
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Copyright 

by 

Alexis Diane Slater 

2019 

 

 



The Thesis Committee for Alexis Diane Slater 

Certifies that this is the approved version of the following Thesis: 

 

 

Mayken Verhulst: A Professional Woman Painter and Print Publisher 

in the Sixteenth-Century Low Countries 

 

 

 

 

APPROVED BY 

SUPERVISING COMMITTEE: 

 

 

 

Jeffrey Chipps Smith, Supervisor 

 

 

 

 

 

Joan A. Holladay  

 

  



Mayken Verhulst: A Professional Woman Painter and Print Publisher 

in the Sixteenth-Century Low Countries 

 

 

by 

Alexis Diane Slater 

 

 

 

Thesis  

Presented to the Faculty of the Graduate School of  

The University of Texas at Austin 

in Partial Fulfillment  

of the Requirements 

for the Degree of  

 

Master of Arts 

 

 

The University of Texas at Austin 

May 2019 

  



 iv 

Acknowledgements 

I would first like to thank Dr. Jeffrey Chipps Smith for his positivity and support 

throughout not only this project, but for the duration of my master’s degree as well. Under 

your guidance, I know that I have grown exponentially as a scholar, and I cannot thank you 

enough. Thank you also to my second reader, Dr. Joan A. Holladay, whose attention to 

detail and generosity of time and effort I have greatly valued.  To Sarah Farkas and Arianna 

Ray—having you two by my side to bemoan the struggles of graduate school and to delight 

over the oddities of the medieval and early modern world has been fantastic. I will miss 

you all as we go our separate ways. To my family—Mom, Dad, and JJ—thank you for your 

ceaseless encouragement from kindergarten until today. Knowing that you believe in what 

I am doing means the world to me. Many thanks also to Dr. Jan Op de Beeck for agreeing 

to show me around the Verhulst family home in Mechelen and to Dr. Arthur DiFuria for 

allowing me to read a draft of his article on Mayken Verhulst in advance of its publication. 

 
 

 

 

 

 



 v 

Abstract 

 

Mayken Verhulst: A Professional Woman Painter and Print Publisher 

in the Sixteenth-Century Low Countries 

 

Alexis Slater, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2019 

 

Supervisor: Jeffrey Chipps Smith 

 

Throughout the course of her impressively long eighty-year life, the painter and print 

publisher Mayken Verhulst was more than a passive witness to the creation of art by her 

famous male relatives: her father, Peeter Verhulst, her husband, Pieter Coecke van Aelst, 

her son-in-law, Pieter Bruegel the Elder, and her grandsons, Pieter Brueghel the Younger 

and Jan Brueghel. She was, instead, an active participant in multiple workshops as well as 

in professional networks of artists and printers in Mechelen, Antwerp, and Brussels. While 

we are faced today with a dearth of surviving artworks produced by Mayken Verhulst, her 

legacy nevertheless merits exploration. Verhulst’s actions in the art world were largely 

shaped by her familial identity, as it was a determining factor in both the responsibilities 

and access accorded to her. Her artistic contributions corresponded to shifts in her role 

from daughter to wife to mother (in-law) to grandmother. This thesis utilizes this 

infrastructure as the basis of its organization, enabling a confrontation of the socio-

historical conditions within which Verhulst operated. In her father’s workshop, she would 
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have primarily been a pupil, while in her husband’s atelier, she was likely a partner whose 

contributions had a greater impact on the success of the business. In her roles as mother-

in-law and grandmother, Mayken became a teacher, instructing these subsequent 

generations in painting. Verhulst’s legacy as a print publisher, in particular, is an important 

part of her story, as it not only spanned two decades of her life, but also provides the only 

surviving artistic products that can be definitively traced back to the artist. Explorations of 

her style and practice as a painter will be presented in dialogue with the media produced in 

the workshops of her male relatives. Finally, this thesis will rely on an examination of legal 

and real estate documents in Mechelen and Antwerp that together form a clearer picture of 

her career trajectory as well as of her economic and professional success. 
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Introduction 

In his 1567 Descrittione di tutti I Paesi Bassi, Lodovico Guicciardini lauded Mayken 

Verhulst as one of the four most praiseworthy female artists living in the Low Countries. In his 

mention of these impressive craftswomen, included as a part of his “account of the artists, who 

have contributed most to [the Low Countries’] propagation and celebrity,” the author identified 

Verhulst simply as “Mary Bessemer, of Mechlin, widow of the abovenamed Peter Cocq.”1 This 

concise citation reveals little about Mayken as an artist and stands in contrast to the attention he 

devoted to several other female painters (living and dead), most of whom received a more detailed 

description of their creative practices. Guicciardini wrote that Susanna Horenbout “excelled in all 

painting, in miniature, and illumining,” while Levina Teerlic was “excellent in miniature” and 

Anna Smitjers was “exquisite in painting and illumination.”2 Mayken, on the other hand, is 

identified merely as widow, with nary a word about her artistic output. Verhulst was a successful 

artist whose oeuvre warranted inclusion in this volume, placing her legacy alongside artists like 

Susanna Horenbout and Caterina van Hemessen. Nowadays, however, our understanding of her 

artistic contribution is plagued by a lack of clearly attributable works. Because of this limitation 

and because the predominant narrative in the scholarly literature follows Guicciardini in its 

activation of Verhulst as a tool to complement the biographies of her male relatives, Mayken 

Verhulst has remained an enigmatic figure in the history of art.    

                                                 
1 Lodovico Guicciardini, Guicciardini’s Account of the Ancient Flemish School of Painting. Translated from his 

Description of the Netherlands, Published in Italian at Antwerp, 1567 (London: Minted for J. Herbert, No. 29 Great 

Russell Street, Bloomsbury, 1795), 3, 21. The misnomer “Bessemer” refers to the re-marriage of Mayken’s paternal 

grandmother (whose first husband was named Verhulst, the father of Mayken’s father Peeter, but whose second 

marriage was to a man named Bessemer). See Appendix 1.  
2 Guicciardini, Account of the Ancient Flemish School, 13-14, 20-21.    
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Throughout the course of her impressively long eighty-year life, the painter and publisher 

Mayken Verhulst (b. c. 1515-1522; d. 1596) was more than a passive witness to the creation of art 

by her male relatives—her father, Peeter Verhulst (b. c. 1492; d. 1553), her husband, Pieter Coecke 

van Aelst (1502-1550), her son-in-law, Pieter Bruegel the Elder (b. c. 1525; d. 1569), and her 

grandsons, Pieter Brueghel the Younger (b. c. 1564-5; d. 1637-8) and Jan Brueghel (b. 1568, d. 

1625). She was, instead, an active participant in multiple workshops as well as in professional 

networks of artists and printers throughout the Low Countries. She ultimately established herself 

as one of the most praiseworthy female artists in Flanders, garnering her inclusion in Guicciardini’s 

Descrittione. Time and again, however, modern scholarship mentions Verhulst predominantly in 

the context of the male artists with whom she interacted. 

The 2014-2015 exhibition at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, called Grand Design: Pieter 

Coecke van Aelst and Renaissance Tapestry, offers fresh insight into Pieter Coecke van Aelst’s 

workshop practice, professional success, and legacy. While Verhulst makes appearances 

throughout the catalogue, these mentions do not receive full consideration. Even her significant 

role in the publication of Coecke’s works is contemplated only cursorily in the catalogue entries 

and essays.3 Art historians including Simone Bergmans, Walter S. Gibson, Robert Genaille, Till-

Holger Borchert, Larry Silver, Jan Op de Beeck, Sabine Pénot, and Elke Oberthaler have argued 

for Mayken’s important influence on Pieter Bruegel the Elder in particular, though these 

suggestions rarely go beyond speculation. Finally, Verhulst is often considered in her role as 

teacher to her grandsons, Pieter Brueghel the Younger and Jan Brueghel, whom Karel van Mander 

                                                 
3 Arthur DiFuria makes this point in his upcoming article: “Towards an Understanding of Mayken Verhulst and 

Volcxken Diericx,” in New Perspectives on Early Modern Feminist Art, ed. Elizabeth Sutton (Amsterdam: 

Amsterdam University Press, expected 2019), 2.  
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claimed she instructed in water-verwe.4 Increased interest in the younger Brueghel generation in 

recent years—exemplified by the 2001 Brueghel Enterprises, which featured in-depth technical 

analysis; the 2015 exhibition Die Brueghel Familie; and Elizabeth Honig’s 2016 book Jan 

Brueghel and the Senses of Scale and its corresponding online catalog raisonné—has produced 

new insight into Verhulst’s influence on her grandsons as well. However, these analyses, too, tend 

to speculate more than they investigate when it comes to Mayken.  

Assessments of Mayken as an autonomous artist are also flawed in their failure to 

convincingly attribute agency to the painter. Jan Op de Beeck’s book Mayken Verhulst: The 

Turkish Manners of an Artistic Lady—the only text to focus on the artist, in the form of a slim 

exhibition catalogue—devotes considerable effort to examining her influence on Pieter Bruegel 

and his production, though many questions remain about her training, capabilities, and artistic 

practice. In an upcoming article, Arthur DiFuria bemoans that a proposed re-attribution of a double 

portrait in the Kunsthaus Zürich to Verhulst (proposed most notably by Simone Bergmans and 

Catherine King) “has received suggestion, not exploration”–a statement that perfectly encapsulates 

the current art historical discourse surrounding this artist.5  

But there is sufficient reason for optimism. Our understanding of Mayken is on the 

precipice of change. She has been the focus of recent inquiry and investigation, benefitting from a 

reinvigorated interest in her legacy over the past few years. This scholarly renewal has been 

spurred by the confluence of the recent influx in technical investigations of the work of her 

grandsons, the aforementioned Coecke van Aelst exhibition at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, 

                                                 
4 Karel van Mander, “The Life of Pieter Brueghel, Excellent Painter from Brueghel,” in The Lives of the Illustrious 

Netherlandish and German Painters, from the First Edition of the Schilderboeck (1603-1604), ed. and tr. Hessel 

Miedema, vol 1 (Doornspijk: Davaco, 1994), 194, fol. 234r. There is disagreement over the exact meaning of this 

term—an issue which will be discussed at length later in this paper.  
5 DiFuria, “Towards an Understanding,” 21.  
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and the 2018-2019 exhibition of Bruegel’s works at the Kunsthistorisches Museum in Vienna. At 

the 2018 conference of the Renaissance Society of America, Carolyn van Wingerden presented 

the paper “Woodcuts and an Early Modern Woman: Mayken Verhulst and the Publication of Pieter 

Coecke van Aelst’s Designs.” Later this year, Arthur DiFuria will publish an article on Mayken 

and her contemporary, Volcxken Diericx, which examines the way these two innovative women 

have been regarded in the scholarly literature. I anticipate that this thesis will participate in the 

evolving conversation about Verhulst while also transforming it. 

The project of highlighting Verhulst’s place in the larger art historical narrative is rife with 

challenges. Her role in our contemporary understanding of the sixteenth-century Netherlandish art 

world has been unfairly diminished—in part, because of the dearth of surviving works by the artist. 

Without tangible examples of her paintings, it is impossible to grasp at her stylistic identity. 

Despite this, the dauting task of examining Verhulst’s artistic practice and active involvement in 

the production of art is worth pursuing—even if just to catalyze further inquiry and archival or 

technical research. Mayken Verhulst is enviably well-represented in the archival record for an 

artist of this period (see Appendix 2). She appears throughout a variety of legal and real estate 

documents in Mechelen and Antwerp that together form a clearer picture of her career trajectory 

as well as of her economic and professional success. By returning to the content of these documents 

and aggregating them, I hope to codify her biography and extrapolate information from the realities 

alluded to in these documents—a necessarily creative approach for an artist whose oeuvre is nearly 

a blank slate.  

Much of how Verhulst would have experienced the world was governed by her familial 

identity. Renaissance women’s “work in guild shops was not dependent on their own level of 

training, but on their relation to the past, present, and future guild masters. The work changed when 



 5 

 

 

the woman’s status changed from daughter to wife to widow, and thus it followed the female life 

cycle.”6  Social status for women in particular impacted their involvement in the production of 

art—shaping their training, opportunities, and daily responsibilities. As a response to the role that 

these shifting identities played in Mayken’s experiences, the structure of this thesis will parallel 

those biographical stages. This organization admittedly increases the threat of falling into the 

familiar pitfall of defining Mayken only by her relationships to her famous male relatives. I seek, 

however, to approach this with an awareness of these constructed social identities in order to 

develop a more nuanced understanding of the relationships between Mayken and her male 

relatives. Further, the breadth of research published on each of these artists offers the chance to 

explore questions of workshop practice and style that add to a more thorough understanding of 

Verhulst. This organization invites comparison and contextualization with her peers, as well—a 

discussion of daughters, wives, and widows in workshops throughout northern Europe in the 

sixteenth century. This project, then, will be an exercise in world-building, an attempt to surmount 

the aforementioned trials by presenting examples of professional opportunities seized upon by 

Verhulst’s contemporaries and thus to hypothesize a reconstruction of Mayken’s artistic life.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
6 Merry E. Weisner, Working Women in Renaissance Germany (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 

1986), 33.  
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Chapter 1: Daughter  

Mayken Verhulst undoubtedly began her earliest training in the workshop of her father, the 

Mechelen painter Peeter Verhulst, growing to adulthood immersed in the mechanisms of artistic 

creation. Her father ran a sizable atelier, the Grooten Roosenboom, and accepted several 

apprentices over the years. Her mother, Margariet Dancrene, the daughter of a tailor, would likely 

have played an administrative role in the business, managing the finances, and working with clients 

and patrons, as many of her peers in workshops throughout Europe did.7  Mayken was apparently 

the eldest of Peeter Verhulst’s daughters and accordingly, would have been entrusted with 

important responsibilities in the context of the workshop’s operation.8  Like male apprentices 

across Europe in the sixteenth century, Mayken’s earliest technical and stylistic exposure was in 

her father’s studio, establishing the strong and diverse skill set that eventually prepared her to 

successfully practice art beyond the setting of Mechelen and the Roosenboom.   

ARTIST AND ARTISAN DAUGHTERS IN THE SIXTEENTH-CENTURY  

The efforts of daughters constituted a vital portion of labor and production in the sixteenth 

century. Craftsmen’s workshops bridged both the commercial and domestic spheres, reliant on the 

coordination of not just apprentices and journeymen, but also of wives, sons, and daughters.9  Each 

member of the family unit was engaged in the efficient operation of the studio, regardless of craft.10 

                                                 
7 Adolf Monballieu, “De kunstenaarsfamilie Verhulst Bessemeers,” Handelingen van den Koninklijken Kring voor 

Oudheidkunde, Letteren en Kunst van Mechelen 78 (1974): 107. 

8 Monballieu, “De kunstenaarsfamilie,” 116.  

9 Lorne Campbell, “The Art Market in the Southern Netherlands in the Fifteenth Century,” The Burlington Magazine 

118, no. 877 (April 1976): 190; Corine Schleif, “The Many Wives of Adam Kraft: Renaissance Artists' Wives in 

Legal Documents, Art-historical Scholarship, and Historical Fiction," in Saints, Sinners, and Sisters: Women and the 

Pictorial Arts in Northern European Art, ed. Jane Carroll and Alison Stewart (Burlington: Ashgate, 2003), 203; 

Martha Howell, Women, Production, and Patriarchy in Late Medieval Cities (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 

1990), 9, 25. 

10 Carol L. Loats, “Gender, Guilds, and Work Identity: Perspectives from Sixteenth-Century Paris,” French 

Historical Studies 20, no. 1 (Winter, 1997): 15-17; Howell, Women, Production, 19-20, 25; Weisner, Working 

Women, 2-3, 149-151.  
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When the involvement of his wife and daughter in his workshop was threatened, a glazier in 

Freiburg petitioned the city council, writing a letter in 1605 to argue for the necessity of his 

daughter’s efforts “because it is normal for the unmarried daughters of other master craftsmen as 

well, such as furriers, tailors, and cabinetmakers, to work outside as well as inside their homes.” 

The mayor agreed with the glazier, writing, “no one should be forbidden to use his children to help 

him in his craft either inside or outside the house.”11 The socio-economic structure of the 

Netherlands in this period integrated household with commerce, precipitating a moderately 

inclusive environment in which women took advantage of opportunities to develop their skills and 

further their own careers.12  

While there is some evidence for extra-familial female apprentices in industries such as 

weaving, spinning, and tailoring, the crafts of the Guild of St. Luke did not formally accept or 

employ woman apprentices with any regularity.13 Instead, a woman’s best chance at gaining trade-

specific expertise was in her father’s workshop.14 Although this may be seen as a hindrance, the 

situation of masters’ daughters at this early stage of training was not dissimilar from that of most 

masters’ sons. Young men, too, typically began instruction in their fathers’ workshops—with the 

intention to contribute necessary labor to the family endeavor as well as to save money on 

                                                 
11 Memmingen Zünfte, 422, Gläser (1605), quoted in Weisner, Working Women, 155. This particular legal case did 

not stop here—the guild made repeated attempts to quash the glazier’s daughter’s right to work.  

12 Susan E. James, The Feminine Dynamic in English Art 1485-1603 (Burlington: Ashgate, 2009), 229. 

13 Howell, Women, Production, 74, 87; Weisner, Working Women, 151; Ann Sutherland Harris and Linda Nochlin, 

Women Artists: 1550-1950 (Los Angeles: Los Angeles County Museum of Art, 1976), exhibition catalogue, 14. 

There are multiple examples of women taking on female apprentices in sixteenth-century France, including a 

Françoise Cambray, wife of a hosier, who took on an apprentice named Jeanne Fleury; Louise le Grand, a ‘sewer,’ 

who accepted an unnamed woman apprentice, and Jeanne le Maistre who trained a thirteen-year-old girl apprentice 

with her husband Robert Morin; Loats, “Gender, Guilds,” 18-19.  
14 Richard H. Rouse and Mary A. Rouse, Manuscripts and Their Makers: Commercial Book Producers in Medieval 

Paris 1300-1500, vol. 1 (Turnhout: Harvey Miller Publishers, 2000), 240; Weisner, Working Women, 3; James, The 

Feminine Dynamic, 229. 
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expensive apprentice fees (all while receiving a practical education).15 The greatest experiential 

difference between the sexes only occurred once this initial training was complete. Men had the 

option to serve as journeymen or develop specializations in extra-familial shops, while women 

were expected to remain in their family workshops until marriage, at which point they would shift 

their efforts to their husbands’ businesses. It was common for masters’ daughters to marry men in 

their own trade—including apprentices once employed by the father’s studio. This arrangement 

encouraged wives to apply their cultivated abilities to the successful operation of their spouses’ 

workshops.16 The seamless labor conversion from daughter to wife often negated any question of 

these woman artists needing to register with their respective craft guilds in order to practice. Many 

women simply transitioned from one family-run workshop to the next, never practicing 

independently. Exceptions to this norm were contingent on the permission of the particular guild 

as well as on the craftswoman’s ability to pay the associated fees.17 The Netherlands in particular 

had fewer restrictions on women’s enrollment in guilds, including the various chapters of the Guild 

of St. Luke. Though they still represent a minority, the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries saw women 

throughout multiple stages of their professional lives listed in the guild rolls. The large majority 

of women included were masters’ widows, though some artists in the rolls of the Antwerp chapter 

were listed as daughters of masters, such as Lysbeth Laureys, daughter of Jan, who was included 

in 1509 and Ysabella Coffermanns, daughter of Mercelis Coffermans the Elder, included 1575.18 

                                                 
15 Catherine Reynolds, “Illuminators and the Painters’ Guilds,” in Illuminating the Renaissance: The Triumph of 

Flemish Manuscript Painting in Europe, ed. Thomas Kren and Scot McKendrick (Los Angeles: J. Paul Getty 

Museum, 2003), exhibition catalogue, 17; Elizabeth Alice Honig, Jan Brueghel and the Senses of Scale (University 

Park, PA: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2016), 9; Campbell, “The Art Market,” 190-191.  
16 Weisner, Working Women, 157.  

