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Interpretations of the Cowdray Portrait
in the light of Serlio’s Obelisk P
___
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This article suggests that one route into deciphering the messages and purpose of the
Cowdray Portrait may lie in relating its obelisk imagery to the three layers of meaning then
attached to the most famous obelisk of the day, Serlio's Obelisk P.

M

addening, enigmatic riddles – Roy Strong’s verdict on Elizabethan portraits
could be applied to the Cowdray Portrait.1 It was once assumed to be a portrait
of Elizabeth I. In 1966, Strong suggested that it was more likely to be a portrait of the
Queen’s close and devoted friend, Catherine Carey.2 Two clues support this: the CC
on the bodice and the anchor in the hair – Catherine’s husband was Charles Howard,
Lord High Admiral from 1585.3 As the eldest daughter of Henry Carey, the son of
Mary Boleyn and the queen’s cousin, Catherine was ‘neare of the blood’.4 She served
Elizabeth for almost forty-five years: in 1559 she became a Maid of Honour; by 1572,
she was First Lady of the Bedchamber, a post she held until her death in 1603.5
Another mystery lies in the artist. It was long assumed that Marcus Gheeraerts
the Younger painted the portrait. It is now attributed to Robert Peake the Elder,
although a specialist guildsman may have been responsible for the jewellery and details
on the dress.6

Roy Strong, The Cult of Elizabeth (London: Pimlico, 1999), p. 16. The portrait was hung at
Cowdray Park from 1921 to 2012, hence the name.
2 Roy Strong, ‘Forgotten age of English paintings: Portraits at Cowdray and Parham, Sussex’,
Country Life Annual (1966), 44–48 (p. 46).
3 The CC was discovered by Mark Weiss in 2012.
4 This phrase is on the tomb of Catherine’s sister, Lady Margaret Carey Hoby (d. 1605), at All
Saints, Bisham.
5 Susan Doran, Elizabeth and her Court (Oxford: OUP, 2015), p. 200.
6 Mark Weiss, Tudor and Stuart Portraits (The Weiss Gallery, 2013), p. 34.
<https://issuu.com/artsolution/docs/weiss_tudor_and_stuart_portraits> [accessed 1 February
2019].
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Figure 1. Attributed to Robert
Peake the Elder and studio, The
Cowdray Portrait, c. 1597,
oil on canvas, 198.1 × 137.1
cm, Private collection, Image
courtesy of The Weiss Gallery,
London.

The magnificent dress is the third mystery, and the focus of this essay. A detailed analysis
of its embroidery and motifs was made in 2012 by Catherine Weiss, Florence Evans
and Lynn Hulse.7 The bodice of the dress depicts a delightful garden of flowers and
fruits; the skirt depicts obelisks, lovers’ knots and snakes. Since the bodice and the skirt
have different designs, they may have had different owners before (or after) being united
in the portrait. It may have been Elizabeth’s dress and a gift to Catherine: Janet Arnold
has demonstrated that the queen frequently gave gowns to her ladies-in-waiting.
However, Arnold also suggests that the skirt may be one listed in the Stowe Inventory
of 1600 as, ‘Item one petticoate of white Satten embroidered all over like peramydes
and flowers of venice gold and silke’.8 If so, the skirt was a New Year’s gift to the queen
‘embroidered by the donor’.

This essay is much indebted to their analysis: see Weiss, Tudor and Stuart Portraits (The Weiss
Gallery, 2013), p. 30, pp. 32–37. Online. Available at:
<https://issuu.com/artsolution/docs/weiss_tudor_and_stuart_portraits> [accessed 1 February
2019].
