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Greetings and happy new year (I hope!)  

Two of our English royalty had mixed fortunes at the start of their respective new 
year. Our most and least successful monarchs have anniversaries in January: the 
15th is the coronation day of Elizabeth 1st, and the last Sunday of the month 
commemorates the death of Charles 1st. 

“The Rainbow Portrait” of Elizabeth, attributed 
to Isaac Oliver, is by far his largest surviving 
work, as he is best known as a miniaturist, and 
the miniaturist attention to detail is evident 
throughout the painting. The portrait hangs, as 
it has done for centuries, at Hatfield house, and 
the attribution rests with Oliver’s close 
association with Hatfield’s owner – Robert Cecil 
– who commissioned the painting. 

Cecil managed an unparalleled network of 
spies and secret agents, which was first 
established by Elizabeth’s spymaster general, 
Francis Walsingham: in effect one of the first 
heads of what would become M15. 

Both men effectively used intelligence gathered 
by agents and spies all over Europe, cracking 
codes and cyphers, to foil any attempt to invade 
England, and promised to hunt down and kill 

anybody who would conspire to assassinate the Queen. 

English intelligence was the envy of the world, and it is said that thanks to her spies, 
Elizabeth knew more about the composition of the armada than the King of Spain 
himself! The portrait demonstrates and celebrates the efficiency of 
English espionage, as well as applauding the Queen. An image, 
initially pleasing to the eye, is full of symbolism and hidden 
meanings. 

Painted in the last years of her reign, Elizabeth was getting on for 
70, but she had not been made to look it. Her portraitists knew that 
she controlled her own public image vigorously, and she was to be 
frozen in perpetual youth. Oliver didn’t know what she looked like 
as a young woman, and in order to give her a more youthful 
appearance, painted in some of his own features! (a practice often 
employed by Titian, Van Eyck and others). The likeness, as shown 
here, is remarkable. The attribution to Oliver has sometimes been 
questioned, but there can be really no doubt. 



She stands holding a rainbow, above which is inscribed the motto “NON SINE SOLE 
IRIS” (no rainbow without a sun). 

The painting contains a host of other meaningful symbols, which can be referred 
directly to Ripa’s late sixteenth century Iconologia, popular handbook of symbols, 
allegories and emblems. 

The serpent embroidered on her left arm signifies wisdom and cunning, above which 
is shown a sphere, which describes intelligence.  

The flowers on her bodice denote youth, an absolute abundance of pearls for 
virginity, and her cloak bears a strong resemblance to fama (or fame), which Ripa 
describes as a creature of many mouths, eyes and ears, which flies around the 
world and is seen and heard by everyone, and, more importantly in this context, 
hears and sees all. These details, painted on her cloak, allude to the influence of the 
secret service that had protected her and given political guidance. 

The rainbow, which comes after a storm and from which the title is derived, signifies 
peace and serenity which, during a time of turbulence, she successfully achieved. 

The hidden theme of the painting is all too apparent - now that we know! 

 

Unfortunately, the level of protection afforded to Elizabeth could only have been 
dreamed about by our next monarch. 

“Charles 1st in Three Positions” was painted by his principal court painter, Anthony 
van Dyck, and show three views of the most celebrated heads ever to be cut off. 

 

It wasn’t painted in its own right, but as a 
means to an end. The purpose was to give the 
most functionally descriptive view of his subject 
that van Dyck could.  

The painting was commissioned by Charles’s 
wife, Henrietta, who had arranged for her 
husband’s bust to be carved in marble by the 
Italian sculptor Bernini. 

Bernini lived in Rome, and his chief patron was 
Pope Urban V111. The Pope, hoping that 
Henrietta, who was a Catholic, might succeed 
in converting Charles to Catholicism, granted 

special dispensation to Bernini to fulfil the commission.  

A trip to England was out of the question, so van Dyck’s ingeniously combined 
three-dimensional portrait was dispatched to Italy in 1636, from which the sculptor 
might work. 

