appendix 

87 In many of the memorials that cite only this verse, this line is rendered “Heavens jem, 

Earths joy”. 

88 This verse is similar to a slightly longer one used at St Michael Crooked Lane: Stow, 

Survey, 857. 

 

 

 