8 Janet Arnold, Queen Elizabeth’s Wardrobe Unlock’d (Leeds: W.S. Maney & Son, 1988), p. 86.
7
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The unusual ‘peramydes’ on the skirt may provide a way to decode the purpose
and meaning of the Cowdray Portrait, and possibly the ownership of the dress. Obelisks
had only recently become a fashionable feature in England.9 The inspiration came from
Rome rather than Egypt, and via France and the Netherlands. In 1540 Sebastiano
Serlio, an Italian architect working at Fontainebleau, produced the first architectural
drawings in print of four of Rome’s obelisks.10 Of these, Obelisk P or the Vatican
Obelisk, was the only one still standing in its original position and a well-known
landmark on the medieval pilgrimage and tourist circuit of Rome.11 Pope Nicholas V
contemplated moving it; visitors drew it; German mercenaries took pot-shots at its orb
during the Sack of Rome.12 It was the only real obelisk to appear in Colonna’s
Hypnerotomachia Poliphili (it was dismissed as ‘inferior’: Poliphilo's obelisks were fantastical
creations).13
Figure 2. Sebastiano Serlio, ‘Of
Antiquitie, The third Booke, The
fourth Chapter, Fol. 29’, in Five
bookes of architecture:
translated out of Italian into
Dutch and out of Dutch into
English (London: Robert Peake,
1611), pp. 143–144. Internet
Archive. Digitising sponsor:
Glasgow School of Art Library.
Obelisk P is in the centre, with its
orb inset to the right.

9 Richard Barnes, The Obelisk: A Monumental Feature in Britain (Kirstead, Norfolk: Frontier
Publishing, 2004), p. 10. Barnes credits John Lumley, 1st Baron Lumley, with erecting the first
stone obelisk in England at Nonsuch Palace in the 1570s. (Lumley’s ‘Pyramid’ could be a copy of
Obelisk P.) Theodore de Haveus, a Flemish refugee, designed the Gate of Honour (1572-3) at
Gonville and Caius College, Cambridge. It has four obelisks.
10 Sebastiano Serlio, Il Terzo Libro (1540), p. LXVII. <https://digi.ub.uniheidelberg.de/diglit/serlio1544/0063/image> [accessed 25 February 2018]. Ancient Rome had
many obelisks. Only seven were known about in 1540, and four of those were in pieces.
11 For example, see: ‘De vaticano et Agulio’, Pt III, in Mirabilia Urbis Romae (Anon., c. 1140), trans.
by Francis Morgan Nichols (London: Ellis and Elvey, 1889), Internet Archive; Magister Gregorius,
De mirabilibus Urbis Romae (c. 1150), §29, Documenta Catholica Omnia online; Pero Tafur, Andanças
(1435-39), Ch. 3., trans. by Malcom Letts (Gorgias Press LCC, 2007).
12 Brian A. Curran ‘The Hypnerotomachia Poliphili and Renaissance Egyptology’, Word & Image,
14.1-2, (1998), 156–185 (p. 159, p. 161, p. 173). Obelisk P was drawn by Giovanni Marcanova (c.
1471) and Marteen van Heemskerch (c. 1532-36).
13 Francesco Colonna, Hypnerotomachia Poliphili (Venice, 1499; London, 1592), p. 19.
<https://warburg.sas.ac.uk/pdf/ckn10b2233520.pdf> [accessed 13 February].
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Obelisk P was, in other words, already probably the most famous obelisk of the
day. That fame was enhanced when Il Terzo Libro was compiled with Serlio’s other
books, reprinted and translated into French, Flemish and Dutch. Serlio’s Architettura
became one of the most influential architectural books published in early-modern
Europe.14 While his fourth book on the orders is the more famous, Il Terzo Libro
probably inspired the waves of obelisk building seen in northern Europe from the 1550s.
Appreciating the layers of meaning attached to the most famous of Serlio’s obelisks,
Obelisk P, therefore provides one way to understand the Cowdray Portrait.