Conscious that his picture would come under close scrutiny in the leading studio in 
Rome, van Dyck produced a virtuoso display of painting. The range of effects 
created by the artist is amazing: the fineness of the filigree of lace, opulent silk 
drapery gathered into swags, and each costume is different, although the blue 
riband of the Order of the Garter is present on all three. 

 



A single bead of reflected light in the King’s earing (the Portland Collection at 
Welbeck springs readily to mind), flesh tones and the subtle differences of colour in 
his hair, beard and moustache, show that van Dyck was at the peak of his expertise: 
he had thrown down the gauntlet to Bernini, as one great artist to another. 

 

The functionality of the portrait was lost on Charles: he immediately identified with 
the Holy Trinity when he saw the finished article. He regarded it as reinforcement of 
his divine right to rule, appointed by God: he had been taught so by his father James 
1st. The device for portraying Charles in triplicate seemed to strengthen his belief. 

On completion, the bust was packed into a wooden crate, and spent three months 
crossing Europe, dodging pirates, robbers and corrupt border guards! 

 

The King and Queen opened the crate containing the bust, with great anticipation, on 
the night that it arrived in England, and were not disappointed. Bernini was rewarded 
with a diamond worth £1000, a small fortune in the seventeenth century. 
Unfortunately, the bust was destroyed when Whitehall Palace was burned down in 
1698. 

As one of the perks of the commission, Bernini was allowed to keep the portrait, and 
it remained in the possession of his heirs at the Bernini Palace until 1802, when it was 
sold to a British art dealer and returned to England. It entered the Royal Collection in 
1822 and is usually displayed at Windsor Castle. 

 

Bernini remarked that the portrait had ‘troubled him greatly’, and made him realise the 
inferiority of marble, in some instances, to paint: “I conclude that it is impossible to 
make a picture, in stone, to naturally resemble any person.” 

There is an air of melancholia written on the faces in the portrait, which may predict 
the downfall of England’s last truly absolute monarch. Bernini famously exclaimed, on 
seeing the painting for the first time, “this is the portrait of a doomed man”. 

 

The death of Charles, one cold winter’s morning in January 1649, as England took its 
first steps towards democracy, was inevitable, and a cruel necessity. 

A replica bust is in the Royal Collection, and can be viewed on line. 

 

Exhibition 

Our on-line exhibition resulted in two sales (compliments to the artists). 

Although sales are an added bonus at this type of event, my personal view is that it 
more importantly provides an opportunity to promote what Retford Art Society is 
capable of producing - which is great art. 

Many thanks to Paul Straker. 

 

 

 



Storage 

Removal date 9th December. 

On a dank winter’s morning, I made the church authorities very happy by removing all 
the exhibition equipment from Ebsworth Hall, with the efficient help of Margaret 
Presley, Paul Straker and Andy Massey, aided and abetted by Mick Harrod, who also 
generously transported everything to his storage facility at Habblesthorpe. Many 
thanks to you all. 

 

Annual General Meeting 

Everyone should have received the AGM notices by now, however, forward planning 
has been a casualty of the pandemic and the date of the meeting is subject to change 
at short notice. My apologies if this happens. 

 

General Communications 

Our secretary, Paul Straker, has developed an on-line life drawing group. 

The initial session achieved some success, and Paul is keen to attract more members. 

The next sitting will be held on Wednesday 7th January, 7pm to 9pm. 

Drawing skills will be tested on a professional model, and the fees payable are 
members £3, non-members £5. 

Further details from Paul on 07852932137 

 

Picture framing 

One of our members, Tony Bradley, can provide this service. Contact Tony on 
07966939465 or email anthonycbradley55@gmail.com 

 

Where it all began exhibition at the Bassetlaw Museum can be viewed on You Tube 
and Facebook. 

Curator, Sam Glasswell, introduces the film, and conducts a tour of the artwork and 
the local churches associated with the Pilgrim fathers. 

 

An exhibition at the Harley Gallery titled ‘’Julian Bray Lost Architecture’’ can be viewed 
on the gallery website. 

 

I wish you all a healthy and happy new year. 

Stay safe 

Mick 
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