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INTRODUCTION [image: ]


Woodsmoke and sage, peacocks and cinnamon, falcons and linen.

These were the textures of the Tudor world, woven through gowns, served up at feasts, lingering in the air. Life is always a tactile experience and no matter what ‘higher’ ideologies of politics, religion or science were occupying the minds of our ancestors, daily life was sustained by the physical fabric of environment, both immediate and distant. The Tudors reached towards abstract concepts standing on the solid foundations of empiricism, and the world they created both reflected and informed their understanding of self.

As a 12-year-old girl devouring an illustrated history of the past, I had something of an epiphany. Here was a book that gave serious attention to cooking in the Tudor kitchen, the games children played, what herbs were used to make perfume, what underwear they wore: all the things I assumed were unworthy of being a proper subject of study. It was a revelation. History was suddenly a tactile experience, relatable to mine. I could see my own morning – breakfast, dressing, my walk to school, friends in the playground, queuing at the KitKat machine – in a new light. These were points on a graph that might have shifted slightly, but they were consistent with the journey of human experience, just as a 12-year-old girl in 1485, or 1585, would have woken, eaten, dressed, interacted, sought a treat.

Only in recent years has the history of material culture been taken seriously. What people ate, or wore, or how they decorated their houses, was too often dismissed as a frippery, mere window dressing or, even worse, vulgar, while the ‘proper’ academic study continued elsewhere. Domestic, daily and ‘trivial’ aspects of life were frequently the sphere of marginalised figures such as women, children, servants and minorities. It was almost inconceivable that kings might eat and use the toilet, too. Then, a number of factors created a shift in the popular imagination: interest in archaeology and regular local digs; the rise of re-enactment and reconstruction, with the resulting hands-on experience which has created a new body of knowledge; the publication of books dealing with everyday life and the proliferation of accessible TV programmes bringing dead people’s secrets into our homes.

Thankfully, a considerable reassessment of what constitutes history has resulted in a shift in perspective to encompass all aspects of life in the past. No details are off the table, from sexuality and intimate health, to dirty linen and toilet habits. The human experience cannot be understood in its entirety while the daily and mundane are excluded: the shoe that pinches on our walk, the rumbling tummy that prevents us from concentrating, the accidental downpour that soaks us on the way home. This is life. If we understand this, we understand that, like us, the Tudors were also continually experiencing their own physicality, as the basal rate from which every other aspect of life stemmed.

If nothing else, the study of the material world was a study of the human condition, but, more than this, it was literally and metaphorically the building bricks the Tudors used to decode the meaning of existence. It was by cutting up fruit, or human organs, or peering at flasks of urine that doctors formulated theories about the workings of the body. Through the style of a gown or the ornamentation upon a cap a man’s social standing was identified, and he might be rejected, or advanced, accordingly. As many Tudor thinkers admitted, there was much in their world that lay beyond the scope of their understanding and the five senses were essential to deconstructing meaning and self-fashioning.

This book is not just a study in material culture, it is a celebration of the experience of being alive in Tudor times. Although significantly more evidence survives for the lives of the upper classes, I have sought out material relating to the lower and middle classes as much as possible, and the lives of ‘ordinary’ Tudors to contrast with the elite. The Tudors were a very visually oriented culture, so this book’s section on Sight is, of necessity, the largest, although it is nowhere near as large as it could have been, while the delicate traces of lost smells and sounds have been more elusive to track down. Above all, this book hopes to capture a different aspect of the enduring appeal of the Tudors and explore the physicality of life in the past. It is a time-travel experience on the page, a celebration of what material culture can offer and a box of delights for lovers of the Tudor years.

Amy Licence
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PART I SIGHT
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In 1533, the German artist Hans Holbein completed a new work, painted in oil and tempera, upon oak boards cut from English woods. In rich tones of green and red, black and gold, he portrayed two young men, both foreigners in London like himself. They were the 29-year-old Jean de Dinteville, ambassador of Francis I of France, and the 25-year-old Georges de Selve, soon to be Bishop of Lavaur, whose ages are inscribed upon the ambassador’s dagger and on the page end of the bishop’s book respectively. They gaze directly back at the viewer with a mixture of pride and patience, meeting our eyes at a time when the sitters of most court portraits, even members of the royal family, including the king and queen, are portrayed in demure semi-profile. These men are bold. They are cultured and fashionable. They have money. They want you to know it.

Dinteville, who commissioned the work, stands on the left, dressed in the most elegant outfit for an ambassador: a black velvet doublet and pink silk shirt, slashed with white at the chest and wrists. Over it, he wears a heavy coat with puffed sleeves, lined with lynx fur, and the fashionable round-toed shoes of the Tudor court. De Selve’s colouring is more modest, his long brown gown with fur lining covering a plain black garment and white collar beneath, more suitable to his religious calling. He wields his gloves in his right hand and wears the trademark soft, black Canterbury cap of Catholicism, with its square corners.

Together, these two young men have come to be known to history as The Ambassadors. For years, they hung in Dinteville’s chateau in the village of Polisy, about 125 miles south of Paris, but now they are seen daily by thousands of visitors to London’s National Gallery. And they offer the modern viewer a glimpse into the crucial theme of sight and perception in the Tudor world.

Dinteville and de Selve are the main dishes in a Tudor visual feast. As part of a carefully composed still life, they lean upon a two-shelved unit, over which is draped an expensive oriental tapestry, a status symbol more commonly found over tables than underfoot. Although the centres of the European tapestry market were in the Netherlands and Arras, this piece appears to have come from a more exotic Turkish location. Items on the top shelf represent man’s study of the heavens: a celestial globe painted with the constellations; a sundial and other astrological instruments used to measure time and space; a quadrant, a shepherd’s dial and a torquetum, which was a sort of prototype analogue computer.

The shelf below displays a collection of earthly pleasures: a terrestrial globe, a pair of flutes, lute, compass, a book of arithmetic and a Lutheran psalm book, representing the new religious influences that the Catholic de Selve continued to resist. Further subtle references are made to the Reformation through the prominence of the Latin word dividirt, or ‘let division be made’, and the broken lute string of ecclesiastical disharmony.

The top left-hand corner contains a crucifix, partially concealed behind the heavy green backdrop, and scholarly analysis of the various instruments indicates a date of 11 April, or Good Friday, 1533.1 The ensemble stands upon a polished marble floor, taken from the Cosmati design in the sanctuary at Westminster Abbey, of inlaid coloured stones in geometric shapes. One of the floor’s original inscriptions, created in the year 1268, stated that the ‘spherical globe here shows the archetypal macrocosm’ with the four elements of the world represented in the design, which were believed to also govern the human body, or world, in microcosm. The ambassadors want us to know they are standing at the cutting edge of technology, in a rapidly changing world.

But the picture’s ‘trick’ is hidden. To the casual observer, even one standing in awe before the work, the most famous detail of The Ambassadors might pass completely unnoticed. Nestled in the centre at the bottom, between the two men’s feet, sits an anamorphic skull, distorted in paint so that it leaps into perspective only when the viewer looks at the canvas from a certain angle. Visitors to the National Gallery are directed to a vantage spot marked on the floor, where the image suddenly jumps into life. This morbid shock was quite deliberate, and continues to surprise twenty-first-century observers, but it was somewhat unusual for Holbein, who is likely to have been acting on the instructions of the sitters.

Dinteville chose the term ‘memento mori’ as his personal motto, a reminder of human mortality, which was a frequent motif in medieval and Tudor culture. This theme is also represented in the brooch he wears upon his cap, featuring a grey skull on a gold surround. The skull on the floor symbolises the inevitability of death and the spiritual life, in contrast with the material and temporal luxuries on display. Its deceptive perspective reminds us that death is always present, waiting to claim us, even when we cannot see it, but the element of surprise is paradoxically playful and macabre.

More sinister, perhaps, is the implied limitation of human perception, a sobering and humbling observation despite all the science and learning displayed in the picture. Not even the sophisticated instruments of measurement, of which the ambassadors appear so proud, can predict the approach of death. Seen and unseen, the memento mori is, both of the picture and external to it, a trompe l’oeil whose very skill exposes the complex message of mortal strength and weakness. And yet, perhaps, it is the act of painting, art itself, or artifice, which has the final word. For while the two young men are dead and buried, claimed by the Grim Reaper almost five centuries ago, they still stand staring out at us today – colourful, larger than life, in the pink of health.