Serlio’s description is frustratingly brief: ‘The Obelisk marked P standeth in
Vaticano (that is) at S. Peters, and is of Egyptian stone: in the top whereof (they say) the
ashes of the Emperor Gaius Caesar stand.’15 He provides P’s measurements
(inaccurately) and the inscription on the base: ‘To the divine Caesar Augustus, son of
the divine Julius, and to Tiberius Caesar Augustus, son of the divine Augustus’. He says
nothing about its origins, ‘for that Pliny declareth at large’. Turning to Pliny the Elder’s
widely-read Natural World, one learns more: Obelisk P was made by one ‘Nuncoreus’
[date and location unknown]; it was erected in the Julian Forum in Alexandria [in c. 30
BC, on the orders of Augustus, probably to mark his conquest of Egypt]. It was relocated
to Rome on the orders of Caligula [in c. 37 AD] where it was erected on the spina of
the new circus that he was constructing (and that Nero completed) adjacent to his
Vatican villa. 16
Tiberius added the inscription; Caligula added the orb and spike. The notion
that the orb contained Julius Caesar’s ashes first appears in medieval guides to Rome.17
The publication in c.1470 of Tacitus’s Annals confirmed another medieval belief, that
Obelisk P stood witness to the martyrdom of Rome’s earliest Christians. Tacitus
described how Nero executed Christians to scotch the rumour that he was responsible
for burning Rome: ‘They were covered with wild beasts’ skins and torn to death by
dogs; or they were fastened on crosses, and, when daylight failed were burned to serve
as lamps by night. Nero had offered his Gardens for the spectacle, and gave an
exhibition in his Circus […]’.18 Two years later, St Peter was (possibly) executed next
to Obelisk P.

14 Max Marmor, ‘Back to the drawing board: The Architectural Manual of Sebastiano Serlio
(1475-1554)’, The Yale University Library Gazette, 70.3/4, (1996), 115–125 (p. 115).
15 Sebastiano Serlio, ‘Of Antiquitie, The third Booke, The fourth Chapter, Fol. 29’ in Five bookes of
architecture: translated out of Italian into Dutch and out of Dutch into English (London: Robert Peake, 1611),
p. 143. Digitizing sponsor: Glasgow School of Art Library.
<https://archive.org/details/firstbookeofarch00serl/page/144> [accessed 23 January 2019].
16 Pliny the Elder, The Natural History, trans. by John Bostock (London: Taylor and Francis, 1855),
XXXVI, Ch. 14–15.
17 For example: Mirabilia Urbis Romae (Anon., c. 1140), Pt III ‘De vaticano et Agulio’; Magister
Gregorius, De mirabilibus urbis Romae (c. 1150), §29; Pero Tafur, Andanças (1435–39), Ch. 3.
18 Tacitus, The Annals, trans by J. Jackson (Harvard University Press, 1937), XV, Ch. 44. The first
English translation of The Annals by Henry Savile (Elizabeth’s Greek tutor) was printed in 1591.
For the impact of this translation, see: Jan Waszink, ‘Henry Savile’s Tacitus and the English role
on the Continent: Leicester, Hotman, Lipsius’, History of European Ideas, 42.3, (2016), 303–319.
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Figure 3. The supposed relative positions of Nero’s Circus and St Peter’s Basilica (old in bold, new in outline). Obelisk
P is indicated on the spina, adjacent to the supposed place of St Peter’s execution. Rodolfo Lanciani, Pagan and
Christian Rome (Boston and New York: Houghton, Mifflin and Company, 1892), p. 129. Digitising sponsor: Project
Gutenberg.

Three layers of meaning were therefore attached to Obelisk P. Its Egyptian
origins conveyed both superior knowledge (‘All the things for which [the Greeks] were
admired were transferred from Egypt’, according to Diodorus Siculus)19 and a timedefying immortality. For Tudors obsessed with avoiding oblivion, ‘sky-aspiring
pyramids’ made worthy grave monuments.20 Those who appreciated its association
with Augustus could use P to convey their classical learning or imperial aspirations, or
employ obelisks as Augustus did this one, to celebrate a triumph or special occasion.
Thirdly, its position on the site of the executions of the first Christian martyrs imbued
it with a deep significance for Christians. This made acceptable the use of a pagan
symbol in a Christian context, and may explain why many Tudor funerary obelisks
have orbs and spikes: they were imitating Serlio’s Obelisk P.
Reflecting these different values, the Cowdray dress can be interpreted in
different ways.
NOSTALGIA
Pierced and orbed, the obelisks on the Cowdray dress are ostensibly just garden
ornaments: they line the path leading up to the delightful garden on the bodice. If
Elizabeth originally owned the dress, it may have been a nostalgic reminder of the first
garden in England to use obelisks – that created by Robert Dudley, Earl of Leicester in
Diodorus Siculus, The Library of History (c. 60 BC, printed in Bologna, 1472), trans. by Charles H.
