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This article will focus on two sixteenth-century portraits of powerful men adorned with
pearls, with both works connected by patronage and the ambitions of the Tudor court. The
1588 portrait of Sir Walter Ralegh,1 in which the privateer, poet, and courtier wears a
large pearl earring, will be shown to relate to his status at court and his wider aspirations.
The contemporary portrait of an Algonquin chief, ‘A werowance or great Lorde of
Virginia’, who wears a pearl earring and necklaces, forms part of the historic visual
documentation of the 1585 expedition sent by Walter Ralegh to colonise Virginia in North
America.2 Taking a biographical approach to ‘the pearl’ whose inherent significance is
central to both portraits, a lens will be cast on the Elizabethan project to colonise and settle
the New World, with pearls used as ‘symbolic weapons’ in the war against the rival
Spanish powers.3

S

ix feet tall, handsome, learned, and a ‘swashbuckling swordsman’, Sir Walter
Ralegh (c. 1552 (or 1554) –1618) was an ambitious commoner whose star had
risen following his role in suppressing an uprising in Ireland in 1580.4 Returning to court
in 1581, Ralegh soon became a favourite of Elizabeth I. As the confidential courier for
his commanding officer, it was Ralegh’s duty to inform the Queen on Irish matters
through private briefings. As Thomas Morgan (spy to Mary Queen of Scots) wrote of
Ralegh at the time: ‘the Quene’s dere minion, who dayle growth in creditt’.5 Ralegh
was outspoken about what he saw as the failings of his superiors. Elizabeth seemed to
1 The provenance of the painting suggests this to be the one recorded in Downton House in
Salisbury, the home of Ralegh’s brother Sir Carew Ralegh, in John Aubrey’s Lives, c. 1669–1696
which he describes as the ‘good piece (an original) of Sir W. in a white satin doublet, all
embroidered with rich pearles’.
<https://www.npg.org.uk/collections/search/portraitConservation/mw05204/Sir-WalterRalegh-Raleigh>
2 There is much variation in the spelling of Ralegh’s name by his contemporaries and later,
including in recent scholarship. See note on spelling in Anna Beer, Patriot or Traitor: The Life and
Death of Sir Walter Ralegh (London: Oneworld, 2018), p. xi. I have elected to use the spelling
‘Ralegh’ as used in the National Portrait Gallery painting title.
3 Nicholas J., Saunders, ‘Biographies of Brilliance: Pearls, Transformations of Matter and Being,
C. AD 1492’, World Archaeology, 31 (1999), pp. 251–252.
4 John Guy, Elizabeth: The Forgotten Years (London: Penguin, 2017), p. 60.
5 Mark Nicholls and Penry Williams, Sir Walter Raleigh in Life and Legend (London: Continuum
Publishing Group, 2011), p. 26.
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respond to this straight-talking approach, which in turn enabled her to intervene on
military policy.6 Elizabeth turned often to Ralegh for his intelligent advice on many
matters, holding him, as one contemporary noted, ‘for a kind of oracle’.7 The Queen
bestowed both titles and wealth on her new favourite. In rapid succession she gave him
the prestigious upper floors at Durham House, near Whitehall Palace, knighted him at
Greenwich in 1585, and in 1586 granted him the Derbyshire properties previously
owned by the Catholic plotter Anthony Babington. Elizabeth also gave Ralegh a
monopoly grant for wine, which earned him the enormous sum of £1,100 per annum.8

,

Figure 1. Unknown English artist, Sir Walter Ralegh (Raleigh), 1588. Oil on panel,
914 × 746 mm. © National Portrait Gallery, London.

