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elegant outfits while the males, Phillip and William, are dressed to establish their 

masculine status. 

 

 

Figure 16. Elizabeth and Phillip’s engagement photo16 

 

However, there is a big difference between these portraits, which is the type of 

dress. Elizabeth and Phillip are dressed more formally than William and Catherine, with 

Phillip is even wearing his naval uniform. But, there are two good reasons for that. First 

of all, these photos were taken in different time periods, so there are naturally different 

standards for dress. Secondly, there is the rank of the prince/princess in question. 

Elizabeth was the heiress presumptive to the throne when she got engaged to Phillip, 

while William is second in line to throne. So, Elizabeth and Phillip had to show how, in 

theory, they would be ready to take over the throne at that current moment. After all, who 

is more appropriate to be a sovereign and her spouse than a smartly dressed woman and 

her naval office husband? William and Catherine do not have to worry about presenting 

                                                 
16 Referenced from http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/picturegalleries/royalty/9688343/The-Queen-and-the-

Duke-of-Edinburghs-65th-wedding-anniversary.html.  
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themselves as being the couple who would take over if Elizabeth dies. They just have 

worry being presenting themselves as being a solid and strong couple who are learning to 

be that couple who can take over in the future. 

Diana’s use of pathos to generate public support and Elizabeth’s use of abjection 

to prove that she is worthy to be ruler are definitely important to Catherine’s use of visual 

rhetoric. Although she has spent a large amount of time studying the royal protocol, it 

will not matter if Catherine cannot get the support needed to maintain the monarchy in 

the long run. Thus, she has to rely heavily on both establishing an emotional connection 

like Diana did, while also establishing authority and credibility like Elizabeth in her 

visuals. As Catherine is still fairly new in her royal role, she has to display these two 

contrasting roles through the way that she dresses. Of course, since Catherine is one of 

the most photographed women in the world, she is bound to be compared to both Diana 

and Elizabeth by the public at large. That way, they can decide if Catherine is following 

in those royal footsteps. By exploring the outfits and looks that she picks and comparing 

them to selections made by her mother-in- law and grandmother- in- law, one would be 

able to see the contrasts between Catherine using Diana’s approach and Catherine using 

Elizabeth’s approach. 

After the press conferences, many modern-age royal couples pose for official 

engagement photographs in a more intimate setting. That precedent was set with Charles 

and Diana’s engagement and was continued with William and Catherine’s relationship 

(Figure 17). While some may say that this is an example of William and Catherine, as a 

couple, using this chance to begin establishing Catherine’s transition into becoming a 

future royal, I see this as an opportunity to not only get a sense of how the couple are in 
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real life, but it is also a chance for them to honor his mother who would have loved to 

share in the couple’s happiness. 

 

 

Figure 17: Charles and Diana’s official engagement photo (left); William and 
Catherine’s official engagement photo (right)17 

 

The similarities begin with the similar posing of the two smiling couples, both 

pictures that were published in newspapers and magazines for the consumption of the 

public. Both prospective brides are showing off the engagement rings while their grooms 

are hugging them. They, along with their photographer, had to know what they were 

doing when they did the same pose. But, there is an ease with William and Catherine that 

is just not apparent with Charles and Diana. Catherine is also wearing the same color as 

Diana did in her engagement photographs. While white is typically the color that most 

brides will wear on their wedding day, white also represents purity and hope. White is the 

perfect color to wear when one is celebrating their impending nuptials. The white tops 

                                                 
17 Retrieved from http://www.metafrost.com/kate-middleton-vs-princesse-diana-qui-est-le-plus-elegant/.   
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that both women wear also help to highlight the exact same engagement ring since white 

is a great backdrop for other colors, such as blue, to stand out. White also makes the 

woman stand out as both Diana and Catherine grab the attention away from their grooms.  

There are two big differences in the two photographs. The first difference is how 

the groom touches his future wife. In the left photograph, Charles looks to be barely 

touching Diana, which is reminiscent of their engagement press conference photos and 

how they had a very limited understanding of visual rhetoric. In the right photograph, 

William has Catherine in a deep hug. The difference in these two pictures is how 

comfortable the groom is in expressing his love for his partner. Charles does not seem 

comfortable just yet with expressing his love for Diana, which causes Diana to look 

somewhat awkward and younger in her picture. Due to having that confidence as well as 

being older and more mature than Diana, they both look more comfortable with each 

other and in front of the camera.  