Oldfather (Loeb Classical Library, 1911), I, Ch. 96.
20 From the tomb of Sir Thomas Stanley, Church of St Bartholomew’s, Tong, Shropshire. Attributed to
Shakespeare.
19
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1575, at Kenilworth Castle. The obelisks would then reflect the values that Leicester
attached to them, and that he was promoting himself.
A description of ‘His Honour’s […] beautiful garden, an acre or more’ was
written (possibly) by Robert Laneham, a gentleman usher in Leicester's household.21
Four borders were filled with ‘fragrant herbs and flowers, in form, colour, and quantity
so deliciously variant; and fruit trees bedecked with apples, pears, and ripe cherries’.
That sounds rather like the Cowdray bodice. At the centre of each border was a fifteenfoot-high obelisk ‘symmetrically pierced through from a foot beneath to two feet of the
top: whereupon, for a capital, an orb of ten inches thick.’22 They sound like the Cowdray
obelisks.
Elizabeth Woodhouse has demonstrated that every aspect of Leicester’s garden
was designed to be ‘read’ by erudite visitors. She suggests that he deployed obelisks as
allegories for his immortal glory and to reflect his knowledge of ancient Rome.23 One
could go further. The use of ‘an orb of ten inches thick’ to top the Kenilworth obelisks
imitates Serlio’s Obelisk P – it was the only ancient obelisk still standing with such an
orb.24 Leicester may have owned a copy of Serlio’s Architettura, or been advised by
Frederigo Zuccaro, who worked on St Peter’s in 1574 and arrived in England in March
1575 to paint Leicester and Elizabeth.25 If Leicester believed that P’s orb contained
‘The ashes of a mightie Emperour’ his obelisks reflected aspirations as well as learning.26
In both cases, the Roman values attached to Obelisk P were being emphasised. Given
the esoteric entertainments that Leicester devised for Elizabeth’s visit, he may also have
used obelisks to allude to his possession of the arcane knowledge then associated with
the Egyptians and accessible only to the elite, reflecting the first value of Obelisk P.
If Elizabeth did commission the Cowdray dress, it might well have been a
nostalgic reminder of that earlier ‘delight unto all senses’, Leicester’s garden at
Kenilworth. The lovers’ knots on the skirt might reflect her love for its creator, who died
in 1588.27
21 For an alternative view, that it was written by the Earl of Oxford, see Nina Green, Langham Letter
Introduction <http://www.oxford-shakespeare.com/Langham/Langham_Introduction.pdf>
[accessed 1 February 2018].
22 Extracts from Robert Laneham’s letter to Humfrey Martyn. (Langham is an alternative
spelling.) <https://www.english-heritage.org.uk/siteassets/home/visit/places-to-visit/kenilworthcastle/history/serpentine/extracts-from-robert-langhams-letters-2.pdf> [accessed 23 January
2019].
23 Elizabeth Woodhouse, ‘Propaganda in Paradise: The Symbolic Garden Created by the Earl of
Leicester at Kenilworth, Warwickshire’, Garden History, 36.1 (Spring 2008), 94–113 (pp. 99–100, p.
103). See also: Elizabeth Woodhouse, ‘Kenilworth, the Earl of Leicester's Pleasure Grounds
following Robert Laneham's Letter’, Tudor Gardens, 27.1, (Summer 1999), 127–144 (p. 134).
24 For an alternative view that the orb represented Apollo, see Woodhouse, 2008, p. 103.
25 Roy Strong, Gloriana: The Portraits of Queen Elizabeth I (London: Pimlico, 2003), p. 85.
26 Jan van der Noot, A theatre wherein be represented as wel the miseries & calamities that follow the voluptuous
worldlings, trans. by Edmund Spenser, 1569 (unpaginated, 3rd sonnet) <http://ezproxyprd.bodleian.ox.ac.uk:2176> [accessed 1 February 2019].
27 On the depth of Elizabeth’s love for Leicester, see Susan Doran, Elizabeth and her Circle (Oxford:
OUP, 2015), p. 141.