The Ambassadors also contains a number of contrasts: macrocosm and microcosm, heaven and earth, world and man. And thus, it helps establish a sense of scale in the Tudor aesthetic – the individual as a cog in the wheel of God’s plan. By surrounding Dinteville and de Selve with the accoutrements of Humanist and Reformation learning, the artist identifies them, by association, as being contextual with global exploration, science and the arts, social hierarchies and the unfolding crisis in the English Church. In commissioning the details of this work, the ambassadors have selected favoured objects as a cultural shorthand, a cherry-picked collage of their specific, Humanist world. Posing amid these symbols, they offer their carefully crafted identities, in microcosm, to the transformative process of paint. Their chosen moment is given a permanence by the artist’s brush, which had the ability to outlive old age, changing fortunes and death, so long as the work survived. The act of painting, and the physical existence of the work itself, gives them an empirical position within an aspirational social framework.

Holbein’s masterpiece was an intellectual exercise as well as an aesthetic one. The image is crammed full of visual clues for his cultured contemporaries to decode, a complex and detailed message that requires sufficient learning to unpack. It was designed to appeal to an elite, but its majestic impact would not have been lost on any strata of society, should they have had access to view it.

A parallel experience for those lower down the social scale, the majority of whom were illiterate, could have been the walls and windows of colourful pre-Reformation ecclesiastical art. Depicting saints and sinners, the performance of miracles and damnation in hell, these were plastered above their heads on an immense scale whenever they went to pray, reinforced by the deliberate contrast made of light and darkness, of flickering candles in the gloom.

The Tudors were a highly visual culture and the ‘look’ of things mattered to them. This was true right through the social spectrum, from the poor woman’s pleasure in receiving the bequest of a new gown in a friend’s will, to Elizabeth I’s cloak embroidered all over with eyes and ears, implying that she saw and heard everything. That large percentage of society who could not read were far from being visually illiterate.

The Tudor elite used heraldic devices, badges and liveries as indicative of their lands and lineage: animals and flowers, symbols that were instantly recognisable. However, a rise in mercantilism and an increased social mobility by meritocracy allowed the middle classes to adopt their own series of visual codes. Everything that could be seen, from the rings upon a finger to the shape of a shoe, were coded references to social hierarchy.

In such an aspirational culture, clothing increasingly replaced birth as the first indicator of personal identity, allowing for acts of sartorial stealth and deception like never before. The Tudor man or woman would attempt to wear and display the accoutrements of a higher social stratum, as a means to achieving it. Size and quantity mattered. Location mattered. Subject to strict hierarchies, you would judge, and be judged, by the material self you projected.

The Ambassadors offers a useful entry point to the complicated material culture of the sixteenth-century world. The deliberate way in which it was planned, composed and executed reveals the centrality of personal status to the Tudors. Holbein demonstrates this through his presentation of the complex identities of Dinteville and de Selve, in terms of clothing and appearance, posture and positioning, and the careful, deliberate arrangement of symbolic items in location. Perhaps the portrait itself is the only answer to the memento mori it contains. It was Holbein’s artistic vision which conferred immortality upon its subjects, whose names and faces could otherwise have been footnotes in history.


[image: ] STRUTTING KINGS [image: ]


In 1537, Henry VIII commissioned the first full-length portrait of an English ruler. Himself. Yet the Whitehall mural, probably painted onto the wall of the king’s privy chamber, shows not just one but four monarchs, summoned to reflect Henry’s new purpose and validate his dynasty. Henry’s parents, Henry VII and Elizabeth of York, are resurrected to stand on a step at the back, while Henry and his third wife, Jane Seymour, pose in front of them, either side of a plinth draped with carpets, inside an ornately decorated room in the Renaissance style.

The two women stand demurely with clasped hands, looking off into the distance, but the contrasting men’s positions echo the plinth’s inscription that while Henry VII was a great king, Henry VIII was an even greater one. Nowhere is this clearer than in Holbein’s depiction of his employer. The stance he chose has become iconic, reproduced worldwide, and is instantly recognisable. Feet wide apart, Henry VIII faces the viewer squarely, one fist on his hip, with padded shoulders and puffed sleeves, prominent calves and codpiece, dagger pointing towards the Latin text. The image presents the exaggerated masculinity of a king anticipating fatherhood and has become the most enduring and recognisable visual shorthand for Tudor majesty, just as it was intended to. In contrast, a tired-looking Henry VII rests upon the plinth, swathed in loose clothing, with sloping shoulders, although his direct gaze speaks of his quiet authority.

The Whitehall mural is the most recognisable piece of propaganda surviving from the Tudor era. It conveys the aspirations of a man who was only the dynasty’s second king and had yet to sire a legitimate son. Depicting himself as the apogee of Renaissance masculinity, Henry created a larger-than-life idealised doppelgänger, whose virility was so demonstrable that it obviated any doubt. In the wake of the Anne Boleyn scandal of 1536, in which the king’s sexual performance was questioned, and following the miscarriages and stillbirths of his former wives Catherine and Anne, the painted Henry shook off any responsibility for the reproductive shortcomings of his real-life counterpart.

In 1546, Henry commissioned two portraits to commemorate the investiture of his only surviving son and heir, Edward, as Prince of Wales. The first was finished that same year by the newly employed Flemish artist, William Scrots. It depicts the 9-year-old boy as a royal icon, his outline instantly recognisable, as is the work’s debt to Holbein’s Whitehall mural.

Edward echoes his father’s stance but in reverse, a mirror image, facing the left where Henry faced the right, with all the connotations of succession this suggests. The boy stands with feet wide apart, his right hand clasping a dagger, his left tucked into his belt. His clothing exaggerates his silhouette, literally taking up more space than he needs, as a show of importance. The puffed doublet has gold embroidery, with a high collar, and the red coat is lined with lynx or ermine, richly decorated with gold, through which his slashed sleeves show. He wears white hose, displaying his calves, garters, white square-toed shoes and the gold chain of the Great George, as a Knight of the Order of the Garter. Upon his head sits a jaunty black cap with gold ties and a white feather, the type of cap likely to have inspired the 1565 Pleasant Dialogue. The effect is that of a mini Henry.

Where Henry used an exaggerated body shape to emphasise his virility, the same technique serves a dual purpose for a boy making the transition to kingship. By echoing the 1537 mural, the pose reminds its viewers of his father’s reputation, reinforcing Edward as the true heir of the Tudor legacy.

In addition, though, the distorted shoulders, padding and stance send a message of health and strength in a child who had frequently suffered periods of illness. The Italian physician Girolamo Cardano mentioned Edward’s small stature and pale face, while the Imperial ambassador commented on his posture, remarking that his right shoulder was higher than his left.1

With Henry in rapid decline, and Edward’s succession imminent, the boy-king needed to inspire confidence in his ability to rule. For the Tudors, this was correlative with physical well-being. Dressing Edward up and painting him in rude health was one way of demonstrating his fitness to rule, but it was also an act of enshrining an idealised version, a simulacrum, of the frail boy.

First identified in the sixteenth century, the concept of simulacra sprang from perfected artistic representations of individuals, particularly classical gods, concurrent with the developing cult of semi-deifying monarchs in portraiture. The portraits were designed to compel awe and allegiance to the son of the all-powerful Henry VIII and convince Edward’s subjects to obedience.

The contrasting settings of the two portraits capture a crucial moment of transition. The Scrots painting places Edward in, or near, Hunsdon House, in Hertfordshire, where he was resident between May and July 1546. The entire house is visible at a distance outside the window, viewed from the interior in which Edward stands. Perhaps he is in a related property on the Hunsdon estate or a hunting lodge. Or else the portrait contains a conceit, simultaneously depicting both the interior and exterior of the house. His room is decorated with carved Renaissance figures and a marble pillar which bears an inscription alluding to the Roman emperor, Mark Antony.

It is unclear where the second portrait of Edward is set. Deriving from the workshop of Master John, and probably intended as a copy of Scrots, it was not completed at the time of Henry’s death in January 1547. Its subject started out as a prince, then became a king, and these changes are visible in the work. The new Edward VI stands inside an even more lavish room – a room fit for a king. It contains a large chair of estate with gold claw feet clasping gold balls, dressed in blue velvet, with fringe and tassels. Behind it, the bright golden cloth of estate rises up, framing the young king.

Modern X-ray analysis of the panel indicates that originally two windows were planned to feature on either side of the chair, but only one appears in the finished work. There is no view, though, no vista of a distant palace: kingship has come to Edward, rather than him looking upon it from afar. Instead, the window is a simple blue-grey lattice panel, which brings to mind the outside world but is devoid of detail. It is a blank canvas upon which Edward might paint his life and reign, the tabula rasa known to the Tudors from Avicenna, Aquinas and the late-fifteenth-century Sir John Fortescue. Over the place originally intended for the left-hand window, a classical pillar has been inserted, decorated with the royal coat of arms. Edward’s inheritance has been realised.



