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Sitters & Artists
Portraits survive in larger numbers than 

any other type of English painting from 

the sixteenth century. In contrast to the 

high cost of clothes and jewellery, painted 

portraits were relatively inexpensive objects 

and individuals might commission several 

portraits of themselves at different times 

of their life. By the late sixteenth century 

interest in portraiture increased and a wider 

range of sitters chose to be portrayed.

Portrait Formats

Full-length formats, first used to portray monarchs,  

became increasingly popular with courtiers and the  

gentry in the late sixteenth century. This coincided 

with the use of canvas rather than wooden panels 

for the painting’s support, allowing large-scale 

paintings to be produced more easily. Smaller 

head-and-shoulders formats, or half-length 

portraits, were more portable and less expensive.

Portraits helped generate and maintain a vision 

of a national identity through association with 

English historical heroes and the contemporary 

Tudor dynasty.

Portrait sets of kings and queens  
were used to decorate the galleries 

and libraries of country houses  
and civic institutions

Hornby Castle Set
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Function and Purpose

Portraits also played a role in recording family 

narratives or the receipt of worldly honours. 

Double and group portraits of friends and family 

became popular among the European nobility and 

gentry in the sixteenth century, enabling sitters to 

document their lineage, family networks and ties 

of loyalty. Recording fertility was also important at 

a time when child mortality was high and portraits 

of pregnant women, such as Anne Pope, became 

fashionable later in the century.

Making Portraits

Many of the portraits of monarchs and key 

courtiers were not painted from life but taken 

from established patterns of facial likeness that 

circulated among artists’ workshops. Queen 

Elizabeth I, for example, rarely sat for artists 

directly. A pattern drawing showing the sitter’s 

face could be transferred or traced onto a primed 

wooden panel and worked up accordingly. A rare 

survival can be seen in a pattern for portraits  

of Sir Henry Sidney.

In the City of London the trade in painting was 

regulated by the Painter-Stainers Company,  

a guild organisation that had an important role  

in managing the apprenticeship of artists. At this  

period most English artists did not sign their 

paintings and their work did not command a high  

status. In general, painters shared the same status 

as other artisans and craftsmen, though they did  

not claim the prestige (or wages) of an expert 

goldsmith or tapestry weaver. Those artists who 

did manage to distinguish themselves did so 

through procuring work at court. The majority 

of these painters were immigrants, mainly from 

northern Europe.

Anne Pope  
and children 

By Marcus Gheeraerts  
the Younger, 1596

L231

Face Pattern of  
Sir Henry Sidney 

By an unknown artist,  
late 16th century

NPG 2823

This pick-up can also be found on our  
website at npg.org.uk/tudor-pickup