Guy, p. 63.
Nicholls and Williams, p. 24.
8 Guy, p. 67.
6
7
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In this portrait of 1588 (figure 1), Ralegh displays enormous wealth and power,
and trumpets his close relationship to Elizabeth by wearing both the Queen’s colours
and adornments of pearl, a gem particularly associated with the monarch. Ralegh’s
special fondness for pearls is well documented: the acquisition of a pearl bracelet for
Ralegh on one of the North American voyages,9 and the suggestion of his irritation at
the Queen’s taking of an entire cabinet of pearls on a later voyage.10 Amidst the many
layers of allusion contained within the portrait, the most complex is the meaning of the
pearl earring worn by Ralegh. Indeed, as this article will show, the magnificent jewel,
probably acquired from the Americas, serves a particular purpose in Ralegh’s selffashioning and speaks to his ambitions to ‘plant’ colonies in the new territory, soon to
be named ‘Virginia’ in honour of Elizabeth, the Virgin Queen.
The portrait was painted just after England had defeated the Spanish Armada,
apparently reflecting the success of Ralegh, the erudite and daring courtier who had
commanded some of the Queen’s ships and contributed to the nation’s success.11 The
use of emblems and symbols associated with Elizabeth fulfils the chivalric courtly code
of which Ralegh was acutely aware. In an overt display of devotion to his monarch,
Ralegh wears Elizabeth’s colours of black and white, and the abundance of pearls
embellishing his outfit alludes to the Queen’s virginity and purity.12 Elaborate
moonbeams of pearls are stitched onto the cloak and a painted silver crescent moon
surmounts Ralegh’s self-chosen motto: ‘Amore et Virtue’ (Love and Virtue). In
contemporary poetry and song, Elizabeth had been associated with Cynthia, the chaste
Roman moon goddess.13 Recent conservation work has revealed small wavy lines,
representing the sea, painted below the crescent moon.14 As a sign of her affection,
Elizabeth had nicknamed Ralegh ‘water’, a play on his name ‘Walter’. This visual pun,
taken together with the crescent moon, forms an emblem in which the moon controls
the sea.15 In other words, Ralegh is guided and controlled by his Queen, the ruler of
things celestial and temporal. Though conforming to a chivalric notion of a lover
bending to the will of his lady, this portrait also attests to the essential vulnerability of
Ralegh’s position. Ralegh’s rapid rise at court, without the benefit of a noble family
lineage, was achieved almost entirely through the acquisition of titles, property, and
wealth bestowed on him by the Queen. Underpinning the image of courtly love is the
9 David Beers Quinn ed., The Roanoke Voyages 1584-1590: Documents to illustrate the English Voyages to
North America under the patent granted to Walter Raleigh in 1584, 2 vols (London: Cambridge University
Press for the Hakluyt society, 1955), I, p. 101.
10 Quinn, p. 231, note 4.
11 Quinn, p. 557.
12 Tarnya Cooper, Queen Elizabeth and her People (London: National Portrait Gallery, 2013), p. 92.
13 Nicholls and Williams, p. 41.
14 Cooper, p. 92. Detailed ‘micro’ images taken during the 2013 conservation treatment can be
viewed at <https://www.npg.org.uk/collections/search/portraitConservation/mw05204/SirWalter-Ralegh-Raleigh>
15 ‘Walter’ in Ralegh’s Devonian accent apparently sounded similar to ‘water’. Beer, p. 75.

241

political intent which relates to Ralegh’s perpetual preoccupation with and deep
dependence on patronage.16

Figure 2. English school, Elizabeth I, 1533–1603 (the 'Armada Portrait'), c. 1588, On display at the Queen's
House, Greenwich, Oil on panel, 1105 × 1270 mm.

The symbol of ‘water’ links to that of ‘pearl’, in that it is a natural and perfect
product of the sea and may allude to England and its naval domination of the sea, thus
fusing Ralegh’s own name with the defeat of the Spanish Armada. Ralegh’s choice of
garments and adornment for his portrait seems to speak directly to the 1588 Armada
portrait of Elizabeth I (figure 2), mirroring her choice of bold black and white garments
and pearl adornments with his own monochrome outfit and abundance of pearls. In
the Armada portrait an explicit message is made about Elizabethan global dominance
through the placing of the Queen’s hand upon the world. The close proximity of the
16 Leonard Tennenhouse, ‘Sir Walter Raleigh and the Literature of Clientage’, in Patronage in the
Renaissance ed. by Guy F. Lytle and Stephen Orgel (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University
Press, 1981), pp. 235–58 (p. 235). ProQuest Ebook Central.
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globe to the Queen’s pearl-encrusted clothes, jewellery and hair creates a visual bond,
thus augmenting the Spanish defeat shown in the upper-right vignette: the Spanish
ships, usually laden with gold, silver and pearls are seen here destroyed by English
seapower.

Figure 3. Unknown English artist, Sir Walter Ralegh (Raleigh),
1588. Oil on panel, 914 × 746 mm. © National Portrait Gallery,
London. Detail.