Who, exactly, were these paintings intended to impress? If, as it is believed, the Whitehall mural was painted on the wall of Henry’s privy chamber, its audience was a favoured elite of rich and powerful courtiers. Servants, chamberers and grooms would have passed before it, but the majority of Henry’s subjects would never have seen it, nor were they intended to. The people outside the palace weren’t the kingmakers. Power rested in the hands of a small percentage of leading nobles, whose support could make or break a monarch, particularly at moments of transition.

Such was the importance of loyalty and respect in the privy chamber that it had been reformed by the Eltham Ordinances of 1526, which insisted upon the discretion of those granted access. It was precisely in such close proximity to the king that the most dangerous plots could be hatched, and Henry, in dressing, sleeping and washing, was at his most vulnerable. His privileged circle saw these works because they were its target audience; they served as both memorial and warning, glorification and instruction. The painted eyes of Henry VIII and his son would watch over their court, as rulers of the earthly realm, and from the afterlife.

There was something superstitious, almost magical, about the king’s portrait. It was intended to stand in for his presence, and be revered, just as the king would be. Thus, it became a secular icon. The Ordinances stated that ‘the King being absent… they shall… give their continual and diligent attendance in the said chamber’,2 as if the image was of near equivalent worth to the actual flesh and blood of the king himself.

By dictating this response, Henry added a symbolic value to his portrait, by equating reality with the depiction of reality. Through a mimetic process, the painting was charged with royal power, just as pre-Reformation saints’ icons were venerated as a conduit to the Divine.

It was no coincidence either that this royal deification in paint was developing concurrently with the closure of the monasteries and destruction of saints’ shrines. The religious sanctum centred upon the holy statue or relic was being replaced by that in the king’s inner rooms. In addition, this careful placement of royal imagery served to reinforce the hierarchy, by defining who was considered worthy of access to the image, whose rank allowed them to see the king in paint. The general public, who flocked to pre-Reformation pilgrimage sites, were excluded from viewing these new icons. The manipulation of sight, through the placement of royal images and the control of their audience, was another means by which the Tudor dynasty promoted their power.

Ultimately, though, such images were too powerful to not be utilised elsewhere. Copies were made and displayed by those seeking royal favour, as if they might absorb some of their iconic power. This was made possible due to new templates of the king’s image being circulated among members of the Worshipful Company of Painters and Stainers, who regulated artists’ workshops and apprenticeships.

John Bettes, an English-born disciple of Holbein, was a member of this guild and was first recorded working at Henry’s court in 1531, so it is likely that he was the ‘Master John’ traditionally ascribed to the second portrait of Edward. Yet Bettes was a rarity, as in the same year, Sir Thomas Elyot commented upon the paucity of good artists England produced, as ‘if we will have anything painted, carved or embroidered’, we must ‘abandon our own countrymen and resort unto strangers’.

Many of the most famous artists working in England during the Tudor dynasty were Flemish: Hans Holbein, William Scrots, Marcus Gheeraerts, Lucas and Susannah Horenbout, Levina Teerlinc, Hans Eworth, Anthonis Mor and Steven van der Meulen. As early as 1491, the ‘wardens and other good men of the Art or occupation of payntours’ came before the Mayor of London ‘complaining of the members of the crafts becoming impoverished by the influx of foreyns’ and asked that no freeman ‘henceforth employ a foreigner when he can get a freeman equally capable and as good cheap’.3 The monarch was above the rules, though. It is an irony that the archetypal images of Tudor monarchy, of the ruling English elite, were fashioned by foreigners.
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Shakespeare’s Sonnet 24 claims that love enters through the eyes. In this case, they record an internal image of the beloved, for which the lover’s body acts as the frame:


Mine eye hath played the painter and hath steeled,

Thy beauty’s form in table of my heart;

My body is the frame wherein ’tis held,

And perspective that is best painter’s art.

For through the painter must you see his skill,

To find where your true image pictured lies.



For those hoping to marry in the sixteenth century, first appearances mattered.

Love and courtship were undertaken in the Tudor world for a host of reasons, from the mercenary to the romantic. Advantageous marriage was the ultimate goal, but romance could derail even the most lucrative negotiations, as the precedent set by Edward IV established. When it came to the wooing of kings and queens, who frequently sought spouses outside their realms, the exchange of portraits might be the only opportunity to see one’s bride or groom before the ceremony. For all the value they placed on breeding, diplomacy and fortunes, the Tudors still valued a pretty face. The appearance of good health and regular features also suggested the ability to bear healthy sons.

In 1505, when he was seeking a new wife, Henry VII set out a list of twenty-four intimate questions for his ambassadors visiting Joanna of Aragon, dowager Queen of Naples, enquiring about her complexion, the colour of her hair, the size and shape of her features, whether hair grew on her top lip, the sweetness of her breath, her stature and bodily features and her bodily smell.1 This was no mere match of diplomatic advantage to Henry. What Joanna looked like really mattered to him. He wanted a woman he would find physically attractive and whose appearance would complement his dignity and position. To be certain, he also requested that a painting be made of her, surreptitiously, so as to be as accurate as possible and avoid the need for diplomatic flattery, but if this portrait was created, it no longer survives:


I humbly entreat you, if it be possible, and if it should not be considered an improper thing, that you would please to send me, as quickly as may be, a picture of the said Queen, portraying her figure and the features of her face, painted on canvas, and put in a case. Let this, moreover, be done very secretly, and the picture sent to me by your Highnesses, without the Queen of Naples, or her Serene Highness, the Queen her mother, knowing or suspecting anything about it. I say and ask this because the King greatly desires it, if I may judge by the very particular questions he asked respecting the Queen.2



By the late 1530s, Henry VIII was seeking a fourth wife after the death of Jane Seymour in childbirth. First, he dispatched Jean Mewtas to France to paint Mary of Guise, but upon being told she was unavailable, sought permission instead to paint Louise and Renée of Guise and Anne of Lorraine. Unwilling to trust the evidence of paint, Henry suggested meeting the women in Calais, but this was ridiculed by Francis I, who joked that Henry wanted them to trot before him in display, like horses.

Early in 1538, Hans Holbein was sent to Brussels to obtain a likeness of Christina, the young, widowed Duchess of Milan, reputed to be one of the most beautiful women in the world. Holbein produced a sketch of Christina in her mourning clothes in the space of three hours, between one and four on the afternoon of 12 March. He then turned this into one of the most stunning of all sixteenth-century portraits. Wearing a long black robe with puffed sleeves, lined with brown fur, a black dress with hints of white at collar and sleeves, and a black cap, not even the simplicity of her clothing or the plain blue background can detract from the duchess’s charms.

Henry was so impressed that he was ‘in better humour than ever… making musicians play on their instruments all day long’.3 However, Christina was not keen to be the English king’s next bride, commenting sharply that if she had two heads, she would not mind putting one of them at Henry’s disposal.

In the summer of 1539, undaunted by these rejections, Henry was considering a match with a German princess. Holbein travelled with the English ambassadors to Duren in June for an audience with the Duke and Duchess of Cleves, to create a likeness of their two unmarried daughters, Anna and Amalia. A sketch of Amalia shows a young woman with dark hair and eyes, regular facial features, strong cheekbones and firm chin, but it was the elder, Anne, whose image was worked into a full painting, begun on parchment and later mounted on canvas.

Henry’s negative reaction to Anne’s appearance on meeting her is so well documented that analysing the portrait out of context is difficult. Yet the notion that Holbein deliberately flattered Anne, so often used to explain Henry’s disappointment, is belied by the universal praise of her person by other contemporaries. Henry never blamed Holbein’s representation, nor questioned the truthfulness of his ambassadors who described her as attractive, or the painting itself, which was considered a ‘very lively’, or realistic, depiction.

Seen in three-quarter length, Anne wears the Germanic fashions of the 1530s, a red and gold dress decorated with pearls, with a nipped-in waist and long, trailing sleeves. Her features are even, her eyes hooded and her hair scraped back under a gold headdress. She wears two gold chains, several rings and a cross in black and gold. No doubt she chose her clothes carefully to represent the latest fashions at her parents’ court and to demonstrate their good taste and wealth. It just wasn’t English taste.

The portrait arrived in England in August 1540, followed by the Duke of Cleves’ ambassadors in September, with the marriage contract concluded early in October. Soon afterwards, she began the journey to Henry’s side.

