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This essay interprets the 1569 painting attributed to the
monogrammist H.E.! (fig. 1) and known variously as The
Judgment of Paris, Queen Elizabeth I and the Three Goddesses, or
The Confounding of the Three Goddesses® in the context of patri-
archal anxiety about a female monarch. Roy Strong calls the
painting “a revised version of the Judgment of the Paris”
(Portraits 79). Building on the work of Strong and others,
the argument of this essay has two principal points: first, that
unflattering dimensions of the Judgment of Paris myth
revised in the painting destabilize its status as a gesture of
praise; second, that the painting may be read as an attempt
by Elizabethan culture to understand the synthesis of the
male body of kingship and what Elizabeth herself called the
body of “a weak and feeble woman” (qtd. in Sommerset 464).

In this painting, Elizabeth is presented as Queen, with a
crown on her head and the orb and scepter of state in her
hands. The orb’s reddish color combined with the assem-
blage of Juno, Minerva, and Venus is a complicated rework-
ing of the Judgment of Paris myth. In the painting of
Elizabeth in her coronation robes, the orb of state is black,’
whereas in this painting the golden apple from the myth is
transformed in Elizabeth’s hand into a red orb of state. The
subject of the Judgment painting and the orb’s reddish tones
figure it as both apple and orb. A review of the details of the
Judgment of Paris myth suggests one interpretation of this
apple/orb.*
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Fig. 1. Hans Eworth (1520-1574), Elizabeth I and the Three
Goddesses (or The Judgment of Paris)

Reproduced by permission of Royal Collection Enterprises
Ltd. Windsor Castle, Windsor Berkshire SL4 1N].
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Discord, gendered as female in the figure of the goddess
Eris, was not invited to the wedding of King Peleus and the
sea nymph Thetis, and so she tries to create chaos there by
throwing into the nuptial banquet hall a golden apple on
which is written “For the Fairest.” Zeus instructs the three
finalists for the apple—Hera, Athena and Aphrodite—to go
to the Trojan prince, Paris, to be judged. Paris bases his
decision on who has offered the best bribe. He gives the
apple to Venus, who promises that the most beautiful
woman in the world will fall in love with him. That woman
is Helen, and the fulfillment of the promises in Venus’s bribe
lead ultimately to the Trojan War, ten years of death, and
the destruction of Troy."" The myth genders vanity as
feminine and implies that bribery, political instability, and
warfare result from that vanity. Any use of this story to
praise Elizabeth tacitly includes this prehistory.

Some Elizabethan adaptations of the Judgment discuss its
negative aspects in flattering verse. In 1582, poet Thomas
Watson praised his mistress:

If she for whom I stll abide in paine

Had liued then within the Troyan soile,

No doubt but hers had bene the golden ball,

Helen had scaped rape, and Troy his fall. (Watson 69)

Another minor poet, Clement Robinson, claims in the 1584
“A Sonet of a Louer in the praise of his lady” that Venus
would have given her place to his lover, “and Paris nowe
must change his doome” (qtd. in Reeves 9). In his “Elegy
XIII” of 1593, poet Barnabe Barnes describes the apple in
the Judgment as “Cause of the waste and downfall of proud
Troy” (qtd. in Reeves 10). Elizabethan culture clearly knew
the negative implications of the Judgment of Paris myth on
which the painting is based. This representation of Elizabeth
as having been awarded the apple of Paris provided the
artist and his patrons an opportunity to criticize, consciously




