The prominence of the pearl earring (figure 3) speaks to two aspects of Ralegh’s
relationship to the Queen: chivalric and economic. The earring emphasises Ralegh’s
chivalric values through the symbolism of purity and virtue, and clearly echoes
Elizabeth I’s own taste for pearls, as seen in the huge ropes around her neck and large
pear pearls in her ears in the Armada portrait and many others. Ralegh, who wore two
pear pearls in one ear, was making a statement not only about his wealth but his close
relationship to the Queen. Earrings, though worn by men, were not universally admired
and could even suggest waywardness. Diana Scarisbrick quotes Philip Stubbes in his
Anatomie of Abuses (1583) in which he attacked ‘dissolut minions […] not ashamed to
make holes in their ears whereat they hang ringes and other jewels of gold and precious
stones.’17 In wearing an earring of not just one but two pearls of enormous size, Ralegh
advertises his willingness to take risks and to defy convention, and in so doing seems to
hint at his role as a privateer and conduit to the treasures of the New World. Though
dependent on his Queen for patronage, the economic relationship between them was
often of a business nature. Ralegh was dependent on the Queen for investment in his
maritime ventures and Elizabeth expected a reciprocal return for her money or loan of
ships. In the eighteen-year period from the opening of hostilities between Spain and
England in 1585 to the death of Elizabeth in 1603, seventy-four small ‘sea-raiding’
17

Diana Scarisbrick, Tudor and Jacobean Jewellery (London: Tate, 1995), p. 75.
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expeditions made their way to the Spanish Americas, with much of the privateering
activity officially commissioned by the crown as legitimate business ventures.18 As one
of a strong West Country band of seafaring men, Ralegh took part in and sponsored
numerous of these privateering expeditions.
Ralegh’s seafaring knowledge and enthusiasm for exploring the New World
owed much to his brother Humphrey Gilbert who had been granted a patent to colonise
North America in 1578. Gilbert had hoped to gain personal wealth from commodities
found in the new territories and through privateering from raids on Spanish ships, and
also hoped to establish a Protestant base in North America. On the first expedition,
Gilbert got no further than Ireland and the rest of his fleet engaged in piracy near Spain.
On the next expedition, Gilbert took formal possession of Newfoundland for England
in 1583 but died in a storm on the return voyage. Ralegh immediately petitioned the
Queen to secure his own six-year patent, and on 25 March 1584 a new ‘letters patent’
was granted:
to discover search fynde out and viewe such remote heathen and barbarous
lands Contires and territories not actually possessed of any Christian
Prynce and inhabited by Christian people […] and so many of our sujiectes
as shall willingly accompany him and them […] shall haue holde occupy
and enioye to him his heyres and assignes and every of them for ever all
the soyle of all such lands aforesaid and of all Cittyes Castles townes villages
and places in the same […]19

Ralegh’s plan was similar to Gilbert’s but went further with his ambition to settle
territory in the lands to be called ‘Virginia’ and so loosen the Spanish hold on the
Americas through English domination of the seas. Ralegh gathered around him some
of the most brilliant minds of the time to prepare a dossier to explain the full potential
of the New World to the Queen and so gain her consent for full colonisation in North
America. These included the polymath John Dee, who provided maps and strongly
advocated the establishment of a ‘Brytish Empire’ gained through maritime
supremacy;20 the brilliant young mathematician John Harriot, who specialised in
navigation; and Richard Hakluyt, geographer, travel writer and great promoter of
English settlement in North America.21 Early in 1584, Ralegh sent two experienced sea
captains out to explore the Outer Banks of present-day North Carolina, which Ralegh
had already named ‘Virginia’ in Elizabeth’s honour. The good reports of the new land,
combined with Hakluyt’s report, led Elizabeth to approve of the new colony to be
named Virginia and granted Ralegh the right to make a seal of his arms with the legend
‘Walter Ralegh, Knight, Lord and Governor of Virginia’.
18 Kris E. Lane, Pillaging the Empire: Piracy in the Americas 1500 – 1750 (Armonk, New York: M.E.
Sharpe, 1998), p. 45.
19 Kim Sloan, A New World (London: British Museum Press, 2007), p. 24.
20 Sloan, p. 16 and p. 39.
21 Peter C. Mancall, Hakluyt’s Promise: An Elizabethan’s Obsession for an English America (New Haven
and London: Yale, 2007), p. 3.
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Figure 4. John White, La Virgenia Pars; map of the E coast of N America from Chesapeake bay
to the Florida Keys, with arms of Sir Walter Raleigh, English vessels, dolphins, fish, whales and
sea-monsters, 1585. Pen and brown ink over graphite, with watercolour, heightened with white (altered) and
gold, 370 × 472 mm. Department of Prints and Drawings, British Museum, London. © Trustees of the British
Museum.
Figure 5. John
White, Title-page
to a set of
drawings
connected with
the West Indies,
1585. Pen and
brown ink, 80 ×
164 mm Department
of Prints and
Drawings, British
Museum, London.
© Trustees of the
British Museum.