Henry’s dislike of Anne was a visceral, personal reaction, but it was as much a cultural construct as a response to her face and body. Unfortunately for Anne, beauty resided in the eye of a king with a very specific Anglo-French aesthetic. French ambassador Marillac commented that the German entourage’s clothing was sufficient for them to be labelled as ugly, but this was not an unsurmountable object and the new queen’s clothing was quickly exchanged for something considered more attractive in a tent at Greenwich. When she appeared in English clothes with a French hood, contemporary chronicler Hall commented that it ‘so set forth her beauty and good visage that every creature rejoiced to behold her’.4 But not Henry.

Fashionable presentation had influence, and could be transformative, but Anne’s anglicising makeover came a few days too late. She was already doomed, because she had failed to recognise Henry when he surprised her unannounced, and in disguise, at Rochester Castle. Anne had pulled away when the king broke etiquette by trying to take her in his arms and kiss her, without knowing who he was. Hoping she would understand the sophisticated rules of the game of disguise, Henry’s plan had been scuppered by Anne’s surface reading of his costume. She had taken his external appearance literally. Clothes made the man, and the bride’s rejection of a man in a hooded gown as beneath her in status dealt an irrevocable blow to Henry’s masculine pride.



When Mary I sat for her portrait by Antonis Mor in 1554, she was putting her best side forward in a last-ditch attempt at marriage. Mor was sent to England to capture her likeness on the orders of Emperor Charles V, the father of her intended husband, Philip of Spain. At 37 to Philip’s 26, Mary had waited a long time for queenship and marriage and was past the age at which some of her contemporaries had reached the menopause or even become grandparents. By sixteenth-century terms she was not attractive, but what she had to offer, and what she needed to represent, was England. And England was attractive.

Sitting for her portrait, Mary strove to represent the best embodiment of her country that she could manage, and it was on those terms that she succeeded. Seated in an embroidered, red velvet chair within a shadowy interior in which only a classical pillar is discernible, Mary presents a muted, understated contrast to the vision of royalty offered by her brother and father. The message conveyed is one of refinement and quality, rather than the gaudy display and colours of the men’s attire. Mary’s plain, dark purple gown reveals just enough of her embroidered silver kirtle and sleeves to be suggestive of riches within and, apart from the central pendant, a gift from Philip, her jewellery is understated.

The portrait conforms to betrothal conventions with the inclusion of a single flower, held by Mary between finger and thumb of her right hand, while gloves rest in her left. Traditionally, this was a red carnation, but the detail suggests it may have been substituted, in this case, for a rose, her national symbol.

Philip agreed to marry Mary, meeting her in person a few days before their Winchester-based ceremony in July 1554, but it was not for her personal charms. As a Spanish aide confessed, ‘The marriage was concluded for no fleshly consideration, but in order to remedy the disorders of this kingdom and preserve the Low Countries.’5 Philip had accepted England’s queen rather than Mary for her own merits.



Tudors from the middle ranks of society also commissioned courtship portraits. In the later 1530s, Simon George, a young nobleman from Quocoute in Cornwall, posed for Holbein with explicitly romantic iconography. Dressed in extravagant fabrics with his shirt collar open, he holds up a red carnation and a badge upon his beret features Leda and the swan, a seduction scene that points to his motivation.

As a fashionable youth and a minor official at court, George chose to be depicted in the Italian-style Tondo, a round portrait 30cm in diameter, too large for jewellery and too small to make an impact when hung upon a wall. It was just the right size, though, for a woman to carry about with her like a personal icon and constant reminder of her betrothed’s ardour. George married Thomasine, daughter of Richard Lanyon, from another old Cornish family.

The stunning 1540 miniature of Jane Small, née Pemberton, the wife of a London merchant, represents a rare face from outside the world of the court. Born to a Northamptonshire gentleman, Jane married into the cloth trade in her early twenties, an event which the painting may have been commissioned to celebrate. Her simplicity of dress reflects her status, being barred by the sumptuary laws from wearing certain fabrics and colours, even though her future husband may have traded in them. The black and white dress boasts a fashionable blackwork collar and the obligatory red carnation is tucked into her bosom. Her eyes are cast down and her expression sits midway between demureness and concern. Yet she also has a few flourishes of luxury, a fine linen hood, frilled cuffs and gold rings. In all, it is a human, touching image of a young woman outside royal circles on the verge of a new life in London.
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Every Tudor Tom, Dick and Harry wanted their portrait painted, but not many of them could afford it. Holbein, Scrots and Gheeraerts were well out of most people’s price range but the middle classes might pay an apprentice artist from one of the London workshops to recreate their likeness. Hung in hallways and parlours or over the dining table, they would impress friends, relatives and visitors, but also conferred a fleeting permanence upon their subjects in a world where fortune, success, health, even life, were changeable factors. A portrait was a way of saying, ‘I have arrived, if only for today’.

Few of these portraits have survived. Fire, flood, damp, carelessness and changing fortune made them only as durable as the paper, wood or canvas upon which they were painted. Holbein’s sketchbook shows many more images than the total number of completed works known today. The features of men and women from the Tudor court gaze back from his pages, part formed, their eyes and headwear picked out in sharp detail, concealing a smile or a knowing expression, while their limbs and extremities fade into sketchy nothing.

There was also a direct correlation between the fickleness of power, and the survival of portraits. Perhaps the most obvious case is that of Anne Boleyn, who was sketched by Holbein and must have been the subject of many paintings during her decade at Henry’s side. However, the lack of any completed works in existence today, and the hurried erasure of the initials H and A, carved into the stone of royal architecture with an intended permanence in the late 1520s, suggests a wide-scale process of destruction of her image in the wake of her fall. As Henry snuffed out Anne’s life, so he removed any reminders of her.

Painting in Henry VIII’s reign was dominated by Hans Holbein the Younger, a German who came to England on the recommendation of the Humanist scholar, Erasmus. During his first visit in 1526–27, a number of Henry VIII’s courtiers sat for him against vivid blue-green backgrounds, often framed by a green curtain, pillar or natural elements like leafy branches. This highly stylised, Mannerist form of posing, blends elements from the indoor and outdoor, with bright, almost jewel-like colours, producing works that place a realistic portrait over an almost stained-glass or iconic backdrop.

Sir Henry Guildford, one of the king’s closest friends, looks off to the right-hand side in a patterned gold doublet under a brown furred coat and wearing the Great George of the Order of the Garter. Facing to the left, in anticipation of her image being hung beside that of her husband, is Henry’s wife, the voluptuous Lady Mary Guildford, who stares directly at the viewer while holding a book beside an ornate Renaissance pillar. Her finished portrait gives her the air of being somewhat formidable, but another of Holbein’s preparatory sketches captures her laughing, showing a different side to her entirely.

Assuming the same position as Henry Guildford, with the green leaves behind, Anne Lovell was painted in a work known as The Lady with a Squirrel and Starling. Her black and white dress is simple and modest, without adornment, and her white headdress and shawl speak of modesty. These early works combine a formal, stylised approach with the sense of humanity that set Holbein above his peers.

On his second visit to England from 1532, Holbein was still using the dark turquoise background with vines and leaves. The king’s usher and gentleman, Thomas Reskimmer, appears in simple black, with a trail of white from his collar and brown fur lining. His long beard touches the tips of his upturned fingers as his hands rest together before him in a pose of contemplation.

The artist also made sketches of husband and wife, Sir Thomas and Lady Margaret Elyot, whose completed portraits have since been lost. These half-finished images were executed with a delicate, intimate touch in pen and coloured chalks. Like the Guildfords, the couple look towards each other in two separate works designed to hang together, dressed in dark clothes that have some elements of decoration and status, like Margaret’s gold headdress and Thomas’s fur collar and gold chain. Thomas, in particular, represents a man resistant to a changing world, wearing his hair in a long, old-fashioned style and his chain suggestive of a crucifix and adherence to the old faith. Holbein may have been aware that diplomat Thomas had recently returned to England after a fruitless visit to Emperor Charles V in an attempt to resolve Henry’s divorce.

During this period, Holbein produced many more court portraits, including the elegant but stern-looking Margaret Lee, sister of the poet Thomas Wyatt, in a dark red gown with gold ties, pearl headdress, gold chain, rings, gold pendant and red rose. Formerly Mistress of the Wardrobe to Anne Boleyn, and once her close friend, Margaret looks askance at the artist with an air of worldly cynicism. Thought to have sat for her portrait in around 1540, just four years after having accompanied Anne on her final journey to the Tower (and possibly even standing beside her on the scaffold), Margaret bore nine children and died in 1543, but in her portrait, her social standing and survival are recorded in colour by the master artist, speaking a powerful mimetic truth that outlasts the fluctuations of her fortunes.