The other difference between the two photographs is the style of dress. Charles 

and Diana are in more formal wear while Catherine and William are in casual clothes. 

This style of dress not only fits their ranks, but fits their style of relationship as well. 

Charles and Diana were just one heartbeat away from being King and Queen, so they had 

to establish their authority through their dress, just like Charles’s parents. That theory is 

especially true with Diana, since she was so young when she became engaged to Charles. 

She has to dress in a way that reflects her youth while trying to display authority. In 

William and Catherine’s case, as previously stated, they are not that close to the throne, 

so they can still have plenty of time to establish their authority. Instead, their photos 

reflect who they are as a couple, rather than who they will be as future rulers of the 
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country. As a result, their photos reflect a calm and casual feeling rather than the 

awkward and posed feeling of Charles and Diana’s engagement photo and part of that 

credit goes to Catherine. She is allowed to be herself rather than be forced to play a role 

that she is, frankly, not ready for. By being allowed to be herself, she is free to express 

her happiness, which generates a lot of emotional appeal toward her. William and 

Catherine were able to marry someone they love, which may be an even better fairy tale 

than the original feeling surrounding William’s parents’ engagement and early marriage. 

After Catherine got married and became the Duchess of Cambridge, her royal life 

became full of important duties and tours which require her to dress a certain way. The 

majority of these events require a lot of walking and talking and transitioning between 

indoor and outdoor settings, which means that Catherine has to wear an appropriate outfit 

for the event. Naturally, Catherine looks towards Elizabeth for fashion inspiration due to 

Elizabeth’s long experience with these sorts of events as highlighted in Figure 18 and 

Figure 19. So, by dressing in the abjection-like style of the current queen, Catherine is 

slowly gaining respect that will come in handy if she becomes queen by showing her 

“good manners” and practicality to be “hardworking” (Culligan, Dubber, and Lotten 20). 

It is also really important to note that she still smiles with teeth like Diana (which 

emphasizes that she wants to be the people’s princess). 

By looking at Figure 18 and Figure 19, there are similar aspects to their outfits, 

besides just them being the same color. Both women favor wearing dresses, which is 

associated with feminine qualities, but these are not just regular dresses. These are coat 

dresses which allows for functionality for these wearers. They can wear the coat dress 

outside, but when they go inside, they can take off the coat and have a lighter but still 



 

69 

appropriate dress on. However, there is an underlying abjection element to this selection. 

Both women are abjecting elements of their femininity for this selection. Yes, they are 

still wearing dresses, hats, and jewelry but the coat dresses hide their feminine form 

rather than highlight it. The only body parts that can be seen are their calves, and any 

curves that can be seen are in the design of the dress rather than their natural body types.  

As a result, they are not seen as overly feminine and can still demand respect and 

authority, while wearing certain stereotypical feminine items. 

Even though Catherine is considered a modern style icon, she is merely coloring 

within the lines that Elizabeth has set up in her fashion sense. Although Catherine will 

occasionally have an edge with her other fashion selections, she still wears largely 

traditional designs that do not emphasize the female body. This decision directly 

contradicts to the outfits that Diana wore, especially towards the end of her life. But there 

are other ways for Catherine to honor Diana’s memory. 

 

 

Figure 18. Elizabeth and Catherine wearing red18 

                                                 
18 Retrieved from http://www.usmagazine.com/celebrity-style/news/queen-elizabeth-88-matching-style-

kate-middleton-2014214  



 

70 

 

 

Figure 19. Elizabeth and Catherine wearing blue19 

 

In Figure 20 and Figure 21, Catherine is seen wearing items that are allusions to 

iconic items that Diana wore during her tenure as Princess of Wales. Arguably the most 

famous example of this was the outfit that Catherine wore to publicly show her son, 

Prince George for the first time (Figure 20).  Her bespoke Jenny Packham blue polka-

dotted dress immediately drew comparisons to a similar dress that Diana wore at Prince 

William’s first public appearance. Many people saw this dress as not only a sign that 

William and Catherine knew the gender of their child, but they were deliberately ensuring 

that Diana was present, at least in memory, during the birth of their son, her first 

grandchild. With that thought in mind, it was seen as a lovely touch to someone who 

would have loved to have been a grandmother. It was also a nice sign for the public that 

they should also feel that they are fortunate to have the opportunity to see William’s child 

that Diana did not get. 

