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Dynamic Partnership
The work of married women in Dutch seventeenth-century 
artists’ households

Marleen Puyenbroek

The growing attention paid to female artists has significantly broadened our 
understanding of the professional art market in the seventeenth-century 
Dutch Republic.1 This period, once believed to be predominantly occupied 
by men, is now recognized as home to a growing number of women artists, 
ranging from the talented daughters of painters like Alida Withoos (c. 
1661-1730) to independent professionals such as the unmarried Maria van 
Oosterwijck (1630-1693). Despite this progress, one significant group remains 
notably absent from the narrative: married women. As elaborated below, 
there is a prevailing belief that women artists abandoned their artistic 
pursuits upon marriage, with their time and attention fully consumed by 
housekeeping and childcare.2 Illustratively, the recent exhibition In full 
bloom (Mauritshuis, 10 February-6 June 2022) opened with a text explaining 
the exceptional status of women artists by stating that ‘women in those 
days did not study art, did not study anatomy, but took care of the family’. 
Meanwhile, socio-economic research into women’s work by historians such 
as Ariadne Schmidt, Danielle van den Heuvel, and Elise van Nederveen 
Meerkerk, challenges this assumption.3 Their research reveals that while 
the ideal of the male breadwinner and female housewife emerged in the 
seventeenth century, it was not yet widely practiced. Lower and middle-
class married women generally contributed to the family’s income, either by 
independent work or by assisting in the family business, all while balancing 
household responsibilities. This article extends these insights into the realm 
of married women within artists’ households, exploring their role in both 
the actual art production and related tasks.

Art historians have acknowledged the crucial role of family workshops 
in providing opportunities for female relatives to engage in professional 
artistic pursuits. However, this recognition has predominantly centered on 
the experiences of daughters rather than married women.4 For instance, 
Elisabeth Honig rightly emphasizes that painters’ daughters might have 
received education at home but also noted that ‘even these women often 
followed the expected social pattern and gave up painting upon marrying a 
dependable breadwinner’.5 Honig, as well as Els Kloek, references the case 
of Adriana Spilberg (1656-after 1697), whose father, as detailed in Arnold 
Houbraken’s biography, harbored concerns that marriage might curtail 
his daughter’s artistic talents, fearing that domestic responsibilities would 
consume her time.6 Certainly, domestic duties could have a restrictive 
influence on women’s art production, as lamented by Anna Maria van 
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Schurman (1607-1678) in her Dissertatio (1641) on the adaptability of 
Christian women to the study of arts and sciences.7 What is noteworthy 
is that Spilberg’s father did permit his daughter to marry a fellow artist, 
suggesting that artists’ workshops offered a potential avenue for women to 
continue their artistic practices after marriage. While both Honig and Kloek 
mention this anecdote, they do not delve into whether such opportunities 
for married women materialized in practice, thereby leaving largely 
unchallenged the assumption that women artists generally abandoned 
their artistic pursuits upon marriage, which is, as we will see below, not true 
for everyone.8 Only Katlijne van der Stighelen has explicitly challenged the 
prevailing narrative.9 In her article on the Flemish artist Anna Francisca de 
Bruyns (1604/1605-1656), she lists one other seventeenth-century Southern 
Netherlandish artist who continued her artistic endeavors post-marriage, as 
well as four examples from the Northern region. Although Van der Stighelen 
rightly acknowledges that in many cases it remains unclear whether married 
women continued their artistic practices after marriage, she observes 
that there is no archival evidence to suggest they did not. Which archival 
documents inform us about individual married women working in Dutch 
workshops? And is an adjustment of the collective image of women artists 
as predominantly withdrawing from art following marriage necessary?

Beyond the involvement of married women in art production, their 
participation in other aspects of the art business has remained largely 
unexplored. While it is commonly assumed that wives assisted their 
husbands in the shop or managed administrative tasks, such generalizing 
statements are often presented without substantial evidence and relies 
primarily on examples from sixteenth-century Southern Netherlands.10 
In contrast, when examining the seventeenth-century Northern region, 
instances mentioned in art historical literature are frequently confined to the 
situation of the painter Judith Leyster (1609-1660).11 Following her marriage 
to fellow artist Jan Miense Molenaer (c. 1610-1668), she occasionally set aside 
her paintbrush to oversee the business administration of their art business. 
Additional support for the hypothesis that artists’ spouses were involved in 
marketing their works is provided by the research of Els Kloek and Astrid 
Waltmans, which highlights cases of widows who continued to sell artworks 
after their husbands’ passings.12 While it is conceivable that these women 
were engaged in the trade even before widowhood, such an assertion must 
be approached cautiously. The activities of widows do not necessarily shed 
light on the specific tasks undertaken by women during their marriages. 
Moreover, this does not conclusively prove women’s involvement during 
their marriage, as not all women who took over their deceased husbands’ 
enterprises had previously assisted their spouses in these endeavors.13 A 
comprehensive study of non-artistic work undertaken by married women 
in artists’ households would provide a better picture of women working in 
artists’ workshops.

This article brings together and analyzes the range of work performed by 
married women in artists’ households to identify workshops as places where 
married women had the opportunity to work and to directly or indirectly 
contribute to art production, challenging the still prevailing assumption 
that women usually stopped producing art when they married. Before 
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proceeding, however, it is essential to clarify two fundamental concepts: 
‘work’ and ‘household’. First, ‘work’ encompasses all purposive actions 
that produce useful objects or services, whether they be paid or unpaid.14 
With regard to artists’ workshops, this includes a wide range of activities, 
between painting and grinding pigments, and between marketing artworks 
and collecting outstanding debts. Second, a ‘household’ is understood as 
an economic unit composing of individuals who share income and other 
resources, commonly characterized by marital or familial bonds and 
co-residence.15 In the seventeenth-century Dutch Republic, households 
sometimes included grandparents or in-house staff like servants or 
apprentices, but more often typically resembled what we would now 
recognize as so-called nuclear families.16 Especially in the densely populated, 
urbanized areas of the west, such seventeenth-century households on 
average were composed of three to five persons in total: a (step)father and/
or (step)mother and a few children. The notions of household and work are 
intrinsically linked, as it required work to fulfill the household’s needs and 
desires. This work could be done by household members or be outsourced, 
could be collaborative or individual, could be performed within or outside 
the home, and could be, as mentioned, paid or unpaid. Adopting a broad 
definition of ‘work’ allows for a more comprehensive understanding of 
the activities within artists’ households and facilitates a study of them 
in conjunction. It encompasses not only direct art production but also 
supportive tasks such as bookkeeping and sales. As we will see, art business 
was oftentimes combined with other sources of income, as well as domestic 
work like cleaning and cooking, child-rearing, and managing household 
finances. Art production was intimately connected to all other work within 
the household, which undeniably contributed to the household’s survival 
and success. Therefore, acknowledging the significance and economic value 
of these diverse forms of work is vital for a thorough understanding of the 
art market and the role women played within it, be it directly or indirectly 
in relation to art production.