Another engaging pair of Holbein’s are those of Sir Thomas Godsalve and his son John, lawyers from Norwich. Thomas was a friend of Thomas Cromwell and used his influence at court to establish a career for John. In their joint portrait, executed in 1528, John was aged 23 and newly admitted to Gray’s Inn. He is standing immediately behind his father, paper in hand as if assisting him in business. Thomas faces the same way, perhaps towards an unseen client, his quill poised over a sheet of paper, interrupted in the act of writing. The picture is sombre and dark, with both figures dressed in the brown and black appropriate to their class and profession, with white shirts visible beneath; the father wears a black hat while the son is bare headed. The family resemblance is clear in the prominent eyes, heavy brows, long noses, the shape of their mouths and the cleft chin.

John Godsalve was also depicted alone in a second work, dating from around 1532, when four more years had allowed him to grow into a confident young businessman, able to operate independently. Still recognisable as the youth of the first work, his changed appearance echoes that of his father, with his broad brown collar and black cap, but he now looks towards the viewer with an expression of subtle awareness and understated mastery. Unfinished, the work has a thin, sketchy blue background, suggesting that Holbein intended to paint in his usual intense turquoise, but the subject’s eyes provide the image with a compelling fulcrum. This painting was created at a time when John was acting as Clerk of the Signet, which required him to purchase gold and steel laces from the German merchants at the Steelyard, while Holbein was known to be living and working there, allowing for easy sittings.

Another painting of John, by an anonymous sixteenth-century imitator of Holbein, is darker in palette, presents the sitter facing forward, eyes averted, and has nothing of the charm of the original. It is clumsy where the first had finesse, blunt where it was bright, and pedestrian where Holbein’s image sparkles.

John also commissioned a portrait of his first wife, Agnes, by the German master, but neither this nor any identified preparatory sketch of her survives. Thomas Godsalve died in 1542 and his son John became MP for Norwich and was knighted on the succession of Edward VI, dying in 1556. Yet, as was intended in the commissioning of their portraits, the material measure of their successes lives on.


[image: ] FAMILY GROUPS [image: ]


Some of the most fascinating Tudor portraits are family groupings. Perhaps the most famous of these depicts Thomas More, with the residents and guests of his Chelsea home in 1527. Although Holbein’s original painting was destroyed in a fire of 1752, his preliminary sketch survives, as does a copy made by Rowland Lockey in the 1590s, allowing a glimpse into the dynamics of a wealthy Tudor family.

On the extreme left stands Elizabeth Dauncey, More’s daughter, wearing a dress with huge bag sleeves turned back at the elbow and the tied sleeve beneath with frilled cuff. Her waist is circled by a girdle that falls to two tassels, from which a chain is suspended. Aged 21 at the time of this work, Elizabeth had married William Dauncey in September 1525 and the slight swelling above her girdle might suggest the first or second of her seven pregnancies. Holbein produced a close-up sketch of her face for the final work, with her eyes cast down, her eyebrows and lips pale, in an expression of quiet patience. Beside Elizabeth stands More’s adopted daughter, Margaret Giggs, who is similarly clothed and leaning forward to point out something in a book to old John More. The aged father sits in the foreground with his hands in his lap, staring solidly forward as she speaks in his ear. Thomas sits to the right of his father, staring off to the right, both feet placed squarely on the floor. He appears to be the solid fulcrum around which the family turns.

Beside Thomas is his son John, who wears the puffed sleeves and the pageboy haircut made fashionable by the young Henry VIII. John’s face is a study of seriousness and concentration, his lips set firm as he reads from the book he holds in front of him in both hands. A little detached from the group, John’s fiancée, the 15-year-old Anne Cresacre, looks on from between the two patriarchs, head held high, alert and focused on the scene outside the group. A separate sketch gives her light brown hair, pale blue eyes, a sensitive mouth and rounded chin, but her expression and her positioning places her a little on the outside of the family group.

Beside John stands the family’s fool, Henry Patenson, a bearded figure, perhaps middle-aged, with badges on his cap. He breaks the pattern adopted by the others by staring directly at the artist, in an almost challenging way. In this, he may show a lack of guile, a lack of willingness to enter into the social disingenuity of posing and the performance of pretending not to be aware of the artist’s presence. The status of the fool allowed him to stand outside conventions, to make eye contact, to disturb and unsettle and to delineate and cross boundaries. His gaze gives an immediacy and naturalness to his portrait, which contrasts with the sophistication of the other figures, a deliberate choice that reminds the viewer of the ‘staged’ nature of the work.

Three women seated on the floor before Patenson make up the final portion of the group: More’s daughters, Margaret and Cecily, and their stepmother, Alice. All three women hold books, but Alice More, kneeling behind them at a small desk, is the only one reading hers. While their dress is very similar, their faces differ, capturing the artist’s close observation. Where Alice is devout and concentrating, Margaret’s gaze is alert and sensitive, while Cecily’s pose is reminiscent of da Vinci’s Lady with an Ermine. Having married Giles Heron in 1525, Cecily’s pregnancy is visible in the detail of her bodice being loosened and laced over her yellow kirtle to accommodate her increasing girth.

Such family groups were visual records of domestic and material success, important social markers, both in the act of sitting and the subsequent display of the work. For a family like More’s, it would come to be a reminder of former happiness, following Thomas’s execution just eight years later.

Receiving a copy of the picture, the More family’s friend, Erasmus, wrote to Margaret Roper from Freiburg:


Cannot express the delight which he felt on receiving Holbein’s picture of the More family. Recognised everyone in it, none more than herself. Methought I saw a soul shining through this most beautiful household even more beautiful. Sends her a letter from a chaplain to Mary, formerly queen of Hungary. Begs his letter may be shown to her sisters, and his compliments to her mother Louise. I have kissed her picture, as I could not kiss herself. My best wishes to your brother John More, and your husband Roper.1





An increasing number of family portraits were produced as the Elizabethan era advanced. Around 1567, William Brooke, Lord Cobham, sat with his wife, sister and six small children around the dinner table with their pets, with a Latin inscription reading, ‘God grant that the line of Cobham beget many offspring such as Joseph’. The many fruits displayed on the table – apples, grapes, pears and walnuts – testify to his success as a progenitor as much as the six children poised to eat them. The picture also suggests a source of their wealth. Their monkey and parrot are imported from the New World and Lady Cobham’s diamond pendant takes the shape of a ship, echoing her husband’s role as Lord Warden of the Cinque Ports.

Connections with foreign riches were often included in such works, like the portrait of three unidentified children of the 1580s, by another unknown painter. A girl aged 7 stands flanked by her brothers, who are 6 and 5, all beautifully dressed in their best fashionable clothes, with ruffs, lace collars, slashed doublets, rings, feather caps, bows, chains and pendants. She cradles in her arms the first guinea pig ever to be depicted in English art; the animals were brought across the Atlantic to Spain from South America in the 1530s. It is painted in realistic detail, clearly from life, in profile with a black beady eye, white, brown and black fur and one little white foot braced against the girl’s dress.

In 1568, Edward, Baron Windsor, and his wife Katherine sat for a family portrait which included their four children and an older woman, whose age is given as 61, possibly a nurse, or perhaps the representation of either Edward or Katherine’s mother, both of whom had predeceased the portrait. Her clothes are plain and modest, and she faces away from the Windsors, who both look to the left.

All the family follow the style set by Queen Elizabeth in wearing black and white with gold trimmings. Edward’s ruff is a small line of folds above the high collar of his doublet, which is picked out in gold lines, with matching buttons, but his cloak, or coat, is so dark as to blend in with the background. Like Cobham, Windsor is a man of 40, with a high forehead and receding ginger hair disappearing under a beret, his features slightly reminiscent of those of Henry VIII, with the small eyes and mouth, and the beard and moustache of the period. Standing to his left, his wife, Katherine, wears the typical costume of Elizabeth’s early reign. Her tight, high ruff sits close under the chin, up to her ears; the cuffs on her dress match the ruff in miniature. A simple headdress is placed further back on the middle of her head, her sleeves are slashed and pulled through with the fabric below and she is adorned with jewels. Their four children, all boys, stand before them around a table, in the middle of a game of cards and chess. Dressed identically, the artist has not given them all the same facial features, as the children in the guinea pig portrait have. These boys each have a distinct character of their own. Unusually for the time, every individual included in this work, even the children and old woman, make direct eye contact with the viewer.



Pregnancy portraits became a fashionable genre during the late Elizabethan period. They were not necessarily inspired by fears for an expectant mother before she underwent the dangerous ordeal of childbirth but were a record of fertility. One of the earliest such portraits depicts Catherine Carey, Lady Knollys, cousin of Elizabeth I, probably by Steven van der Meulen.