                                                 
19 http://www.usmagazine.com/celebrity-style/news/queen-elizabeth-88-matching-style-kate-middleton-

2014214 
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Figure 20. Diana holding Prince William (left); Catherine holding Prince George 

(right)20 
 

In the fall of 2015, Catherine caused a stirred when she attended an event for 

bureaucrats wearing Diana’s iconic tiara, the Cambridge Lover’s Knot tiara (Figure 21) 

in a photograph disseminated in newspapers and social media. Many pundits expected 

Catherine to never wear it since it was so tied to Diana’s image as the fairytale princess. 

However, this was Catherine’s way of saying to her dissenters that she is not afraid of 

Diana’s ghost haunting her items. In fact, she is going to embrace Diana’s choices since 

she is so similar to her deceased mother-in-law. Both women were/are shy, smart, 

beautiful, and non-royal, so it only makes natural sense that Catherine leans heavily 

towards following her mother-in-law’s example. 

Both of these photographic examples draw on the natural pathos and attraction 

that Diana had with so many people. The public still have a positive feeling and 

connection with Diana and her story. When Catherine naturally provokes those same 

emotions, people may have those feelings with Catherine based on absence. If Diana is 

                                                 
20 Retrieved from http://nation.com.pk/international/24-Apr-2015/silent-glamour-after-d iana-kate-

reinvents-the-job-of-princess 
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not around, Catherine can be a natural substitute for her mother-in-law, but without the 

sadness that is apparent throughout of her history. With Catherine, her happy ending is 

still happening and the royal lineage can continue, which is the importance of royals 

being photographed. 

 

 

Figure 21: Diana wearing the Cambridge Lover’s Knot tiara (left); Catherine 

wearing the Cambridge Lover’s Knot tiara (right)21 
 

Catherine is able to establish both ethos and pathos through her visual appearance. 

Catherine has clearly learned from the examples of her mother-in- law and grandmother-

in-law how to “speak” through her visual rhetoric. Even though she not been a royal long, 

she is reaching the public through her photographs. She is assuring them that she is 

“friendly”, “hardworking” and has “good manners”. This is assuring the British people 

that she will follow the regal example that Elizabeth has set, but also honor the loss of 

Diana. She is effectively conveying the message that she has the authority to be the 

People’s Queen without saying a word.   

                                                 
21http://aboutwilliamandkate.blogspot.com/2015/12/duchess -kate-wears-princess-dianas.html 
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CONCLUSION 

 

Visual rhetoric can be used to explain examine how British female royals are able 

to gain and use their power in a world where they are rarely allowed to use their actual 

voice. These women were/are able to use these visuals in order to show that they possess 

the desired British characteristics of having “good manners”, being “educated and 

skilled”, being “friendly”, “respect[ing] the rule of law”, their “sense of humour”, being 

“tolerant of people from other countries/with different beliefs”, “keep[ing] themselves to 

themselves”, being “innovating and creative”, being “patriot[ic]” to her country and 

being “hardworking” (Culligan, Dubber, and Lotten  20). Queen Elizabeth II uses visual 

rhetoric and these desired traits in order to become a more credible sovereign. 

Furthermore, by portraying herself as androgynous, she specifically shows that she can 

maintain a balance between the visual characteristics of her gender and the masculine-

based expectations visuals of her role as ruler of the United Kingdom. Her former 

daughter-in- law, Diana, Princess of Wales, used visual rhetoric in order to gain a sense of 

control and confidence that she had long desired. This use was heightened around the 

time of her divorce in an effort to garner public support of her new non-royal persona. To 

emphasize this new persona, she actively sought to visually defy British characteristics, 

aligning herself with the everyday citizen. Diana’s daughter-in- law, Catherine, Duchess 

of Cambridge, uses visual rhetoric to show how she is following in the footsteps of both 

Elizabeth and Diana. She is able to do this by adapting Elizabeth’s style of dress and 

Diana’s display of emotions to construct her own visual identity. Without visual rhetoric, 
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these women would be voiceless and unable to demonstrate that they are true 

representatives of the British people. 