John White (c. 1540–1593), a gentleman and artist, was sent on the second
expedition of 1585, primarily to produce visual records and maps of what they found,
in order to drum up interest in, and investment for, a permanent English settlement in
Virginia. This map (figure 4) serves as a narrative of the journey, as well as to show
Ralegh’s possession of Virginia by explicit display of Ralegh’s coat of arms as well as
the coastline. The title page of the album (figure 5) states the intention to convey ‘the
truth’ in John White’s depictions of the New World: ‘The pictures of sundry things
collected and counterfeited as according to the truth in the voyage made by Sr: Walter
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Ralegh knight for the discouery of La Virginea’. ‘Counterfeited’ at this time would
mean to ‘re-present’ something that is real in nature, as a record of something seen in
reality.22 With these words, the album of watercolour drawings is placed in the arena of
material evidence of the newly conquered lands of Virginia. The drawings of flora and
fauna, peoples and customs, and maps, through recording ‘the truth’ of what the
discoverers found, function as a visual advertisement for the commodities and
opportunities available to the English. Some of the riches to be found in Virginia were
natural pearls, as demonstrated when the commander of Ralegh’s 1584 expedition
returned with ‘two Indians, some skins and pearls’, and glowing accounts of the natural
resources and commodities that were to be found in North America.23
As Molly Warsh points out in her study of the early-modern pearl trade, the
huge appeal of pearls for travellers, apart from their inherent beauty, was their small
size and portability as compared to heavy silver and gold.24 Throughout the sixteenth
century, English pirates appropriated huge quantities of pearls acquired in the
Caribbean by the Spanish. The plundering took the form of attacks on Spanish pearlfisheries, mission posts, pearl warehouses
and the treasure ships themselves.25
Queen Elizabeth’s own jeweller was
known to have used looted pearls for
creation of the monarch’s jewels.26 Here at
last, in Virginia, was a source of pearls the
English could appropriate for themselves.

Figure 6. Jacques Callot, Vita Beatae Mariae, c.
1628–1629, etching and letterpress, Department of
Prints and Drawings, British Museum, London.
© Trustees of the British Museum.

22 British Museum webpage:
<https://www.britishmuseum.org/research/collection_online/collection_object_details.aspx?obje
ctId=753536&partId=1&people=103070&peoA=103070-2-9&page=1> [accessed 12/2/2019].
23 Quinn, p. 118.
24 Molly Warsh, Adorning Empire: A History of the Early Modern Pearl Trade, 1492–1688 (ProQuest
Dissertations Publishing, 2009) p. 79.
25 Warsh (2009), p. 89.
26 Warsh (2009), p. 93.
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Figure 7. Urs Graf printmaker, Johannes
Froben printer, The parable of the pearl,
the hidden treasure and the net let
down into the sea, c. 1512. Woodcut
(Western Art Print Room, Ashmolean
Museum, Oxford). Reproduced with kind
permission of Ashmolean Museum,
University of Oxford.

Admired over thousands of years around the world, pearls were seen in Europe
as a universal symbol of purity. Coming straight from the oyster, these gems did not
need to be cut or polished but arrived perfectly formed, as shown in this emblem book
illustration (figure 7). In Ancient Greece, pearls came to be associated with Aphrodite’s
attributes of fertility, beauty, and purity.27 In the medieval period, they were linked to
the cult of the Virgin Mary as symbols of chastity and purity, as seen in this c. 1512
woodcut print illustrating the Parable of the Pearl, with the pearl fisher in the background
(figure 6). Their beauty and portability made these gems increasingly valuable to the
ruling classes of Europe. Around 1500, Spanish explorers discovered great caches of
pearls in the Aztec palaces. For the rest of the sixteenth century and early seventeenth
century, the pearl trade was a huge source of income for Spain.28
The association of pearls with purity did have some dissenters. Pliny the Elder
(AD 23–70) expressed both dismay at the great sums of money spent by the ‘new rich’
on pearl earrings and disgust at the sight of Roman ladies who treasured pearls because
of the dangerous circumstances in which the pearl divers risked and sometimes lost their
lives, in securing the gems.29 The technique of fishing for pearls, practised in the Persian
Gulf and the Indian ocean, was also known in the Americas and remained unchanged
for hundreds of years. Diving deep into the sea for hours at a time, often at risk of
drowning, exhaustion or shark attack, the mortality rate of native divers was extremely
Beatriz Chadour-Sampson with Hubert Bari, Pearls (London: V & A Publishing, 2013), p. 37.
Chadour-Sampson, 2013, pp. 62–63.
29 Chadour-Sampson, 2013, p. 39.
27
28
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high. The experience of pearl divers taking on this dangerous work descended to new
levels of exploitation when the increased demand for pearls in Europe in the late
sixteenth century meant that divers became expendable and led to a huge rise in slave
labour.30