17 Weisner, Working Women, 156.  
18 De Liggeren en Andere Historische Archieven der Antwerpsche Sint Lucasgilde, ed. P.H. Rombouts, vol. 1. 2nd 

ed (Amsterdam: N. Israel, 1961), first published 1864-1876, 71, 260. In cities like Ghent, women actually made up 

significant portions of the guild membership and in Antwerp there are examples of woman artists listed 

independently; James, The Feminine Dynamic, 231. 
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There are also scarcer examples of women listed entirely on their own (for example, Katryne van 

Cuelene, included 1516).19  

NETHERLANDISH PAINTERS’ DAUGHTERS  

 Susanna Horenbout, daughter of the Ghent illuminator, Gerard Horenbout, and Caterina 

van Hemessen, daughter of the Antwerp panel painter Jan Sanders van Hemessen, were both 

featured alongside Mayken Verhulst in Guicciardini’s account of the best female painters in the 

Low Countries. This constructed peership among these women facilitates a rich comparison with 

Verhulst, establishing important context for the typical role of Netherlandish daughters in painters’ 

workshops. Susanna Horenbout’s fame was codified with her 1521 appearance in Albrecht Dürer’s 

Diary of the Netherlands. Upon visiting Gerard Horenbout’s workshop, Dürer was impressed by 

the beautiful work of the master’s eighteen-year-old daughter, purchasing a small loose-leaf 

illumination of the Savior for one guilder (two florins), noting, “It is very wonderful that a woman 

can do so much.”20 Susanna is also celebrated by Lodovico Guicciardini, who cites her as one of 

seven praiseworthy woman artists in the Netherlands, writing that she “excelled in all painting, in 

miniature, and illumining.”21 Like many masters’ daughters and sons, she would have learned her 

trade from her father. As she honed her expertise in the practice of illuminating, she was naturally 

given more responsibility, even collaborating on works with her father and at least one of her 

brothers, Lucas.22 Susan E. James speculates that Susanna’s hand may even be identified in some 

                                                 
19 De Liggeren, 85. 

20 Albrecht Dürer, Albrecht Dürer, Diary of his Journey to the Netherlands (1520-1521), tr. Martin Conway, intro. 

Jan-Albert Goris and Georges Marlier (Greenwich, CT: New York Graphic Society Limited, 1971), 94; Lorne 

Campbell and Susan Foister, “Gerard, Lucas and Susanna Horenbout,” The Burlington Magazine 128, no. 1003 

(Oct., 1986): 725. Susan E. James points out in The Feminine Dynamic that the price Dürer paid was actually fairly 

high. He had sold a small canvas of the Virgin for this same price shortly before the encounter, 243.   

21 Guicciardini, Account of the Ancient Flemish School, 13. 
22 Campbell and Foister, “Gerard, Lucas and Susanna Horenbout,” 721; Thomas Kren, “New Directions in 

Manuscript Painting, circa 1510-1561,” in Illuminating the Renaissance: The Triumph of Flemish Manuscript 
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of the full-page miniatures in the splendid Sforza Hours and Grimani Breviary, attaining 

responsibilities beyond the border work to which many apprentices were relegated.23 Although 

Susanna does not appear in the guild rolls as a master, she was able to create and, at least 

informally, sell works under her own name, as the Dürer encounter attests. Susanna’s apparent 

artistic autonomy is further supported by the level of fame that she achieved—which warranted 

her inclusion in Guicciardini’s Descrittione and earned her an invitation to the English court.24 

This freedom to create and sell works of art individually was because of—not in spite of—her 

independence from the guild; the St. Luke’s Guild banned the sale of individual miniatures, but 

Susanna was not subject to the organization’s restrictions.25  

 Caterina van Hemessen serves as another example of a contemporaneous woman artist 

trained in her father’s workshop who achieved a great deal of fame and success. Guicciardini 

includes Caterina in his account of female artists but does not provide any details about her artistic 

practice, identifying her principally by her relationships: “Catherien Hemsen, daughter of the 

above John and wife of Christian the famous musician. This couple the Queen of Hungary took 

with her to Spain; and, before she died, bequeathed a sufficient maintenance.”26 Caterina began 

her painting instruction in her father’s workshop, probably alongside her brothers, Gillis and 

Hans.27 Simone Bergmans attempts to attribute specific background elements of Jan Sanders van 

                                                 
Painting in Europe, ed. Thomas Kren and Scot McKendrick (Los Angeles: J. Paul Getty Museum, 2003), exhibition 

catalogue, 427.  
23 James, The Feminine Dynamic, 244.  

24 It is not immediately apparent from this account alone whether Susanna Horenbout created her own works and 

sold them out of her father’s workshop, or whether she mostly contributed to the production of workshop 

illuminations that were marketed under the master’s name (Gerard Horenbout). However, the fact that she was 

known by name in the sixteenth century and invited to join the court of England indicates that she was able to sell 

works associated with her name and independent of the rest of the workshop products; Campbell and Foister, 

“Gerard, Lucas and Susanna Horenbout,” 725; James, The Feminine Dynamic, 244.  
25 James, The Feminine Dynamic, 232, 243.  

26 Guicciardini, Account of the Ancient Flemish School, 21.  
27 Marguerite Droz-Emmert, Catharina van Hemessen: Malerin der Renaissance (Basel: Schwabe, 2004), 37.  
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Hemessen’s works to Caterina through a stylistic comparison with her autograph works. If 

plausible, this would provide evidence of a collaborative workshop environment in which Caterina 

played an important role in the execution of paintings.28 Propitiously, Caterina is one of the earliest 

female artists for whom signed and dated works can be definitively attributed; some are portraits 

and some religious works, and all of them are painting in oil on panel. They range in date from 

1548 to 1552, placing the entirety of her artistic creation before her 1553/1554 marriage to the 

Antwerp organist Christiaan de Morijn, and spanning the ages of twenty to twenty-six.29 That 

Caterina van Hemessen’s oeuvre consists entirely of works on panel is of particular interest, as it 

expands the scholarly understanding of which practices and techniques were available to women 

in this period. They were not invariably restricted to “delicate” techniques like miniature 

illumination but instead could practice across a range of media—training and aptitude permitting. 

Caterina’s autograph works were all completed before she made the social transition from daughter 

to wife, thus indicating her capacity to work both collaboratively in coordination with the rest of 

her father’s workshop as well as independently in her early adulthood. Her works were desirable, 

and she garnered commissions from patrons who wanted her to paint their portraits. Caterina’s 

religious paintings like her Rest on the Flight to Egypt (also called Virgin and Child) and her Christ 

and St. Veronica also raise the possibility that she could have produced works on spec for the 

market. There is no evidence to indicate whether Caterina simply operated out of her father’s 

workshop—selling her paintings out of the shop as it seems Susanna Horenbout must have—for 

the entirety of her active period, or whether she worked separately for any span of time.  

                                                 
28 Simone Bergmans, “Le Problème Jan van Hemessen, Monogrammiste de Brunswick, Le Collaborateur de Jan Van 

Hemessen, L’identité du Monogrammiste,” Revue belge d’archéologie et d’historie de l’art 24 (1955): 138-144.  

29 Sutherland Harris and Nochlin, Women Artists, 105; Droz-Emmert, Catharina van Hemessen, 9, 15, 38-39.  
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THE ROOSENBOOM 

Beneath the shadow of St. Rombout’s cathedral, mere steps away from Mechelen’s 

Minderbroederspand, stood the Roosenboom (Figure 1). Turning right from the square onto the 

commercial thoroughfare of the Katelijnestraat, one passed only a few houses before arriving at 

the narrow wooden façade of the Verhulst family home and painter’s workshop, identifiable by 

the rose bush that adorned the sign. The location was not only convenient to the open square of 

the pand at which painters and sculptors sold their merchandise but also placed the workshop along 

one of the main passageways between Mechelen and the bustling city of Antwerp.30  This block 

of the Katelijnestraat was lined with art dealers and artists, many of whom specialized in the 

distinctly Mechelse medium of distemper on canvas.31 What the home lacked in width, it made up 

in height and depth, receding into the grounds of St. Rombout’s, where the Verhulst’s garden was 

separated from the bishop’s yard by a brick wall (Figure 2). 

As in other sixteenth-century artisans’ homes, the ground floor was likely where the 

Verhulst family had their shop, a space where customers could purchase works from an array of 

available stock or meet to commission new ones.32 A large stone fireplace with a herringbone 

pattern made up of alternating light and dark grey blocks served as a centerpiece of the house 

                                                 
30 Jan Op de Beeck, Mayken Verhulst (1518-1599): The Turkish Manner of an Artistic Lady (Mechelen: Museum 

Het Zotte Kunstkabinet, 2005), exhibition catalogue, 77.  
31 Neil de Marchi and Hans J. van Miegroet, “The Antwerp-Mechelen Production and Export Complex,” in In His 

Milieu: Essays on Netherlandish Art in Memory of John Michael Montias, ed. Amy Golahny, Mia M. Mochizuki, 

Lisa Vergara (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2006), 139; Monballieu, “De kunstenaarsfamilie,” 118; Op 

de Beeck, Mayken Verhulst, 77. 
32 Petra Maclot, “An Imaginary Visit to the Four Winds, the House and Shop of Hieronymus Cock and Volcxken 

Diericx,” Simiolus, Netherlands Quarterly for the History of Art 3, no. 3 (2017): 165; Petra Maclot, “Artists’ Houses 

and Workshops in 16th Century Antwerp: the Cases of Frans and Cornelis Floris,” in Künstlerhäuser im Mittelalter 

und der Frühen Neuzeit/Artists’ Homes in the Middle Ages and Early Modern Era, ed. Andreas Tacke, Thomas 

Schauerte, and Danica Brenner (Petersburg: Michael Imhof Verlag, 2018), 117; Adelon Simons, “Artists and their 

Houses in Amsterdam 1530-1590. Findings from a Student Project at the University of Amsterdam,” in 

Künstlerhäuser, 187, 190; Natasja Peeters, “Documentary Evidence on the House of the Antwerp History Painter 

Frans Francken the Elder (ca. 1542-1616),” in Künstlerhäuser, 199.  
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(Figure 3). The hearth was not merely a central place for the family members to gather for warmth 

but could also have delineated a space for receiving clients.33 The two floors above street level 

could have interchangeably served as storage and workshop space. These rooms were illuminated 

from the street-side (southwest) as well as from the back (northeast) by trios of large windows that 

optimized light for the execution of paintings throughout the day. This arrangement would have 

allowed for multiple workshop employees to set up their easels in front of the always bright, yet 

diffuse light that poured in through the windows, thus ensuring the most productive use of the 

space given. Bedchambers must also have been located on these levels. The occupants of the home 

included Peeter Verhulst’s eleven children as well as the apprentices they welcomed into their 

home for the duration of their instruction.34 Jan Op de Beeck, Director of the Museum het Zotte 

Schilders (located in the former Verhulst family home), suggests that many of the internal walls 

may have been no more than temporary wooden structures, easily deconstructed and reassembled 

to adapt the space to the family’s continually evolving needs. The roof had a particularly steep 

pitch and could even have accommodated an additional level of flooring to add a few more beds 

or to expand storage.35  

The home had been in the family’s possession since around 1500, when Jan van der Hulst, 

the grandfather of Mayken’s father, Peeter, purchased the space.36 After Mayken’s father died in 

1553, the shares of his estate and home were distributed amongst his heirs.37 Mayken acquired an 

increasingly significant portion of the home over the years and seems to have been the majority 

                                                 
33 Simons, “Artists and their Houses,” 187, 190; Peeters, “Documentary Evidence,” 199.   

34 Maryanne Kowaleski and Judith M. Bennett, “Crafts, Gilds, and Women in the Middle Ages: Fifty Years after 

Marian K. Dale,” Signs 14, no. 2 (Winter, 1989): 476; Maclot, “An Imaginary Visit,” 167; Weisner, Working 

Women, 159-160; Loats, “Gender, Guilds,” 15-16. 
35 Jan Op de Beeck in a conversation with the author, February 2019.  
36 Monballieu, “De kunstenaarsfamilie,” 108; Op de Beeck, Mayken Verhulst, 103. 
37 Monballieu, “De kunstenaarsfamilie,” 107-108.  
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stakeholder in the estate by the time De Roosenboom was sold to the artist Gaspar Rutz in 1563. 

In 1554, Peeter Verhulst the Younger sold his share to his sister Mayken, as did her other brothers 

Lanceloot and Merten Verhulst in 1562.38  

WATER-VERWE 

Peeter Verhulst accepted at least one apprentice each in 1520, 1529, 1533, 1539, and 

1542.39 He was more than likely a doeckschilder, a painter of distemper on canvas.40 One of 

Peeter’s eldest sons, Christoffel, was named as a doeckschilder in the 1545 rolls of the Antwerp 

Guild of St. Luke.41 As one of the most esteemed techniques practiced in the city, canvas painting 

contributed to Mechelen’s reputation as a “town where many simple canvas-painters (Doeck-

schilders) lived,” as Karel van Mander put it in his Schilder-boeck, estimating that there were as 

many as 150 workshops that specialized in the medium and support.42 This practice may also be 

associated with the term water-verwe—a descriptor that both Hessel Miedema and Elizabeth 

Honig argue van Mander uses specifically to refer to distemper on canvas.43 However, this 

interpretation of the terminology is not unproblematic. Odilia Bonebakker suggests that water-

verwe is an all-encompassing word that includes any painting in an aqueous medium and could 

                                                 
38 Monballieu, “De kunstenaarsfamilie,” 112, 113-115; Op de Beeck, Mayken Verhulst, 103.  
39 Monballieu, “De kunstenaarsfamilie,” 108. 

40 Hessel Miedema, “Pieter Bruegel,” in The Lives of the Illustrious Netherlandish and German Painters, from the 

First Edition of the Schilderboeck (1603-1604), ed. and tr. Hessel Miedema, vol 3 (Doornspijk: Davaco, 1994), 260, 

266; Honig, Jan Brueghel, 9; Op de Beeck, Mayken Verhulst, 93. 
41 Monballieu, “De kunstenaarsfamilie,” 110 and De Liggeren,153. A cousin of the family, Antonius Bessemer, was 

also specified to be a doeckschilder 147, 168.  

42 Karel van Mander, “The life of Hans Bol, Painter of Malines,” in The Lives of the Illustrious Netherlandish and 

German Painters, from the First Edition of the Schilderboeck (1603-1604), ed. and tr. Hessel Miedema, vol 1 

(Doornspijk: Davaco, 1994), 298, fol. 260r. This figure was also estimated by Marcus van Vaernewijck in 1566-

1568, cited in de Marchi and van Miegroet, “The Antwerp-Mechelen Production and Export Complex, 136.  
43; Hessel Miedema, “Cornelis Engelbrechtsen” in The Lives of the Illustrious Netherlandish and German Painters, 

from the First Edition of the Schilderboeck (1603-1604), ed. and tr. Hessel Miedema, vol 2 (Doornspijk: Davaco, 

1994), 320; Miedema, “Pieter Brueghel,” 260, 266. 
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reference either distemper on canvas or miniature illumination.44 Water-verwe is the term that van 

Mander chose when referencing the works of other painters on canvas, such as in “The life of 

Frans Minnebroer and Other Old Painters from Malines,” and in “Life of Hans Bol, Painter of 

Malines,” in which he described successful water-verwe works executed by the master as “very 

subtle, attractive canvases in watercolor, to which he applied great precision and good technique 

with a sure, precise manner in setting up and finishing his works .”45  

Somewhat matte in its finished state, distemper was comprised of finely ground pigments 

that were combined with water and stirred into a paste. The solution was then combined with a 

water-soluble binding medium—also called the size or glue. This was typically either gum arabic 

or animal glue, which was made by boiling animal skin (such as leather or parchment cuttings) in 

water.46 The binding medium, thin though it was, could help to smooth out the somewhat uneven 

surface of the linen’s woven threads—particularly important for canvases on which no preparatory 

ground was used.47 Linen was a natural choice of support for Netherlandish painting, as the Low 

Countries, and especially Mechelen, marked the center of the European linen trade.48 Before 

painting, the canvases were stretched across woolen cloths, which were intended to absorb the 

extra moisture of the aqueous mixture once applied, preventing the brushstrokes from bleeding 

                                                 
44 Odilia Bonebakker in an email to the author, January 27, 2019. Bonebakker completed her PhD dissertation on the 

topic of Bruegel’s experimentations with distemper on canvas in spring of 2018.  
45 Karel van Mander, “The life of Frans Minnebroer and Other Old Painters from Malines,” in The Lives of the 

Illustrious Netherlandish and German Painters, from the First Edition of the Schilderboeck (1603-1604), ed. and tr. 