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A TRIBUTE
However, if the dress was Catherine’s own, it may have been an unqualified tribute to
the Queen from a faithful servant. In this interpretation, the Cowdray obelisks reflect
the Roman values attached to Obelisk P. They both allude to Elizabeth’s classical
learning and provide an avenue of triumph by lining the jewelled path that leads up to
the wonderful garden on the bodice. The dress is England as a garden of delights and
fruitfulness, made possible because it was ruled by a queen of learning and virtue. The
background colour is well-chosen. White was one of Elizabeth’s favourite colours, and
the colour of truth and purity in a reference to Elizabeth’s chastity. In their detailed
analysis of the embroidered motifs on the dress Catherine Weiss, Evans and Hulse have
identified a rich variety of flowers and produce.28 Their analysis reveals that the flowers
embroidered on the bodice and sleeves include eglantine roses, columbine and pansies,
the queen’s favourites, as well as honeysuckle, periwinkles, fuchsias and daffodils.29
They also demonstrate how productive the garden is: grapes, cherries, damsons, pears,
a cucumber, wild strawberries, peas in the pod and wild garlic are embroidered. Acorns
hint at rich forests. This is England as a paradisiacal cornucopia. On the skirts,
embroidered snakes may allude to the queen’s wisdom, suggesting that under
Elizabeth’s wise rule, the bounty promised in 1558 has been realised.30
The ivy on the skirts suggests that another layer of meaning may have been attached to
Catherine’s obelisks. In 1586, Geffrey Whitney published his Choice of Emblemes. Emblem
1 (see figure 4) depicts an ivy-clad obelisk that represented Elizabeth (‘The pillar great
our princes[s] is’) supporting the vine of the Anglican Church (‘Thou standing, I shall
flourish’).31 The Cowdray obelisks may therefore also be a tribute to the Queen’s role
as head of the church, echoing the third, Christian, value attached to Serlio’s Obelisk
P.

28 Weiss, Tudor and Stuart Portraits (The Weiss Gallery, 2013), pp. 32-37. Online. Available at:
<https://issuu.com/artsolution/docs/weiss_tudor_and_stuart_portraits> [accessed 1 February
2019].
29 Weiss, Tudor and Stuart Portraits, p. 37.
30 Roy Strong, Gloriana: The Portraits of Queen Elizabeth I (London: Pimlico, 2003), p. 76. See also
Susan Doran, ‘Virginity, Divinity and Power: The Portraits of Elizabeth I’ in The Myth of Elizabeth,
ed. Susan Doran & Thomas Freeman (Basingstoke: Palgrave MacMillan, 2003), 171-199, p. 185.
See p. 172 for the use of cornucopia imagery by John Foxe in 1563.
31 Geffrey Whitney, A Choice of Emblemes, ed. by Henry Green (London: Lovell Reed & Co., 1866),
p. 1. Digitised by Google Book Search.
<https://archive.org/details/whitneyschoicee00paragoog/page/n120> [accessed 23 January
2019].
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Figure 4. Emblem ‘Te stante virebo’ in Geffrey Whitney,
A Choice of Emblemes (1586), ed. by Henry Green
(London: Lovell Reed & Co., 1866), p. 1. Digitising
Sponsor: Google Book Search.

TACTFUL HINTS
This interpretation of the dress as an unqualified tribute to Elizabeth has flaws. Other
gardens used as an allegory for the Queen’s reign were regular, symmetrical, and
ordered.32 The Cowdray garden is delightful but confused: the sleeves are different; the
two sides of the bodice are different; a slug and a moth add to the disquiet. 33 The lack
of uniformity in the skirt’s obelisks is particularly jarring – they are different sizes,
patterns and colours, and positioned on different planes. Doran has demonstrated the
way in which paintings could be ‘wish lists’ as much as demonstrations of loyalty.34 It is
possible, therefore, that the dress conveys messages – subtle, gentle hints that might be
heeded in a good mood – that all was not as it should be.
The toppled obelisks and disordered garden may delicately convey the message
that in 1597, England was anything but a garden of delights. Torrential rain and
successive harvest failures in 1594–97 resulted in high prices and food riots. Real wages
fell to their lowest for centuries; taxation remained heavy.35 In A Midsummer Night's Dream
(c.1596) Shakespeare presents a world turned upside-down, of ‘drowned’ fields and
‘rotted’ corn caused (in Titania’s view) by jealousies, dissension, and brawls that
inhibited the fairies from working their magic.36

Strong, 2003, p. 76.
