
PART II (A) Women Artists of the 

Renaissance in Italy 

In the Italian Renaissance, among the women painters, there was no great female 

artist who was the equivalent of Raphael, Michelangelo, or Leonardo da Vinci. That 

is not to say that there were not some very good, even exceptional women artists 

from this period, and this in spite of social conditions that made it difficult for women 

to become artists at all. The Renaissance was an age of equality and intellectual 

advancement for mankind but this did not mean that women were seen to be on an 

equal footing with men. At the time of the Italian Renaissance, Athena, the goddess 

of wisdom, was revered and her image presented as that of a victorious woman 

soldier but real women were relatively invisible during this period, caught in the 

roles of wives and mothers and as yet uneducated. Some noblewomen continued to 

learn painting, drawing and embroidery in the convents but otherwise women did 

not have access to art training. This was the age of the individual artist or master, 

the artist as genius, and the status of both art and the artist was elevated in society. 

The important or "high" arts were now considered to be painting, which took the 

form of frescoes or panel painting, drawing, sculpture and architecture. 

It was impossible for women to become artists because of the master and 

apprentice system that existed in the art studios or bottegas. The master reigned 

supreme in his bottega and signed his name to all of the work that was produced 

there. The apprentices were responsible for mixing pigments, filling in backgrounds 

in paintings, paintings miniatures and copies of the master's work. An artist had to 

be associated with a bottega in order to have access to the materials required to 

make art because pigments were not as readily available as they are today, and the 

knowledge needed to prepare them had to be learned. Generally, the apprentices 

were not female unless the master took one of his own daughters into 

his bottega as an apprentice. 

It will be found that most of the women artists in the Italian Renaissance, the 

majority of who were from Northern Italy, were part of the father/daughter 

relationship. This type of relationship was not restricted to the Italian Renaissance, 

however, and appears time and time again in this historical survey until the 

nineteenth century. Moreover, if a woman artist's father was not an artist then she 

was probably related, by marriage or family ties, to a male artist who was 

responsible for her training as an artist. There were problems associated with this 

relationship. If in a bottega the father was the master and signed everything, then 

the daughter as apprentice was forced into anonymity. A daughter's role as 

apprentice was similar to that of all apprentices; to prepare the father's work for his 



hand to finish, and to make miniature copies to increase the value and fame of his 

work. It was difficult for a woman artist to liberate herself from her father as single 

women did not exist outside of the family structure except in convents and these 

were often too restrictive for a woman to fully develop her artistic abilities. There 

was little for a woman to do but accept the limitations of the bottega, for the 

alternative of marriage was not a liberating situation either and often the artistic 

productivity of women artist decreased after marriage. Again, almost all of the 

women artists in this part of the unit represent variations of the father/daughter 

tradition and its associated issues. 

The exhibition Italian Women Artists from the Renaissance to 

Baroque organized by the National Museum of Women in the Arts in 2007 

celebrates many of the artists considered in Part 2A of this unit. In preparation for 

this comparative exhibition, researchers did unearth works from museum storage 

areas and private collections; and other works, upon greater scrutiny, were 

reattributed to women artists. The role of women as patrons and consumers of art 

was also brought forward, and in spite of the fact that property was controlled by 

men and women had little access to financial resources of their own making it 

difficult for them to commission art, they still had an impact on the course of 

Renaissance art. Noble women such as Margaret of Austria and Mary of Hungary 

with their humanist courts and in particular Isabella D'Este (1474-1539) of Mantua 

considered to be "a true renaissance woman" were all women of considerable 

influence in the arts. 

Sofonisba Anguissola 

With the Renaissance, women became painters. Vasari, an Italian Renaissance art 

chronicler, mentions women artists in his writings and even lists women artists in 

his "inventory." One of the women artists he praise and whose reputation he 

probably helped insure was Sofonisba Anguissola (1535/40-1625 Cremona, Italy) 

the first important woman artist of the renaissance. She was not part of the 

father/daughter artist tradition but the eldest of six artist sisters, all members of a 

noble family from Cremona. Her father sent her to study with the artist Bernardine 

Campi, an unusual move but one that was probably seen as providing the daughter 

with the training to provide for herself, thus eliminating the need for a dowry. 