Hessel Miedema, vol 1 (Doornspijk: Davaco, 1994), 170, fol. 228r; 173, fol. 228v; Van Mander, “The Life of Hans 

Bol,” 298, fol. 260r. 
46 Nicholas Mander, “Painted Cloths: History, Craftsmen and Techniques,” Textile History 28, no. 2 (1997): 129, 

137; David Blayney Brown, “Watercolour,” Grove Art Online, updated November 9, 2009, 

https://doi.org/10.1093/gao/9781884446054.article.T090797.  
47 Though the artists often drew preparatory sketches directly onto the canvas in spite of this; Diane Wolfthal, Early 

Netherlandish Canvas Painting: 1400-1530 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1989), 24-26.  
48 Wolfthal, Early Netherlandish Canvas Painting, 23; de Marchi and van Miegroet, “The Antwerp-Mechelen 

Production,” 134. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/gao/9781884446054.article.T090797
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beyond their intended boundaries.49 The practice of water-verwe was economical and efficient, 

allowing for the production of paintings aimed at a broad range of customers, from the cheap 

paintings manufactured en masse and sold at markets throughout the Netherlands to the higher-

end works commissioned by patrons. The process encouraged a rapid working pace, with fast-

drying brushstrokes “thinly and loosely applied.”50 A given canvas could take one-and-a-half to 

two-and-a-quarter days to complete—much quicker than an oil painting, which took significant 

time to dry and required multiple coats of varnish between paint layers.51  

Water-verwe reached the height of its market popularity in the second half of the sixteenth 

and the first half of the seventeenth century.52 These canvases had the unique advantage of 

flexibility. They could be rolled or folded for easy transportation, and once they arrived at their 

destination, they might be framed, stretched, or hung, like a tapestry.53 These painted cloths had 

what Diane Wolfthal describes as an “intimate” connection with tapestry.54 Not only did they serve 

as life-sized preparatory cartoons—an interpretive intermediate stage in the translation from drawn 

design to woven tapestry—but canvas paintings were also purchased as autonomous works of art, 

used and frequently exhibited in a manner similar to tapestries. They shared subject matters and 

were frequently encircled with a decorative border, mirroring the custom of their more expensive 

counterparts.55 These canvases were exhibited in domestic spaces, providing insulation as well as 

decoration. However, there are also examples of painted cloths in liturgical settings; they were 

simple to switch out on different dates throughout the liturgical calendar and when used for the 

                                                 
49 Wolfthal, Early Netherlandish Canvas Painting, 24-26.  
50 Honig, Jan Brueghel, 10-11.  
51 De Marchi and van Miegroet, “The Antwerp-Mechelen Production,” 134. 
52 Mander, “Painted Cloths,” 119, 122. 
53 Wolfthal, Early Netherlandish Canvas Painting, 27-28.  
54 Wolfthal, Early Netherlandish Canvas Painting, 31. This point will be explored shortly.  
55 Wolfthal, Early Netherlandish Canvas Painting, 22, 31.  
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wings of an altarpiece, did not add unnecessary heft. Finally, the lightweight and inexpensive 

canvases were also an impeccable match for the elaborate temporary monuments that defined 

imperial spectacle in this period.56 Interestingly, painted cloths also intersected with printmaking 

practices and there are examples of woodblocks used in the decoration of the linen supports.57  

The lightweight and affordable materials used to execute these works—in the period of 

their creation benefits that increased their attractiveness—have unfortunately led to a dearth of 

surviving examples.58 There are no painted canvases traceable to Verhulst family members today, 

depriving scholars of the opportunity to establish an oeuvre for the family workshop, much less an 

understanding of their styles or techniques. Without these examples, it is, of course, impossible to 

search for evidence of Mayken’s hand in her father’s paintings in the same way that scholarship 

on Susanna Horenbout and Caterina van Hemessen has aimed to achieve. At best, it is possible to 

draw upon the practice of water-verwe as a whole in order to ascertain the techniques that Mayken 

would have been familiar with and to determine her training and skillset in her early career.  

The art historical literature on Mayken tends to define her practice in one of two ways: as 

a canvas painter or as a miniaturist. Each of these readings takes as its basis van Mander’s 

description of Mayken as a practitioner in water-verwe—a term that fails to clearly elucidate the 

artist’s practice because of disagreements over its use. Elizabeth Honig argues that van Mander 

clearly differentiates between the practices of water-verwe, or distemper on canvas, and 

verlichterij. The latter was a separate technique utilized by illuminators that shared a similar 

aqueous solution, though applied it to a support of paper or parchment and on a much smaller scale 

                                                 
56 Mander, “Painted Cloths,” 134; Wolfthal, Early Netherlandish Canvas Painting, 22.  
57 Mander, “Painted Cloths,” 139.  
58 Mander, “Painted Cloths,” 140.  
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than canvas painting.59 Bonebakker acknowledges the specificity of the term verlichterij, which 

references illumination and is not used by van Mander to describe Mayken’s expertise.60 Further, 

it seems clear that van Mander did connect the term water-verwe to paintings on canvas in 

reference to other Mechelen artists.61 This reference, together with the aforementioned 

involvement of Mayken’s family in the Mechelse specialty, suggest that she was familiar with this 

technique.  

The inference that Mayken may have been an illuminator is not merely an interpretation of 

van Mander’s language but is also a response to the established participation of women in this 

particular technique.62 While the available evidence more strongly supports that Mayken was 

initially trained to paint in distemper on linen, it is possible that she learned to illuminate as well. 

The paint used in both techniques was composed of water-soluble pigments mixed with a binding 

agent, and Mayken could have easily transferred her mastery of these materials from a canvas 

support to a paper one. She may have illuminated a range of works, from devotional texts to portrait 

miniatures, executing meticulously detailed paintings on a minute scale. The sixteenth century also 

saw an expansion of the supports used for miniature paintings, including not just parchment and 

paper, but also ivory.63 Artists frequently worked across “boundaries of medium,” and there are 

numerous examples of artists who painted both miniature illuminations and panel paintings.64 It is 

plausible that Mayken, too, could have applied her skill set to multiple practices.  

                                                 
59 Honig, Jan Brueghel, 9-10. 
60 Odilia Bonebakker in an email to the author, January 27, 2019.  

61 Van Mander, “The Life of Frans Minnebroer,” 170, fol. 228r; 173, fol. 228v; Van Mander, “The Life of Hans 

Bol,” 298, fol. 260r. 

62 Honig, Jan Brueghel, 11; James, The Feminine Dynamic, 231.  

63 M. Smeyers and Graham Reynolds, “Miniature,” Grove Art Online, 2003, 

https://doi.org/10.1093/gao/9781884446054.article.T058387; Brown, “Watercolour.”  

64 Joan A. Holladay, “Some Arguments for a Wider View of Cologne Book Painting in the Early Fourteenth 

Century,” Georges-Bloch-Jahrbuch des Kunstgeschichtlichen Seminars der Universität Zürich (1997): 10, 16-20. 
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As the eldest daughter of the Verhulst family, Mayken likely held a leadership role in the 

workshop, not only contributing to the execution of studio products, but also collaborating with 

her father on canvases. Birth order was surely a factor in establishing the wide breadth of 

opportunities and responsibilities Peeter Verhulst would have delegated to his oldest daughter. 

Mayken’s contemporary, Levina Teerlinc, the eldest of Simon Bening’s five daughters, was the 

only one to practice as an artist—a reflection of the consequential training she had received.65 

Likewise, Mayken was the lone daughter of Peeter’s five to become a painter herself (rather than 

just marrying one).66 Both Levina and Mayken were, of course, also exceptionally talented artists 

in addition to being the oldest, a quality that enhanced each woman’s chance of success in the 

workshop setting. While Mayken’s brothers all became painters in cities throughout the Low 

Countries, her sisters married artists, connecting Mayken to the legacies of important figures like 

Daniel Snellinck (father of Jan Snellinck) and Hubert Goltzius, among others.67 Mayken may even 

have developed teaching skills in this environment, guiding her younger siblings through the 

practical tasks of canvas painting in order to support the distribution of work and the smooth 

operation of the atelier.68 Further, like Susanna Horenbout and Caterina van Hemessen, she may 

even have painted works independently, selling them under her own name. It is not certain how 

long into adulthood Mayken worked in her father’s shop, or whether she worked autonomously in 

any capacity before marrying the renowned painter and designer, Pieter Coecke van Aelst.  

 

                                                 
65 James, The Feminine Dynamic, 287.  

66 Op de Beeck, Mayken Verhulst, 31.  

67 Op de Beeck, Mayken Verhulst, 31; Monballieu, “De kunstenaarsfamilie,” 109-111, 118. 

68 Although a southern European example, it is of note that Sofonisba Anguissola trained her younger sisters to 

paint; Droz-Emmert, Catharina van Hemessen, 37.  
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Chapter 2: Wife 

In nearly all of the remaining works of art and literature contemporaneous with Mayken 

Verhulst, she is defined (both by herself and by others) in relation to her husband, Pieter Coecke 

van Aelst. Though Verhulst would go on to live for another half-century after the death of her 

husband, the widow would always be understood in terms of her relationship to this artist. The 

couple was one of many whose professions lay in the same trade, though in this case, Mayken was 

not merely the daughter of an artist, but also a painter and publisher in her own right. Her unique 

place as a capable artist, as well as an established publisher of books, would have positioned her 

to take an active role in the operations of the atelier headed by her husband. Verhulst was almost 

certainly involved in the management and production of the diverse and prolific workshop, much 

like many of her peers throughout northern Europe in this century. Manfred Sellink, in his 2011 

publication, Bruegel: The Complete Paintings, Drawings, and Prints, goes so far as to suggest that 

Coecke van Aelst and Verhulst shared ownership of the shop, titling one section “Apprentice in 

the Workshop of Pieter Coecke and Mayken Verhulst?”69  However, the particularities of her 

output, as well as the way in which this involvement shaped her relationship with Coecke van 

Aelst (in life as well as in death) are not yet fully apparent. In the following section, I will examine 

the way in which Mayken Verhulst’s existing base of skilled knowledge and sustained training 

and practice throughout the years of her marriage likely informed her artistic creation.  

BOOK PRINTER 

After leaving her father’s house, Mayken moved to Antwerp, where she became a book 

printer. In a lien document dated November 3, 1538, Mayken’s profession is listed as such, 

                                                 
69 Manfred Sellink, Bruegel: The Complete Paintings, Drawings, and Prints (Ghent: Luidon, 2011), 11. 
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boeckprinter.70 Antwerp was an important center for the production of books and prints in 

sixteenth-century Europe, and the 1530s marked a significant period in the early growth of the 

industry, placing Mayken at the forefront of a development that would reach critical mass around 

the year 1550, when a great number of print publishing houses were founded in Antwerp.71 Also 

in 1538, Hans Liefrinck, one of the city’s foremost print publishers, became a member of the Guild 

of St. Luke in Antwerp and began publishing prints out of his workshop, located in a rented 

building on the Lombardenvest.72 The Lombardenvest (along with the nearby Kammenstraat and 

Steenhouwervest) marked the center of Antwerp’s print industry, creating opportunities for 

dynamic synthesis among makers of books and prints, as well as with nearby craftsmen who 

collaborated with printmakers—specifically, designers, cartographers, engravers, and book 

binders.73 It is quite likely that Mayken’s print-making responsibilities in 1538 were based in this 

neighborhood.  

The “book printer” title noted in the archival document stops short of elucidating Mayken’s 

actual role in the printing process. The language used to identify these professions is woefully 

inconsistent throughout the archival record, and it is not immediately apparent whether Verhulst 

was involved in the mechanical production of prints or whether she was an early progenitor of the 

printer-publisher model that she undoubtedly adopted by 1553. The publisher was essentially a 

manager, responsible for coordinating the labor of various specialists involved in the production, 

                                                 
70 Stadsarchief, Antwerp, Vierschaar 182, fol, 55r, cited in Elizabeth Cleland, “Pieter Coecke van Aelst in 

Contemporary Documents,” in Grand Design: Pieter Coecke van Aelst and Renaissance Tapestry (New York: The 

Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2014), exhibition catalogue, 19; Edmund Roobaert, Kunst en kunstambachten in der 

16de eeuw te Brussel (Brussel: Archief- en Bibliotheekwezen in België, 2004), 39. The document reveals that 

Mayken Verhulst held a lien against a book binder named Cornelis who had failed to pay her rent that he owed her. 
71 Jan van der Stock, Printing Images in Antwerp: The Introduction of Printmaking in a City, Fifteenth Century to 

1585 (Rotterdam: Sound and Vision Interactive, 1998), 60; Timothy Riggs, Hieronymus Cock, Printmaker and 

Publisher (PhD diss, Yale University, 1971. Published New York and London: Garland Publishing, 1977), 20.  
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for financing the project up-front, and eventually, for the marketing of the print or book. The 

initiative for the project also frequently came from the publisher.74 This understanding of the 

printer-publisher’s duties as separate from the technical aspects of the work was one that was only 

refined over time, with the managerial aspects of the profession “gradual[ly] displac[ing]” the 

mechanical.75 This shift occurred throughout the industry at large as well as during the careers of 

individuals—for example, the prolific publisher Hieronymus Cock began his career as an artist but 

quickly transitioned into the prototypical publisher.76 Cock is associated with at least two early 

etchings produced by De vier winden, but he hired designers and engravers to create much of the 

print house’s output. The aforementioned printer-publisher Hans Liefrinck was heavily involved 

in the craftsmanship of his print workshop in its early years, often cutting the woodblocks 

himself.77 Verhulst’s peers in this early period often worked across the blurred boundaries between 

the mechanical and the managerial, forging the norms of the industry for the first time.78  

The identification of “book printer” also reveals little about Verhulst’s commercial 

product. Peter Fuhring argues that the sixteenth-century conception of the term “book” in the 

context of printing was not limited to bound volumes principally containing text; instead, it 

encompassed a spectrum from works of literature to compilations of visual prints. Multiple plates 

could be transferred onto the surface of a large sheet of paper, which would then be folded and 

bound together as a series.79 There was a fluidity across these practices, as evidenced by Verhulst’s 
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later efforts in the 1550s, which included both prints and books. Workshops producing books as 

well as those producing prints were concentrated in the Lombardenvest area of town, generating 

an environment for interaction and exchange.80 These printers operated in similar spaces, used 

similar equipment, and certainly were members of the same social and professional circles. 

Further, the production process itself was multi-faceted in nature, often bringing images and text 

together. Text-based books often featured illustrations and title pages—in both woodcut and 

engraving—further blurring any clear-cut differentiation between the two. Antwerp book 

publishers like Christopher Plantin commissioned illustrations from artists, much in the same way 

that print publishers did.81 The professional titles differentiating between the two practices, as 

codified in the rolls of the Guild of St. Luke, provide little in the way of clarification. In fact, the 

liggeren of the Guild of St. Luke do not use the term “book printer” at all until the second half of 

the century. Christopher Plantin is first named generically as a “printer” in 1550, only to be listed 

more specifically as a “book printer” in the 1585/86 rolls.82 Verhulst may have primarily printed 

books, however, the young woman could have built a network of social and professional 

connections in the art—and more specifically, printing—world of Antwerp, establishing access to 

a varied spectrum of media and techniques across which she could have worked.  

Printing seems to have been an especially welcoming option for women, with printmakers 

at all stages of life playing an integral role in the production and sale of prints. The aforementioned 

Liefrinck family provides a rich example. Willemyne Liefrinck (also called Myncken), sister of 

Hans, was a publisher in Antwerp as well. Although she had married the engraver Frans Huys 
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sometime before 1562 and later married the peintre-graveur Pauwels van Overbeke in 1563, 

Willemyne published prints independently of these relationships. 83 She held properties separate 

from those of her husbands, allowing her to operate autonomously. An inventory of her home, 

called De Wildeman, proves that the space had no less than four presses—albeit three functional 

and one “bad,” or broken. Myncken worked closely with other professionals in the printmaking 

industry, receiving commissions from Christopher Plantin among others. Hans Liefrinck’s 

daughter, also named Myncken, was a printmaker in her own right, combining these efforts with 

her work as an illuminator.84  

WORKSHOP WIVES 

Though the exact date for Verhulst’s marriage to Pieter Coecke van Aelst is unknown, 

Marlier estimates the event to have occurred between 1538 and 1541, placing the 1538 lien 

document along the earlier edge of this timespan—though it is not clear whether it falls before or 

after their marriage.85 Jan Op de Beeck suggests a narrowing of the possible matrimonial timeline, 

placing the event in 1538 or 1539, and thus situating the archival appearance on the precipice of 

this shift in social identity from daughter to wife.86 This crucial piece of information could 

illuminate much about Mayken’s early professional life. Were the marriage to have occurred at the 

latter end of Marlier’s proposed span, it would become clear that Mayken had not only moved to 

Antwerp of her own accord and as a single woman but also that she was financially self-sufficient. 

Alternatively, a citation of Verhulst as a book printer after her marriage might indicate that the 
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impetus for Verhulst’s move to Antwerp was her betrothal to Coecke van Aelst. Significantly, this 

scenario also suggests that Verhulst was able to operate her own printing business, separate from 

the day-to-day operations of the Coecke van Aelst workshop—much as Willemyne Liefrinck had 

operated her publishing business out of a house called De Wildeman. However, Verhulst likely 

also found points of collaboration with Coecke van Aelst, working with the established artist in 

different capacities.  

As we have seen, workshops in northern Europe depended on all members of the family 

unit contributing labor to the economic success of the endeavor. Wives of artisans played an 

especially important part in the operation of these workshops.87  Some chapters of the professional 

guilds—often including the Guild of St. Luke—required members to be married before they could 

become masters, evidence of artisans’ reliance on the labor of their wives.88 A further 

manifestation of this system impacted re-marriage as well. Because widows held the privilege of 

running their husbands’ workshops after their deaths, the guilds encouraged widows to remarry 

only in the case that they could find men who worked in the same trade as their late husbands. This 

prevented an over-saturation of the market, ensuring that the total of number of workshops (and 

thus competitors) in a town was somewhat limited. This often resulted in the marriage of a master’s 

widow to his former pupil.89   

Wives contributed to the economy of the art world through their close involvement in the 

family business. They served as agents, responsible for the marketing and sale of their husband’s 

products from their workshops and at the markets and pands—sometimes even traveling on 
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business trips to sell at fairs abroad.90 Albrecht Dürer’s wife, Agnes, is documented at the Frankfurt 

fair selling her husband’s prints.91 A print published at De vier winden, and designed by Hans 

Vredeman de Vries,  depicts Volcxken Diericx, wife of the publisher Hieronymus Cock, engaged 

in the work of a saleswoman (Figure 4). She is stationed in the doorway near the lower left, in 

front of the shop’s shelves upon shelves of print stocks, ready to welcome customers who walked 

into the commercial space on the ground floor of the famed building.92  

Wives were often responsible for the management of the workshop as well.93 Workshops, 

which in this period bridged the definition of commercial and domestic space, functioned like 

complex machines, involving a skillful coordination of the labor of several individuals. 

Apprentices, after paying small fees to the master and his wife, would typically stay in the home 

with the family for the duration of their training.94 The master’s wife was responsible for providing 

the apprentice (often a fairly young boy) with food and care.95 As a part of her financial duties, the 

wife also determined the salary of the journeymen and arranged for their payment.96 She was 

further responsible for other financial components of the business, including accepting incoming 

payments, maintaining the books, and collecting on debts.97  Documentation compiled by Martha 
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Howell relating to cloth production in Leiden reveals a system of shared responsibility, in which 

the couple essentially operated as business partners; husband and wife were thought of as a unit, 

allowing for the wife to run the business with confidence, including when her husband was away.98 

Contracts often named both husband and wife or otherwise included a special dispensation for the 

wife in acknowledgement of her contributions.99  Patrons tipped the masters’ wives with regularity. 

Agnes Dürer was tipped by the Heller family after the completion of the eponymous Heller 

Altarpiece as well as by the city of Nuremberg after Albrecht Dürer’s gift of the Four Apostles. 

The successive wives of the sculptor Adam Kraft also received tips on multiple commissions, 

whether in cash or in the form of a special object.100 

Artisans’ wives were also involved in the workshop’s mechanical production. In some 

cases, this may have been unskilled labor. Medieval manuscript illuminations of workshop scenes 

portray women mixing pigments for paint.101 Adam Kraft’s wife Margareth pulverized stone in 

support of the maintenance efforts for the tabernacle at St. Lorenz.102 Masters often married women 

who had grown up in their fathers’ workshops and were thus trained in the trade that their husbands 

also practiced. This family-centered economic model of the period facilitated women’s in-depth 

knowledge of production and gave them a unique perspective on specialized models of operation 

that they could help introduce to their husbands’ workshops.   