The slug and the moth were identified by Catherine Weiss, Evans and Hulse. See Weiss, Tudor
and Stuart Portraits (The Weiss Gallery, 2013), 32–37, p. 36.
34 Doran, 2003, p. 187, p. 191.
35 M.J. Power, ‘London and the Control of the “Crisis” of the 1590s’, History, 70.230 (October
1985), 371–385 (p. 371); John Guy, ed., The Reign of Elizabeth I: Court and Culture in the Last Decade
(Cambridge: CUP, 1995), p. 10.
36 William Shakespeare, A Midsummer Night's Dream, Act 2, Scene 1. See also Sidney Thomas, ‘The
Bad Weather in A Midsummer-Night's Dream’, Modern Language Notes, 64.5 (May 1949), 319–322.
32
33
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The irregularity of the obelisks may also have reflected what was a fraught
domestic situation in religious terms. Most English Catholics were loyal by this stage.37
However, Elizabeth was still coming under attack from ‘hotter’ Protestants who were
disillusioned with her failure to take the church in a more Calvinist direction.38 Even
some of her inner circle of intimates dearly wished the Queen would be more
proactive.39 The ivy is not attached to the obelisks as it should be, hinting perhaps that
Protestantism was not flourishing and that co-religionists abroad needed aid.
Alternatively, or in addition, the dress may reflect power politics at court and
jostling for the Queen’s favour. Following the death of Lord Hunsdon in 1596,
Catherine’s brother was denied his father’s posts by a Cecil-Russell-Cobham faction at
court and accused of treasonous ‘discontentment’.40 Perhaps the dress is delicately
promoting the continued worth of the Carey family. By using the initials of her maiden
name (CC) on the neck, Catherine reminds the queen that the Careys were ‘neare of
the blood’. If Catherine was talented at embroidery, the garden of delights on the bodice
and sleeves may reflect her worth (and by extension that of her brother) in a way
conveyed eloquently by Castiglione in The Book of the Courtier: ‘Adorned with so many
varieties of trees, lovely flowers and grasses, [the universe] can be said to be a great and
noble painting, composed by Nature and the hand of God. […] Whoever can imitate
it deserves the highest praise.’41 The obelisks on the skirts may convey the erudition of
the Carey family and their hope for continued glory (the second value of Obelisk P),
while also stressing the family’s loyalty to the crown and the established church
(reflecting the third value and Whitney’s emblem).
However, Doran considers that Elizabeth’s attachment to Catherine was so
deep because the latter requested least in the ways of favours: she offered love and
service with no ties.42 She was highly unlikely to have incorporated any subversive
messages about the state of England into her dress. If anything, the Cowdray Portrait
falls into the arena of ‘government by illusion’.43 Catherine was reassuring her mistress
that all was well with an embroidered, horticultural equivalent of the Mask of Youth.
For the same reason, obelisks reflecting the sentiments of Emblem 1 were deployed by
the Queen’s closest intimates and relatives as a measure of their collective loyalty and
support at a fraught time. The elite closed ranks. Obelisks appeared on the parapets of
Wollaton Hall and Burghley House and framed the gardens at Montacute and the door
to Bess of Hardwicke’s bedroom. They adorned the tombs of Leicester (d. 1588), Hatton
Susan Doran, Elizabeth I and Religion 1558-1603 (London: Routledge, 1994), p. 63.
Alexandra Walsh, ‘A very Deborah? The Myth of Elizabeth as a Providential Monarch’ in The
Myth of Elizabeth, ed. by Susan Doran & Thomas Freeman (Basingstoke: Palgrave MacMillan,
2003), pp. 147–151, p. 155, p. 162.
39 Doran, 2015, pp. 231–233, pp. 241–242.
40 Chris Laoutaris, Shakespeare and the Countess (St Ives: Penguin Books, 2015), pp. 240–242.
41 Baldassare Castiglione, The Book of the Courtier, trans. by George Bull (Bungay: Penguin Books,
1980), p. 97. First translated into English in 1561 by Thomas Hoby, the father-in-law of
Catherine’s sister, Margaret Carey.