Furthermore, in discussing the organization of work within the 
household and more specifically between husbands and wives, I classify 
spousal collaboration as ‘dynamic partnership’. Traditionally, collaborations 
within artists’ households, as in other artisanal households, are described 
as a family business in the sense that family members worked jointly 
but with clear task divisions in the production of goods or services for 
sale.17 However, this implies that the family business revolves around a 
single source of income and has a fixed division of tasks. As we will see, 
collaborations between spouses were fluid and adaptable: when necessary, 
family members adjusted their work according to the situation. Therefore, 
a more flexible definition of collaboration is more appropriate when 
discussing task divisions and combinations of different kinds of work, such 
as art production and the sale of other products.

Adopting an interdisciplinary approach, this essay studies the work of 
married women in artists’ households by drawing on archival, literary, art 
theoretical, and other contemporary sources. The first section of this article 
positions artists’ households within the broader historical landscape by 
exploring the division of work within early modern households as voiced 
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in moralistic and satirical literature by Jacob Cats, Petrus Wittewrongel, and 
Hieronymus Sweerts. Their contemporary viewpoints are situated against 
the abovementioned socio-economic historical research into women’s labor 
in other professional groups. The second section delves into the work of 
married women in artists’ households, based on a comprehensive analysis 
of artist biographies by Karel van Mander and Arnold Houbraken, combined 
with archival sources from both well-known painter couples, such as Judith 
Leyster and Jan Miense Molenaer, and lesser-known ones, like Pieter 
Mathijsz and his wife, Wijbe Barents. The third section examines the role 
of married women in professional art production, drawing on an updated 
overview of female artists active in the seventeenth-century Republic, 
supplemented with more in-depth case studies of artists such as Antonina 
Houbraken (1686-1736). Along the way, the seventeenth-century Dutch 
Republic is compared with similar case studies from abroad to address some 
of the questions raised above. Based on such comparisons and both new 
and previously known data and documents, the Dutch workshops of the 
Republic are presented here not as places where married women stopped 
working, but as places of professional opportunity, especially for married 
women.

1. Partners in marriage and business
In studying the work of married women in the early modern Dutch 
Republic, (art) historians frequently turn to contemporary conduct 
literature, household guides, moral treatises, and satiric literature.18 These 
sources typically emphasize the strict delineation of gender roles, where 
wives were confined to domestic duties, managing the kitchen, and caring 
for the children, while men assumed the role of leaders and providers 
for the family. Historical studies on working women, however, reveal a 
disconnection between prescribed gender ideologies in literature and the 
practical realities of daily life.19 Contrary to the prescribed norms, women in 
reality found opportunities to actively engage in professional pursuits. Read 
from a different perspective, a close examination of contemporary sources 
uncovers a more complex narrative – one where spouses were expected to 
assist each other, even beyond their gender-specific domains. In practice, 
this could translate into collaborations within both the marriage and the 
(family) business.

Moralistic and satiric literature. Mutual assistance in marriage
It is essential to recognize that the gender-specific responsibilities promoted 
in early modern moralistic literature were not solely about conforming to 
societal norms; instead, they served to achieve a common objective: the 
establishment of a peaceful marriage and a harmonious household.20 The 
household was regarded as the cornerstone of society, underscoring the 
profound importance of fostering marital harmony as a pivotal societal 
endeavor. What is often overlooked is that, in the pursuit of marital comfort 
and peace, spouses were expected not only to complement each other 
by fulfilling gender-specific tasks associated with separate spheres of the 
household (economic and domestic) but also to extend assistance to one 

1
Print maker unknown, after design by 
Adriaen van der Venne, Men and women 
carry a chest of belongings, 1625-1635, 
engraving, 213 x 167 mm (page), 
139 x 138 mm (print), Jacob Cats, 
Hovwelyck. Dat is De gansche gelegentheyt 
des echten staets, (Middelburg, widow of 
Jan Pietersz van de Venne 1625-1626 & The 
Hague, Adriaen van de Venne 1625-1635), 
Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum Amsterdam 
(photo: Rijksmuseum) 
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another, even if such help transcended the traditional gender-specific 
boundaries.

This slightly shifted perspective can be observed in Jacob Cats’s 
Houwelick (1625), the most renowned and widely disseminated conduct 
book of its time, and in Petrus Wittewrongel’s more Christian-dogmatic 
Oeconomia christiana ofte Christelicke huyshoudinge (1655). Both authors 
depict marriage as a collaborative effort, highlighting the essential role 
of mutual assistance.21 Cats vividly illustrates the interdependence of 
husband and wife, as exemplified in figure 1, where the spouses are seen 
jointly lifting a chest. This chest, brimming with items typically considered 
feminine such as a lace pillow and a small jewelry box, appears on the verge 
of falling as the wife loosens her hold with her left hand. The accompanying 
text explains that the chest symbolizes the family’s finances.22 While the 
man, in his traditional role as the primary breadwinner, may accumulate 
and save substantially, his success is contingent on his wife’s cooperation. 
Her predisposition towards extravagant spending could disrupt the 
household’s financial equilibrium. Instead, she is expected to manage their 
shared finances judiciously and frugally.

According to Jacob Cats, the wife’s expertise primarily lies within the 
realm of the house and family, yet he also recognizes women’s capabilities 
beyond the traditional domestic sphere. Cats notes that some astute 
women could offer valuable insights in making important decisions – a 
domain generally reserved for men – and encourages men to accept their 
wives’ assistance in both realms: 23

You, who God has granted one of the clever women,
Whose advice and witty mind are powerful to strengthen you,
Give thanks for that help, and take for your benefit
What by its own nature stands at your service;
Not only in the house (as we discussed before)
Or in the light concern of small kitchen matters,
But also in other work that goes rather higher,
Even if it often touches the ground of your own state.24 

Petrus Wittewrongel shared a similar perspective, affirming that through  
mutual helpfulness, spouses could greatly benefit their families, under-
scoring the necessity of collaboration for a successful marriage.25 He states 
that, apart from household matters, a wife was expected to provide help ‘in 
all situations that concern her husband personally, wherever he requires 
any assistance and support’, even in ‘the governance of the household’ (de 
regeeringe van de huys-houdinge).26 

While moralistic literature tends to depict women’s assistance outside 
the domestic realm primarily as witty advice, the pages of parody literature 
paint a different picture, wherein women also actively engage in business 
activities.27 In the satirical work De biecht der getrouwden (1679) – a sequel 
to the more renowned work De tien vermakelijkheden van het huwelijk (1678), 
both published by Hieronymus Sweerts – newlyweds embark on a business 
venture and open a shop where the wife is expected to actively contribute: 
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Also, you, oh woman, out of love and carefulness, can often extend a 
helpful hand to your husband, which cannot happen in trade, so that 
by doing so, you also learn to deal pleasantly with the shop and all 
people; this way, in his absence, you learn to accommodate buyers and 
provide proper information, so much so that you often gain as thorough 
knowledge of the business as your husband himself.28

Sweerts suggests that running a home-based shop, as opposed to outdoor 
trade, provides an opportunity for the woman to assist by serving customers 
in case the man is not available. Admittedly, in the numerous amusing 
spousal quarrels depicted in the subsequent chapters, the woman interferes 
in all kinds of matters, but her role in the family enterprise is probably no 
mere invention. When reading Sweerts alongside Cats and Wittewrongel, 
who are more often cited to emphasize the gendered division of marital 
roles, harmony takes precedence, and morality must yield when necessary.