Finally, there is also evidence of women working independently from their husbands 

throughout a wide range of trades in northern Europe.103 In addition to the aforementioned woman 
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printers, European cities were also home to female laborers serving in various positions throughout 

the cloth industry, including as weavers, tailors, dyers, and embroiderers.104 Women laboring apart 

from their husbands often operated in complementary trades, but this was not without exception. 

There are examples of women working in trades entirely unrelated to that of their husbands.105 

Women’s access to the benefits of guild membership differed from city to city and trade to trade. 

Multiple woman goldsmiths, especially in German cities, were registered as full-fledged guild 

members, offering them a great deal of agency. Although many of these artisans were wives and 

widows of smiths, there are also examples of artists who operated autonomously.106 The liggeren 

of the Antwerp Guild of St. Luke include multiple women in their ranks.107 While a substantial 

number of the female artists listed were identified as widows, they were also listed as wives, for 

example, “Vrouwe Leeus (de Leeu),” included in 1536 as the teacher of the cleerschryver, Pierken 

Hillegert.108  

PIETER COECKE VAN AELST 

In 1567 Lodovico Guicciardini described Pieter Coecke van Aelst as “great in cartoons, or 

designs for tapestry; and who has the peculiar praise of first bringing from Italy the canon of 

architecture; and who translated into Flemish the work of Sebastian Serlio of Bologna, to the great 

advantage of the Netherlands.”109 Coecke van Aelst was an artist of diverse interests and 

capabilities. His workshop produced incredible objects across a wide variety of media, including 

not just tapestry designs (for which he is most famous today), but also designs for stained glass 
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and woodcuts.110 Coecke van Aelst also painted in oil on panel. His studio was immense and 

operated on a near-industrial scale. The workshop served as an innovative force in the 

standardization of techniques that facilitated serial reproductions, making possible what Peter van 

den Brink deems a conveyor-belt-like output.111 One composition in oil depicting The Last Supper 

produced by the workshop saw astonishing commercial success, with more than forty copies extant 

today.112 

Pieter Coecke van Aelst first registered as a master in the Antwerp Guild of St. Luke in 

1527. He most likely had been working in the studio of Jan Mertens van Doornicke whose 

daughter, Anna, became Pieter’s first wife in 1526. That same year Jan Mertens van Doornicke 

died, clearing the way for the young artist to rise to the position of master, potentially even taking 

over the workshop. It was under the tutelage of Van Doornicke that Coecke would have learned to 

paint in oils.113 Van Mander divulges that Coecke also trained in the workshop of the renowned 

tapestry designer, Bernard van Orley in Brussels.114 This occurred before his time in the Mertens 

van Doornicke shop and provided the young artist with the opportunity to study tapestry design.  
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Coecke’s work as a tapestry designer was particularly noteworthy, with workshops 

including the Pannemaker atelier producing his designs for members of the social and political 

elite; they appeared in the collections of Francis I, Henry VIII, Mary of Hungary, and others.115 

Tapestry production was a lucrative endeavor in the Netherlands, making up 4-5% of the total 

export market in the sixteenth century.116 Multiple cities throughout the Low Countries, including 

Arras, Tournai, and Lille were renowned for their intricate, elaborately woven tapestries, but 

Brussels became the veritable epicenter of the industry by late fifteenth century.117 That Coecke 

van Aelst began his practice in Antwerp rather than in any of the aforementioned established 

centers of tapestry design is of note, as the city offered the artist a special financial bonus for 

‘introducing’ tapestry design to the city and training young painters in the technique.118   

Coecke started the process of designing by completing preliminary sketches, refining the 

composition until it was ready. The final detailed drawing of the design was called a petit patron 

or patroon t’klein.119 The petit patron was then copied over in an enlarged format, creating a 

cartoon that corresponded exactly to the size of the would-be tapestry. The cartoon was usually 

executed by a “specialized professional draughtsman” who painted thin layers of watercolor across 
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multiple sheets of paper adhered together or, alternatively, across a large swath of cloth.120 Linen, 

a chief product of the Netherlandish economy, had served as a common support for cartoons in the 

Netherlands as early as the fifteenth century.121 Thomas Campbell writes, “cartoons on linen were 

stronger than paper cartoons, though the materials and the labor required made them also more 

expensive.”122 The full-sized cartoons were transported to the weaver’s workshop, where the 

cartoon would be laid underneath the threads. The cartoon was sometimes cut into strips as a part 

of the weaving process (an action that obviously threatened the possibility of the cartoon’s re-use). 

The cartoon was then pinned to the warp threads that made up the tapestry’s base, and the 

composition was transferred to this surface, typically using charcoal. The cartoon was often spun 

onto the “lower roller of the loom” along with the completed portion of the weaving. This practice 

could mangle the structural integrity of the work, ensuring that the cartoon could only be used a 

few times before it was worn out.123  

 One exceptional full-sized cartoon from the Coecke van Aelst workshop survives. The 

Martyrdom of Saint Paul, today located in the Brussels City Museum, stretches to massive 

dimensions—more than eleven-feet tall and twelve-feet wide (Figure 5). The work, completed in 

black chalk and brown ink and painted in distemper, is immediately striking.124 The foreground is 

strewn with decapitated bodies—stretching across the pictorial plane at dramatic angles that 
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demonstrate the artist’s skills in foreshortening—their crania rolling away from them. Roman 

soldiers approach, cresting the hill in the middle ground and striding towards the viewer, each with 

a condemned prisoner in tow. At the center of the scene kneels Saint Paul, his hands clasped in 

prayer as a soldier grasps a tuft of the martyr’s hair for stability as he winds his body around with 

his curved-blade sword in-hand, building the necessary momentum to slice off Paul’s head. The 

saint’s eyes are heavily lidded, and he furrows his brow as he sorrowfully confronts his own fate. 

The original light brown paper ground is largely exposed, with stark outlines and watercolor of 

various opacities and detail defining the action of the scene. In some areas, the applied color is thin 

and translucent, fading away at the edges and transmuting into the brown paper. In other locations, 

the dark black outlines of the forms are filled with vibrant color, shaded across a gradient to 

demonstrate the effects of light on the active bodies of the composition. Shading is further 

indicated by the painting’s exuberant hatching. The lines sometimes bow and stretch, spanning the 

curves of a body part or a fold of fabric. They vary in thickness—some are wide and heavy while 

others are light and thin—throughout the design. They together form complex grid systems or 

fractured, tightly crisscrossing lines that create a sense of frenetic, yet well-formed hatching.  

While sixteenth-century cartoon painters were nearly all specialists, the capacity in which 

they worked seems to have changed over time. The practice was largely that of painters—a role 

confirmed by a 1470s Brussels court case in which the members of the St. Luke’s Guild won the 

privilege to draw preliminary designs and paint cartoons, while the tapestry weavers were 

forbidden from attempting their own.125 Campbell describes the phenomenon of merchant-

controlled tapestry production, in which the designer—who was responsible for completing the 

petit patron—was separate in place and practice from the cartoon painter. The merchant would 
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commission the execution of the cartoon, dividing the labor into discrete practices. In some cases, 

the cartoon stage may even have been entrusted to a workshop that focused entirely on that phase 

of tapestry design and production.126 Alternatively, the cartoons were also executed by specialized 

artists who practiced inside the workshop of a particular artist. Scholars including Stijn Alsteens 

and Lorraine Karafel, in their contributions to the 2014 catalogue Grand Design, have argued that 

Coecke van Aelst likely hired specialists in his workshop and was personally invested in the 

completion of the cartoons, returning to and perfecting the forms before they were finalized.127 

Interestingly, the black chalk outlines of the St. Paul cartoon stand in marked contrast to the 

“squiggly drapery contour lines with the looped ends” that defined Coecke’s earlier underdrawing 

style.128 While Ainsworth attributes this to developments in Coecke van Aelst’s stylistic practice, 

it is reasonable to understand this instead as evidence of the complex organization of his workshop, 

employing the expertise of specialist cartoonists. Stijn Alsteens goes on to suggest that in later 

phases, “for the designing of tapestries, [Coecke van Aelst] may have chosen to rely more heavily 

on his workshop, which would certainly have been possible if it consisted of talented and well-

trained assistants.”129 

Elizabeth Honig draws parallels between techniques of cartoon painting and of distemper 

on linen—the medium so integral to the artistic landscape of Mechelen in the sixteenth century. 

She proposes that the relationship between Mayken Verhulst and Pieter Coecke van Aelst could 
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have commenced when Coecke traveled to Mechelen in search of watercolorists who would be 

well-suited to painting cartoons in the tapestry-design arm of his workshop.130  Verhulst would 

almost certainly have been a competent practitioner of water-verwe as a result of her earliest 

training in her father’s workshop, and it is possible to imagine her contributing to Coecke’s 

workshop endeavor in this capacity. The affinities between the two practices would have provided 

for a near-seamless transition from the work of a Mechelen doeckschilder (sometimes used as 

cheap tapestry substitutes) to the painting of cartoons. Mayken’s familiarity with the medium of 

watercolor—from the mixing of the pigments to the artistic application of the paint—prepared her 

to take significant responsibility in her husband’s workshop. Thomas Campbell emphasizes the 

significance of this stage in the creation of the tapestry, arguing that the translation of the design 

from petit patron to full-scale cartoon was instrumental in determining the final appearance of the 

woven product.131 It seems likely that Verhulst practiced in this capacity as an internal expert in 

cartoon painting, as opposed to operating outside of Coecke van Aelst’s workshop. The large size 

and prolific output of the atelier would have necessitated a large staff, and the business was 

certainly populated by talented specialists who propelled the staff in the production of everything 

from oil paintings to designs for stained glass and tapestry to prints. Mayken may be counted 

among these professionals.132  

Additionally, Mayken Verhulst, accomplished as a printer, was likely instrumental in her 

husband’s introduction to printmaking in Antwerp. Significantly, Coecke van Aelst only began 

                                                 
130 Honig, Jan Brueghel, 9-10. 

131 Campbell, Tapestry in the Renaissance, 45. 

132 This is implied obliquely in Miedema’s The Lives of the Illustrious Netherlandish and German Painters, from the 

First Edition of the Schilderboeck (1603-1604), vol. 3, 260, and in Larry Silver, Pieter Bruegel (New York: 

Abbeville Press Publishers, 2011), 421, and more explicitly in and Gibson, Bruegel, 15, and Op de Beeck, Mayken 

Verhulst, 95.  
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printing after his marriage to Verhulst. His first publication was a Dutch translation of De 

Architectura by Vitruvius, followed shortly by a Dutch translation of Sebastiano Serlio’s 

architectural treatise (Book Four).133 These editions were completed in 1540—not long after 

Mayken Verhulst’s November 1538 appearance as a book printer.134 Although Coecke, in part, 

relied on the help of the Antwerp town clerk, Cornelis De Schrijver (also called Scribonius or 

Grapheus) for the publication of this first translation, the artist surely also benefitted from the 

networks and resources (as well as possibly machinery and/or workshop) of his experienced printer 

wife.135 Coecke would subsequently publish Dutch and French translations of the books 

comprising Serlio’s five-part treatise, as well as a German translation completed by Jacob 

Rechlinger of Augsburg.136 In 1546, Coecke began working with the printer Gillis Coppens van 

Diest. Book Three credits both men’s efforts, differentiating between the roles of publisher and 

printer, “Ghedruct…duer Peeter Ceock van Aelst, 1546, Gillis van Diest, Boeckprinter.”137 Both 

Coecke and Verhulst would work with Coppens van Diest for years to come, trusting him to 

efficiently produce high-quality prints of their publications. In 1549, shortly before his death, 

Coecke published a second edition of Serlio’s Book Four in Dutch, this time listing the place of 

sale as the “Sign of the Tortoise” on the Lombardenvest, the same house from which Verhulst, as 

a widow, would later conduct her business.138 

                                                 
133 Book One dealt with geometry, Book Two with perspective, Book Three with antiquities, Book Four with 

general rules of architecture as related to Vitruvius (including the rules for the various Classical orders) and Book 

Five with “various forms of the temples;” Marlier, La Renaissance flamande, 382; “Serlio’s Five Books on 

Architecture,” Metropolitan Museum of Art, https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/356967. 

134 Cleland, “Pieter Coecke van Aelst in Contemporary Documents,” Grand Design, 19; Marlier, La Renaissance 

flamande, 379-382.  
135 Krista de Jonge, “Early Modern Netherlandish Artists on Proportion in Architecture, or ‘de questien der 

Simmetrien met redene der Geometrien,’” Architectural Histories 2, no. 1 (2014), http://doi.org/10.5334/ah.bt.  

136 Marlier, La Renaissance flamande, 379. 

137 Marlier, La Renaissance flamande, 45, 382.  

138 Marlier, La Renaissance flamande, 45; Hubert Meeus, “Printing vernacular translations in sixteenth-century 

Antwerp,” Nederlands Kunsthistorisch Jaarboek 64 (2014): 127.  

http://doi.org/10.5334/ah.bt
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Verhulst was quite likely responsible (at least in part) for the management of the workshop 

from an economic perspective. Her “workshop-wife” peers in Germany and the Netherlands were 

involved in the sale of artworks, either on the shop’s ground floor or at fairs as well as with the 

financial maintenance of the business, accepting payments, collecting debts, and doling out 

salaries. Mayken would also have been adroit at this level of administrative synchronization, a 

result not merely of her time in Peeter Verhulst’s workshop, but also of her experiences as a book 

printer, where she was responsible for the coordination of several different stages and people 

involved in the production of prints. 

Mayken and Pieter had established a workshop in Brussels at some point after 1543, though 

the couple managed to bridge the art worlds of both Brussels and Antwerp throughout their careers. 

The pair may have run multiple branches of their business simultaneously, strategically locating 

shops or workshops in these urban centers and demonstrating the high degree of organizational 

and logistical expertise employed by Verhulst in these endeavors.139 Coecke’s professional and 

social connections in Brussels were multifold. He had completed his earliest training in Brussels 

with Bernard van Orley, and many of his tapestry designs were woven in this thriving center of 

the tapestry industry. These were connections that he surely sustained throughout his lifetime. 

Further, several of his extended family members lived in the city into the 1580s.140 Although the 

                                                 
139 The shift to Brussels coincided with Coecke van Aelst’s appointment to the position of court painter. In 1543 the 

artist was allocated one stuiver per day by Mary of Hungary, Governor of the Netherlands—most likely payment for 

work he was completing as a painter in her court. From this point on, Coecke van Aelst appears in multiple 

documents associated with the courts of both Mary of Hungary and Charles V. The royal court was located in 

Brussels at the time and the couple’s newfound proximity surely expanded the range of projects that Coecke could 

complete; Aleksandra Lipińska, Moving Sculptures: Southern Netherlandish Alabasters from the 16th to 17th 

Century in Central and Northern Europe, tr. Jessica Taylor-Kucia (Leiden: Brill, 2015), 96; Cleland, “Pieter Coecke 

van Aelst in Contemporary Documents,” 19-20. Roobaert also acknowledges the uncertainty of the couple’s 

geographical status; Roobaert, Kunst en Kunstambachten, 41-42.  

140 Coecke van Aelst’s grandchildren, Pieter Brueghel the Younger and Jan Brueghel lived with these aunts until 

1583; Joost Vander Auwera in an email to the author, April 11, 2019. Dr. Vander Auwera will publish this 

information, discovered in archival documents in an upcoming article in the Wallraf-Richartz Jahrbuch.  
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couple had officially re-located to Brussels, likely in conjunction with Coecke’s appointment as 

court painter, they maintained a professional presence in Antwerp. When Pieter Coecke van Aelst 

translated Sebastiano Serlio’s architectural treatises, each of these editions was published in 

Antwerp, including those issued after the move. Coecke also owned property in the city during 

this period that remained there until his death.141   

 

  

                                                 
141 Cleland, “Pieter Coecke van Aelst in Contemporary Documents,” 19. His first publication was a Dutch 

translation of De Architectura by Vitruvius, followed by a Dutch translation of Sebastiano Serlio’s architectural 

treatise (Book Four). This occurred in 1539 (old style) or 1540 (new style).  
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Chapter 3: Widow 

Pieter Coecke van Aelst died in 1550 in Brussels, as did two of the couple’s three 

children—Paul and Catherine—perhaps in some sort of epidemic.142 Mayken Verhulst now needed 

to support herself and her surviving child, Marie. The family received an annual disbursement 

from a small pension held with the city of Aelst, though this income was far from a sufficient 

salary.143 One of the first responsibilities Verhulst was tasked with in the wake of Coecke’s death 

was the closure of his business, which involved efforts in both Brussels and Antwerp. After his 

passing, Mayken likely assumed ownership of a sizable portion of his estate, conforming to the 

practice prevalent throughout northern Europe wherein a master’s widow assumed full 

proprietorship of their workshop estate. This bequest left Verhulst responsible for managing the 

studio’s dismantling. In 1553, Pieter Coecke van Aelst’s possessions were valued by the 

secondhand dealer’s guild in Antwerp, and in 1554 several of his effects, including paintings from 

the studio estate, were auctioned off.144 Mayken chose to divest herself of many, if not all, of the 

objects in the Coecke van Aelst studio, rather than electing to manage her husband’s workshop. 

Verhulst would also have split portions of the estate with Coecke’s surviving children from his 

first marriage to Anna van Doornicke, named Pieter and Michel. A document dated February 15, 

1554, asserts that the late artist’s holdings were appropriately distributed to his surviving family 

                                                 
142 Marlier, La Renaissance flamande, 47-48.  

143 Stadsarchief Aalst, Register 644, Schepenboek 1550, fols. CXVr-v, in Cleland, “Pieter Coecke van Aelst in 

Contemporary Documents,” 21; Roobaert, Kunst en Kunstambachten, 45.  

144 Stadsarchief Antwerp, Gilden en Ambachten 4.287, fol. 37r records the valuation of the household goods of 

Pieter Coecke van Aelst. Stadsarchief Antwerp, Gilden en Ambachten 4.287, fol. 129v documents the sale of 

paintings that had belonged to Coecke; Cleland, “Pieter Coecke van Aelst in Contemporary Documents,” 19; 

Roobaert, Kunst en Kunstambachten, 44. 
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members, and Pieter and Michel testified that Mayken had not withheld any amount that was owed 

to them.145 

WIDOW’S FREEDOM 

 Widows were an important force in the function of the art world. In a 1520 entry in his 

Diary of the Netherlands, Dürer recorded a procession he witnessed in Antwerp of the various 

guilds of the city. He writes, “all the guilds and trades, each man dressed up according to his rank 

and most richly…The procession also included a large troop of widows, who keep themselves by 

the work of their hands.”146 The procession can be understood as a distillation of women’s 

importance in the local economy and as evidence of the continuity in production and employment 

they provided by running their late husband’s workshops.147 Widows attained a social standing 

equivalent to that of their adult male counterparts.148 As discussed earlier, the wives of late masters 

were knowledgeable in multiple areas of the workshop, from its management and sales to, in many 

cases, the actual labor that went into the trade. The women running the workshop were still 

responsible for paying guild fees and city taxes associated with the business. Further, widows 

maintained the existing infrastructure needed to operate the atelier successfully—especially the 

building and its equipment, the raw materials, and, often, the workforce. Widows even had the 

opportunity to supervise the remaining terms of apprentices and journeymen as well as to 

occasionally to hire new ones.149 When her ability to maintain a staff was threatened, the widow 

                                                 
145 Statsarchief Antwerp, Schepenregister 252, fol. 210r, in Cleland, “Pieter Coecke van Aelst in Contemporary 

Documents,” 21. 