42 Doran, 2015, p. 215.
43 Walsh, 2003, p. 155.
37
38
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(d. 1591) and Southampton (d. 1594). Most impressive were the ten obelisks (all orbed
like P) on the monument of Catherine’s father. It is, in other words, unlikely that the
irregular obelisks on the Cowdray Portrait convey any messages that the Queen would
find unpalatable.
CELEBRATION
The dress may be a tribute to the Queen (or a reassuring hug) but that still does not
explain the state of the Cowdray obelisks. They are irregular, hollow, ivy-free and
disordered. Perhaps, therefore, they convey a completely different message. In this last
interpretation, the portrait is a celebration of the collapse of the Catholic threat from
abroad, and the obelisks represent the vanquished or failing enemies of England and
Protestantism.
The chief enemy was Spain that despatched Armadas to conquer England in
1588, 1596 and 1597. The anchor broach in Catherine’s hair and the inverted
embroidered anchor at her neck draw attention to her husband’s role as Lord High
Admiral in combatting these threats. Following the sack of Cádiz and the failure of the
third Armada, Howard was created Earl of Nottingham in 1597, and Catherine Weiss
considers that the Cowdray portrait may be a celebration of that honour.44 The striped
jewels in Catherine’s hair may be the bees of peace, recalling Whitney’s Emblem ‘Ex
Bello, Pax’ and a tribute to Howard’s prowess as ‘The helmet strong that did the head
defende’.45 The bees fly eagerly towards the Cowdray garden of delights and there ‘[…]
when that warres, with bloody bloes, had ende | They hony wrought […] | Which
doth declare the blessed fruites of peace | How sweet shee is, when mortal warres doe
cease’.46 The white colour of the dress is an expression of joy.
Of course, there was no connection between Spain and obelisks, and peace with
Spain was not formally signed until 1604. However, obelisks were closely associated
with Philip’s allies in France and Rome. In both cases, these threats had completely
collapsed by the time the Cowdray portrait was painted.
Whitney’s ivy-clad obelisk was French in origin. To celebrate the coronation of
Henry II in 1547, an obelisk was raised in front of Reims Cathedral. Charles de Guise,
who officiated, adopted the obelisk as his device and it featured as such in Claude

44 Weiss, Tudor and Stuart Portraits (The Weiss Gallery, 2013), 32-37, p.32. Online. Available at:
<https://issuu.com/artsolution/docs/weiss_tudor_and_stuart_portraits> [accessed 1 February
2019]
45 For an alternative interpretation of the neck ornament as a bow and the hair jewels as arrows,
see Roy Strong, ‘Forgotten age of English paintings’, Country Life Annual, (1966), 44–48 (p. 46).
However, if they are arrows, they are pointing towards the crossbow.
46 Geffrey Whitney, 1866, p. 138. Digitized by Google Book Search.
<https://archive.org/details/whitneyschoicee00paragoog/page/n258> [accessed 23 January
2019]. Whitney plagiarised and adapted this emblem from Alciato’s Book of Emblems (1531); it also
appeared in Thomas Palmer’s Two Hundred Poosees (1566).
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Paradin’s Devices Heroïques (1557) under the motto ‘Te stante virebo’.47 Emblem 1 was
therefore plagiarised. The pleasure in hijacking the Cardinal of Lorraine’s device would
have been deepened by the fact that he was Mary Queen of Scots’ uncle, and that he
was held responsible (with his brother) for the Massacre of Vassy in 1562. His
reputation as the chief enemy of Protestantism was inherited by his nephew, who was
held responsible for the Massacre of St Batholomew (1572) and who allied with Spain
by the Treaty of Joinville (1584) to prevent the Protestant Henry of Navarre taking the
throne. Guise’s meddling in English affairs was embellished by Christopher Marlowe in
The Massacre at Paris:
Did he not draw a sorte of English priestes
From Doway to the Seminary at Remes,
To hatch forth treason gainst their naturall Queene?