Sofonisba had, as a child, exhibited considerable talent and become known as a 

child prodigy attracting the attention of Michelangelo, Vasari, and Cosimo de Medici. 

In her adult life, her career as a portrait painter was highly successful and there are 

at least fifty portraits remaining today that can be attributed to her. She was a court 

painter, first in Milan, and then in Spain at the court of Philip II. She remained in 

Spain for twenty years, perhaps because court painters were considered 



possessions by the nobility and she was simply not free to leave. Her court portraits 

are formal and competent but it is her early paintings of her family and in her many 

self portraits that she introduces a sense of communication between the viewer and 

the sitter. Vasari noticed this quality as well: 

I have seen a picture in her father's house at Cremona most carefully finished 

representing her three sisters playing at chess in the company of an old lady of the 

house making them appear alive and lacking speech only. (Giorgio Vasari, Le Vite 

de' piu eccellenti pittori scultori e architettori Italiani, da Cimabue insino ai tempi 

nestri....Florence, 1568) 

Interestingly, for an artist who painted a significant number of self portraits that 

acknowledged her status as an artist, the last portrait of Sofonisba Anguissola was 

painted by Van Dyck in 1624 when he visited the ninety six year old artist in Genoa. 

Lavinia Fontana 

Lavinia Fontana (1552-1614, Bologna, Italy) was another important early Italian 

woman painter. She was part of the father/daughter artist tradition and she was, 

like Sofonisba Anguissola, primarily a portrait painter. Women artists participated in 

portraiture at this time because the subject matter was accessible in that it did not 

require study from the nude figure. Portraits were very much in demand to provide 

images of family members who might move away never to return, or to preserve an 

image of a loved one. For women, at a time when beauty was equated with virtue, 

a portrait could help convey this message. It is interesting to note that Lavinia 

Fontana was from Bologna, a city that prided itself in producing female prodigies, 

and as a city with a university that was enlightened enough to permit women to 

attend. Luigi Crespi, in his Vite de Pittori Bolognesi, lists twenty-three women 

artists of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, an indication that the cultural 

climate for women was obviously somewhat better in this centre. Lavinia began her 

career by painting portraits of the leading families in Bologna. Her portraits 

generally have a richness of detail, an appreciation of the individuality of the sitter 

and, rather than a plain undeveloped background, feature a view into the distance, 

a landscape. TheVisitation of the Queen of Sheba was perhaps her most ambitious 

portrait. A contemporary chronicler, Baglione said of her portraits: "Even though 

Lavinia was a woman she did extremely well for herself in this type of painting." 

The fact that her Noli Me Tangere is a religious painting is significant because it 

suggests that she had a "normal" artistic career. She was a papal painter, painting 

for Clement VIII in Rome (the Roman Catholic Church was the most significant 

patron of the arts in Italy). She was responsible for a large altar piece for St. Paul's 



Outside-the-Walls, a Stoning of St. Stephen which was destroyed in 1823. This 

indicates that she went beyond portrait painting to work on all subjects of any scale 

including public commissions. Her career paralleled that of male artist peers 

(although not many male artists combined eleven pregnancies with an active career) 

and for this reason she is important to a women's art history. 

Marietta Robusti and Artemisia Gentileschi 

The name Tintoretto is probably a familiar one but the fact that Tintoretto had a 

daughter, Marietta Robusti (1560-1590, Venice, Italy), who was also a 

competent painter, is scarcely known. Marietta was a portrait painter in the grand 

style of her father and was known in the courts of Spain and Austria. Until her death 

at the age of thirty in childbirth she worked in her father's bottega and from what is 

known about the relationship between master and apprentice it is considered a 

given that a certain percentage of Tintoretto's large paintings were done by Marietta. 

It is difficult to extract the work of the apprentice from that of the "master" nor is 

this differentiation always encouraged. Marietta's fifteen year sojourn in her father's 

bottega and her accomplishments remain an enigma. 