146 Albrecht Dürer, Albrecht Dürer’s Diary of the Netherlands, quoted in James, The Feminine Dynamic, 237-238 

and in Sutherland Harris and Nochlin, Women Artists, 25-26. 
147 Campbell, “The Art Market,” 195; James, The Feminine Dynamic, 237-241; Weisner, Working Women, 3.  

148 Howell, Women, Production, 15, 43.  

149 Weisner, Working Women, 33, 76, 149-151, 159-160; Loats, “Gender, Guilds,” 19-20; James, The Feminine 

Dynamic, 237.  
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of a wool weaver in Frankfurt wrote a letter to the city council, demanding that they enforce her 

right to run the workshop. She wrote, 

I bring you, wise, honorable, and merciful council, my humble request…that the honor of my 

journeymen be restored to them, so that I and the poor infant mouths I have to feed may be 

supported. And also that the apprentice be allowed to stay with me, as it is the practice everywhere 

else in the entire Holy Roman Empire that widows who run a workshop with journeymen are 

allowed to retain an apprentice until he has finished his training.150 

The woman weaver utilized the sympathy of the council, calling upon their compassion for the 

children she was tasked with supporting. She also exploited extant social norms, asserting her role 

in the training of apprentices. By doing so, the widow demonstrated her investment in the 

continued financial success of the workshop and the education and success of the younger 

generation of artisans. She included herself in a larger group of women throughout the Holy Roman 

Empire who profitably ran their late husbands’ workshops. The rolls of the Antwerp Guild of St. 

Luke list numerous widows throughout the sixteenth century. Several newly accepted masters 

completed training under the knowledgeable eye of a master’s widow.151  

 Perhaps the most well-recognized Netherlandish example of the successful workshop 

widow is Volcxken Diericx. Diericx had been a leader of De vier winden, from its inception. 

Hieronymus Cock’s cheeky motto paid tribute to her, celebrating their partnership, “Let the cook 

[Cock] do the cooking for the sake of the people [Volck].”152 When her husband died in 1570, 

                                                 
150 Frankfurt Zünfte, Ugb. C-32, R, no. 1 (1663), quoted in Weisner, Working Women, 159-160. 

151 This is not to say that widows did not receive pushback. Mary Weisner discusses at length attempts to diminish 

the agency of widows and their workshops in Working Women. This included limitations on the time that the widow 

could run the shop independently, her ability to employ or train apprentices/journeymen, and sometimes her ability 

to purchase raw materials. There is no clear evidence of these practices in the St. Luke’s Guilds of either Antwerp, 

or Brussels.  

152 B.P. Tuin, “Hieronymus Cock’s Volck: her Family, Wealth, and Anxieties,” Simiolus, Netherlands Quarterley 

for the History of Arts 3, no. 3 (2017): 141; van Grieken, “Imaginary View,” 76.  
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Diericx inherited the entirety of their studio estate and assumed the responsibility of running the 

shop for several decades, publishing not only repeated editions of more than a thousand successful 

plates but also commissioning more than two hundred entirely new prints and series.153 The 

Flemish poet and humanist, Domenicus Lampsonius, honored Diericx in 1579, writing: 

You bravely undertook a business that transcends your sex/and now follow the path your husband 

once trod:/ensuring always that what may fascinate the lover of art/is engraved in copper and 

publishes./Death, which separated your bodies shall therefore never succeed/in breaking the 

spiritual bond between you for even a single day./So shall Volcatia, immortal Fame, sing your 

praises/in my verses in the same breath as those of Cock, your husband.154 

In this verse, Lampsonius links Diericx to Hieronymus Cock, her first husband and business 

partner, intertwining their professional reputations for eternity, despite the reality of Volcxken’s 

second marriage to the city clerk, Lambert Bottin in 1572/1573.155 The perpetuated intimacy 

between Cock and Diericx, although not disingenuous, also bestowed on her the legitimacy to 

operate Die vier winden with authority. She took on the responsibility of growing the business and 

in 1572 expanded the property of Die vier winden, purchasing the adjacent building that had 

belonged to Frans Floris.156 Invaluable records survive that divulge Diericx’s management 

practices. In 1582, she drew up a contract with the art dealer, Bartholomeus de Mompere, whom 

she hired to sell her prints abroad. Diericx gave him custody of a mix of single sheets, bound series 

of engravings, and maps, which he sold to retailers for pre-determined prices and to individuals 

                                                 
153 Van Grieken, “Establishing and Marketing,” 25-26.  

154 Domencius Lampsonius, quoted in Joris van Grieken, “Portrait of Volcxken Diericx, Widow of Hieronymus 

Cock and Wife of Lambert Bottin by Johannes Wierix,” in Hieronymus Cock: The Renaissance in Print, ed. Joris 

van Grieken, Ger Luitjen, and Jan van der Stock (Brussels: Royal Library of Belgium, 2013), exhibition catalogue, 

82. 

155 Van der Stock, “Hieronymus Cock and Volcxken Diericx,” 15.  
156 Maclot, “An Imaginary Visit,” 164.   
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for a negotiable amount, earning five percent commission on each item. De Mompere trusted both 

the commercial appeal of the prints as well as the business acumen of Diericx, pledging his home 

as collateral against his custody of the prints.157  

 In contrast to many of her peers, Verhulst did not rely on the continued operation of the 

Coecke van Aelst workshop for income after his death. In 1553, the secondhand clothing dealers’ 

guild appraised the artist’s possessions in Antwerp, and in the following year many of his 

belongings—including several paintings—were auctioned off by the same guild.158 These records 

demonstrate Verhulst’s efforts to divest herself of the workshop stock, accumulating savings—

and probably financial stability—for herself and her daughter. Verhulst remained a widow for the 

better part of five decades, never remarrying.159 The three years between Coecke van Aelst’s death 

and Mayken’s appraisal of his property would have allowed her ample time to manage the 

transition, seeing to the conclusion of existing apprentices’ and journeymen’s tenures, among other 

tasks. Despite Verhulst’s divestment of the workshop collection, it seems clear that she retained 

ownership of the building, adapting it for her own functional use. The “shop at the sign of the 

tortoise,” which first appeared in Coecke’s 1549 Serlio publication, served as the location for 

Mayken’s sale—and possibly manufacture—of prints after her husband’s death.160 The sale of 

Coecke van Aelst’s possessions provided Verhulst with not merely capital, but—equally 

                                                 
157 Van der Stock, “Hieronymus Cock and Volcxken Diericx,” 17-18.  

158 Stadsarchief Antwerp, Gilden en Ambachten 4.287, fol. 37r records the valuation of the household goods of 

Pieter Coecke van Aelst. Stadsarchief Antwerp, Gilden en Ambachten 4.287, fol. 129v documents the sale of 

paintings that had belonged to Coecke; Cleland, “Pieter Coecke van Aelst in Contemporary Documents,” 19. 
159 It is interesting to consider the reality that Pieter Bruegel, purported student of Pieter Coecke van Aelst, married 

Coecke’s daughter. However, he certainly did not inherit Coecke’s workshop in any capacity. The marriage would 

not occur until 13 years after Coecke’s death, in 1563, at which point the paintings and possessions had been long-

sold. This large gap of time in between makes the transition of workshop from one master to his pupil impossible in 

this circumstance.  
160 Marlier suggests that the Sign of the Tortoise can be reasonably identified as the location of the Coecke van Aelst 

workshop in Antwerp; Marlier, La Renaissance flamande, 46. 
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importantly—with an opportunity to engage her husband’s legacy without having to be dependent 

on it, thus asserting her agency as an autonomous printer and painter.   

PAIRED COMMEMORATIONS 

Shortly after his death, Mayken Verhulst commissioned an epitaph in commemoration of 

her husband at the church of St. Géry (St. Gorik) in Brussels, where he was buried.161 It read, 

Lay not [your] foot, reader, on this [spot] chosen by Pieter Coecke, called from Aelst, 

as his holy resting place 

Court painter to Emperor Charles V and to Mary Queen of Hungary, 

of incomparable talent, artistry, and industriousness 

Marie, his wife, very sad for her late, much loved husband 

He lived 48 years, 4 months, 2 days. 

He died in Brussels on December 6, 1550. 

He was born in Aelst on August 14, 1502. 

Virtue triumphs over Death.162 

Verhulst’s panegyric inscription expresses the closeness that the two felt for one another, 

professing her love for him as well as her deep mourning. The epitaph emphasizes Coecke’s 

accomplishments, citing his elevation to the position of court painter of not one, but two, different 

members of the royal family. Mayken describes her husband as “incomparable” in the areas of 

“talent, artistry, and industriousness,” creating an impression of Coecke van Aelst as unmatched, 

                                                 
161 Elizabeth Cleland, Grand Design: Pieter Coecke van Aelst and Renaissance Tapestry, ed. Elizabeth Cleland 

(New York: The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2014), exhibition catalogue, 347; Silver, Pieter Bruegel, 37; Marlier, 

La Renaissance flamande, 42. 

162 Mayken Verhulst, “Epitaph of Pieter Coecke van Aelst,” quoted in Grand Design: Pieter Coecke van Aelst and 

Renaissance Tapestry, ed. Elizabeth Cleland (New York: The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2014), exhibition 

catalogue, 347. Although destroyed, the text of the epitaph is recorded both in Franciscus Sweertius’ 1613 

publication, Monumenta Sepulcralia et Inscriptiones Publicae Privataeq and in the church’s register of epitaphs, 

located today in the Brussels city archives.  
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an artist whose work will survive beyond the span of his mortal existence, purely on the merits of 

its creator’s skill and inventiveness. Verhulst took measures throughout the five decades of her 

widowhood to ensure the continuation of her husband’s legacy. The epitaph encapsulates the 

couple’s poignant affection, though it also served a strategic purpose. Not only did the memorial 

bolster Coecke van Aelst’s legacy, but it also inextricably connected Pieter and Mayken. The 

commission marks the beginning of Verhulst’s adroit management of her husband’s reputation in 

coordination with an assertion of their bond.  

A stark double portrait of a seated couple has long been described in the art historical 

literature as a depiction of Pieter Coecke van Aelst and Mayken Verhulst (Figure 6). Max 

Friedländer first argued for this identification of the sitters in 1935, contending that Coecke’s 

features were clearly recognizable when compared to his portrait in Pictorum aliquot celebrium 

Germaniae inferioris effigies (Figure 7). 163 The two bear a striking resemblance—the men cut 

their beards in the same style and wear similar jaunty caps. The most convincing affinity between 

the two portraits is surely the distinctive nose that each sitter bears—long and straight with broad 

nostrils that adorn either side of the downward-pointing tip of the nose. Beyond this visual 

comparison, though, there is little evidence to support a definitive identification. While it is 

certainly possible that the Zürich portrait does indeed portray Pieter Coecke van Aelst and Mayken 

Verhulst, Friedländer’s supposition is far from conclusive. The predominant scholarly narrative 

has followed Friedländer in the identification, and correspondingly, has attributed the portrait to 

Coecke van Aelst, understanding the oil painting as a self-portrait. The work’s home institution, 

the Kunsthaus Zürich, lists Pieter Coecke van Aelst as the portrait’s maker—an identification that 

                                                 
163 Max J. Friedländer, “Pieter Coeck van Aelst,” in Early Netherlandish Painting, tr. Heinz Norden, vol. 12 

(Leyden: A.W. Sijthoff, 1975), first published 1935, 38-39. This is the attribution that the painting’s home 

institution, the Kunsthaus Zürich accepts.  
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is repeated in most of the art historical literature.164 A growing cohort of scholars, however, have 

proposed that Verhulst, rather than Coecke, may have been the true painter of this portrait.165 

The couple sits in a room of undeterminable function, defined spatially by a central arch. 

The walls on either side of the arch contain a niche in which the legs of a statue are visible. These 

sculptures, cut off at their hips and thus impossible to identify, serve merely to further confuse the 

already uncertain space.166 Within the central arch, three children perch—presumably the 

biological children of the couple (Paul, Catherine, and Marie). The loosely sketched children 

huddle close to one another, gazing inquiringly below. One child points down, directing the 

viewer’s eyes to the sheet of paper below. It has been folded in the center, and again at the top 

edge and on both sides, though the bottom has been torn. It is affixed to the wall with red gobs of 

wax. Any image or text that once adorned its surface is now gone, obscuring the paper’s original 

function and meaning.167 Perhaps it was a print, included in the otherwise sparse painting to 

communicate the couple’s success in printmaking. Alternatively, the folds may indicate that the 

paper arrived at the Coecke-Verhulst home through a messenger (with the folds serving the 

function of protecting the information inside). Finally, the paper may have served an informational 

purpose, included for the purpose of declaring the identities of the sitters, the artist, and the year 

                                                 
164 E. de Jongh, Portretten van echt en trouw Huwelijk en gezin in de Nederlandse kunst van de zenventiende eeuw 

door (Haarlem: Frans Halsmuseum, 1986), exhibition catalogue, 204.  

165 The most in-depth explorations of this argument have been written by Simone Bergmans and Catherine King, 

though the idea has also been picked up by scholars including Stephanie Dickey. Arthur DiFuria also addresses this 

potential re-attribution in his upcoming chapter.  

166 It is possible that the top was cut down—this is certainly true of the bottom—though it could not have been by 

much as the composition is symmetrical and the figures take up a reasonable amount of space. Expanding the 

composition in either direction for too great of a length would disrupt the composition.  
167 Georges Marlier suggested in La Renaissance flamande that this was a result of over-cleaning, 263-264. 
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that the work was painted—a visual strategy utilized by artists like Maarten van Heemskerck and 

Antonis Mor in their self-portraits.168  

Coecke wears a black jacket, the folds of a cream-colored collar peeking out and a cape, 

slung over his shoulders. His stylish cap sits atop his head at an angle. He stares directly at the 

viewer beneath a furrowed brow, though the application of paint throughout his face is somewhat 

imprecise, almost blurred. His right hand rests on a skull, while his left sits open on the nearly 

empty wooden table in front of him. Mayken clasps her hands together, the right enveloping the 

left. The fingernails of both sitters are overtly defined by dark outlines, in what may be interpreted 

either as the painter’s distinct style, or as a reflection of the subjects’ roles as makers, whose work 

with paint and ink would naturally have caused dirty fingernails. Mayken stares out intently at the 

viewer. The decisive brushwork of her face gives her more sharply defined features than in her 

husband’s portrait, with her eyes clearly reflecting the light of a window and situating her 

realistically within the space of the portrait. She wears a white headdress and a simple, though 

well-made, black dress. Around her waist, she wears a dark green apron, the ends knotted together 

in a thin bow—further evidence of the couple’s depiction as artisans. Arthur DiFuria sees the 

portrait as a response to the slightly earlier archetype of Netherlandish couple portraits, epitomized 

by artists like Quentin Massys.169 Pieter Coecke van Aelst’s 1527 drawing, The Money Changer 

and his Wife, demonstrates the artist’s interest in experimentation with this mode of depiction 

(Figure 8). 

A comparison of the painting with other works in Coecke’s oeuvre, however, reveals few 

stylistic similarities. The application of paint does not match that of other works by the master or 

                                                 
168 Maarten van Heemskerck’s Self Portrait with Colosseum from the Fitzwilliam Museum, Cambridge in particular 

includes a similarly folded sheet adorned with his attribution and the date.  

169 DiFuria, “Towards an Understanding,” 21-23.  
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his workshop. Further, there are disparities in the character of the depiction. Coecke’s 

aforementioned The Money Changer and his Wife communicates a very different sensibility. 

Though it similarly portrays a couple in their place of business, their body language is far more 

dynamic, with both man and wife actively engaged in the business of exchanging currency. This 

difference in vitality may, of course, be a result of the drawing’s effort to depict a fictional genre 

scene, rather than portraits, but the difference is stark enough to raise doubts about the shared 

authorship of these two works. Additionally, the space in which they sit is portrayed as a fully 

operable business, containing shelves stocked with the accoutrements of commerce. This stands 

in marked contrast to the stark space of the Zürich double portrait whose sparseness betrays 

nothing about the sitters’ professions or even location. Other works from Coecke’s workshop that 

depict a commercial or domestic space, including St. Jerome in his Study, also offer comparatively 

well-devised settings, devoid of the flat walls, confined space, and disorienting structure of the 

Zürich double portrait (Figure 9). When considered alongside works that exemplify Coecke’s 

artistic practice, the Zürich portrait stands out as conspicuously incongruent and should therefore 

not be understood as a product of the artist’s hand.  

Several scholars—including Simone Bergmans, Catherine King, and Arthur DiFuria—

have expressed interest in identifying Mayken’s hand in this double portrait instead. However, as 

DiFuria notes, this hypothesis has been the victim of repeated suggestion, devoid of the credibility 

of comprehensive exploration.170 Bergmans first advocated for this attribution in her 1955 article, 

“Le problème Jan van Hemessen.” However, her reasoning is somewhat perplexing, as she claims 

that Mayken’s right arm is “nonexistent” (inexistant), a trope of self-portraits. Unsurprisingly, 
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Verhulst does, in fact, have a visible right arm.171 Catherine King expands upon Bergmans’ theory, 

arguing that the painting was completed after Coecke’s death as a commemorative portrait. His 

postmortem state is represented by two visual clues: the placement of his hand on a skull and 

Verhulst’s black dress, which King identifies as widow’s weeds.172 King contends that this 

mourning outfit was intended to communicate her fidelity and to support her eligibility for income 

from Coecke’s estate (a privilege not accorded to widows who remarried).173 Accordingly, this 

double portrait would not only serve to memorialize their relationship but could also represent a 

maneuver analogous to Mayken’s commission of the epitaph, albeit in a less public setting. 

Perhaps Mayken hung the portrait in her workshop, demonstrating her connection to her husband 

while asserting her role in his artistic legacy  

While not without merit, King’s argument is far from airtight. Even if the identification of 

the sitters is accepted, King’s article fails to consider the possibility that Mayken commissioned 

the commemorative double portrait from another artist. Further, ascribing the portrait to Mayken 

only in the case of her husband’s death diminishes her agency during her marriage and insinuates 

that she was only able to create during her widowhood.174 The choice to rest the sitter’s hand on a 

skull in the double portrait is an example of an established motif in the sixteenth-century Low 

Countries. While it is certainly a memento mori, or reminder of man’s mortality, this element in 

                                                 
171 Simone Bergmans, “Le Problème,” 153-154. 

172 Catherine King, “Made in her Image: Women, Portraiture, and Gender in the Sixteenth and Seventeenth 

Centuries,” Gender and Art, ed. Gill Perry (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1999), 46; Catherine 

King, “Looking a Sight: Sixteenth-Century Portraits of Woman Artists,” Zeitschrift für Kunstgeschichte 58. Bd., H. 

3 (1995): 394. King also claims that Bergmans was the first to suggest that Verhulst donned widow’s weeds, though 

I was unable to find this in the cited article. It is unclear what King is referencing here. 