Socio-economic research. Partnership in artisan households
The significance of spousal collaboration, both in marriage and in 
business ventures, becomes palpable when examining evidence from 
the seventeenth-century Dutch Republic.29 Economic historians have 
suggested that while women in the highest strata of society may have 
refrained from engaging in economic activities, in most early modern 
Dutch households, family income was typically the result of the combined 
efforts of both spouses.30 At times, women worked independently of 
their husbands, a scenario often observed in lower-class families, such as 
those of wage laborers. However, in the broader middle class, particularly 
among craftsmen and retailers, husbands and wives frequently engaged in 
partnerships.31 As Hessel Miedema contends, artists’ workshops were not 
fundamentally different from other artisans’ establishments, bolstering 
the hypothesis that they operated similarly, with spousal collaboration 
possibly being a common practice.32

Spouses operating jointly in business were found in various trades, 
including merchants, bargemen, brewers, bakers, dyers, pipe makers, 
ribbon makers, blacksmiths, coppersmiths, and printers.33 Although other 
relatives, or external workers were sometimes also employed, the most 
prevalent and typical form of collaboration in these families consisted 
of a man, who as the head of the household ran the business in his own 
name, with his wife performing assisting tasks. She was often responsible 
for bringing in new orders, managing business administration, taking on 
apprentices, and interacting with suppliers, subcontractors, and customers. 
This joint business endeavor of men and women is strikingly illustrated in 
two drawings by Salomon de Braij, both depicting a book and art store. In 
figure 2, a man is shown engaged in conversation with a customer, while 
a woman enters the store, attending to the waiting customers. Figure 3 
portrays a similar scene, with a woman leaning forward at the counter, 
and nearby, two men, one of whom is meticulously sewing a book in a 
stitching frame. The depictions of both men and women working side by 
side in these images confirm the collaborative nature of such enterprises, 
involving both genders.
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Although spousal collaboration aligns with the concepts of the 
‘family economy’ or the ‘family production unit’, I propose an additional 
term to describe the organization of work in these households: ‘dynamic 
partnership’.34 The term ‘family economy’ is often understood as a static 
model, where all family members continuously work together on the same 
product. However, since its introduction in the 1970s, our understanding 
of early modern households has evolved significantly, revealing a diversity 
and flexibility in the type of labor within families and its distribution 
among members.35 Commonly, the wife performed unregistered and 
unpaid work related to the actual production. Yet, there were instances of 
collaboration where both spouses were involved in identical roles, such 
as in the core production process or in sales.36 Moreover, these families 
often operated dynamically, adapting their work and task distribution to 
specific circumstances.37 Women’s labor was adaptable, filling in gaps and 
providing assistance as needed, stepping in during illness or absence, and 
even taking over when the family head passed away. The ability of women 
to stand in for their husbands was also facilitated by the law: although their 
legal freedom was normally limited, they could be temporarily relieved 
from their incapacitated status through an act of procuration, allowing 
them to perform legal actions, enter contracts, or handle payments 
and collections.38 Additionally, if working together was not possible or 
sufficient, married women sought alternative ways to generate income. 
Their contribution could even extend beyond the confines of the family 
firm, as some might seek employment in wage labor or even start their 
own trade or business.39 In short, the concept of dynamic partnerships in 
seventeenth-century Dutch households illustrates how marriage offered 
opportunities for married women to be economically active in a variety 
of ways.

2 and 3
Salomon de Braij (attributed to), People 
in a book- and artstore and People and two 
dogs in a book- and artstore, c. 1620-1640, 
ink on paper, 76 x 76 mm, Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum Amsterdam (photo: 
Rijksmuseum Amsterdam)
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2. Working wives in the artists’ household

Investigating dynamic partnership between spouses in seventeenth-
century artists’ households in the Dutch Republic presents significant 
challenges, as the activities of married women are often difficult to 
trace. In historical source materials, married women frequently remain 
obscured by their husbands, with their additional work in the business 
and the household – contrasting with the documented, guild-regulated art 
production – often going unrecorded.40 As outlined in the introduction, it 
is commonly presumed that artists’ wives played a role in their husbands’ 
art businesses by managing the books or marketing their works in stores 
and markets. However, confirming this is challenging, particularly for the 
Northern Netherlands, where, unlike the Southern Netherlands, there are 
hardly any preserved account books from artists’ households.41 There are 
some rare indications of artists’ wives participating in the sale of art created 
by their husbands. For example, the wife of painter Johan Pietersz Schoeff 
(1608/1609-after 1666) was required to pay 4 guilders to the painters’ guild 
in Middelburg in 1655 for ‘offering paintings for sale’.42 Similarly, the wife of 
the Delft painter Willem Jansz Decker (1586-1624), according to Decker’s 
1623 petition, had been selling paintings at The Hague’s Binnenhof during 
fairs and market days for 14 years.43 However, generally, the involvement 
of married women in the sale of paintings remained largely unrecorded. 
Nonetheless, insights into women’s agency in artists’ households can be 
obtained from artists’ biographies, archives of painters’ guilds, and other 
archival sources related to financial and legal matters. As the forthcoming 
case studies will illustrate, women undertook a variety of flexible roles, 
ranging from housekeeping tasks such as cleaning, cooking, and childcare, 
to economic activities, both in and outside the art business.

Cleaning, cooking, and childcare
In artists biographies, we encounter multiple stories of artists seeking 
new wives or sisters to oversee the housekeeping (huisbestier), and of 
artists whose practices were disrupted when their mothers or wives were 
unable to manage cleaning and childcare.44 These narratives suggest 
that women were actively engaged in housekeeping and that this work 
was closely interrelated with art production within the household. The 
young Hendrick Goltzius (1558-1617), for instance, had to dedicate ‘a lot 
of time to serve his siblings, servants, and the house’ due to his mother’s 
illness, which significantly hindered his artistic pursuits.45 Barent Graat 
(1628-1709) faced a similar situation during his apprenticeship under his 
uncle Hans. With the master’s wife and daughter ‘paying little attention 
to household affaires’, Graat frequently found himself assuming the role 
of the ‘kitchen maid’, leading him to return to his mother’s house to 
continue his artistic work undisturbed.46 While these anecdotal accounts 
should be approached with caution, it is clear that in both cases, the 
artists’ creative endeavors were impeded by household responsibilities. 
The delegation of childcare, cleaning, and cooking responsibilities to 
others emerged as a crucial prerequisite for fostering productive artistic 
output. Traditionally, such obligations were primarily assigned to women, 
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but their impact extended to servants, apprentices, sons, and other male 
members of the household in the absence of women.47 This underscores 
the dynamic allocation of tasks based on societal norms and practical 
considerations.