Without visual rhetoric, royals in general would have no purpose or distinguishing 

features between them and the people they represent. They know that if they are being 

photographed, they are showing that they are “friendly” and “hardworking” instead of 

“lazy” and “rude”, which ensures that they will continue to have the support of the 

public. They are able to prove that the royal family is something still worth having in this 

day and age. However, they have to be constantly aware of their visual rhetoric now 

because of how the medium of photography has changed. Nearly everyone has access to 

taking pictures and sharing them, which means that visual rhetoric is used constantly. 

That means that the Royal Family has to be extremely careful with any image that they 

intentionally or unintentionally create, because the public will have near instant access to 

that image. 

The evolution of photography also means that people are able to analyze 

photographs at a different speed. In Cara Finnegan’s article “Recognizing Lincoln: Image 

Vernaculars in Nineteenth-Century Visual Culture”, she looks at how American people in 

1895 “connected the surface aspect“ of a previously unpublished picture of a young 

Abraham Lincoln “to prevailing cultural myths about Lincoln” (67). The viewers of the 

photograph used it as evidence that Lincoln was “a man for all people, alternately a 

dreamy romantic and a strong patriot, a ‘pensive’ intellectual and an insightful empathy, 

a manly ‘military chieftain’ and a feminized figure of ‘sweetness’ and delicacy” 

(Finnegan 67), but these people were three decades away from Lincoln’s tragic death. In 

that time, Lincoln became a myth rather than a mortal man. In today’s media, people are 
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analyzing the photographs of Catherine in order to predict what kind of royal she will be. 

With that amount of pressure, Catherine is bound to make a few mistakes with her visual 

rhetoric.  

A prime example of one of these visual mistakes happened in March 2016. In 

early 2016, many major British newspapers started criticizing William, Catherine, and 

Harry for the lack of royal engagements and corresponding photo-ops that they had done 

so far. This criticism was specifically aimed at William and Catherine due to the fact they 

are the future king and queen of the country. They were not serving the people through 

charity work and so were not demonstrating the coveted characteristic of being hard-

working as William’s grandparents have done. William had only completed four 

engagements in January and February, which is completely below the expected average. 

According to Penny Junor, in the eyes of the British public, “Prince William has gone 

from goodie-two-shoes who can do no wrong, to lazy layabout, not pulling his weight, 

spending too much time with his children and choosing to live in his hideaway in 

Norfolk” (qtd. in Holden). This goes against Elizabeth who, despite being the Queen 

Mother of her own people, was not spending that much time with her grandchild. After 

all, her first loyalty was to her people, not her family. The fact that they have not been 

seen doing royal events has really infuriated these newspaper writers because if they do 

not have news and pictures of this popular couple, their papers do not sell nearly as many 

copies. It also impacts the public’s connection to them. If they are not seen actively 

caring about their royal responsibilities, then they are perceived as not caring. So, the 

Royal Family had to think of a quick and efficient way to fix this public relations 

nightmare. Luckily, William and Catherine already had plans on going on holiday with 
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their children soon. In an unusual move, William and Catherine allowed photographs to 

be taken of their private family holiday in the French Alps. In one of these photographs 

(Figure 22), William and Catherine are seen holding their children, Prince George of 

Cambridge and Princess Charlotte of Cambridge, outside of a lodge. They are all wearing 

attire appropriate for skiing with William and Catherine even wearing ski goggles. 

However, Catherine is not wearing gloves as her engagement ring is visible in the picture. 

William and Catherine are also smiling while the children look extremely confused as to 

why they are being photographed. 

 

 

Figure 22: Catherine, Princess Charlotte, Prince George, and William on a family 

skiing holiday22 
 
 

This photograph was immediately received as the couple allowing a glimpse of 

their private lives to enter public consumption. The public latched onto the fact that this 

was one of the few photographs with the entire family.  Kensington Palace also 

                                                 
22 Referenced in http://parade.com/462025/roisinkelly/see-the-pictures-kate-middleton-and-prince-william-

take-george-and-charlotte-skiing-in-the-alps/ 
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