173 King, “Made in her Image,” 46. This fear would not have applied to widows who did not remarry. The spouse 

was typically the first to inherit the estate of a dead spouse. This is probably related to the functional operation of the 

family business as a unit, rather than any assumption of the husband as the sole earner in the family. While the 

widow may have been expected to divide this inherited estate with surviving children, this does not take away from 

her right to benefit from these funds. See: Martha Howell, The Marriage Exchange: Property, Social Place and 

Gender in Cities of the Low Countries 1300-1500 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998). 
174 DiFuria, “Towards an Understanding,” 21-23.  
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and of itself does not necessarily indicate that the death of the sitter has already passed. 

Hieronymus Cock’s 1571 portrait from the Effigies series features the printer-publisher resting his 

hand on a skull. In this case the portrait and publication were post-humous, but the skull could also 

refer to Cock’s patron saint, Jerome—whose iconography often includes a skull (as in the Jerome 

painting from Coecke’s workshop mentioned earlier).175  

Finally, much like the motif of the hand on the skull, the association of Verhulst’s black 

and white clothing with widow’s weeds is possible, though not conclusive. Sixteenth-century 

widow’s weeds were typically composed of black gowns accompanied by white headdresses, with 

each of the colors representing “constancy and somberness” and “faith and humility,” respectively. 

Widow’s weeds were intended to demarcate widows visually, separating them from the rest of 

society. The clothing communicated the mournful emotional state of the widow and her rejection 

of the “vanities of the world” in the face of the tragedy that had befallen her.176 These dress 

guidelines—a black dress with a white headdress—were vague, however, and these basic 

characteristics were not the sole purview of widows. The color black could be associated with 

grief, but people throughout Europe undeniably wore black even when not in a state of mourning. 

Widows, on the other hand, could also wear colors.177 Mayken’s black and white clothing, then, 

can neither be irrefutably identified as widow’s weeds nor can it serve as evidence of the dating of 

the painting after Pieter Coecke van Aelst’s death.178  

                                                 
175 Joris van Grieken, “’Johannes Wierix, Portrait of Hieronymus Cock’ from the series Pictorum aliquot celebrium 

Germaniae inferioris effigies,” in Hieronymus Cock: The Renaissance in Print, ed. Joris van Grieken, Ger Luitjen, 

and Jan van der Stock (Brussels: Royal Library of Belgium, 2013), exhibition catalogue, 80.  

176 Ulinka Rublack, Dressing Up: Cultural Identity in Renaissance Europe (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 

70; Meg Twycross, “The Widow and Nemesis: Costuming Two Allegorical Figures in a Play for Queen Mary 

Tudor,” The Yearbook of English Studies 43 (2013): 266-269.  

177 Maria Hayward, Rich Apparel: Clothing and the Law in Henry VIII’s England (Burlington: Ashgate, 2009), 246.  

178 There is a dearth of research into what specific elements compose widow’s weeds, especially in the Netherlands. 

This question has been discussed somewhat more fully with regards to English culture of the same period (thus the 
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The outlined fingernails of the couple in the double portrait, an especially unusual detail, 

do not re-occur in other paintings by Coecke. Interestingly, the aforementioned cartoon of the 

Martyrdom of St. Paul from his workshop also defines the fingernails with sharp black outlines, 

perhaps indicating that the painter of the Zürich portrait was a practitioner of tapestry cartoons 

(Figure 10). Unfortunately—as tempting as it may be to attribute the panel to Mayken Verhulst—

a close analysis of the portrait does not allow for a conclusive identification. Verhulst was a painter 

of watercolors as well as a print-publisher, but there is no evidence to-date of her painting in oils. 

Oil was a less common medium for women at the time, and Verhulst’s initial training was in 

distemper on canvas.179 It is important to note, however, that the gifted artist would been exposed 

to the practice of oil on panel in Coecke’s workshop. Perhaps she experimented with the medium, 

applying this new technique to different types of works, among which the Zürich double portrait 

should be included. At this time, though, this is by no means certain, thus postponing the likelihood 

of the proposed reattribution. Further research is needed to assess the possibility of Mayken’s 

authorship—particularly in the form of technical analysis that could reveal the painting’s 

underdrawings or provide a date for the panel.  

PRINT-MAKING AT THE SCHILDPADDE 

 Pieter Coecke van Aelst is remembered for his print Customs and Fashions of the Turks as 

well as for his publication of translated architectural treatises, especially his French and Dutch 

versions of Sebastiano Serlio’s work (Figures 11-23)180 However, it is important to highlight that 

                                                 
use of the above citations), but this work would be an important contribution to understanding women’s expressions 

of social identity through clothing and certainly a worthy pursuit.  

179 As has been discussed, Caterina van Hemessen is the exception to this rule. Many of her portraits were executed 

in oils.  

180 Van Mander, “The Life of Pieter Koecke,” 130, fol. 218r. 
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many of these works were published by Mayken Verhulst after his death—thus establishing the 

only indisputable examples of artistic products associated with this woman artist.  

 On March 20, 1553, Verhulst earned a printer’s permit in Antwerp, which was officially 

registered with the city on April 29.181 Within the next few months, she published Books One, 

Two, and Five of Coecke’s Dutch translation of Serlio, each of which featured extensive woodcut 

illustrations that accompanied the text. Five years later, in 1558, Verhulst also published second 

editions of the same books and of the German translation of Book Four. While the Metropolitan 

Museum of Art purports that each of these was printed with the assistance of the aforementioned 

printer Gillis van Diest, his effort is not directly credited in the title pages.182 Regardless, it seems 

that the printer was a part of her wider network, printing her brother-in-law Hubertus Goltzius’ 

Imperatorum imagines in 1557.183  Perhaps Verhulst had worked with Coppens van Diest in her 

earlier days as a book printer and had even introduced him to Coecke.  

As publisher, Verhulst would have overseen the execution of the title pages—an important 

sheet that not only introduced the book to the reader, but also attributed credit to and served as an 

advertisement for the text’s author and producers. Mayken was particularly strategic about the 

ornamental decoration used in these pages. The woodcuts of the second and fifth books incorporate 

                                                 
181 This date would be 1552 in old style. Algemeen Rijksarchief, Rekenkamers/Archives Générales du Royaume, 

Chambres des Comptes, Brussels, 20.789, 1552-53, fol. 23v, in Cleland, “Pieter Coecke van Aelst in Contemporary 

Documents,” Grand Design, 21. 

182 Nadine M. Orenstein, “The Architectural Treatise of Sebastiano Serlio, Books I-V,” in Grand Design: Pieter 

Coecke van Aelst and Renaissance Tapestry, ed. Elizabeth Cleland (New York: The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 

2014), exhibition catalogue, 87-88. The catalogue entry in Grand Design as well as the Met website list Gillis 

Coppens van Diest as the printer, though I have been unable to find his name/credit in the books published by 

Verhulst. This may be a reflection of which pages are available online, or it may reflect an assumption on the part of 

scholars that should be challenged.  

183 Edward H. Wouk, “Divine, August and Immortal: The Potentials and Limitations of Colour Printing in the Low 

Countries c. 1555,” in Printing Colour, 1400-1700: History, Techniques, Functions, and Reception, ed. Ad Stijnman 

and Elizabeth Savage (Leiden: Brill, 2015), 155; W. Le Loup, “Hubert Goltzius,” Grove Art Online, 2003, 

https://doi-org.ezproxy.lib.utexas.edu/10.1093/gao/9781884446054.article.T033116.  

https://doi-org.ezproxy.lib.utexas.edu/10.1093/gao/9781884446054.article.T033116
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the same frame, though flipped 180 (Figures 21-22). The title page of Book One, focusing on 

geometry, features a uniquely designed decorative scheme (Figure 23). Though it shares some of 

the basic underlying structure of the other books’ ornament, with curling scrolls made to look like 

metalwork, Verhulst reworked the image to incorporate mathematical instruments, including a 

compass and a right angle, among other objects, into the border.  

The title page of Verhulst’s Book One, written in Dutch, reads, “The first book of 

Architecture, of Sebastiano Serlio, tract of Geometry, translated from Italian into Dutch by Pieter 

Coecke van Aelst, in his time a painter of his imperial majesty.”184 While the introductory portion 

of the title page changed with every edition of the publication, detailing the varying contents of 

each of the five books, the last paragraph—which credited Coecke with the translation from Italian 

to Dutch and flaunted his court painter credentials—remained, repeated exactly in each of the 

Verhulst publications. Written in blackletter, this section of the text maintained its precise spacing 

and arrangement. Verhulst also re-used other parts of the title page and colophon, specifically, the 

credit line. Completed in a small Italic font, the page declared Verhulst’s relationship to Coecke, 

leveraging her identity as his widow and interlocking their professional reputations. “Printed in 

the illustrious trading town of Antwerp, and now for the first time published by Mayken Verhulst, 

widow of the same Peeter in the year 1553.”185 Verhulst also emphasized the proof of imperial 

privileges in a larger Italic between the other two texts. These two segments of the title page 

switched order in different editions, signifying that while Mayken chose to repeat these blocks to 

save time and effort, she was also actively refining her product. Finally, each page ended in an 

advertisement for Verhulst’s shop, written in tiny blackletter, “It may be found for sale in Antwerp 

                                                 
184 Marlier, La Renaissance flamande, 382.  

185 Miedema, “Pieter Koeck,” 82.  
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on the Lombardenvest at the sign of the Tortoise”—the same shop at which Coecke van Aelst had 

printed his first edition in 1549.186 Marlier argues that this was likely the address of Coecke’s 

workshop in Antwerp.187 Situated in the desirable Lombardenvest neighborhood in the midst of 

printers and publishers, this would have been an ideal location for a publisher’s shop, thus 

motivating Verhulst to maintain use of the space, even though she had emptied it of many of 

Coecke’s possessions. It is not immediately apparent whether Coecke and Verhulst owned or 

rented the space, but Verhulst ceded use of the building at some point around 1558, when she 

published her last editions of the architectural treatise and when the printmaker Arnould Nicolai 

began operating his own workshop at that address.188 

 Mayken also took an active and creative role in the translation of Coecke’s drawings into 

the impressive frieze, Customs and Fashions of the Turks (Figures 11-20). The woodcut series 

consisted of seven scenes and fourteen different woodcuts. Each vignette measures 44.2 

centimeters in height and the length of the series from end-to-end is 4.57 meters.189 The first scene 

portrays a military encampment in Slavonia, with numerous soldiers filling the landscape, securing 

sustenance and carrying wood to fuel the fire (Figure 12). Van Mander writes that the bearded 

general commanding his men was a sly self-portrait of Pieter Coecke van Aelst, though there is no 

concrete evidence to support this.190 The scene transitions into a passing caravan, with horses 

transporting packages of all shapes and sizes strapped to their backs (Figure 13). Women in 

magnificent headdresses populate the scene as well, carrying with them a variety of merchandise. 

                                                 
186 Miedema, “Pieter Koeck,” 82.  

187 Marlier, La Renaissance flamande, 46.  

188 Van der Stock, Printing Images, 66. 

189 Op de Beeck, Mayken Verhulst, 57.  

190 Nadine M. Orenstein, “Customs and Fashions of the Turks,” in Grand Design: Pieter Coecke van Aelst and 

Renaissance Tapestry, ed. Elizabeth Cleland (New York: The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2014), exhibition 

catalogue, 176-178; Op de Beeck, Mayken Verhulst, 57.  
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The third section is populated with Turkish soldiers at rest—praying, drinking water, and urinating, 

among other activities (Figure 14). This is followed by a representation of the Feast of the New 

Moon, in which men wave torches, alight with bright fire (Figure 15). Further along the frieze, the 

viewer comes upon the burial of a highly-ranked Turkish military commander, with attendees 

processing the body towards a cemetery, occupied by mourners grieving their loved ones (Figure 

16). Next, the viewer finds a celebration of the Christian Feast of the Circumcision in 

Constantinople (Figure 17). The scene offers a specific view of the city from across the harbor, 

with buildings like the Church of the Pantokrator recognizable on the skyline. The final scene, 

located on the right end of the frieze, depicts Suleiman the Magnificent, the Grand Turk, riding 

into the city of Constantinople with his guards, en route to the Hagia Sophia (Figure 18). Set 

against an expansive yet detailed cityscape, the woodcut illustrates ancient ruins of the Roman 

Empire alongside magnificent mosques—including the Mosque of Mohammed II.191  

The frieze’s frontispiece was written in French, “The Customs and Fashions of the Turks 

and the corresponding landscapes. Drawn from nature by Pieter Coecke during his stay in Turkey 

in the year of Jesus Christ 1533. Cut by himself in the wood to make the prints.” The series 

concludes with the colophon, “Marie Verhulst, the widow of the above named Pieter van Aelst 

who died in the year 1550 has published this woodcut with the grace and under the privilege of his 

Imperial Highness in the year 1553” (Figures 19-20).192 Coecke van Aelst is indisputably 

responsible for the drawings from which the scenes were inspired, though there is a good deal of 

scholarly skepticism about his contribution to the actual print design and execution, as the 

conversion from drawn design to wood block was typically enacted by trained specialists.193 

                                                 
191 Op de Beeck, Mayken Verhulst, 57, 61-75.  

192 Translated in Op de Beeck, Mayken Verhulst, 53.  

193 Wouk, “Divine, August, and Immortal,” 155; Orenstein, “Customs and Fashions,” 178.  
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Albrecht Dürer hired woodcutters to execute his designs and Hieronymus Cock employed a small 

army of engravers to render designs by artists like Pieter Bruegel and Frans Floris. Supposing the 

highest plausible degree of involvement, it is conceivable that Coecke drew the designs directly 

on the woodblocks.194 It is alternatively feasible that he simply drew designs on paper, which were 

later transferred to the surface of the woodblock, or, finally, that he had simply completed the 

drawings independent of the printmaking process—perhaps as petit patrons for an unrealized 

tapestry—that were later re-interpreted by Verhulst as a print series.195 It seems likely that Mayken, 

who had developed her expertise as a book printer, had coordinated the implementation of the 

carving by a professional, perhaps by a woodcutter with whom she worked in the past. She had a 

knowledge of how this process functioned and of what made for a successful translation from 

drawing to woodcut, and she must have been instrumental in the execution of the sophisticated 

frieze. Further, the three-year time gap between Coecke’s death and the publication of the series 

is an indication of the work that went into preparing the woodcut for production and sale. Op de 

Beeck convincingly argues that the attribution to Coecke van Aelst in the colophon was merely a 

marketing tactic. It allowed Verhulst to attribute maximal credit to her husband—whose name was 

recognizable and thus marketable—and contributed to the establishment of his lofty legacy.196 

Significantly, Mayken’s assertion of her role in the print’s publication, as “the widow of the above 

named Pieter van Aelst,” ties her professional output to his.  

While Coecke van Aelst’s paintings and designs for tapestries and stained glass were 

restricted to an elite patronage, the woodcuts were (marginally) more accessible. The prints had 

the special benefit of being immensely replicable and portable, thus enabling the dissemination of 
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Coecke’s art in a new way. However, the innovative, yet complex construction of this print series 

restricted the audience somewhat, targeting collectors above other potential customers.197 Further, 

the French language of the title page and colophon may also be considered as adaptions intended 

to market the series to a specific audience.   

 Verhulst’s early widowhood is the period of her life from which the most evidence of her 

artistic output survives. The publications that she initiated and whose success she ensured, sold 

from her shop on the Lombardenvest at the Sign of the Tortoise, are simultaneously characteristic 

of her involvement in the art world—which began with her work as a book printer in the 1530s—

as well as a reminder that there are large portions of her career from which no information survives.  

  

                                                 
197 The collecting and sales practices surrounding the frieze are not immediately apparent. It is uncertain whether the 

scenes were sold individually or only in the full series.  
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Chapter 4: Mother-in-law and Grandmother 

 Mayken Verhulst is most often discussed in the contemporary art historical literature in 

relation to the famed Netherlandish artist, Pieter Bruegel the Elder, as well as to his sons, Pieter 

the Younger and Jan Brueghel the Elder. Scholars argue that she impacted each of their oeuvres in 

different ways. Pieter Bruegel’s apparent familiarity with miniature techniques is often connected 

to Mayken, as is his implementation of distemper on canvas. Karel van Mander writes that Jan 

“learned to work in watercolours (water-verwe) with his grandmother, the widow of Pieter van 

Aelst.”198 Finally, Pieter the Younger is often theorized to have completed his earliest training 

under Mayken as well. Pieter Bruegel the Elder died when his sons were young, and his wife, 

Marie followed him about a decade later. Mayken represents one of the few constants in her 

grandsons’ early lives and must have played an important role in the continuation of the Bruegel 

family legacy as it was upheld by this younger generation.   

PIETER BRUEGEL THE ELDER 

Pieter Bruegel the Elder trained in Pieter Coecke van Aelst’s workshop. Much later, in 

1563, he married Coecke and Verhulst’s lone surviving child, Marie—a few years after Mayken 

had closed the workshop at the Schildpaade and the same year that she sold her family home in 

Mechelen, the Roosenboom, to the artist Gaspar Rutz.199 Mayken apparently moved to Brussels 

around this same time alongside her daughter, followed shortly by Bruegel the Elder. Van Mander 

suggests that he relocated at Mayken’s recommendation, writing:  

At last, since Pieter Koeck’s widow came eventually to live in Brussels, he came to court her 

daughter—whom he often, as has been told, used to carry in his arms—and he married her. But the 
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mother laid down as a stipulation that Brueghel must move from Antwerp and come to live in 

Brussels so that he would leave and forget that former girl; and so it came to pass. 200 

Van Mander connects this change of address to an implausible, folksy tale about a deceitful 

woman. However, the connection of his move with his mother-in-law is relevant in understanding 

the relationship between the two. Pieter Coecke van Aelst had passed away more than a decade 

earlier, but Bruegel and Verhulst seem to have stayed in touch. Further, Bruegel trusted Mayken’s 

opinion and respected her judgment enough to leave his professional comfort zone in Antwerp and 

move to Brussels. The actual motivation for the move may have ranged from the desire to be nearer 

to potential patrons associated with the court in Brussels to Mayken’s belief that the city was an 

area of relative safety in the midst of the roiling turmoil in the Netherlands that eventually 

culminated in the Dutch War of Independence. Antwerp, on the other hand, soon became the 

epicenter for challenging the political and religious policies of the Spanish governing authorities. 

Pieter Bruegel the Elder was apparently close to Verhulst, and perhaps to other members 

of her family as well. He painted a portrait of Mayken that is now lost. Its existence was recorded 

in the margins of the Schilder-boeck owned by the seventeenth-century Antwerp art collector, 

Peeter Stevens. Stevens noted several works by Bruegel that he owned alongside van Mander’s 

chapter on the artist, including “Le Pourtaict de la femme de Mr. Pierre van Aelst, Peintre.”201 At 

the moment of its creation, the portrait may have functioned as a gift from son- to mother-in-law. 