These three early painters are overshadowed by a somewhat later Italian woman 

painter named Artemisia Gentileschi (1593-c.1652, Rome, Italy). Once again 

she was a part of the father/daughter artist tradition. Her father was a follower of 

the post- Renaissance painter Caravaggio, whose style he passed on to his daughter. 

She assimilated the style well and her work is second only to Caravaggio in the use 

of colour and modeling in light and shade. Her painting of Judith and 

Holofernes presents the viewer with a very strong treatment of this theme. It 

becomes a moment of psychological drama rather than a display of physical charm 

(as was often the case in the depiction of the theme by male artists). The figures of 

Judith and her maidservant are in the contemporary dress of the times, suggesting 

that Artemisia based her paintings on models. She did use the female nude and felt 

that it was her strong point. Her importance as a painter in seventeenth century 

Italy, combined with the fact that she had her own studio or bottega, permitted her 

to draw from the female nude, an opportunity denied other women artists until the 

twentieth century. 

Artemisia Gentileschi was extremely well known throughout Europe in her time. Her 

work was copied and imitated and stylistically she was very influential and 

important amongst the painters of Naples. Early in a women's art history, Germaine 

Greer in her book The ObstacleRace referred to Artemesia Gentileschi as the 

equivalent of an Old Master because she assumed the role of an independent 

professional artist. In letters to patrons, the artist exhibits an awareness of her 



"femaleness" and the problems of being a woman professional artist who deserves 

to be treated fairly. She also exhibits an awareness of what it is to be a woman in her 

choice of subject matter-the depiction of heroic women of the Old Testament: Judith, 

Esther, Susannah, Bathsheba. 

Elisabetta Sirani 

One other woman artist from this period is Elisabetta Sirani (1638-1665, Bologna, 

Italy). She again was part of the father/daughter artist tradition and took over her 

father's commissions when he was unable to continue. Her career was meteoric and, 

being from Bologna where women were encouraged to play a public role as artists 

helped her rise to prominence. She was extremely famous in her time, visited by 

dignitaries and mourned publicly and elaborately upon her death in Bologna. Until 

her art was brought forward by women art historians, her work was scarcely known, 

or if mentioned historically, it was only as a follower of Guido Reni. She is also 

important because she too had her own bottega. Her two sisters worked with her 

and other women and girls were accepted and trained as artists. The bottega was 

responsible for fulfilling commissions for religious paintings in the churches and 

monasteries of Bologna. Elisabetti Sirani left a handwritten list of completed works, 

a year by year enumeration of paintings, descriptions and buyers. One of these 

paintings may be her Portia Wounding Her Thigh, an interesting choice because it is 

a theme of female heroism and courage done with a strength that places Sirani's 

career solidly alongside that of her male peers. 

Properzia de'Rossi 

There is one woman sculptor of note from this period: Properzia de'Rossi 

(d.1530, Bologna,Italy). Actually she is the only known woman sculptor of 

marble in the Renaissance, responsible for works in marble such as the 

bas'relief Joseph Fleeing Potiphar's Wife (illustrated in the text, p.33) It was 

thought by historians at the time that women were not capable of sculpture. 

Part II (B) Women Artists of the Renaissance 

in Northern Europe 

The women artists of Northern Europe encountered somewhat different conditions 

than their counterparts in Italy. The Renaissance in Italy was a Humanist 

Renaissance but it was also a Catholic renaissance and the Church played a major 

role with respect to the artists and their work. The Church provided the bottegas 



with their commissions and their income. In Northern Europe, Catholicism had been 

abolished with Martin Luther's Reformation. The convents and clergy were 

disbanded, the churches cleansed of images, and in the process, stained glass 

windows, religious paintings, and sculptural decoration were removed and 

destroyed. Commissions for paintings were not to be forthcoming from the Church. 

Instead the artists found their patrons within the bourgeoisie, the Dutch and 

Flemish merchant class. Art was for the home, and the subject matter was 

significantly different than the subject matter in Italy. Portraits of course were a 

given but genre and still life, subject matter that could be appreciated by the 

bourgeois family, were standard fare in Northern Europe. 