Painted with her lap dog, she wears a black, high-collared coat trimmed with white fur, buttoned over her chest, then open to reveal her large white belly and the ties that are holding it together. Directly in front of it, she holds up the long chain of a pomander, bringing its sweet wholesomeness level with her unborn child.

Many of these pictures reveal the mechanics of pregnancy dressing: the ties, extra fabric and additional stomachers used to accommodate a woman’s growing child. Here, clothing acts as both sign and metaphor for the concealed state of pregnancy. The audience is alerted to the pregnancy by the alteration in attire and sees that pregnancy stretches the confines of the ‘usual’ or prescribed, propelling a woman into a state of ‘otherness’ for the duration of nine months. This conferred a ‘specialness’ upon an expectant mother as a conduit, which finds echoes in the choices of colour and ornamentation in many of these works.

The most popular colour for the women to be portrayed in is a virginal or chaste white or pale silver, with the purity represented by strings of pearls. This underlines their imminent fulfilment of the most precious of contemporary aspirations: the delivery of a live heir. Thus, these portraits are unusual in revealing Tudor women at the moment of success and on the verge of danger, but often represent the only likeness or reference to them.

In 1578, George Gower painted an unknown pregnant woman, wearing a small ruff and with tight, red curls arranged around her face. Her dress is grey and black, but is stretched to the limit, and the addition of a stomacher allows for her expansion.

Another unidentified sitter, depicted by William Segar between 1585 and 1590, appears very large in her silver gown. Heavily pregnant, her gaping dress is held together by a belt and she looks back at the sitter with an expression that could be something touching trepidation. The dimensions of her body are exaggerated, with her head sitting in the centre of a wide ruff, her sleeves stuffed almost to the point of tautness and the voluminous skirts filling the whole frame. The gold chains she wears rest across the top of her belly.

Two works of 1595, both by Marcus Gheeraerts, show expectant mothers in silver grey, with pearls and embroidery. The first, unnamed and swathed in white decorative detail like a bride, smiles directly out at the viewer with a mixture of pride and display, while the second, often identified as Elizabeth or ‘Bess’ Throckmorton, wears a special pregnancy dress, with a huge roll of fabric lying across her belly and midway over her hips. Her expression is ambiguous, almost frozen, and in contrast to the other, may express something uncomfortable in the mood of this depiction. If it is Bess Throckmorton, her controversial pregnancies angered Elizabeth, to the extent that Bess was jailed in the Tower, but no successful delivery is recorded for her in 1595, as her sons arrived in 1592, 1593 and then, after a gap, in 1605. Of course, it is possible that the painting is dated incorrectly, or that this pregnancy resulted in miscarriage or stillbirth.

Barbara Sidney, Countess of Leicester, and her six daughters posed for an unknown artist in 1596. Standing inside a plain, dark interior, their pearly white dresses are the focus, rather than any external ornate details: they are the jewels of the family, rather than any ornamentation. Barbara wears a wheeled farthingale above the waistline to accommodate her pregnancy but which otherwise conceals her condition.

All the portraits of pregnant Elizabethan women, and their children, are notable for the direct gazes of their sitters, who stare out straight at the viewer. This suggests a need for recognition of what they have achieved – conception and pregnancy – and what they are about to endure. There’s also a brutal honesty about this exchange of looks, of the realities of life and death which transcend the formal posturing of the image. The proximity of imminent danger, at a time when some women did die in childbed, and many infants were lost, adds a directness to the works, almost an admission of dynastic dependence upon women. The combination of palette and symbolism creates an odd juxtaposition of purity and pregnancy, with these mothers-to-be epitomising both the earthly imperative of procreation and the chaste state of an icon, similar to that of the Virgin Queen. These works are not only reflective and celebratory, but aspirational, as constant visual reminders of the Tudor wife’s duty.
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If we were to judge by surviving Tudor portraiture alone, our impression of the sixteenth century might be of a world populated by stately, if somewhat stuffy, colourful figures adorned with jewels. This would be as misleading as a future generation interpreting the modern world through the pages of Tatler magazine alone. Only a small percentage of Tudors achieved the immortality of their face on a canvas that was considered important enough to be protected during the intervening centuries. The faces of ‘ordinary’ Tudors are far more difficult to uncover, but some do exist.

Anonymous faces appear in the background of illustrative works, as the servants and officials pictured in images of coronations and processions. The black and white woodcut of Henry VIII and Catherine of Aragon’s joint coronation in June 1509 shows a sea of faces behind the two thrones, but none of these are distinguishable. They represent the mass of ‘others’, the dispensable supporting cast outside the central narrative of the king and queen, a rule which generally holds true for much of the art produced in the Tudor era.

However, the corresponding parliamentary roll for the coronation is more personal, showing a few specific officials accompanying the king, dressed in livery, and four small, tonsured figures bearing his canopy. But they are present because they have to be. The canopy could not hold itself up, nor could the king be central in a procession if no one processes with him. These anonymous faces are the foils that establish the king’s identity.

Likewise, contemporary drawings of Elizabeth I’s coronation in January 1559 include her gentlemen pensioners and footmen, dressed similarly with only the slightest variation, as mere representations of people – or of their role – rather than as individuals. Again, they are present because officers had to be present, to ensure the smooth running of the event, as the props upon which royal majesty rested.

A source like the 1511 Westminster Roll, depicting Henry’s arrival at Warwick Castle, features a number of the royal guard, with similar faces but with small variations and with a range of different hair colours. It is impossible to know, here, whether the artist had any knowledge of the subjects he depicted; whether they had names or specific faces, for him, or even if that was a question that mattered to him. They represent generic Tudor servants, as many of these sources do, but in doing so, they are also representative of an anonymous Everyman figure, the ‘everyman’ or ‘everywoman’ of Tudor life.

Undeniably, though, the one demonstrable exception was when the artist depicted Henry VIII’s black trumpeter, John Blanke, whose face appears among the ranks of the musicians in this roll. Distinguishable by his skin colour alone, Blanke’s ethnic difference in Tudor England has conferred upon him an identity far more lasting than the majority of his English-born peers.

Human faces appeared on church walls frequently in the pre-Reformation decades of the Tudor era. Unlike the figures on tombs, which were often carved from life or recent memory, those featured in murals might represent anonymous, abstract or historical figures. An embracing couple at Llancarfan Church are mere symbols, depicted with crude, simplistic features, as the message of their sin overrides the need for realism. Similarly, the figures rising from their coffins in the Doom painting at St Mary’s in North Leigh, Oxfordshire, wearing Tudor clothing, are symbols of resurrection, not individuals.

The church at Tilbury-by-Clare in Suffolk contains an image of a Tudor man with a horse, standing before a house in a more specific context, which might portray a patron or local figure, now unknown. A very distinctive gentleman was painted on the wall at St Swithin’s Church, Launcells, wearing a black, brimmed hat, with long fair curls, a red coat and wide belt and luxurious heeled yellow shoes. He may have been based on a local character, but his facial features are fairly crudely painted – merely symbolic, rather than indicative, of identity.

Simple representations of Tudor men and women also appear in domestic interiors. The walls of a row of cottages at Piccotts End, Hemel Hempstead, were adorned with religious images soon after their completion in 1527. Although they depict a number of individuals in biblical scenes, which identifies them as specific figures, their faces are either very plain or entirely blank. Perhaps the artist made a deliberate choice not to personalise them, or maybe the arrival of the Reformation, hot upon the heels of the builders, led to their disfigurement. Parallel moves inside churches saw the mutilation of the faces of icons and the whitewashing over of the images of saints on the walls.

Domestic painted cloths on display in Owlpen Manor, in Gloucestershire, show Joseph and his brothers with generic faces and no distinguishing features. For the purposes of the work, the biblical figures did not need to look like anyone specific; in fact, the association of Joseph with a recognisable individual may have been considered to detract from its religious message, perhaps even to be blasphemous. And yet, certain contemporary carved bosses and statues can be pointed out in many churches as representing known craftsmen, patrons and local dignitaries, so at five centuries’ remove, we can only speculate as to whether painters based their work upon the likenesses of their friends and foes.

The Black and White House in Hereford contains the picture of another Everyman-style labourer in profile, while an old Dunstable shop has a Tudor huntsman smoking a pipe, in cartoonesque sketchy form, with a long, loose beard. These appear to focus more on an occupation than a resemblance: if the faces had any personal significance to the artist or owner of the house, it has been lost with history.