This portrait—a genre in which Pieter Bruegel seems rarely to have worked—is demonstrative of 

                                                 
200 Van Mander, “The Life of Pieter Brueghel,” 193, fol. 233v. 

201 Dominique Allart, “Did Pieter Brueghel the Younger See his Father’s Paintings?” in Brueghel Enterprises, ed. 

Peter van den Brink (Maastrich: Bonnefantenmuseum, 2001), exhibition catalogue, 49; J. Briels, “Amator Pictoriae 

Artis: De Antwerpse kunstverzamelaar Peeter Stevens (1590-1668) en zijn Constkamer,” Jaarboek van het 

Koninklijk Museum voor Schone Kunsten Antwerpen (1980): 224;  Miedema, “Pieter Koeck,” 79; Op de Beeck, 
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their close personal relationship, as well as of their shared professional respect.202 Perhaps Mayken 

had even painted a portrait of Bruegel in return—a practice which would fit well into the 

established patterns of artistic exchange at the time.  

Mayken’s younger brother, Merten Verhulst, received a small drawing of an artist standing 

before his easel. The back of the sheet is signed “P.BRVEGEL” and Verhulst’s name and 

address—“Merten Verhuls[t]/in de Catelijnen/Straet naest/het ghulden/pert”—were scribbled 

perpendicularly to this, indicating that the drawing was sent to Merten through a messenger (Figure 

24).203 Exchanged between family members and fellow artists, this drawing could provide an 

invaluable window into the sense of affection between the Brueg(h)el and Verhulst families. While 

Jan Op de Beeck argues for the drawing’s veracity, it is generally rejected as an autograph work 

by the Netherlandish master, indicating that the sheet with Merten Verhulst’s address is probably 

no more than a copy of a lost original by Bruegel the Elder.204 Alternatively, it is feasible that the 

drawing was executed by Pieter Brueghel the Younger, Merten’s grand-nephew.205 An artist 

himself, Merten was probably delighted at this considerate gift from his relative, regardless of 

which generation may be  represented here.  

It is probable that Mayken played an integral role in Bruegel attaining his first commission 

as a master painter. Following the death of his teacher, Pieter Coecke van Aelst, in 1550, Pieter 

Bruegel registered with the Guild of St. Luke in Antwerp.206 That same year, Bruegel executed the 

wings of the altarpiece in the chapel of the glovemaker’s guild in St. Rombout’s church—just 

                                                 
202 Op de Beeck, Mayken Verhulst, 95.  
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around the corner from the Roosenboom.207 The commission was a collaborative project with 

Pieter Baltens, who painted the inner wings. The project had been delegated to the men by the 

Mechelen art dealer, Claude Dorisi.208 Jan Op de Beeck points out that Dorisi was a neighbor of 

the Verhulst family, and that his home and shop were located only a few doors away from the 

Verhulst residence. As a neighbor and member of the same local network, Dorisi certainly had a 

relationship with members of the Verhulst family, thus establishing opportunity for Mayken to 

utilize this connection in support of Bruegel during this critical dawn of his career.209  

Verhulst and Bruegel’s close relationship may have extended into the realm of technical 

instruction as well, forming a tangible impact on Bruegel’s artistic output. Nearly every art 

historian writing about Pieter Bruegel the Elder since the twentieth century has mentioned Mayken 

Verhulst, suggesting that she may have trained him in either miniature painting or distemper on 

canvas.  This education could have occurred during Bruegel’s apprenticeship in Coecke van 

Aelst’s workshop, or after its completion, while both artists were living in either Antwerp or 

Brussels.210 While Mayken was likely Coecke’s partner in the workshop, it is not immediately 

apparent whether she was able to train apprentices in this environment. There are documented 

examples of women training apprentices in workshops throughout Europe, although this was far 

from an established norm. In some cases, expert craftswomen could hire their own apprentices, 

though these were often young women themselves.211 Widows often oversaw apprentices that had 

begun their tenures while the workshop master was still living. The sixteenth-century liggeren of 
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208 Op de Beeck, Mayken Verhulst, 89, 91.  
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the Guild of St. Luke list dozens of artists who matriculated from studios run by masters’ 

widows.212 Although the majority of these young artisans had begun their training under the 

widows’ late husbands, remaining only to complete the term of their instruction, widows did 

occasionally take on new apprentices in order to help with the smooth operation of the business 

while running the workshop for an extended period of time.213 

It is therefore feasible that Bruegel fell under Mayken Verhulst’s guidance in the wake of 

Coecke van Aelst’s death. Coecke died in 1550 and his pupil was first cited as a master in the 

1550-1551 rolls. This chronology demonstrates a sense of continuity between Bruegel’s time 

working in Coecke van Aelst’s shop (whether as an apprentice or as a journeyman) and his earning 

the title of master, centered around the  event of Coecke’s death. 214 Perhaps there was a span of a 

few months throughout this transition during which Mayken introduced him to new techniques. 

Alternatively, as the two painters were in touch throughout the rest of Bruegel’s life,  there were 

doubtless multiple opportunities for the two to work together.215 

Scholars including Robert Genaille, Thomas Kren, and Manfred Sellink have proposed that 

Verhulst instructed Bruegel in miniature painting. Genaille writes that Mayken introduced Bruegel 

to illumination, helping him to build his skill set before his time in the workshop of the miniaturist 

Giulio Clovio.216 This claim is repeated by Thomas Kren who recognizes visual strategies of 
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illumination in Bruegel’s beautifully detailed Magpie on the Gallows (Figure 25).217 Sellink also 

supports the claim that Verhulst instructed Bruegel in illumination.218 Finally, in the catalogue for 

the Bruegel exhibition at the Kunsthistorisches Museum in 2018, Sabine Pénot and Elke 

Oberthaler celebrate the “meticulously executed details of the landscape…and densification of the 

composition” that define the Suicide of Saul (Figure 26).219 

Both Hessel Miedema and Larry Silver support the assertion that Verhulst instructed 

Bruegel to paint in the watercolor medium of distemper on canvas.220 Silver connects Bruegel’s 

later attempts at cloth-painting with Mayken’s probable proficiency in that technique.221 Bruegel 

experimented with this practice infrequently, and the materials used were prone to erosion. As a 

consequence, only four examples survive: the Adoration of the Magi at the Royal Museum of Fine 

Arts in Brussels; the Wine of Saint Martin’s Day at the Prado in Madrid; and the Misanthrope and 

the Blind Leading the Blind, both of which are in the Museo e Real Bosco di Capodimonte in 

Naples. The conditions of these surviving linens vary, but all demonstrate the pictorial flexibility 

of the medium whose pigments blend smoothly across gradients and figures to construct a near 

tangible world. The Blind Leading the Blind is in a decent, yet still fragile state. The work depicts 

blind men in subtly shaded blue and grey cloaks who stumble one-by-one across a landscape 

defined by dappled leaves and broad splotches of yellows and browns that bleed into one another 

to form the dirt below them (Figure 27).  
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These two possibilities are, of course, not mutually exclusive and it is conceivable that 

Mayken introduced Bruegel to both practices. Scholars Walter S. Gibson, Till-Holger Borchert 

and Jan Op de Beeck suggest that Mayken may have instructed the young Bruegel in miniature 

and water-verwe techniques.222 Gibson proposed in his 1977 monograph that Bruegel could have 

learned to paint in tempera on canvas from Verhulst, but he also suggests that she may have been 

a competent miniaturist, thus exposing Bruegel to this medium as well.223 While plausible, these 

postulations of Mayken’s role in Bruegel’s artistic formation are no more than speculation. 

THE BRUNSWICK MONOGRAMMIST 

A smaller contingent of scholars have championed another understanding of Verhulst’s 

impact on Bruegel. In 1955 Simone Bergmans argued for a reattribution of certain works by the 

Antwerp-based Brunswick Monogrammist—traditionally accepted as an important forebear to 

Bruegel’s jovial peasant scenes—to Mayken Verhulst.224 The Brunswick Monogrammist has been 

interchangeably identified with both Jan van Amstel (interestingly, married to the sister of Pieter 

Coecke van Aelst’s first wife) and Jan Sanders van Hemessen (father of Caterina van 

Hemessen).225 Bergmans’s revelation of the master’s feminine identity contends that the passage 

of genre motifs from the Brunswick Monogrammist to Pieter Bruegel was a direct outcome of the 

relationship between Mayken and Bruegel, resulting, in the end, in his adoption of a practice that 

was closer to that of his master’s wife than it was to his master’s.226 The central work of the 
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Monogrammist’s oeuvre is an oil painting, titled The Parable of the Feast of the Poor, today 

located in the Herzog Anton Ulrich Museum in Braunschweig, Germany (Figure 28).227 It depicts 

a parable (Luke 14:13-23) in which Jesus encourages generosity, welcoming those who may be 

suffering—"the poor, the maimed, the lame, and the blind”—to feast together with the more 

fortunate. It tells the story of a wealthy man who, upon receiving excuses from the neighbors he 

had invited to dinner, opened his home to the underprivileged in his community. The grand estate 

of the man looms tall above the scene below, dwarfing the numerous figures who mill about the 

yard. The garden has been filled with atypical guests—including beggars, young impoverished 

families, and disabled and blind people, all offered a seat at one of the four long tables splayed 

across the yard. Giant pots of boiling soup and barrels of wine sit plentiful, awaiting consumption. 

The master of the house sits at the center of the composition, in front of a cloth of honor, sharing 

his table and conversing with those in attendance, in spite of their varying social strata and abilities. 

Juxtaposing this scene with Bruegel’s peasant celebrations—The Peasant Wedding in particular—

makes clear the perceived stylistic continuity (Figure 29).   

The artist’s monogram appears on a knob of the log in the immediate foreground of the 

composition (Figure 30). Readings of this convoluted monogram have varied, allowing for the 

division of scholars into two camps based on which letters each historian could see; these vary 

greatly and include estimations of “I.v.M.” and “J.S.d.M.V.H.” as well as “J.v.A.M.S.L.” with a 

backwards “L,” among other propositions.228 To make sense of the letters, Bergmans claims that 
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the initials divulged the identity of the original owner, rather than the artist, identifying its patron 

as Jan van der Meere whose charitable endeavors, including programs to feed the poor, were 

admired in Antwerp.229 Jan Op de Beeck, one of only a few scholars to support Bergmans’s 

argument, agrees that the Monogrammist should be understood as Verhulst, even citing similar 

figures that recur in both Brunswick Monogrammist and Bruegel works.230  He argues that the 

monogram can, in fact, still be associated with the artist, decoding the letters to spell out “M,” “V,” 

and “I,” which together represent “Mayken Verhulst Inventor.”231 While the term “inventor” 

appears in multiple prints in this era, it is markedly absent throughout other media. Further, the 

abbreviation of the term to a single letter is unusual. It is possible, however, that Mayken, who 

was active in the printmaking world of the Netherlands, was familiar with the practice and 

experimenting with possible applications of the concept. Upon first glance, the monogram even 

reveals some similarities with the monogram that Mayken used as a signature on several legal 

documents (Figure 31). Unfortunately, the letter “S,” clearly visible in the monogram even to the 

naked eye, disturbs the viability of this claim. Technical analysis completed in 2002 and included 

in Matthias Ubl’s recent monograph on the Brunswick Monogrammist determined the letters to 

be: “I,” “S,” “v,” and “M” (with the “v” in lowercase).232 While Ubl rejects any attempt to make a 

definitive identification of the artist in his tome, he expresses skepticism about the possibility that 

these works could be attributed to Mayken Verhulst.233 The technical analysis of the monogram 

does not support the argument that Mayken Verhulst should be believed to be the Brunswick 

Monogrammist, limiting, yet again, the body of work available to scholars for analysis.  
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PIETER THE YOUNGER AND JAN BRUEGHEL 

 Pieter Bruegel the Elder died around 1569—when Pieter the Younger was four and his 

younger brother, Jan was only one. His wife, Marie, mother to Pieter and Jan, died in 1578.234  

Newly discovered archival evidence unearthed by Joost vander Auwera locates the boys at the 

home of aunts related to their maternal grandfather, Pieter Coecke van Aelst, in Brussels until 

1583.235 Although they did not live with Mayken, it is widely theorized that she had an artistic 

impact on both of her grandsons.236 Both Brueghels are described as “good painters” in van 

Mander’s Schilder-boeck, each attaining a successful career of his own. Pieter the Younger 

completed his apprenticeship with Gillis van Coninxloo—a relative through his grandfather’s first 

marriage. Jan learned to paint in watercolor from his grandmother before matriculating into a 

formal apprenticeship with the oil painter Pieter Goetkindt.237 Both Pieter Brueghel the Younger 

and Jan Brueghel executed copies after their father’s works. However, Pieter’s workshop produced 

these on a mass scale, often (though not exclusively!) copying Bruegel’s compositions quite 

precisely, rather than reinterpreting imagery and themes in the way that Jan often did.238 Mayken 

may have facilitated these practices of emulation in multiple ways. First, Mayken was an 

eyewitness to, and potentially a participant in, practices of reproduction utilized in Coecke van 
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Aelst’s workshop. Pieter the Younger, although formally apprenticed in the Coninxloo atelier, 

likely received at least some of his earliest instruction from his grandmother—who must have been 

close to the family, especially while their mother, Marie, was still alive and living in Brussels. 

Verhulst would have had the opportunity to pass on these complex processes of replication, which 

enabled the creation of faithful copies that maintained the “exact position[s] and dimensions” of 

the originals.239  

Additionally, Verhulst may have kept Bruegel’s workshop models for the later use of her 

grandchildren, especially after Marie Coecke’s death. This preservation of the late artist’s 

collection facilitated the execution of copies, even in cases where contact with the finished original 

was no longer possible. The studio estate must have contained a range of materials, from 

preparatory drawings (sometimes with color notations) to “subcartoons.”240 That the Brueghel sons 

inherited at least some of their father’s collection is widely accepted.241 Christina Currie and 

Rebecca Duckwitz’s exhaustive analyses of The Census at Bethlehem and Netherlandish Proverbs, 

convincingly argue that Pieter the Younger worked from drawings rather than the original 

paintings. They consider underdrawings unveiled by technical evidence as well as variations 

between copies, such as changes—sometimes minute and sometimes surprisingly significant—in 

color, to postulate the process of copying.242 While Pieter the Younger, as Bruegel’s eldest son, 

probably inherited much of his father’s collection, it is clear that Jan had access to several works 
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from the studio estate as well.243 He completed drawings after Pieter Bruegel’s View of the Schelde 

near Baasrode and Riverscape with Boats and a Fisherman on the Bank, among others.244 Jan 

Brueghel apparently owned multiple landscapes drawn by his father, even bringing them along 

during his own trip to Italy around 1600. He was particularly interested in Bruegel’s woodland 

scenes, copying and adapting many of these drawings. The pen and brown ink drawings, Flooded 

Forest Landscape and Landscape with Exotic Animals for example, are thought to be Jan’s 

adaptions of originals by his father. In fact, the latter bears the inscription “Bruegel designed this 

in 1554,” thus crediting Pieter Bruegel the Elder with the drawing’s composition and content and 

dating the design to the artist’s early career (Figure 32).245 Jan also would have had a collection of 

prints designed by his father—as a drawing after his Temptation of Christ attests.246 Jan 

undoubtedly owned Bruegel’s Christ and the Woman Taken in Adultery, a small yet splendid 

grisaille painting.247  

Bruegel’s luminous panel, The Magpie on the Gallows was originally bequeathed to his 

wife, Marie Coecke, but was eventually inherited by Pieter Brueghel the Younger, who made at 

least one copy of this work.248 His brother Jan, too, was apparently also intimately acquainted with 

the painting and many of his works demonstrate a clear affinity with The Magpie on the Gallows.249 

View over a Broad River Valley (1595) and A Flemish Fair (1600) in particular seem to draw 
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inspiration directly from Magpie (Figures 33-34). Each of them is detailed and radiant, enriched 

by sun-dappled leaves. They also share compositional and thematic similarities, with jocund 

townspeople frolicking above a river valley. In her monograph on Jan Brueghel, Honig waxes 

poetically, “While it was the paintings in distant collections and especially the prints that defined 

the famous Pieter Bruegel in the eyes of others, it was the unknown Magpie that helped fashion 

his son.”250 Verhulst remained an important constant in the lives of Pieter the Younger and Jan 

Brueghel after the deaths of their parents, and she was well-poised to preserve Pieter Bruegel’s 

collection for the benefit of her grandsons.  

Van Mander’s account makes it clear that Jan Brueghel first studied watercolor painting 

under Mayken’s tutelage.251 There are few (if any) documented examples of sixteenth-century 

Netherlandish artists who learned from their grandmothers, a demonstration of the remarkable 

nature of Verhulst’s story. This earliest period in Jan’s artistic instruction would have occurred in 

Verhulst’s home, just as Mayken’s had occurred in her father’s during her own youth. Jan’s first 

appearance in the liggeren is not listed alongside the other young artists who trained under masters’ 

wives, suggesting that Jan’s education under Verhulst was not formal. This interpretation is further 

supported by Brueghel’s later apprenticeship with Pieter Goetkindt. It would have bolstered Jan’s 

skills in areas not touched upon during his time with his grandmother and it would have earned 

him the official credentials necessary to be deemed a master. However, this model of even informal 

tutelage fulfilled the same basic functions as the numerous sons and daughters who worked in their 

fathers’ workshops. It allowed trainees to contribute labor to the family business and save money 
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on apprenticeship fees, all while receiving the necessary practical education.252 Further, Mayken 

was an exceptional artist in her own right and by the time she trained Jan, had been celebrated in 

Guicciardini’s 1567 book. This served to publicize her talents as a painter and amplified her 

reputation, enhancing her credibility as an instructor, if not a formal ‘master.’  

Jan Brueghel exhibited a strong familiarity with miniature techniques throughout his 

career, executing works that were small in scale and exacting in detail. Jan’s patron, Cardinal 

Frederico Borromeo championed his friend’s ability to convey both figures and landscapes on a 

minute scale, writing, “He was something to be marveled at: he was able to endow those little 

bodies with such nobility and liveliness…He managed to squeeze all of these natural features into 

the narrow scope of miniaturist painting, even though in reality they would have been separated 

by enormous distances.”253 Jan was particularly drawn to this mode of painting, incorporating his 

mastery of the infinitesimal into a range of subjects, from mythological scenes like Orpheus Sings 

for Pluto and Prosperina to history paintings like The Battle of Issus.254  In Orpheus, the title 

character strums his lyre before deeply classicized figures of Pluto and Prosperina, king and queen 

of the underworld (Figure 35). The hellish landscape overflows with small depictions of the 

damned and intricately depicted beasts galivanting through the scorched world. Brueghel 

interspersed the chaos with vignettes integral to the narrative, including a minute portrayal of 

Orpheus pulling Eurydice from the river of souls. Though located at the painting’s center, the 

moment is nearly subsumed by the pandemonium that surrounds it. In combination with his 

father’s affinity for miniature painting, Jan’s mastery of these strategies may provide support for 
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Verhulst’s adeptness in illumination as well as for her capacity to instruct others in the 

technique.255  

Jan was a competent watercolorist as well, frequently utilizing the technique for sketches 

and studies—like in his The Schelde River at Antwerp—as well as for detailed examinations of 

animals, like chickens (Figures 36-37). He experimented with the aqueous medium throughout his 

career. He painted small-scale works on ivory like the remarkable Carrying of the Cross (Christ 

& the Holy Women) originally in Cardinal Borromeo’s collection (Figure 38). Although no plant 

studies in watercolor by Jan Brueghel’s hand survive, the master likely utilized his early 

experiences with the medium to execute preparatory studies—not dissimilar to his studies of 

animals. Jan Brueghel was particularly beloved as a painter of flowers. In a 1606 letter to 

Borromeo, Jan Brueghel the Elder attested to his preference for painting these specimens from life, 

even traveling to different cities to view specific types of florae firsthand.256 He executed vibrant 

paintings depicting vases and baskets overflowing with flowers at full-bloom, each specimen a 

careful representation of a real flower. Many of his works contain more than one hundred 

identifiable species. These works often feature plants that bloom at different times of the year; in 

order to construct these vivacious bouquets, Brueghel must have relied on careful botanical studies. 

