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Exclusive

T
oday we witness the House  
of Windsor largely through  
a camera lens. It’s up close 
and often feels awkwardly 
personal, and from this  

every minute detail is picked over  
to tell a story. It may not be the real 
story – in fact often it’s not – but we 
have this erroneous notion that the 
camera doesn’t lie.

For the royal family, at their best 
these photographs are ‘on message’, 
and present an image of the monarchy 
at work, serving the people. But they 
can also offer a chink of light into  
the private person behind the public 
persona and it is this that makes them 
utterly intriguing and the reason the 
internet goes into meltdown with 
every new photo taken.

Photographic royal portraits then 
up the ante with glossy versions of  
a different reality that celebrate key 
moments – anniversaries, Christmas 
tidings, christenings – and reset the 
public image.

But it wasn’t so long ago that 
artistic royal portraiture was the 
central image-maker and, in many 
ways, it is this vision of royalty that  
is most fascinating. These exquisite → 

With every royal portrait history is made. They are 
not just moments in time, but gild a monarchy’s 
image. Juliet Rieden goes behind the scenes of 
Bendigo Art Gallery’s Tudors to Windsors exhibition.
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Above: Henry, Prince of Wales by Robert Peake the Elder, circa 1610; Queen Elizabeth I 
by Marcus Gheeraerts the Younger, circa 1592. Opposite: Conversation Piece At The 
Royal Lodge, Windsor by Sir James Gunn, 1950.
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paintings, which chart a telling history 
of the monarchy, are not just works  
of fine art by some of the world’s 
greatest artists but carefully crafted  
to underpin the illusion – the magic  
of monarchy – while also trying to 
glimpse into the subject’s soul. 

Here it is the painter who is the one 
trying to capture that look or gesture 
that says so much more, and it is this 
unique dialogue between the artist 
and their regal subjects that will have 
you captivated.

It’s worth noting that in bygone 
centuries art was the only way many 
saw their monarch including, in many 
cases, would-be suitors. Royalty in 
other kingdoms looking for the 
perfect match would be shown an 
artistic likeness of their potential 
paramour and hoped it was accurate 
as they made their choice.

Here, The Weekly has been given  
an exclusive sneak peak of the more 
than 150 royal treasures on display  
in an exciting new exhibition hitting 
our shores in March. 

Karen Quinlan, the director of 
Bendigo Art Gallery, has scored quite  
a coup bringing London’s National 
Portrait Gallery’s Tudors to Windsors: 
British Royal Portraits to regional 
Victoria. “This collection reveals a 
British narrative depicted by some  
of the most prominent international 
artists over a 500-year period, from 
the Medieval times of Henry Tudor  
to the current House of Windsor,” she 

Clockwise from 
right: King George 
VI (painted while 
still the Duke of 
York) by Meredith 
Frampton, 1929. 
The Royal Family:  
A Centenary 
Portrait by John 
Wonnacott, 2000. 
Queen Victoria by 
Bertha Müller, 1900. 

Clockwise from top left: Queen Elizabeth II 
by Dorothy Wilding, hand-coloured by 
Beatrice Johnson, 1952. Prince Charles by 
Bryan Organ, 1980. Diana, Princess of Wales 
by Bryan Organ, 1981. This portrait, unveiled 
just before her wedding, caused attention 
for depicting a female royal in trousers.

proudly explains. Many of these works 
have never been seen outside the UK  
and for Karen, who is one of a few  
female gallery directors in Australia, the 
exhibition marks a crowning moment  
of glory in her 18-year career with 
Bendigo Art Gallery. 

This show is Karen’s parting gift to 
Bendigo before she moves on to become 
the director of Canberra’s National 
Portrait Gallery, a position she started at 
the end of 2018. In addition to artworks 
and photography, Karen has managed  
to secure loans of historic fashion and 
personal effects, including crowns and 
dresses worn by Queen Victoria, Princess 
Diana and Princess Margaret. Prepare  
for a royal extravaganza.

One of the most fascinating paintings 
on display shows Queen Elizabeth I, 
painted by Marcus Gheeraerts the 
Younger around the year of 1592. It has 
been dubbed ‘The Ditchley portrait’ 
because Elizabeth is shown standing on  
a map with her feet firmly placed near 
Ditchley in Oxfordshire where the man 
who is thought to have commissioned the 
artwork lived. Sir Henry Lee retired as 
the Queen’s champion in 1590 and this 
portrait is something of a love letter to → 
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Right: Catherine, 
Duchess of 
Cambridge by 
Paul Emsley, 
2012. Below: 
Prince William 
Duke of 
Cambridge; 
Prince Harry, 
Duke of Sussex 
by Nicky 
Philipps, 2009.

Exclusive

his monarch. On her right is a sonnet 
in which Her Majesty is called “the 
prince of light” and the jewels and 
grandeur of Elizabeth’s garb underpin 
her position as the most important 
ruler in Europe. 

In 1610 Robert Peake painted the son 
of Elizabeth’s successor, King James I, 
Prince Henry age 16. This work, 
thought to mark the royal’s ascendancy 
to Prince of Wales, showed that the 
future of the monarchy was secure, 
since unlike Elizabeth, James had heirs. 
Henry was thought to hold much 
promise; he was highly intelligent, 
learned, a patron of the arts, brave and 
athletic. Unfortunately, he died from 
typhoid fever just two years later. 

As we move into the modern era  
of the Windsors, the emphasis in 
portraiture shifted significantly to 
open up the monarchy to a more 
naturalistic representation, one that 
offers the illusion of seeing the family 
privately, as well in their official roles. 

Sir James Gunn’s 1950 painting 
Conversation Piece at the Royal 
Lodge, Windsor, really sets the  
tone for a people’s monarchy. 

This is a truly charming portrait, if 
of its time, which shows King George 
VI, cigarette in hand, captivating his 
wife and two daughters – the group he 
called “we four” – as they gather for 
tea. The corgi, notably, is fast asleep! 
Just two years later the King died and 
Princess Elizabeth, following in the 
footseteps of her namesake Elizabeth 
I, became Queen Elizabeth II. Both 
became queen at just 25 years old. 

On the eve of the new millennium,  
a similar tone was set in John 
Wonnacott’s The Royal Family:  
A Centenary Portrait. This was 
commissioned to celebrate the 100th 
birthday of the Queen Mother and 
shows four generations of royals and a 
bunch of corgis. Prince’s Harry’s eager 
interaction with his great-grandmother 
offers a glimpse of the naturalness of 
the man we saw last year delighting 
fans in Australia. AWW

Tudors to Windsors: British Royal 
Portraits is at Bendigo Art Gallery 
from March 16 to July 14. 