That household duties intertwined with the art business also becomes 
clear from the following anecdote concerning Adriaen Brouwer (c. 1604- 
before 1638). Brouwer’s apprenticeship was marked by dissatisfaction, 
according to Houbraken, due to strenuous work and limited provisions: 
‘for the wife of [his master] Frans would have liked to fill Brouwer’s 
hollow trunk with wind’.48 This suggests that it was the wife of Brouwer’s 
teacher who was in charge of feeding her husband’s apprentices. During 
the seventeenth century, it was common practice for artists to locate 
their workplaces and stores within residential homes, and occasionally 
apprentices resided with their masters.49 With the same house serving both 
as a workshop and a residence, the art business was integrally linked with 
the private aspects of life, making the artist’s wife’s involvement a natural 
extension of this coexistence. After all, there was little distinction between 
preparing meals for family members or for apprentices.

Managing finances
Artists’ biographies include tales of artists who cunningly circumvented 
their wives to make financial expenditures, hinting at the significant 
control their wives held over financial matters (het geld meester zijn).50 
In Houbraken’s biography of Nicolaes van Berchem (1621/1622-1683), he 
recounts that Berchem’s wife ‘usually kept him so deprived of money that, 
at times, when he saw beautiful prints for sale, which he desired to buy, if 
his wife did not have the intention of providing it for him, he borrowed 
money from his disciples for that purpose; and when he sold a painting that 
she didn’t know of, he deducted so much from the amount to pay off the 
debt without her knowledge, in order to prevent any conflicts’.51 Likewise, 
Houbraken noted that Justus van Pee (1630-1710) managed to make a trip 
to Antwerp to see artworks of young talents only because he, under false 
pretenses, gained access to the cash his wife safeguarded.52 

While the extent to which Houbraken’s artists’ biographies accurately 
reflect the actual organization within artists’ workshops remains a subject  
of inquiry, the involvement of artists’ wives in financial matters is 
supported by incidents from the archives of the Saint Luke’s Guild.53 For 
instance, Jaccemijntje Coppens, the wife of painter Adriaen Lievensz van 
der Poel (1628-1671/1672), was required to pay 3 guilders and 10 stuivers 
to the guild in Leiden on 11 August 1664. Unable to settle this debt in one 
payment, an arrangement was made for her to pay 6 stuivers weekly.54 
Another example is Sara Klarebouts, the wife of painter Pieter Cosijn 
(1630-after 1667). She assisted her husband in his battle to secure his 
inheritance, which was managed by the Orphan Chamber, by sending 
a letter to the orphan masters in 1653. In 1658 she further appeared on 
his behalf at the Hague painters’ brotherhood Pictura to discuss unpaid 
registration fees.55 These incidents suggest that the finances of artists 
were entwined with the overall household finances, with wives playing a 
significant role in their management.
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Archival sources also point to the involvement of artists’ wives in 
collecting outstanding debts. An incident recorded in the Amsterdam City 
Archives involving Wijbe Barents, the wife of the painter Pieter Mathijsz, 
reveals that in August 1663, Barents confronted a certain Pieter Jans Grijbe/
Grijp to demand payment for a portrait by her husband.56 Instead of 
paying, Grijbe insulted her by calling her a whore and similar derogatory 
terms. The incident escalated further when Grijbe physically attacked her, 
resulting in her ear and nose bleeding. This distressing account unveils the 
active involvement of Pieter Mathijsz’s newlywed wife in the collection of 
outstanding fees for his portraiture work.57 

Similarly, in a letter dated 5 April 1675 to Grand Duke Cosimo de 
Medici, Cosimo’s agent Guasconi discusses the payment for a painting 
by Frans van Mieris (1635-1682) and his conversation with the painter’s 
wife. Guasconi notes that the Van Mieris' wife, Cunera van der Cock  
(c. 1629-1700), whose portrait by her husband survives (fig. 4), was keen 
to receive part of the fee in person for household expenses, to be done 
without her husband’s knowledge. She likened any money in his hands 
to ‘unstoppable acid from an etching plate’ (translation by Naumann).58 
This need to take matters into her own hands was likely necessitated by 
Van Mieris’s alcohol abuse and the financial strain it caused. This case 

4
Frans van Mieris the Elder, Portrait of the 
artist’s wife, Cunera van der Cock, c. 1657-
1658, oil on vellum, inlaid on oak at a later 
date, 16 x 13.3 cm, London, National Gallery 
(photo: The National Gallery)
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demonstrates not only Van der Cock’s active involvement in her husband’s 
business affairs but also her direct contact with important patrons.  

Other sources of income
The painting business was not always the sole source of income for artists’ 
families; as demonstrated by the examples below, couples often jointly 
engaged in various economic ventures. An instance of a couple combining 
multiple sources of income is seen in the Dordrecht painter Cornelis 
Bisschop (1630-1674) and his wife, Geertruyt van Botlandt (1634-1704). 
The French nobleman and art collector Balthasar de Monconys made this 
observation during his visit to the Bisschop family in 1663:

I went to visit a painter named Cornelius Buscat, who makes cabinets, 
wardrobes, comb cases, and other things of this kind. His wife was 
very pretty, but not as much as a seller of paintings and a white 
thread merchant, where I stopped specifically to observe them.59  

This account highlights Cornelis Bisschop’s versatility, who, apart from 
his painting endeavors on canvas, also painted various wooden furniture 
items. It also reveals that Van Botlandt was involved not only in trading 
paintings but also in the yarn trade. She was not merely a salesperson for 
her husband’s artworks but also a tradeswoman in her own right, for whom 
it apparently made no difference to trade in artworks or in other household 
goods. 

For The Hague painter Isaac van Duijnen (1628-1679/1681) and his 
wife, Maria van Bladen, the proceeds from Van Duijnen’s fish and fruit 
still lifes appeared to be insufficient. Starting from the mid-1660s, debts 
began to accumulate.60 This financial strain might explain their reliance 
on additional income from renting out a property and their aggressive 
approach to handling delinquencies. In October 1672, several witnesses 
reported an incident where a woman who owed rent to the couple was 
harassed by Van Bladen. She insisted on receiving payment, stating: ‘Give 
me my money, or I shall not leave this house, (...) you may be the devil, but 
I would strike you in the face’.61 Subsequently, her husband also confronted 
the debtor with equal coarseness: ‘Were you a man, I would split your face 
open’.62 This attestation not only illustrates that the household combined 
various sources of income but also that both the painter and his wife played 
active roles in these endeavors. 