Watercolor was the perfect medium for studying botanical species van het leven. as it encouraged 

a rapid working pace and typically involved lightweight and portable supports that traveled well 

once the paint had dried.  

Renaissance botanical studies developed from recent innovations in Netherlandish 

illumination. Manuscript borders from the fifteenth century forward often featured beautifully 
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observed depictions of plants, many of which represent the types of blooms grown in contemporary 

gardens.257 Perhaps Mayken, as a youthful miniaturist, had studied flowers in the Roosenboom 

garden, building a collection of plant studies to incorporate into her works. Artists of early 

botanical studies in the sixteenth century, including the likes of Dürer and Theodorus Clutius, used 

watercolor both for quick preparatory sketches as well as for more detailed studies of flora and 

fauna. Jan’s adroitness as a watercolor painter prepared him to utilize these techniques in his 

execution of flower studies, emulating the practices of his grandmother and first teacher.  

Finally, Verhulst also offered her grandsons an important entry point into the wider artistic 

circles of the Low Countries. Because she outlived both her son-in-law and her daughter, Mayken 

was probably a remaining vital link in arranging for her grandsons to live with relatives of Pieter 

Coecke van Aelst in Brussels. She must have stayed in communication with them even after her 

husband’s death. These familial/professional connections also allowed Pieter the Younger to be 

granted his apprenticeship with Gillis van Coninxloo, a relative of his grandfather’s first wife. 

Beyond the connections offered by her late husband’s family, Mayken also maintained and utilized 

relationships with members of her own network as well. As one of the most renowned woman 

painters in the Low Countries at the time, she must have interacted with artistic peers across 

workshops and media on a regular basis. She was certainly well-known in the Mechelen art world, 

with links to figures like the dealer Claude Dorisi and the artist Gaspar Rutz. Verhulst could have 

maintained relationships with some of Pieter Coecke van Aelst’s former pupils, who had since 

matriculated and become masters in their own right. In addition to her repute as a painter, Verhulst 

was also known for her work as a printer-publisher, a profession she had been a part of since 1538. 
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Mayken was likely a part of the same social circles as Hieronymus Cock and Volcxken Diericx, 

the Liefrinck family, and, of course, of her old colleague Gillis Coppens van Diest.258 Finally, 

through her family members alone, Mayken offered connections to the cities of Bruges, Brussels, 

Mechelen, and, of course, Antwerp. The aforementioned drawing sent to Merten Verhulst may 

well have come from his grand-nephew, Pieter Breughel the Younger, thus demonstrating the 

possible warm relationship between these two. Mayken’s sisters married significant figures in the 

art world themselves, including “humanist, printmaker, publisher, painter and numismatist” 

Hubert Goltzius, the portraitist Jacob de Punder, and Daniel Snellinck. 259 The artist and dealer Jan 

Snellinck, the son of Daniel and Cornelia Verhulst (Mayken’s sister), was a close family friend of 

the younger Brueghels, and he attended the weddings of both Pieter the Younger and Jan.260 Each 

of these social connections in turn offered a link to an ever growing, increasingly complex network 

of artists, dealers, and publishers with whom Pieter and Jan could be associated—and Mayken 

was, in many ways, their introduction into this world.261  
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Conclusion 

 Mayken Verhulst died in Brussels in the autumn of 1596 around the age of eighty.262 

Throughout her life she had called multiple cities home, interchangeably spending time in 

Mechelen, Antwerp, and Brussels. Verhulst was an active participant in the art worlds of each of 

these cities, though her legacy has remained persistently obfuscated. We have inherited bits and 

pieces of information that support our understanding of her reputation—most importantly her 

inclusion in Guicciardini’s Descrittione. While he unveils little about her actual practice, he 

elevates her to the same strata as Susanna Horenbout, Levina Teerlinc, and Caterina van 

Hemessen, a hierarchy that communicates Mayken’s fame and commercial success during her 

lifetime. The artistic life of each of these women began in the same way—as a daughter in her 

father’s studio. Her contributions likely began with menial tasks—the cleaning of the workshop 

floor, or the grinding of pigments—though each of them certainly impressed her father, eventually 

earning greater responsibility and thus greater opportunity. The development of these skills 

precipitated her advancement as an artist. While the other three aforementioned examples of 

female painters joined royal courts, Mayken remained autonomous, flourishing professionally in 

the booming urban centers of the sixteenth-century Low Countries alongside her husband, Pieter 

Coecke van Aelst. Mayken would have served an important function in Pieter Coecke van Aelst’s 

workshop, probably providing administrative and marketing skills as well as manual ones—

supporting the workshop endeavors in tapestry design and printmaking through her capacity for 

artistic creation.  

Although van Mander, writing in 1604, within a few years of Verhulst’s death, discloses 

that she painted in water-verwe, no paintings survive that can be traced to Mayken with any 

                                                 
262 Roobaert, Kunst en Kunstambachten, 45.  
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confidence. Our best chance at grasping her practices as a painter comes primarily from the 

sizeable surviving oeuvres of her son-in-law, Pieter Bruegel and her grandsons, Pieter the Younger 

and Jan Brueghel, as she may have participated in the training of these accomplished men. 

However, this approach is flawed. While an examination of their paintings in search of Verhulst’s 

educational or stylistic impact raises stimulating questions, it provides few answers. Mayken 

Verhulst’s extant oeuvre, then, consists entirely of the prints that she published—a reality that 

reveals little about her style or artistic talent, though it speaks to her professional acumen and 

assertive presence in the Antwerp art economy. She was an innovative businesswoman and creator 

who stood at the forefront of the printing industry in Antwerp, producing visual prints and books 

over the course of two decades, from 1538 to 1558. She introduced new literature and inventive 

forms of printmaking to the Low Countries through her publications, impressing her 

contemporaries as well as subsequent generations of artists.  

 Despite all of the ambiguities that diminish our understanding of Mayken’s story, the 

experiences of this incredible, impactful artist are worth exploring. This project has raised several 

questions that lay outside of the financial and spatial scope of a master’s thesis, though further 

research in the form of technical analysis or archival research have the potential to shed light on 

these inquiries. I hope that, in the meantime, this examination of Verhulst’s life has brought us 

closer to a cohesive understanding of her artistic identity. She was a printer-publisher and a painter. 

She was daughter, a wife, a widow, a mother (in-law), and a grandmother, and each of these social 

identities contributed to the formation of her artistic self.  
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Figures 

 

Figure 1: Current exterior of the Verhulst family home, De Groote Roosenboom.  

The façade is from the eighteenth-century. 
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Figure 2: Garden behind De Groote Roosenboom. 
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Figure 3: Original Sixteenth-Century Fireplace at De Groote Roosenboom. 
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Figure 4: Lucas van Doetechum and Johannes van Doetechum, the Elder, after Hans Vredeman 

de Vries. Perspective View of a Street (1560) Published by Hieronymus Cock.  

Engraving, 25.5 × 36.3 cm.  
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Figure 5: Workshop of Pieter Coecke van Aelst. Cartoon for the Martyrdom of St. Paul Tapestry 

Series (1535) Brush in brown ink with distemper, 342 x 384 cm.  

Brussels, Musée de la Ville de Bruxelles. 
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Figure 6: Pieter Coecke van Aelst or Mayken Verhulst (?). Double Portrait (c. 1545 or after 

1550?) Oil on panel, 50.5 x 59 cm. Zürich, Kunsthaus Zürich. 
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Figure 7: Jan Wierix. Portrait of Pieter Coecke van Aelst, from Pictorum aliquot celebrium 

Germaniae inferioris effigies (c. 1571)  

Engraving, 31.5 × 20 cm. 
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Figure 8: Pieter Coecke van Aelst. The Money Changer and his Wife (1527) Pen and brown ink, 

light brown wash, 17.2 x 18 cm. Vienna, Albertina 
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Figure 9: Workshop of Pieter Coecke van Aelst. St Jerome in his Study (1530) Oil on panel, 75.3 

x 121.8 cm. Baltimore, Walters Art Museum.  
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Figure 10: Detail of the Martyrdom of St. Paul cartoon. 
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Figure 11: After Pieter Coecke van Aelst. Customs and Fashions of the Turks (1553).  Published 

by Mayken Verhulst. Woodcut, 35.5 × 455.7 cm. 

 

 

 

Figure 12: Scene 1 of Customs and Fashions of the Turks, possibly including a self-portrait of 

Pieter Coecke van Aelst at center left. 
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Figure 13: Scene 2 of Customs and Fashions of the Turks. 

 

 

Figure 14: Scene 3 of Customs and Fashions of the Turks. 
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Figure 15: Scene 4 of Customs and Fashions of the Turks. 

 

 

 

Figure 16: Scene 5 of Customs and Fashions of the Turks. 
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Figure 17: Scene 6 of Customs and Fashions of the Turks. 

 

 

Figure 18: Scene 7 of Customs and Fashions of the Turks. 
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Figure 19: Published by Mayken Verhulst. Frontispiece of Customs and Fashions of the Turks. 
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Figure 20: Colophon of Customs and Fashions of the Turks. 
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Figure 21: Published by Mayken Verhulst. Book Two of Sebastiano Serlio’s Treatise on 

Architecture (Dutch translation, 1553). 
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Figure 22: Published by Mayken Verhulst. Book Five of Sebastiano Serlio’s Treatise on 

Architecture (Dutch translation, 1553). 
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Figure 23: Published by Mayken Verhulst. Book One of Sebastiano Serlio’s Treatise on 

Architecture (Dutch translation, 1553). 
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Figure 24. After (?) Pieter Bruegel. The Painter before his Easel.  

Pen and brown ink, 26.5 x 20 cm. Paris, Musée de Louvre, Cabinet des dessins. 
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Figure 25: Pieter Bruegel the Elder. Magpie on the Gallows (c. 1568)  

Oil on panel, 45.9 x 50.8 cm. Darmstadt, Hessisches Landesmuseum. 
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Figure 26: Pieter Bruegel the Elder. Suicide of Saul (1562) Oil on panel, 33.5 cm × 55 cm. 

Vienna, Kunsthistorisches Museum. 

 

 

Figure 27. Pieter Bruegel the Elder. The Blind Leading the Blind (1568) Tempera on canvas, 86 

cm × 154 cm. Naples, Museo e Real Bosco di Capodimonte. 



 98 

 

 

 

Figure 28: The Monogrammist of Brunswick. Parable of the Feast of the Poor. Oil on panel. 

Braunschweig, Herzog Anton-Ulrich Museum. 
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Figure 29: Pieter Bruegel the Elder. The Peasant Wedding (1567) Oil on panel, 114 x 164 cm. 

Vienna, Kunsthistorisches Museum. 
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Figure 30: The Monogrammist of Brunswick. (Detail) Parable of the Feast of the Poor. 
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Figure 31: Signature of Mayken Verhulst (1573) A.R., Kwijtschriften van de Rekenkamer, 

1.163. 
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Figure 32: Jan Brueghel. Mountainous Landscape with Exotic Animals (1554) Pen and brown 

ink, 33.5 x 23.1 cm. Cambridge, Fogg Museum, Harvard University. 
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Figure 33: Jan Brueghel. View Over a Broad River Valley (1595) Oil on copper, 24.5 x 34 cm. 

USA, private collection. 
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Figure 34: Jan Brueghel. A Flemish Fair (1600) Oil on copper. 47.6 x 68.6 cm.  

London, Royal Collection.  
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Figure 35: Jan Brueghel. Orpheus Sings for Pluto and Prosperina (1594) Oil on copper. 25 x 

34.4 cm. Rome, Galleria Colonna. 
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Figure 36: Jan Brueghel. The Schelde River at Antwerp. Brown ink, brown wash, watercolor, and 

touches of blue chalk, 25 x 40 cm. Cambridge, Fogg Museum, Harvard University. 
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Figure 37. Jan Brueghel. Six Chicken Studies.  

Graphite and watercolor on paper, 29.8 x 19.8 cm. Paris, Musée du Louvre.  
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Figure 38: Jan Brueghel. Carrying of the Cross (Christ & the Holy Women)  

Watercolor on ivory, 3.5 x 5 cm. Milan, Ambrosiana.  
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Appendices  

APPENDIX 1  

NAMES AND SPELLING 

Many of the names of people included in this thesis have a wide variety of spellings. Many of 

these spellings originated in the times of the artists themselves and others are often the product 

of the language used. I have chosen one spelling for each important player, typically with 

preference to the Flemish version of the name.  

 

Mayken Verhulst Also called Marie Verhulst. Marie is the French version of the name. 

Mayken herself used both of these names in the colophons of the prints 

she published, altering the spelling to fit with the language.  

 

She is sometimes given the last name Bessemers, a name that does not 

apply to Mayken and that she never used for herself. Bessemers refers to 

her father’s stepfather and applies to aunts/uncles and some cousins but 

should not be applied to either Mayken or her father, Peeter.    

 

I will refer to her by her full name, her last name, and her first name 

throughout the document. This is not intended to be a sign of disrespect, 

but rather allows a differentiation from other members of the Verhulst 

family discussed throughout the thesis. She is also the only ‘Mayken’ 

discussed at length, and so it is possible to address her as such without 

any confusion.   

  

Pieter Coecke  

van Aelst 

Coecke himself used various spellings of his name throughout his 

lifetime, including Couck/Coucke (which appears in archival documents 

like a receipt signed by the artist). His name is also sometimes spelled 

Koeck/Koecke (Marlier, La Renaissance flamande, 22).  

 

I will refer to him by both his full name and his last name. Referring to 

him by his first name is impossible, as there are three other 

Pieters/Peeters in this extended family. 

 

Marie Coecke 

van Aelst  

Also sometimes called Mayken. The daughter of Coecke and Verhulst 

who shares her mother’s name.  

 

I will call her Marie for clarity.  

 

Pieter Bruegel the 

Elder 

 

While Pieter Bruegel the Elder began his career with the spelling 

Brueghel, he changed this to be Bruegel (without an ‘h’) around 1559. 

 

I will typically refer to him as Bruegel or Bruegel the Elder.  
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Pieter Brueghel 

the Younger 

Pieter Brueghel the Younger used multiple spellings of his name during 

his lifetime, including Bruegel, Breughel, and Brueghel (Currie, 

“Demystifying,” 83; Van den Brink, “The Art of Copying, 14). 

 

I will refer to him as Pieter the Younger in order to differentiate him 

from both his father and his brother.  

 

Jan Brueghel the 

Elder 

Jan Brueghel spelled his name Brueghel rather than Bruegel.  

 

I will call him by his first name in order to differentiate him from his 

brother and his father.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 111 

 

 

APPENDIX 2  

TIMELINE: MAYKEN VERHULST IN ARCHIVAL DOCUMENTS 

November 3, 1538 

Stadsarchief, Antwerp, Vierschaar 182, fol. 55r 

The document reveals that Mayken Verhulst held a lien against a book binder named Cornelis 

who had failed to pay her rent that he owed her (Roobaert, Kunst en Kunstambachten, 39; 

Cleland, “Pieter Coecke van Aelst in Contemporary Documents,” 18).  

 

December 1550 or January 1551  

Stadsarchief Aalst, Register 644, Schepenboek 1550, fols. CXVr-v 

Mayken is given an annual pension from the city of Aelst as the widow of Pieter Coecke van 

Aelst. Both her daughter, Marie, and Coecke’s illegitimate daughter, Antonette, were 

beneficiaries of the policy as well (Roobaert, Kunst en Kunstambachten, 44-45; Cleland, “Pieter 

Coecke van Aelst in Contemporary Documents,” 21).   

 

July 18, 1553 

Stadsarchief Antwerp, Gilden en Ambachten 4.287, fol. 37r  

The household goods of the late Pieter Coecke van Aelst were valued by secondhand dealers 

(Roobaert, Kunst en Kunstambachten, 42; Cleland, “Pieter Coecke van Aelst in Contemporary 

Documents,” 21). 

 

February 15, 1554  

Statsarchief Antwerp, Schepenregister 252, fol. 210r 

Michiel and Pieter Coecke van Aelst the Younger attest that their stepmother, Mayken, paid 

them all that was owed to them from their father’s estate (Cleland, “Pieter Coecke van Aelst in 

Contemporary Documents,” 21).  

 

June 4, 1554  

Stadsarchief Antwerp, Gilden en Ambachten 4.287, fol. 129v  

Coecke’s belongings, including paintings, are sold (Cleland, “Pieter Coecke van Aelst in 

Contemporary Documents,” 21). 

 

June 12, 1554  

Stadsarchief Mechelen, Schepenreg 175, folio 225v  

Peeter Verhulst the Younger sold his share of the family estate to his sister “Marie Verhulst, 

widow wylen Meester Peeteren Coecke alias van Aelst” for three Karolus guilders and three 

stuivers (Monballieu, Kunstenaars, 113-114). 

 

January 21, 1562 

Stadsarchief Mechelen, Schepenreg 186, folio 52v 

Lanceloot Verhulst sold his shares of the family home, the Roosenboom, to his sister Mayken 

Verhulst and his brother-in-law, Jacob de Punder (husband of Mayken’s sister, Barbara). 

 

On the same day, Merten Verhulst sold his share of the parental home to Mayken (Monballieu, 

Kunstenaars, 112-113). 
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1573 

Brussels Algemeen Rijksarchief, Kwijtschriften van de Rekenkamer, 1.163 

One of several documents relating to annual interest payments Mayken had with the royal 

domains in Brussels. These lasted throughout her lifetime and each one includes her signature 

(Roobaert, Kunst en Kunstambachten, 45). 

 

October 6, 1596 

Algemeen Rijksarchief, Archief van de kapittelkerk van Sint-Michiel en Sint-Goedele, 

Brussels, 2.663, fol. 321 

Mayken Verhulst was buried after a small funeral in the church cemetery of Sint-Goedele in 

Brussels (Roobaert, Kunst en Kunstambachten, 45). It is unclear why this site was chosen, as it 

has no apparent connection to any of the family members that predeceased her. Coecke was 

buried in St. Géry and the site of Marie Coecke’s grave is not immediately apparent.  
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APPENDIX 3 

VERHULST/COECKE VAN AELST/BRUEGEL FAMILY TREE 

 

 
Alexander Wied and Hans J. Van Miegroet, “Bruegel Family Tree,” Grove Art Online, 2003, 

https://doi.org/10.1093/gao/9781884446054.article.T011669 
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