Some residents did choose to be depicted, in a fairly lifelike way, on the walls of their homes. Two women in a Shropshire house were painted in 1580, with their prim faces and respectable costumes, surrounded by animals, flowers and musical instruments – permanent, ageless doppelgängers to watch over their real-life counterparts.

Occasionally, an artist might seek inspiration from a more well-known face. At Shandy Hall, in Coxwold, a Tudor soldier painted on the wall bears an uncanny likeness to Henry VIII. He is dressed in a suspiciously royal costume of red, slashed to reveal the pull-through white lining, and a red cap with feathers, just like the surviving Bristow hat, known to have been worn by the king.

Other domestic works can be identified in relation to the property’s owners. A little ochre bride, painted on the wall of Whitehouse Cottage in Barry and dated to 1580, is likely to be commemorative of an actual wedding. The couple pictured together on the panelled wall of Althrey Hall in Flintshire represent the builder Elis ap Richard, who died in 1558, and his wife, Jane Hanmer, dressed in their best clothes. Another married pair, painted together at The Star at Hoddesdon, could well be the individuals who owned the property, or else were commissioned after it came into the possession of Elizabeth’s chief minister, William Cecil, Lord Burghley, in 1580. The hunting scenes at West Stow Hall, built around 1520, are likely to have been created for the hall’s owner, Sir John Crofts, Master of the Horse to Mary Tudor, Duchess of Suffolk.

In painting and writing, the correlation between personal depiction and inspiration is highly subjective. Unless painted figures are specifically identified for the purposes of portraiture, they cannot be stated with certainty to represent certain individuals, especially after the passage of time. Some Tudor murals certainly contain people with more carefully crafted identities, but these could have been intended as representatives of biblical or cultural figures or professions, or simply as representative Everymen or -women.

Symbolic and abstract figures conveyed messages as well as fulfilling decorative functions or could be memorials or statements of identity. As a general rule, though, the faces of ‘other’ or ‘ordinary’ Tudors were not personalised in their features and were far less likely to survive, unless they featured as the supporting cast members to a high-status figure.
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Occasionally, Tudor letters contain pen portraits of individuals, shedding light upon contemporary ideals of beauty and what were considered to be distinguishing features. One unusual little description survives of two brothers from 1571, who were implicated in the Ridolfi plot:


Codberd Red is a young man of the age of 23, black coloured, low of stature, having no beard or very little, black-headed, and is Lord Ross’s fifth son, and can speak Latin. John Codberd is of the age of 28, as I judge, pale-faced, low of stature, a thin yellowish beard, a yellowish head, without any hair of his cheek, both steward and secretary to the Bishop of Ross.1



The medieval belief that a person’s character was visible in their appearance still lingered into the Tudor era. Kings and queens should be beautiful and villains should be ugly or malformed. In 1533, Anthonie Brusset was Captain of Gravelines, in the territory of the emperor but close to the border with English-held Calais, which was then governed by Arthur Plantagenet, Lord Lisle. Although Anglo-Imperial relations were less than friendly at the time, on account of Henry VIII’s divorce from the emperor’s aunt, Catherine of Aragon, officials of the two towns were able to co-operate for the sake of justice.

Brusset wrote to Lisle that November, asking him to apprehend a fugitive murderer who had taken refuge in Calais, a Spaniard by the name of Ylayre, an unpleasant-looking villain ‘that has the nose on his face very red and thick with pimples like a leper’.2

The appearance of the Duke of Alençon, to whom Elizabeth was considering marriage in 1572, was described in a letter by Dr Valentine Dale to Cecil, which does not shy away from frank commentary about the pox scars that disfigured his features. Dr Dale also observed that a recent painting of the duke was a good likeness:


For his personage, me thinketh the portrature doth expresse hym very well, and when I sawe hym at my last audience, he seemed to me to grow dayly more hansom than other. The treat of hys visage may be gathered likewyse by hys picture but not hys colour, which ys not naturally red… the pock holes are no greate disfigurement in the rest of hys face bycause they are rather thick than deepe or greate. They upon the blunt end of hys nose are greate and diepe, how much to be disliked may be as it pleaseth God to move the heart of the beholder.3



What is noticeable about both these examples is the writers’ awareness of subjectivity in beauty. The phrase ‘as I judge’ allows for a margin of error, while Dr Dale commits the duke’s deformities to the eye of the beholder. Clothing and the external manifestations of identity could be easily quantifiable in terms of their desirability – cost, material, cut, colour, design, ornamentation – but the attractions of the person were far more difficult to pinpoint.

The faces of royalty were not above public commentary. Often this was formulaic and flattering, such as the coronation verses for Henry VIII in 1509 which describe him as being as beautiful as a young God, and the Venetian ambassador Giustinian’s comments that Henry was:


the handsomest potentate I ever set eyes on; above the usual height, with an extremely fine calf to his leg, his complexion very fair and bright with auburn hair combed straight and short in the French fashion, and a round face so very beautiful that it would become a pretty woman, his throat being rather long and thick.4



Thomas More’s coronation verses for Catherine of Aragon state how ‘in her expression, in her countenance, there is a remarkable beauty uniquely appropriate for one so great and good’. These also focus upon qualities that conform to convention, such as hair colour. In 1501, Thomas More described Catherine as having ‘hair hanging down abowt her shulders, which is faire auburn’, and in 1509, her hair was ‘hangyng donne to her backe, of a very great length, bewtefull and goodly to behold’.5

Great contrast was made later between the Spanish queen’s red hair, inherited from her Lancastrian descent, and Anne Boleyn’s black eyes and hair, with the moral implications of darkness and temptation being exploited by Anne’s enemies. The Venetian diplomat Sanuto described Anne as ‘not one of the handsomest women in the world; she is of middling stature, swarthy complexion, long neck, wide mouth, a bosom not much raised and eyes which are black and beautiful’.6 The Catholic Nicholas Sanders, a source hostile to Anne, writing half a century after her death, used contemporary Tudor beliefs to paint a physical caricature which implied her moral degeneracy:


Anne Boleyn was rather tall of stature, with black hair and an oval face of sallow complexion, as if troubled with jaundice. She had a projecting tooth under the upper lip, and on her right hand, six fingers. There was a large wen under her chin, and therefore to hide its ugliness, she wore a high dress covering her throat.7



It was also understood that appearance could be altered by emotions such as intense grief. In 1584, ambassador to France Edward Stafford wrote home from the court of Henri III and his mother, Catherine de Medici, who had recently suffered the loss of the king’s younger brother, Hercules:


Since his brother’s death he is a marvellously altered man in face, and men think that he thinketh more of it than he maketh show. The Queen-Mother also is never out of great dumps and studies, which nobody hath seen her subject to afore. She told my wife the last day, that time might wear this grief away to the show of the world, but out of her heart never.8



A rare glimpse of Mary, Queen of Scots was given by an N. White in a letter to William Cecil in 1559:


For besides that she is a goodly personage, she hath without an alluring grace, a pretty Scottish speech, and a searching wit, clouded with mildness. His own affection by seeing the Queen our Sovereign is doubled, and thereby he guesses what sight might work in others. Her hair of itself is black, and yet Mr. Knollys told him that she wears hair of sundry colours.9



When discussing the potential marriage of Elizabeth I to the Duke of Anjou in 1579, William Cecil considered the pros and cons of undertaking such a risk at her age. Elizabeth was then 45. He cited the example of the last Duchess of Savoy, who was older when she married and was a ‘woman of sallow and melancholy complexion and in all respects inferior’ to Elizabeth, but who went on to bear a son. In comparison, the queen was:


a person of most pure complexion, of the largest and goodliest stature of well-shaped women, with all limbs set and proportioned in the best sort, and one whom in the sight of all men, nature cannot amend her shape in any part to make her more likely to conceive and bear children without peril.10




[image: ] THE ICONIC VIRGIN [image: ]


Perhaps the ultimate Tudor icon is Elizabeth I, the ‘Virgin Queen’. The process of deifying a royal subject in paint, which was begun by Henry VIII, came to fruition under his daughter, with her painted face, gauzy wings and pearls. As she aged and the chances of her marrying decreased, the queen maintained careful control over her own image, both in person and in portraiture. She was painted most frequently in her favourite colours, typically black and white or silver, which accentuated her colouring to greater dramatic effect, echoing the chiaroscuro techniques of late-Renaissance art.

As the Renaissance gave way to Mannerism, increasing numbers of symbolic items and motifs appeared with her, such as the pearls for virginity and purity, fans representing wealth, the English symbols of the rose and greyhound, the pelican and phoenix of motherly love for her nation, the white gloves of aristocracy, the globe representing the world over which she reigned, and the intricate ruffs and lace cuffs of a woman who was not required to do manual work.