The Reformation did not dramatically change the conditions of women's lives in 

Northern Europe. The Humanist theories of the Italian Renaissance were accepted, 

but not, and the same could be said of Italy, necessarily put into practice. Women's 

place was in the home as an obedient wife, educated in the service of God, taught to 

read the scriptures and little else. Women encountered art as a profession only if 

their father was an artist, but they did have the advantage, once trained as artists, 

of a more accessible subject matter and more accessible patrons. 

Levina Teerlinc 

Although there are not a great many women artists from the Renaisssance and 

Baroque period in Northern Europe known to us today, the artists that we do know 

about were all well established as artists in their time and some were even 

international celebrities. Levina Teerlinc (c.1515-1576, Flemish) falls into this 

category and was well enough known to have been invited to England by Henry VIII 

who, records show, paid more to her for her work than Holbein was paid. She 

remained in England, becoming a British citizen and was retained as a court painter 

by Edward VI, Mary Tudor and Elizabeth I. She was a Flemish portrait painter but in 

miniature, trained in the art by her father. Her popularity in England can be 

attributed to the fact that miniatures were considered important as an article of 

dress. Today there is not one work that can safely be attributed to her, though some 

of hers appear to be credited to her English contemporary Isaac Oliver. It may 

simply be a case of the Isaac Oliver scholars having the upper hand at the moment 

with reattribution yet to come for Levina Teerlinc. 

Catharina Van Hemessen 

Catharina Van Hemessen (1528-c.1587, Flemish) was another early Flemish 

portrait painter, again part of the father/daughter artist tradition, trained in her 



father's studio. She had the royal patronage of Queen Mary of Hungary and her 

brother Charles I, the King of Spain. Ultimately she became a portrait painter in the 

Spanish court. Her portraits are characterized by half length figures in brightly 

coloured garments against a dark background. There are simple portraits done on a 

small scale that suggest by their simplicity an intimacy between the viewer and the 

sitter. There is one interesting self portrait of 1548 that shows Catharina herself 

working on a portrait. It seems to be a statement about her serious dedication to her 

work and her degree of accomplishment. She certainly did not hesitate to precisely 

date and sign her work "Catherina Van Hemessen painted myself in 1548. Her Age 

20." 

Judith Leyster 

The remaining Dutch and Flemish women painters to be considered are painters of 

the seventeenth century. Of these, Judith Leyster (1609-1660, Dutch) is 

perhaps the best known primarily because her work so closely resembles the work 

of the very well known artist Frans Hals. In 1893 curators at the Louvre discovered 

to their dismay that a work by Frans Hals that they had just acquired was a Leyster. 

There are probably other paintings by Judith Leyster that have been misattributed 

to Hals and yet, as Hals paintings are of greater value, the issue of value association 

comes up and there is often a reluctance to separate the Leysters from Hal's oeuvre. 

Recently, Leyster's paintings have been commanding a good price in the art 

marketplace so the situation may change. Judith Leyster was a pupil of Frans Hals 

and was considered as merely an imitator. Certainly her single figure, "laughing 

cavalier" style paintings are similar to Hals work but there is, in her total oeuvre, a 

freshness of approach, an originality and versatility, a strong suggestion that she 

absorbed other artistic influences. Leyster was primarily a genre painter, one of the 

first in Holland to paint intimate genre scenes that exhibit far more sympathy for the 

subjects than did the male artists. The Proposition, for example, depicts such an 

intimate scene, lit by candle light, with a woman sewing who seems to be trying her 

best to ignore "the proposition." When a male artist such as Vermeer painted the 

same subject, the woman was usually shown as coy and willing to agree to "the 

proposition." Judith Leyster's genre scenes and flower paintings were popular in 

Holland as they were the type of paintings that the merchant class demanded. She 

was held in high esteem by her contemporaries and was admitted to the painter's 

guild, the Guild of St. Luke, in 1633. She was not, however, until her work was 

brought forward by women art historians, mentioned in standard art history texts. 