The couple Jan Jansz Wijnants (c. 1632-1684) and Catharina (Katrijn) 
van der Veer (c. 1641-1709) also engaged in multiple activities. It might 
have been the family’s financial difficulties that necessitated Wijnants to 
supplement his income as a landscape painter by setting up a tavern.63 In 
turn, Van der Veer contributed to the family income by cleaning paintings. 
Witnesses’ statements recorded on 3 July 1680, at the request of Joan 
van Driesch, indicate their dire need, with Van der Veer actively seeking 
additional work and – according to the witnesses – even willing to work 
below the market rate:
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About 4 to 5 weeks ago, the witnesses were present when the wife of 
Jan Wijnants came to Van Driesch and asked him if he would like her 
to clean his paintings, with which she immediately could start. Upon 
which Van Driesch told her that he had previously paid a guilder and 
ten stuivers a day for cleaning, and that he was now being asked for two 
guilders a day, but she said she would do it for even less. He allowed her 
to clean the paintings under the condition that she would receive less 
than two guilders a day. She worked at his house for about four days and 
during that time ate there with two children.64

It is possible that Van der Veer acquired the skill of cleaning paintings in 
her husband’s workshop. There are indications that she participated in the 
painting business. As a widow, Van der Veer sold ‘plaster figures’ and ‘prints 
and models of the most famous masters’ at the Amsterdam Exchange, which 
might imply her involvement in art sales even during Wijnants’s lifetime. 
Moreover, in 1667, she was authorized by her husband to manage all his 
affairs.65 While the exact details of her responsibilities in the procuration 
are not specified, her stepping in for her husband during his absence 
underscores the flexible and dynamic nature of their partnership. Together, 
Wijnants and Van der Veer adapted their work and roles, responding to the 
evolving needs of their household.

The same dynamics of spousal cooperation can be observed between 
the Haarlem painters Judith Leyster and her husband, Jan Miense 
Molenaer. While it was previously assumed that Leyster ceased producing 
artworks after her marriage in 1636 to focus on family care, the consensus 
since James Welu’s and Pieter Biesboer’s 1993 exhibition and monograph 
is that she likely continued working in her husband’s studio (see section 
3). Moreover, she was involved in his art trade as well as in their property 
investments.66 Ellen Broersen’s meticulous archival research reveals that 
Leyster acted as Molenaer’s fiduciary on several occasions.67 For example, in 
1655, she represented him in the purchase of a house in Amsterdam. In 1657, 
Molenaer authorized Leyster to collect, forfeit, and receive all outstanding 
and future debts ‘over sold paintings, outstanding monies, as well as other 
related items’.68 And during a financial conflict with Hendrick Segersz 
van der Camp in 1657, Leyster appeared in court with ‘her register’ (‘haer 
register’) in her hand, indicating her involvement in the administration.69 
Based on these accounts, James A. Welu suggests that Leyster had an 
important stake ‘in her husband’s affairs’, and Elizabeth Honig argues that 
she became ‘a sort of manager to her husband’, which, according to Honig, 
was a savvy career move because his paintings fetched higher prices than 
hers.70 However, Molenaer authorizing Leyster does not necessarily imply 
her involvement in his business. As evident from the works of moralists 
and historical research into early modern families, households formed 
the basis where both spouses were expected to contribute their work and 
income. Molenaer, as head of the household, indeed had the financial 
and legal authority in these matters. Nonetheless, it is evident that the 
responsibilities involved were shared by the couple, as they took advantage 
of the opportunities provided by Dutch law to act jointly. In this regard, 
the Leyster-Molenaer household was quite typical, combining multiple 
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sources of income and collaborating to pursue them successfully. Leyster 
was not an important figure in her husband’s business but rather a partner 
within a shared household. 

Partnership in the Southern Netherlands
While the representativeness of individual case studies such as these 
remains uncertain, the striking parallels with partnerships observed 
in other economic sectors provide corroborative evidence for spousal 
collaboration in the seventeenth-century Dutch art market. This is even 
further strengthened by the applicability of the concept of dynamic 
partnership to artists’ households in other regions.71

The sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Southern Netherlands are  
especially of interest, as the art market in the seventeenth-century 
Northern Netherlands was heavily influenced by refugees from the South, 
indicating that Southern examples probably provide some insight into the 
functioning of artists’ households in the seventeenth-century Northern 
Netherlands as well.72 Both Lynn F. Jacobs and Filip Vermeylen suggest 
that spousal collaboration might have been a common practice among 
artists in sixteenth-century Southern Netherlands, with the husband-
painter producing the artworks in the workshop while the wife sold the 
finished paintings.73 They base this on the early sixteenth-century ‘panden’ 
(marketplaces for selling paintings) in Antwerp and Bruges, where about 
10-15 percent of the stall tenants were widows.74 The fact that the wives of 
deceased artists and dealers took over the art trade after their husbands’ 
passing is seen as an implication of their involvement in the art business 
also prior to that. That couples indeed collaborated in the art business is 
further reinforced by traces of wives receiving (parts of) payments and 
selling artworks at annual fairs. Notably, the examples provided by both 
authors actually reveal that the work of artists’ wives was not limited 
to selling the art produced by their husbands. For instance, Elisabeth 
Borremans is known to have traveled to Middelburg in 1551 to sell eight 
paintings, which were not the works of her husband, the painter Jan 
Van Sevenhoven, but rather creations of Hubert Goltzius (1526-1583).75 
Similarly, Karel van Mander writes that Adriana de Hollander, the wife 
of the Antwerp landscape painter Jan de Hollander, made such profits by 
traveling to markets with paintings that it allowed her husband to work 
less, suggesting that she traded not (only) in works by her husband but also 
by other artists.76 That women also sold work made by others than their 
husbands not only explains how widows were able to continue their trade 
after their husbands died, but also illustrates the dynamic functioning of 
these families in combining multiple strategies. 

Similar collaborations between spouses can also be found in the 
seventeenth century. Of particular interest in this regard is the discovery  
by Leen Kelchtermans of the household book kept by Anna Schut (1593/ 
1597-1675), wife of the Flemish painter Peter Snayers (1592-1667).77 In this 
book, Schut meticulously recorded the financial aspects of art production, 
as well as other sources of income. Although their teamwork is described 
in terms of a clear task division with Snayers as producer and Schut  
as bookkeeper, their partnership demonstrates the same flexibility 
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as observed in other professional groups. While Schut’s predominant 
handwriting throughout the preserved household book rightfully recognizes 
her as the administrator of the workshop and household, Peter Snayers also 
made four contributions to the book, presumably in Schut’s absence, which 
she corrected upon her return.78 This flexibility in their division of labor is 
further exemplified by their involvement in the collection of outstanding 
debts. For instance, in securing payment for 21 paintings commissioned 
by Prince Ottavio Piccolomini (1599-1656), both Peter Snayers and Anna 
Schut played active roles. Snayers corresponded with the Italian warlord, 
his agent, and secretary on multiple occasions. However, on 28 September 
1657, Schut personally traveled from Brussels to Antwerp to negotiate an 
agreement with Piccolomini’s agent.79 This illustrates not only their skillful 
undertaking of complementary roles as painter and bookkeeper but also 
how they supported each other when necessary. 