Did he not cause the King of Spaines huge fleete,
To threaten England […]? 48

The assassination of Guise by Henry III in 1588 delighted England. The Massacre
was performed ten times in 1594 by the Admiral’s Men, whose patron was Catherine’s
husband. The collapsed Cowdray obelisks, ivy-free and with snakes (now symbols of
vengefulness and vindictiveness) slithering away, may therefore reference the end of the
Guise threat.
The collapsed obelisks could concurrently celebrate the death of Pope Sixtus V
in 1590. Following the execution of Mary Queen of Scots, Sixtus had renewed the
excommunication of Elizabeth and blessed the Armada (had it succeeded, he would
have paid half the costs). He also ordered Cardinal Allen to write An Admonition to the
Nobility and People of England and Ireland, which accused Elizabeth of being ‘an incestuous
bastard, begotten and borne in sinne, of an infamous curtesan Anne Bullen’, a slur that
would have angered the Carey clan as much as Elizabeth.49 Simultaneously, Sixtus
energetically transformed Rome into an effective centre for the Counter Reformation.
Order replaced chaos: lawlessness was tackled harshly; the Curia was reformed; Papal
coffers were refilled; and Rome itself was remodelled. Streets were widened and
straightened to facilitate the movement of pilgrims between the seven major basilicas.50
Fallen obelisks were raised in the piazzas that punctuated the pilgrim route.
Obelisk P became the symbol for the resurrection of Rome under Sixtus. In
1586, under the direction of Domenico Fontana and with the aid of 800 men, 140
47 Claude Paradin, Devises Heroïques, 1557, p. 75.
<http://www.emblems.arts.gla.ac.uk/french/emblem.php?id=FPAb042> [accessed 1 February
2019].
48 Christopher Marlowe, The Massacre at Paris, Scene XIX. Project Gutenberg EBook. (Henry III
is speaking. The ‘treason’ may be the Babington Plot.)
49 William Allen, An Admonition to the Nobility and People of England and Ireland concerning the Present
Warres (1588), p. XI.
<https://quod.lib.umich.edu/e/eebo/A16774.0001.001?rgn=main;view=fulltext> [accessed 1
February 2019].
50 John T. Paoletti and Gary M Radke, Art in Renaissance Italy (London: Laurence King Publishing
Ltd, 2011), pp. 537–541.
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horses and forty winches, it was moved to its current position in front of St Peter’s
Basilica. Prioritising P’s third value, the orb was replaced with a cross to celebrate the
triumph of the true church over paganism and heresy, and to advertise the pope as the
true heir of St Peter. In 1591 a nephew arranged for a celebration of Sixtus’ pontificate
in the form of a catafalque in which the late pope’s disinterred body was honoured.
Sixtus’s pride in his obelisks is reflected in their prominence on this catafalque.
If the Cowdray dress celebrated Sixtus’ death, then fallen obelisks with orbs were
a completely appropriate symbol. Catherine’s unusual headdress may reinforce this
triumphant message: the new countess proudly wears a coronet that bears a marked
similarity to the candles that topped Sixtus’s catafalque. Whether Fontana’s design was
known about in England in 1597 is open to conjecture, though Inigo Jones used it as a
model for James I’s catafalque in 1625.

Figure 5. Catafalque for Pope Sixtus
V, designed by Domenico Fontana in
1591, engraving by Giovanni Maggi.
From Libro De Catafalchi,
Tabernacoli, con varij designi di
Porte fenestre et altri ornamenti
di Architettura (Giovanni Giacomo
De Rossi, 1599), unpaginated.
Engraved plate, 37.2 × 25 cm.
Digitising sponsor: Metropolitan
Museum of Art.
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MADDENING RIDDLES
The obelisks on the Cowdray portrait remain open to interpretation. They may
be a nostalgic recreation of Leicester’s garden. They may be a tribute to Elizabeth’s
classical learning and glorious rule. Alternatively, they may promote Catherine herself,
reflecting her support for a brother anxious to remain in favour in 1596. They may be
a measure of loyalty in a time of social and economic turmoil and fractious religious
debate at home. Then again, they may celebrate the demise of foreign Catholic threats.
Much depends on when the dress was made and who originally owned it. However, just
as Serlio’s Obelisk P held a triple value, it is possible that these interpretations are not
mutually exclusive. Layers of meaning were a delight to the Elizabethan court.
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