The notion of pearls as a commodity
was not shared by the native peoples of the
Americas. It has been argued by Nicholas
Saunders that, for many indigenous
American peoples, the world was
understood to be ‘infused with a spiritual
brilliance’, which would manifest itself
through the gleaming surfaces of natural
phenomena such as the sun, moon, and
water, and materials such as shells, minerals,
metals, and pearls or artefacts made from
these.31 John White’s portrait of a North
Carolina Algonquin chief (figure 8) portrays
shows a figure concerned to show his great
wealth and status.32
Figure 8. John White, An Indian 'werowance', or
chief, painted for a great solemn gathering, 1585.
Watercolour over graphite, touched with white, 263 mm ×
150 mm. Department of Prints and Drawings, British
Museum, London. © Trustees of the British Museum.

Though the chief’s pose is based on European portrait conventions, Kim Sloan
suggests that this is an individual portrait of the chief not a generic type.33 The face and
body of the chief are painted with elaborate lines and circles, and he wears a puma tail
and a great feather on his head, indicating his high social rank. The chief also wears
ropes of pearls around his neck and a pearl earring (figure 9).

30 Molly Warsh, ‘Enslaved Pearl Divers in the Sixteenth Century Caribbean’, Slavery & Abolition,
31, 2010, p. 349.
31 Nicholas J., Saunders, ‘Biographies of Brilliance: Pearls, Transformations of Matter and Being,
C. AD 1492’, World Archaeology, 31 (1999), pp. 243–257.
32 Sloan, p. 94. Sloan suggests that the closely observed drawing, and wearing of a puma tail,
indicates a representation of an individual.
33 Sloan, p. 121.
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Figure 9. Detail from figure 8.

The original colours of the watercolour
would have included white and silver –
particularly for jewellery and feathers – and
originally these objects would have shone out in
the painting. The original glittering effect has
disappeared, however, as contact with air has
caused the lead in the white pigment to
discolour and the silver to tarnish.34 The
Alquonquin chief, holding an impressively
sized bow, also adorns himself with an
abundance of pearls, asserting his status to his
tribe and the visitors from afar. As the man in
the portrait is a chief, it is possible to infer that the wearing of a pearl earring by a man
in this tribe would have been seen as an important adornment. Arthur Barlowe’s
discourse on the 1584 voyage to Virginia, written soon after the return, noted the
wearing of pearls by the indigenous people of both sexes:
in her [the king’s wife] eares she had bracelets of pearles, hanging downe to her
middle, (whereof wee deluered your Worship a little bracelet). The rest of her
women of the better sorte had pendants of copper, hanging in euery eare, and
some of the children of the Kings brother, and other Noble men, haue fiue or sixe
in euery ear.35

In the Ralegh portrait the pearl represents monetary value as well as the various
symbolic values already proposed. It is unknown whether the pearl in the portrait of the
chief represents a transactional value as well as the inherent symbolic and spiritual
values suggested by Saunders. What is clear, is that both men wear pearls as a display
of power and wealth, and as an expression of their relationship to both the sea and land
around them.
Ralegh’s portrait with its intricate allusion to water, through the wavy lines, the
pearl – a gem originating from the ocean – and his own name, reinforces the connection
to his own seafaring prowess, from captaining of ships to sponsoring discoveries in the
New World and sponsoring a culture of mathematics and map-making. He reminds
Elizabeth here of his eternal bond with the sea, his successes and his possibility of future
discoveries and his role in building a ‘British Empire’. In wearing the two pearls in one
34 <https://www.britishmuseum.org/research/collection_online/collection_object_details.aspx?
objectId= 753536 &partId=1&people=103070&peoA=103070-2->
35 Quinn, pp. 101–102.
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ear, Ralegh asserts his maverick and individual credentials to a queen who appreciates
her courtier’s erudite and direct opinions. The ‘shape-shifting’ quality of the pearl, everdependent on the identity of the wearer, alters the meaning of the pearl depending on
context: whether luxury, power, brilliance of the spirit, purity or chastity.36 The only
constant is the appreciation of the beauty of these gifts from the sea.
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Warsh, 2009, p. 250.
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