3. Married women in art production 
The dynamic partnerships observed within artists’ households have 
cast new light on the professional art production of married women. 
As mentioned above, art historians have assumed that women artists 
generally saw a decrease in their artistic output upon marriage, as they 
shifted their focus more to motherhood and other domestic duties. Yet, the 
collaborative nature of these artists’ businesses, wherein wives could play 
an active role, indicates that the family workshop could provide not only 
opportunities for daughters but also potential avenues for married women 
to continue engaging in art production. This implies that, contrary to 
prevailing assumptions, women may have continued their artistic pursuits 
even after marriage.

Post-marriage art production
To explore whether women’s art production generally decreased or 
indeed continued after marriage, I compiled a dataset, drawing data from 
various online sources such as RKDartists, ECARTICO, and the Digitaal 
Vrouwenlexicon van Nederland.80 Compared to the 1998 Lexicon van Noord-
Nederlandse kunstenaressen, circa 1550-1800, which listed 178 women artists 
with 114 active during the long seventeenth century, my updated overview 
identifies 162 women painters, draftsmen, illuminators, engravers, paper  
cutters, calligraphers, and embroiderers active in the Northern Netherlands 
between 1580 and 1720 (August 2024).81 Of the 111 women artists whose 
marital status is known, a significant proportion (78 percent) were 
married. However, analyzing the impact of marriage and household duties 
on their artistic production is challenging due to the scarcity of surviving 
artworks and the lack of accurate dating. Half of these women artists (47 
percent) have no extant works, while only a quarter of them (27 percent) 
have more than two preserved and recognized artworks. The difficulty in 
making definitive statements about the art production of married women 
is exemplified in the case of Margaretha Haverman (1693/1694-after 1722); 
her membership in the Parisian Académie royale in 1722 as a newly married 
woman attests to her undiminished artistic ambitions post-marriage, but it 
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is questionable whether she indeed continued painting, as no works from 
after this date are known, and she failed to deliver the new painting that 
was requested by the Académie.82 Nevertheless, despite these challenges, 
research dedicated to individual women artists has increasingly yielded 
valuable insights into their lives and artistic output. This body of research 
equips me to address, for a subset of these women, the question of whether 
their art production declined or continued after marriage.

It has become clear that women did not always cease their artistic 
endeavors after marriage.83 As mentioned in the introduction, Katlijne 
van der Stighelen has already highlighted four Northern Netherlandish 
artists who created post-marriage artworks: Mechtelt van Lichtenberg toe 
Boecop (c. 1520-1598), Margaretha de Heer (c. 1600-before 1665), Maria de 
Grebber (c. 1602-1680), and Susanna van Steenwijck-Gaspoel (c. 1610-after 
1653).84 This list can now be expanded. Signed works that were dated post-
marriage are known from Cornelia toe Boecop (after 1551-c. 1630), Maria 
Beck (Strick) (1577-1639), Maria Boortens (Van Nieulandt) (c. 1626-after 
1678), Cornelia de Rijck (1653-1726), Antonina Houbraken, and Henriëtta 
van Pee (1692-1741).85 It is also presumed that Anna van den Queborn  
(c. 1625-c. 1689) continued painting after her marriage to the still life 
painter Abraham van Beijeren (1620/1621-1690), with whom she moved to 
Delft in 1663, as a flower still life attributed to her is mentioned in a Delft 
inventory from 1666 and a painting by ‘the wife of Van Beijeren’ is noted 
in a Hague inventory from 1680.86 The same is true for Anna Splinters 
(birth unknown-1659): she was active as a painter during her widowhood, 
evidenced by a signed flower still life from 1647, a lease contract from 
1648 referring to ‘a small painting painted by the lessee herself ’, and a 1651 
estate inventory revealing she had a painting workshop in the back house, 
suggesting she also painted during her earlier and later marriages.87 One of 
the most renowned examples of a Dutch female artist continuing her art 
during marriage is Rachel Ruysch (1664-1750), who achieved tremendous 
success as a painter of flower still lifes while bearing an astounding 10 
children.88

Across the border in Düsseldorf, we find the Amsterdam portrait and 
history painter Adriana Spilberg (1656-after 1697), who, like her father 
and second husband, worked as a court painter for the Elector Palatine.89 
While still living in Nuremberg and Frankfurt, Maria Sibylla Merian (1647-
1717) was also engaged in various artistic endeavors during her marriage 
to the painter and engraver Johann Andreas Graff (1637-1701).90 She 
taught embroidery and painting to a group of ladies, dealt in painting 
supplies, and painted textiles such as tablecloths and even an army tent 
with designs of flowers and animals. During her marriage, she published 
her three-volume floral book (1675, 1677, and 1680), which served as 
embroidery patterns, as well as the first two volumes of her renowned 
caterpillar book (1679 and 1683), stemming from her own research into the 
metamorphosis of butterflies. Following her divorce, Merian continued 
to be active, collaborating with her daughters, Johanna Helena Herolt 
(née Graff) (1668-1730) and Dorothea Maria Henriette Graff (1678-1743), 
who can also be cited as examples of female artists continuing their craft 
during marriage.91 

5
Andries Both, The poor painter and his 
family, c. 1634-1635, oil on oak panel, 
31.8 x 24.8 cm, New Haven, Yale University 
Art Gallery (photo: Yale University Art 
Gallery)
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Lastly, attention must be drawn to Judith Leyster. It was long believed 
that Leyster either ceased or significantly reduced her art production after 
marrying Molenaer, but there are now increasing indications that she 
continued to paint. In 1993, Ellen Broersen questioned whether an artist 
of Leyster’s ambition and reputation would have truly ceased painting. 
She argued that it was more plausible that Leyster, perhaps occasionally, 
continued to paint within her husband’s workshop. Broersen's reasoning 
was partly based on the inclusion of several paintings listed under the 
names ‘Judith Molenaer’ and ‘Juffr. Molenaer’ in Molenaer’s inventory, 
compiled in 1686.92 The hypothesis dat Leyster continued painting is 
reinforced by the discovery of more artworks dated post-marriage; besides 
the well-known tulip watercolor (1643), a flower still life from 1654, 
signed ‘Judith Molenaer 1654’ was attributed to her oeuvre in 2010, and a 
second self-portrait surfaced in 2016, depicting Leyster as an older painter. 
According to Paul Crenshaw, these findings lead to the conclusion that 
Leyster ‘did not abandon the brush entirely’.93