Elizabeth was particular about who portrayed her likeness, too. Court painters had been licensed since 1563 but, between 1581 and 1596, artist George Gower was given responsibility for approving all representations of Elizabeth, to ensure they conformed to her standards. Anyone found spreading an image by Isaac Oliver, who the queen disliked, had their work confiscated and burned, while an alternative ‘mask of youth’ image made by Nicholas Hilliard was replicated at least sixteen times in the final decade of the queen’s life.

The visual cult that Elizabeth nurtured around her person found a new outlet in paint, where she was afforded a quasi-divine status – a virgin worthy of veneration, in the style of the old Catholic iconography of Mary and the saints. As she aged, representations of her face became fixed and the ever-widening ruffs echoed the saints’ traditional halo, combined with the more secular fairy wings suggested by poets such as Edmund Spenser and John Davies. By the end of her life, bald, wrinkled and toothless, Elizabeth had successfully crafted her own self, her simulacrum of queenship, into an enduring legend.

Elizabeth is possibly the most painted English monarch, from demure portraits of the princess in the 1540s through to the 1600 copy of a lost coronation portrait of the young queen in gold robes, with long flowing hair. The narrative of her image tells the miraculous tale of an imperial virgin, able to control the ravages of the weather and the onslaught of time.

Painted in 1575, the Phoenix portrait by Nicholas Hilliard indicates a step midway towards the deification of the queen. Elizabeth wears her favourite colours, a black dress with puffed sleeves, embroidered with gold leaves and pearls, slashed and pulled with white sarcenet, her narrow waist encircled by pearls. The dress is open at the breast but closed at the throat by two pieces of blackwork lace, and her skirts open to reveal a white forepart. A pearl headdress sits upon her neatly arranged curls, from which hangs a delicate gauzy train. One spotless, unadorned white hand holds a red rose, while in the other a white fan is visible. Around her neck hang two gold chains of pearls and enamelled flowers, and from the lower of the two is suspended the phoenix pendant that gives the work its name.

The pure white mask of Elizabeth’s face, with its dark eyes and small mouth, is not confronting for the viewer in the way her father’s or brother’s images are. Her gaze does not challenge or need to assert her authority. She looks serenely past the viewer as if she is above them. She represents a real, temporal authority and an abstract concept of the Divine, standing out like an icon against a plain, dark red background. The Phoenix’s partner, the Pelican portrait, dating from the same period, appears like its mirror image, with Elizabeth’s clothing taking a similar shape, but differing in colour and pattern. Also created by Nicholas Hilliard, or his workshop, modern infrared analysis has revealed that the exact same facial template was used in the second work as in the first.

A decade later, Elizabeth’s image had furthered its own complex iconography. The Ermine portrait of 1585, usually attributed to Hilliard, has the queen in black again, with her dress decorated in gold beads and pairs of gold slashes or cuts. The outfit makes a feature of a central seam, heavily embroidered in gold work and gems, matching a thick gold chain of more precious stones and pearls. A barely visible cloak cascades about her shoulders and arms in see-through ripples. The queen wears a delicate cartwheel ruff, matching her cuffs, pearl bracelets and a tall, heart-shaped headdress, studded with pearls and gems.

Set against a black background, the bright gold of her dress is striking and finds an echo in the gold of the sword of state resting on the table before her. Behind her right shoulder, the grey daylight behind the latticed panes of a narrow window intensifies the chiaroscuro effect and offers the only suggestion of reality and context to what could otherwise be an almost abstract icon. The window grounds Elizabeth in a room, inside a building, connecting her with the earthly realm, where otherwise the dramatic colouring gives her a sense of ‘otherness’ as the muse of artists, ephemeral and inspiring in her abstraction. The painting derives its name from the ermine sitting upon her left arm, an animal associated with royalty, which wears a small gold crown about its neck.

Three years later, the Armada portrait of 1588 places the queen-as-icon figure against an unfolding landscape or narrative. Reproduced in three near-identical versions, and with the original formerly attributed to George Gower, the image is now thought to have been created by unknown artists, again using the mask template. In each, Elizabeth’s black cloak, bodice and skirt are trimmed with bows, jewels and pearls and her creamy white sleeves shimmer through their embroidery of gold.

The theme is her mastery of the seas, with the failure of the Spanish Armada portrayed through two windows behind her. Elizabeth stands facing left, where a bright vista shows the English fire ships moving towards the enemy vessels. Also on this side stand the state crown and a globe upon which the queen rests her hands, fingers pointing towards America, where the first English colony has just been established. Behind her back, the Spanish fleet is shown in chaos, in dark colours, tossed by storms and driven onto the rocks. A mermaid carving upon a chair to the right is armless and in profile, like a ship’s figurehead, and, with her naked breasts, represents sexual temptation and betrayal.

In contrast, Elizabeth’s pearls associate her with the pure products of the sea, the tamed and cultivated sea-gems, a large example of which hangs from her bodice, level with her crotch, are equal to the male display of a codpiece but representative of her chastity. Her sleeves feature what might be golden starfish and her ostrich-feather fan suggests her responsibility for whipping up the ‘Protestant wind’ that wrecked the Spaniards. The cartwheel ruff locates her face at the centre of the universe, sun-like in its rays, while her chosen palette of black and white alludes to Cynthia, goddess of the moon, with her pull over the tides. Four years later, Walter Raleigh, her adventurer in the New World, wrote the poem ‘The Ocean to Cynthia’, full of melancholic symbolism, lamenting his loss of the queen’s favour.

By the end of her life, Elizabeth’s manipulation of her image in paint, her self-deification, had created a visual cult that defined her era. To the outside world, she remained Gloriana, Cynthia, Diana and the Faerie Queen, yet it was a flawed aesthetic, unable to halt the advance of old age, as the gap widened between art and the physical reality of her deteriorating body, creating a diegesis of which she lost control. When the impulsive Earl of Essex burst into her dressing room at Nonsuch Palace early on a September morning in 1599, he found the Faerie Queen without her wig, make-up or gown, a breach of etiquette neither of them ever forgot, and which Elizabeth never forgave. It was only after her death that an artist dared to depict the queen in old age, sitting slumped and wrinkled with her head in her hand, while the figures of death and time approach from behind. Upon her demise in March 1603, the artistic fiction with which her court had colluded was finally over.



Portraits made a significant but niche contribution to the visual culture of the Tudor world. Their influence and purpose varied with class, as did the location where they were displayed and the audience to which they were accessible. For the royal family, portraiture could be a tool of control and authority, with a larger-than-life depiction of a king or queen exuding status and watching over their subjects. Increasingly, their image was manipulated to create a recognisable visual identity for a monarch which almost superseded the reality; they were bigger, brighter, stronger and more permanent in paint than their flesh-and-blood counterpart, whom they also frequently outlived. This two-dimensional deification developed from Henry VIII’s Whitehall silhouette into the iconography of Elizabeth’s image. Formal individual and family portraits commissioned by the upper-middle classes and nobility were intended as records of success, prosperity, culture and fertility.

For the Tudors, commissioning a portrait created a permanent record in an impermanent world. Painted images consciously located sixteenth-century men and women in their social and cultural context, but even without the overt memento mori of The Ambassadors, they exposed the Tudor preoccupation with the paradoxes of heaven and earth, cerebral and material, local and global.

The tactile realities of sixteenth-century life were used by artists to depict a microcosm within a frame of the wider Tudor experience. Portraiture was a deliberate act of fabrication, or crafting a vision of success, even if the robes or the props then had to be returned or were lost. In some ways, parallels can be drawn with the carefully edited and posed ‘selfies’ of the twenty-first century, in their fleeting depiction of an evoked perfection which may be far from the truth.

The Tudors recognised the element of suspended disbelief inherent in the act of portrait painting. This allowed for the depiction of states of hyperreality, where symbolic or mythical figures appear, along with allegories, metaphors, exaggeration and simulacra, unnatural or non-sequential juxtapositioning and the depiction of the dead as in life. This acknowledgement of conscious artifice was less about a painting deceiving a viewer and more about convincing the viewer of wider, more significant truths than the presentation of mere humanity could convey. It was a conscious striving towards a stylised ideal.

Royal portraits from Henry VIII’s Whitehall mural onwards express the truth that the king or queen’s power and influence was embodied in, and greater than, the physical body of that monarch. In the twenty-first century, we must read the Tudors’ visual culture as they intended it; although we have, no doubt, lost many of their coded references over time. They painted themselves as they wanted the world to see them.
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