Clara Peeters 



Just as Judith Leyster was one of the first Dutch artists to paint intimate genre 

scenes, Clara Peeters (1594-c.1657, Flemish) was one of the first artists in 

Northern Europe to specialize in flower paintings and still lifes of a variety known as 

"breakfast" pieces. Peeter's Still Life, 1611 is really quite a remarkable painting and 

it is difficult to understand why it was overlooked by art historians. Clara Peeters, 

being somewhat of a child prodigy, painted this panel when she was seventeen 

years old for an important patron. It was one of four panels, each 19x28" in size, 

that were carefully signed and dated by the artists. These panels can now be seen 

in the Prado in Spain and are four of the 24 surviving works by this artist. They are 

all technical tour de forces, providing the viewer with examples of the artist's ability 

to render different materials and textures in paint. HerStill Life is almost two 

paintings in one; a flower painting, and a still life in which there are seven small self 

portraits of the artist reflected in the bulges on the metal vase. 

Maria Van Oosterwyck 

Maria Van Oosterwyck (1630-1693, Dutch) is a Dutch woman artist of the 

seventeenth century. Her Vanitas provides an example of another tour de force. 

This painting, 28x34" in scale, was done when Maria was thirty eight years old, 

possibly for Emperor Leopold of Austria. At first glance it appears to be an 

accumulation of objects chosen for their surface reflections, textures and variety, 

but underlying these objects was a moral message. The objects depicted are 

actually symbols of worldly goods and life in the present; symbols of the passage of 

time-the knapsack; symbols of life after death-the butterfly, the anemone; and 

symbols of evil-the mouse, the fly. Far from a simple still life, the Vanitas (1668) is 

a masterpiece and one of the finest examples of its type in seventeenth century 

Holland. 

Rachel Ruysch 

Perhaps one of the greatest Dutch still life painters was a woman named Rachel 

Ruysch (1664-1750, Dutch). She was highly esteemed in Holland during her 

lifetime and her reputation has never really declined, but in the "art has no sex" 

approach to traditional art history, the name Ruysch did not indicate whether the 

artist was a man or a woman. Rachel Ruysch was a part of the father/daughter artist 

tradition. Her father was a professor and amateur painter. She married an artist, a 

portraitist named Juriaen Pool, but always signed her work using her maiden name. 

She had a long and profitable career as an artist, was well paid, given many 

commissions and honoured by being made a member of the Painters Guild in the 

Hague, yet within this career she also gave birth to ten children. The reason her 



work was so highly esteemed was her use of natural settings and surprise elements 

such as snakes and insects in the flower paintings. Really she was far more than a 

flower painter. The example of Still Life with Flowers and Plums presents a relatively 

conservative example of her work. There is a sculptural massing of blooms, 

sweeping lines of movement and a diffused light from the left for which Ruysch was 

known. There is also an interest in the variations within species, an element of 

scientific observation and realism that she developed even further in larger 

paintings in which she incorporated groupings of plants, insect, and animal 

"surprises" and set her flowers in forest environments. It is because of her 

introduction of natural settings and her subsequent influence of Dutch still life 

painters to follow that she has an important place in art history. 

Louise Moillon & Maria Sibylla Merian 

The work of the last two women artists to be considered in this part of the unit also 

relates to still life as a subject matter choice. Louise Moillon (1610-1696, French) 

worked in Paris in the first half of the seventeenth century. Part of the 

father/daughter artist tradition and also inactive as a painter after her marriage, her 

limited production of studies of fruit remain some of the finest examples of still life 

painting in France at that time.Maria Sibylla Merian (1647-1717, German) 

worked in the tradition of Rachel Ruysch with her accurate observations of nature. 

Merian's work takes the form of entomological and botanical illustrations based on 

her research and drawings while in Surinam in South America for two years and on 

her study of plant and insect life in Europe. Her work, although important from a 

scientific standpoint because it documented for the first time the complete life cycle 

of insects, also has a very aesthetic quality that places it firmly in the category of 

art. 

 