Undeniably, there were instances where the artistic production of 
women artists appeared to decline after marriage, as observed in the 
cases of Magdalena de Passe (1600-1638), Catharina Backer (1689-1766), 
Alida Withoos (c. 1661-1730), Anna Ruysch (1666-1754), and Fopje Folkema 
(1690-1752).94 In these instances, the reduction in artistic output could 
indeed have been influenced by the constraints of marriage and household 
obligations. For instance, Magdalena de Passe assumed the care of her 
father following the deaths of her husband and mother. Anna Maria van 
Schurman, who was renowned for her exceptional talents in science, 
poetry, and the arts, believed that domestic obligations were incompatible 
with pursuits of arts and sciences. In her 1641 treatise, Van Schurman 
argues that Christian women are apt for the study of letters, albeit with 
the limitation that only those capable of occasionally freeing themselves 
from their ‘general and specific calling, namely the confession of faith and 
household duties’ could engage in such studies.95 She added that this was 
feasible for wealthier women who could employ a servant, or for unmarried 
women. Nonetheless, Van Schurman later experienced firsthand that even 
unmarried status did not always shield one from the demands of domestic 
responsibilities. After her mother’s death, she took on the care of two elderly 
aunts and expressed that ‘household cares and working with love for some 
relatives’ deprived her of ‘the progress of studies and the practice of the 
arts’ for nearly 20 years.96 However, it is essential to note that the decline in 
artistic activity after marriage cannot be solely attributed to an increase in 
domestic responsibilities. For example, the decline in Catharina Backer’s 
art production after her marriage may have been more closely associated 
with the depressive and melancholic moods she experienced rather than 
domestic concerns.97 

While we must acknowledge that our insights into the post-marital 
artistic development of women are limited to a small fraction of female 
artists, the substantial number who continued to engage in professional 
artistry after marriage at least demonstrate that, contrary to previous 
assumptions, marriage and its associated obligations did not necessarily 
result in an unmanageable and permanent constraint on women’s artistic 
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output. In line with what Johan van Beverwijck asserts in his On the excellence 
of the female sex (Van de wtnementheyt des vrouwelicken geslachts, 1639), 
it seems that ‘many women, without neglecting their household duties, 
engage in trade and commerce, and others also dedicate themselves to the 
arts and sciences’.98 Without questioning that their first task remained to 
marry and run the household, according to Van Beverwijck, this could be 
combined with other economic and artistic activities. This observation is 
akin to findings in other sectors, such as the textile industry and the food 
market, where women were seen to earn income through activities like 
spinning or selling eels, even while pregnant or caring for young children.99 
The art market appears to have allowed the same flexibility. Domestic 
responsibilities likely varied, adapting to the evolving needs of growing 
families. The assistance of older children or hired help, such as servants, 
could also have eased the load of household chores. Therefore, to accurately 
gauge the constraints household obligations placed on artistic endeavors 
in the lives of women artists, one must consider specific circumstances, 
including family dynamics like the ages of children and the health of 
parents, as well as socioeconomic conditions. For wealthier women, 
the luxury of hiring a servant could facilitate the balancing of domestic 
responsibilities with art production. In contrast, for women from less affluent 
backgrounds, combining household duties with economically driven 
art production may have been crucial for supporting the family income. 

Collaborative art production
Of the 18 examples of women continuing their art post-marriage mentioned 
in the previous section, 13 were married to artists, which might be seen as 
an indicator that the family business fostered the continuation of artistic 
production. This mirrors a trend observed among daughters, where the 
family workshop served as a platform for artistic education, a fact now 
quantitatively corroborated by my dataset.100 Among the 114 female artists 
with known parental occupations, 58 (51 percent) were identified as 
daughters of artists, while 7 had fathers engaged in other creative professions 
such as chief master builder, sculptor, or ivory worker. When not only parents 
but also brothers, uncles, and grandparents are considered, the number of 
women who had family ties with one or more artists increases to 72. As 
expected, the majority of women artists with identifiable instructors (49 out 
of 71) were trained by family members, predominantly their (step)fathers. 
A comprehensive examination of the cases of married women artists, as 
delineated above and corroborated by additional sources like biographies 
and artworks, suggests that the family workshop not only fostered the 
artistic development of daughters but could also create opportunities for 
married women to actively engage and contribute to art production. Their 
involvement in the family’s art production could take various forms, aligning 
with the diverse and dynamic nature of spousal partnership, as observed by 
historians in other crafts and trades. 

In artist biographies and paintings, we regularly find the artist’s 
workshop functioning as a family business, with the wife also participating. 
For instance, Samuel van Hoogstraten mentions the involvement of women 
in the mass production of lower-end arts, noting that ‘the making of works-
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by-the-dozen [dozijnwerken], with the help of boys and women, has caused 
the masters of the same (...) to regress in art’.101 Similarly, according to 
Houbraken, the (satin) painter Isaak Dusart (1628-1699) received assistance 
from his wife, ‘who also understood the art and helped him paint satin with 
flowers’.102 Unfortunately, Van Hoogstraten and Houbraken do not provide 
specific details about the work these women undertook, but the phrasing, 
‘with the help of ’, implies that their roles might have been of a supportive 
nature. Some studio scenes also portray art production as a collective 
family endeavor. Andries Both presents a frequently repeated archetype 
of the impoverished painter (fig. 5). This disheveled painter is surrounded 
by children, whose mouths he must feed, signifying a heavy burden. In 
the background, his wife toils alongside him, grinding pigment with a 
muller. A painting attributed to Egbert van Heemskerck I (fig. 6) displays a 
similar workshop setting, but seemingly of a slightly more affluent family. 
Here, we observe two women contributing, likely the painter’s wife and 
an older daughter or maid, one of whom cares for the children while the 
other grinds pigments. These examples suggest that family businesses 
provided opportunities for women to contribute, but often they were seen 
in assisting or subordinate roles.

Contrary to the typical rendering of married women as assistants of 
inferiors, several case studies demonstrate matrimonial collaborations 
featuring a more equitable division of roles. This is evident in the case of 
the calligrapher and schoolmistress Maria Beck, who was married to Jan or 
Hans Strick (1566-1645). Strick, originally a shoemaker at the time of their 
marriage, later became a schoolmaster and acquired skills in engraving.103 
Together, they produced four sample books for teaching writing, with 
Beck responsible for the calligraphy and Strick for the engraving (fig. 7), 
exemplifying how they complemented each other with their respective 
tasks.104 An even more remarkable case with spouses in identical roles is 

6
Egbert van Heemskerck I (attributed to), 
A painter with his family in his studio, 
c. 1675-1699, oil on canvas, 23.8 x 30.8 cm, 
whereabouts unknown (photo: RKD)



