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Introduction

Organized study of the history of art in sixteenth-century England is a
relatively new subject. Less than a hundred years have passed since it was
first systematically addressed in the writings of Lionel Cust and others, and
the majority of the literature in the field dates from the last fifty years. One
aspect of the field that has not been dealt with fully is the pre-eminence
of women in the devising, development, manufacture, distribution and
consumption of art during this period. For many women, this was more
than a choice of decoration, more than an act of personal vanity, more than
a professional means to an income, more than an act of policy between
governments. It was a strategy of social communication for a population
group that found a voice through the visual arts and exploited it in surprising
and unexpected ways.

Never before in English history, and arguably never again to such a
degree, were women responsible for the shaping of English art as they were
under the Tudors. During the latter half of the century this was due in part to
the fact that two women sat successively on England'’s throne. For fifty years,
from 1553 to 1603, the primary patron of the nation was female. Mary I's
response to this opportunity was not especially enthusiastic. She continued
to employ Flemish painter Lievine Teerlinc as her official court artist and
commissioned portraits from Hans Eworth. She sat, at her father-in-law’s
request, for his painter Antonis Mor. Yet her appetite for art was never great.
Handicapped by myopia, the brevity of her rule, the failure of her marriage
and the intensity of her religious zealotry, Mary’s reign can hardly be
called a golden age. After her death, when the mantle of official patronage
fell on Elizabeth, the new queen maintained an unswerving support for
the production of miniatures and fostered an innovative employment of
their use in the exercise of diplomacy. Paradoxically perhaps, Elizabeth
also demonstrated a steadfast indifference to panel painters, the bulk of
commissions for royal panel portraits falling to the queen’s courtiers as an
act of homage rather than to the queen herself. This indifference on the part
of England’s principal patron led to an exodus of the foreign artists who
might have claimed an official position at court and, despite government
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protests, helped create a free-for-all across England in the production of the
queen’s portrait by artists skilled and unskilled, Londoners and provincials
alike. Such trends gave encouragement to native English artists, painters
like Alice Heron, George Gower and Nicholas Hilliard, who were not forced
to compete at court with continental favorites. It also established Elizabeth
as the first English monarch whose plethora of portraits — painted, pounced,
printed, drawn, molded, carved and stamped — became both an emblem
of English identity and an economic commodity in the marketplace. The
rise of the so-called English school of art has been traditionally accepted as
the result of a conscious and proactive policy on the part of the crown. It
was, in fact, just the opposite, the product of Elizabeth’s more or less benign
neglect.

The varied roles that women played in the development of sixteenth-
century English art embraced all aspects of the field. Despite legal and social
prejudices, women were not crushed by the challenges of competition but
found ways to use the system to their own advantage. They came trained
as painters from Flanders like Susanna Horenboult and Lievine Teerlinc
or were trained in workshops in London like Margaret Holsewyther.
They painted in oils like Katlijne Maynart, carved in stone like Margaret
van Torne, ran provincial workshops like Alice Gammedge, or worked as
unofficial associate serjeant painters like Anne Gulliver and Alice Heron.
They acted as entrepreneurs, running color pigment manufactories like
Annis Wright or shops on the Exchange like Audrey Beene. They were
skilled in painting with needle and silk like Gertrude Blount, Alice Judde
or Dorothy Lake and Blanche Parry whose work hung in various parish
churches. They practiced as professional artists in family workshops and
as virtuoso amateur embroiderers in family parlors. Their work was sold to
the public, presented at court or simply hung on the family wall but their
creative zeal is abundantly documented. Some held salaried positions at
court; some, like Katlijne Maynart, Jane Hylles and Margaret van Torne, plied
their trade in the city, while others like Agnes Reede and Alice Gammedge
ran workshops in the provinces. From the accession of Henry VII in 1485
to the death of Elizabeth I in 1603, they were the daughters who learned
painterly skills from their fathers (and mothers), the wives who assisted
their husbands with commissions, the widows who ran the workshops
and marketed their products. As artists women found active roles to play
and two of their number, Susanna Horenboult and Lievine Teerlinc, were
seminal in developing and popularizing the principal English art form of
the century, the miniature.

One caveat must be made regarding the nomenclature used for works of
art in England during this period. While it may have been obvious to that
century’s citizens that a table used for eating and a table used as a surface for
painting were different objects, it is not always easy to differentiate between
these meanings in contemporary documents. There were also carved tables
used as altarpieces or hung like pictures on the wall and as most sculpture



