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The thesis represents an innovative contribution to a well-studied topic: the fashioning 
of the public persona of Elizabeth I as the Virgin Queen. While the casting of Elizabeth in this 
role has been extensively explored as regards the medium of her official portraits and that of 
writings hailing from the courtly circles or aspiring to their recognition (e.g. Raleigh, Spenser, 
Camden, duly listed and selectively commented on in the thesis), Válková proposes to 
juxtapose this established discourse with Elizabeth’s own statements, ranging from public 
speeches through correspondence to poems which she sees as designed as private meditations. 
She traces a clear line of development in Elizabeth’s strategies of self-representation, with the 
adoption of the symbolic role of the Virgin Queen as the ultimate result of the negotiation and 
manipulation of limitations imposed by existing gender perspectives and the traditions of 
Tudor aesthetics. 

The thesis has a clear and logical structure, first providing the biographical 
background of Elizabeth’s difficult way to the throne and her wresting with the expectations 
imposed on a female ruler in the early stages of her reign, which are presented as an important 
impulse behind the development of her characteristic rhetorical style, succinct, pointed yet 
putting into play semantic ambiguity. It is the sensitivity to the rhetorics of Elizabeth’s 
statements that I see as the greatest, though unevenly developed, potential of the thesis (the 
case for semantic ambiguity is argued – not quite transparently – in the commentary on the 
epigram written during the confinement in Woodstock Castle – p. 11, but explored with much 
better effect in the analysis of Elizabeth’s speech in opening the Parliament – p. 21). Some of 
the details included here, especially the comments of the ambassadors negotiating on behalf 
of Elizabeth’s royal suitors (pp. 18-20), could be better linked to the central argument – that 
of Elizabeth’s battling with and manipulation of gender stereotypes in her self-representation.  

Another important asset of the thesis lies in its engagement with and comparison of 
different kinds of material and aspects of culture – visual as well as textual. The visual aspect 
is explored in the second chapter, which provides the “official”, “external” perspective of 
Elizabeth as a foil to her own self-representation. However, Válková carefully – and rightly – 
avoids putting the two in opposition, considering the ways Elizabeth would be involved in 
selecting the approved portrait scheme. At the same time, it is regrettable that this chapter is 
focused exclusively on pictorial material – the thesis would benefit from complementing this 
“official portrait” with similarly “official” and approved texts, mentioned in the previous 
chapter (Camden, Spenser). It is not a question of omission, but rather distribution of material.  

It is this issue that underlies probably the greatest weakness of the last chapter, 
concerned with Elizabeth’s own statements. While the second chapter firmly insists on the 
portraits being conditioned by Tudor aesthetics, the third tends to downplay the potential 
impact of similarly rigid poetic conventions on Elizabeth’s “intimate” poetic statements, 
which are interpreted almost exclusively through psychological perspective. Petrarchan 
conventions are acknowledged where most glaring, but their more nuanced exploration would 
definitely supply further arguments for Elizabeth’s strategic use of ambiguity in her rhetoric, 
providing the thesis with an apt leading motif: thus “When I was fair and young” can be 
indeed read as Elizabeth’s personal “balance sheet”, but it is simultaneously an exploration of 
the “other side” of the Petrarchan scheme with its disdainful mistress. This is the context that 
the treatment of textual material alongside with the pictorial would likely bring to the fore 



(the use of the word emblem with regard to the portraits is symptomatic; emblem was also a 
very popular poetic form at the time).  

Despite these reservations, in general the thesis presents its argument efficiently and 
convincingly. A major issue, though, is the use of the term “ungendering” for the way 
Elizabeth deliberately juxtaposes the stereotypical properties of the male/female gender and 
shows them as fused in her person. This is definitely an issue requiring debate. 

I also have a number of minor comments and questions that could be addressed in the 
defence:  

1) Elizabeth as surrogate Virgin Mary: mentioned a number of times but nowhere 
supported by explicit reference. It may well be correct, but how does it combine with 
Elizabeth‘s “double gendering”? Since Virgin Mary is the ideal woman (not a “feeble 
woman”!), can this reference be combined with male gendering? 

2) Elizabeth and the Three Goddesses: the interpretation is very complex, unbiased 
and perceptive. I really appreciate it. At the same time, the scheme is clearly that of the 
“Judgment of Paris”. Please look into that and see how it might influence the interpretation. 

3) Elizabeth’s letter to Mary: why does it employ almost exclusively religious 
discourse? What is the effect for Elizabeth’s self-representation (humble/able, issue of 
exoneration etc.)? 

 
In conclusion, though the thesis displays minor deficiencies in argument, it presents its 

points competently and clearly and has a clear academic potential. With respect to the 
reservations expressed above, I recommend it for defence with the provisional grade of very 
good to excellent (velmi dobře až výborně) depending on the result of the defence. 
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