	Dynamic Partnership: The work of married women in Dutch seventeenth-century artists’ households	 61

the case of Antonina Houbraken, daughter of renowned artist biographer 
Arnold Houbraken. Initially, there were misunderstandings regarding 
Antonina’s artistic production because she signed her works under her 
husband’s name. Consequently, only a limited number of her works were 
recognized, and she was labeled as a dilettante or amateur.105 It was commonly 
believed that after the death of her husband, Jacobus Stellingwerf (1650-
1715), Houbraken became active as a professional draftsman, continuing 
her husband’s commissions for topographic drawings. However, recent 
research conducted by Bert Kolkman offers a different perspective on this 
matter.106 Through comparative and stylistic analysis, Kolkman suggests 
that following her marriage to Stellingwerf, Houbraken likely signed her 
works using the initials J.S. or the full name J. Stellingwerf.f. It appears that 
approximately 1,000 drawings of buildings, cityscapes, and landscapes found 
in the manuscripts of the Amsterdam cloth merchant Andries Schoemaker 
are actually attributable to Antonina Houbraken, rather than Stellingwerf 
(figs. 8, 9).107 Stellingwerf’s professional engagements were limited to the 
service of the lawyer and collector Mattheus Brouërius van Nidek, whereas 
Houbraken worked for the aforementioned Schoemaker.108 While many 
questions remain about their collaborative process and the extent to which 
this working method applies to other artist couples, it seems highly probable 
that Houbraken and Stellingwerf operated under the same (brand) name as 
a joint company, while potentially handling separate projects for different 
clients. This highlights how their partnership enhanced their artistic output, 
allowing them to serve multiple patrons by working together.

The fact that women worked as part of a family business, often registered 
in their husband’s name, did not necessarily preclude them from making 

7
Maria Strick-Beck (design) and Hans 
Strick (engraving), title page of Schat 
oft voorbeelt ende verthooninge van 
verscheyden geschriften ten dienste vande 
liefhebbers der hooch-loflĳcker konste 
der penne, 1618, engraving, 194 x 335 mm, 
Amsterdam, Rijkmuseum Amsterdam 
(photo: Rijksmuseum)
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a name for themselves. For instance, Susanna van Gaspoel was married to 
the painter Hendrick van Steenwijck (1580-c. 1649). As Jeremy Howarth has 
detailed, the paintings attributed to her exhibit a close alignment with Van 
Steenwijck’s work, suggesting she likely acquired her skills in architectural 
painting from her husband.109 Howarth proposes that she was probably 
an integral part of the family painting business, presumably contributing 
significantly to the body of similar works produced by this studio. Moreover, 
she also created her own signed and dated paintings. One of the earliest works 
attributed to her, a church interior from 1629, for example, bears the signature 
SvS.110 This aligns with the diverse organization of artists’ households, where 
various strategies could coexist, both collectively and individually.

The division of labor could sometimes be reversed; if the wife excelled 
in art, it was feasible for the husband to undertake supportive roles.111 This 
is exemplified in the case of Henriëtta van Pee, renowned for her miniature 
portraits for brooches and bracelets, such as the portrait of Magdalena de 
la Court (fig. 10). She was reportedly assisted by her husband, Hermanus 
Wolters (1682-1755).112 While Wolters was primarily engaged in his father-
in-law’s art trade, an anonymous biographical sketch of Van Pee indicates 
that he also assisted with less crucial aspects of her miniature portraits 
(bijwerk), while Van Pee oversaw the primary painting tasks. This example 
demonstrates that the division of labor within family businesses was not 
always dictated by traditional gender norms, but rather skill and talent 
were the decisive factors in practice.

To conclude 
This exploration into the roles of married women in Dutch seventeenth-
century artists’ households has led to three main insights. Firstly, it 
demonstrates that married women were not inevitably constrained 
by domestic duties; instead, these household responsibilities could be 
integrated with other forms of work. This leads to the second insight: 
in artists’ households, married women could undertake a diverse array 
of tasks, such as cleaning, cooking, childcare, financial management, 

8
Jacobus Stellingwerf, ’s Huijs te 
Linschoten, c. 1720-1727, ink on paper, 
16 x 20 cm, Rotterdam, de Bibliotheek 
Rotterdam (photo: author). 
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Antonina Houbraken (signed J.S., 
attributed to), ’t huijs Eem, van agteren, 
c. 1670-1736, ink on paper, 130 x 178 mm, 
Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum Amsterdam 
(photo: Rijksmuseum)
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collecting outstanding debts, trading in paintings and other goods, and 
producing art. Consequently, this research challenges the common 
assumption that women stopped creating art after marriage, showing 
that this was not necessarily the case. Moreover, the wide range of work 
performed by married women demonstrates that female achievement in 
the arts should not be narrowly defined by the success of women as artists 
alone. Instead, it should be broadened to recognize the more extensive 
spectrum of women’s involvement in Dutch artists’ households. In the 
absence of archival evidence, we should not hastily presume that women 
ceased their professional activities upon marriage, as the sources indicate 
a wider array of possibilities.

Thirdly, the concept of ‘dynamic partnership’ provides a more nuanced 
understanding of the potential diversity and flexibility in labor division, 
demonstrating that while art historians often depict spousal collaboration 
as involving clear-cut task divisions with the wife in subordinate roles, 
the reality could be more varied, encompassing fluid and cooperative 
arrangements. In most case studies discussed in this article, although 
women primarily assumed administrative, intermediary, and selling roles, 
their husbands sometimes engaged in these tasks too. Conversely, women 
occasionally stepped in for their husbands and, with an act of procuration, 
managed financial and legal matters typically overseen by their spouses.
Furthermore, when the art business was not sufficiently profitable, both 
men and women sought alternative income sources, at times collaborating 
or working independently. Within the category of married women painters, 

10
Henriëtta van Pee, Portrait of Magdalena 
de la Court, c. 1699-1731 (part of a series),
paper, glass, and tempera, 80 x 68 mm, 
Amsterdam, Amsterdam Museum (photo: 
Amsterdam Museum)
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a remarkable range of variations is evident. There are instances of women 
adapting to their husbands’ specialisms and working under their husbands’ 
brand names, but instances of a more equal or even reversed distribution 
of tasks also existed.

Furthermore, this essay sheds new light on the functioning of artists’ 
households. Art production was not isolated, but it was integrated with 
other aspects of the household, including domestic affairs and alternative 
income sources. Women were part of this larger complex where various 
interests, revenues, and expenditures, as well as services and labor, inter-
twined. Regardless of the skills a woman possessed, there was work for 
her in an artist’s household and business. In line with Martha Howell’s 
argument about working women in early modern Europe, women artists 
and other working women were not just exceptional outliers who defied 
societal norms; rather, they were individuals who skillfully and structurally 
seized the opportunities presented within the existing cultural system.113 
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	100	 Kloek 1998, 11-13; Honig 1999, 44-45 (in 
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Honig 2001-2002.
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	106	 Kolkman 2013.
	107	 While Antonina Houbraken often signed 

her works under her husband’s name, 
there are discernible differences between 
their working methods and artistic styles. 
Her husband, Jacobus Stellingwerf, 
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husband’s death in 1649, to continue 
supporting herself with her paintings. 
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