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Shaping Reality through the Fictive: Images of Women 
Spinning in the Northern Renaissance

Cordula Grewe, Albert-Ludwigs-Universitàt, Freiburg im Breisgau

Résumé

C
et article voudrait montrer comment le motif récurrent des 
fileuses servait à véhiculer les idées des humanistes et des 
réformateurs du Nord de l’Europe.

Les artistes utilisaient le thème des fileuses à la fois pour sa valeur 
symbolique et pour sa grande ancienneté. Le motif leur permettait 
d’exprimer les nouvelles valeurs morales et les transformations du 
rôle de la femme. L’usage de la gravure sur bois et de la gravure en 
taille douce permettait une plus grande diffusion des idées nouvelles 
qui étaient liées à l’urbanisation des pays transalpins, à une vision plus 
favorable de la famille et au fait que les femmes étaient exclues du 
milieu du travail.

Les artistes visaient surtout la classe bourgeoise urbaine qui 
partageait avec les humanistes et les réformateurs l’idéal de la famille 
nucléaire. Le motif permettait aux artistes de séparer la"sphère officielle 
ou mondaine” de l’époux de la “sphère privée ou domestique” de 
l’épouse. Dans ce contexte, le motif était utilisé de deux façons 
différentes: dans un contexte domestique il mettait en scène une épouse 
vertueuse, chaste et obéissante, tandis que hors du domaine familial, il 
indiquait la prostitution et son comportement immoral. Le thème de 
la fileuse servait donc à propager un nouveau sens de la famille bour­
geoise tout en distinguant très fortement les classes supérieures des 
classes inférieures où la femme devait travailler pour subvenir aux 
besoins de la famille.

S
tudies dealing with the depiction of women working, 
and especially of women spinning, hâve demonstrated 
that images not only reflect the social conditions in 
which they originated, but also transmit ideas and concepts 

about womanhood prevailing in society.1 It should be kept 
in mind here that such images not only documented wom- 
en’s public rôles and personal status, but also anticipated 
propagated ideals of womanhood that did not necessarily 
match actual circumstances. In this connection depictions 
of women spinning are of particular interest since spinning 
has been the most popular motif of female work among 
artists.2 This popularity appears closely connected to the 
symbolic meaning that has been attributed to spinning. The 
metaphor, both literary and artistic, of the virtuous matron 
spinning and weaving for the family has been a favourite 
theme since antiquity. Already in Roman times, spinning 
was mentioned, along with beauty, modesty, piety, frugal- 
ity and diligence, as a characteristic virtue of the Roman 
matron. The image of the “eternal spinner of wool” as a 
symbol for the idéal woman, wife and mother was deeply 
embedded in the Roman literary and artistic formai réper­
toire,3 and Roman artists used spindles and spinning im­
ages to evoke the domestic and private world of the majority 
of Roman women.4 Spinning “was ... a quintessentially 
female occupation .. alternately honored and oppressed.”5 
Setting her observations on Roman women working into 
the broader context of social and gender stratification, 
Nathalie Kampen has shown the connections between art, 
class and gender that existed in Roman antiquity. Applying 
Kampen’s method to Northern Renaissance art, the current 
analysis aims at defining the function that spinning imagery 
played in Renaissance culture.

Used in négative as well as positive contexts,6 Renais­
sance images of spinning could refer to the two opposites 
of female conduct: that of the virtuous, chaste and obedi- 
ent wife and that of the dishonourable woman, the whore. 
At the end of the Middle Ages, prominent images of spin­
ning reemerged in the arts and blossomed during the Ren­
aissance. Such images were frequently used in engravings 
and woodcuts dealing with moral issues, and were also in- 
troduced into portrait painting at that time. A new interest 
in the image of spinning women developed because Ren­
aissance artists found its allusions to both metaphorical and 
literal meaning useful in artistically conceptualizing the 
emerging moral values and changing social status of women. 
The background for these cultural and artistic innovations 
was the basic économie and religious changes that accom- 
panied the transition from the late Middle Ages to an Early 
Modem society.

The iconographie development of Northern Renais­
sance représentions of women spinning reflected three ma­
jor transformations; the urbanization of the Northern 
countries, the shift to a more favourable view of family, and 
the growing exclusion of women from the work process. 
An analysis of the art works themselves, and of patrons and 
potential buyers, reveals that spinning imagery reflected is­
sues of class as well as gender. Artists addressed the “urban 
middle class” with their subjects7 so that one might speak 
of an “art by burghers for a burgher class.”8 When, for in­
stance, in the 1480s a flood of rural poor poured into the 
cities,9 “the burgher symbolised the distinction between him 
and the newcomers in an idiom ofvirtue and refinement.”10 
This striking concern with good morals was reflected in the 
véritable flood of moralizing texts and illustrations around 
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1500.11 The current study focuses on the urban middle class 
because its images reflect “the distinctly urban character of 
society”12 and are inseparably connected with the rise of 
humanism and the Reformation in the North. The cities 
constituted an almost idéal breeding-ground for Reforma­
tion movements, not only in Germany but also in the Low 
Countries. The influence of Martin Luther’s ideas found 
its way into these areas before 1520.13

This article will show that spinning imagery played an 
important part in the attempt of humanists and reformers 
to establish the nuclear family as the new idéal and the pre- 
ferred social unit. Humanism and the Reformation engen- 
dered a profound break with the earlier understanding of 
marriage. Since Augustine, celibacy had been preferred to 
marriage, which was regarded as an inferior state of life. In 
his Summa Theologiae, Thomas of Aquinus revived the Au- 
gustinian viewpoint of marriage and pointed out that even 
conjugal intercourse has to be regarded as principally sin- 
ful.14 These doctrines fostered misogynist and antimarriage 
sentiments, which were expressed in such popular German 
proverbs as “Wem zu wol ist, der neme ein Weib'”15 Under 
the influence of humanism, however, authors began to 
champion marriage, children and marital emotional life as 
important aspects of earthly bliss.16 Desiderius Erasmus of 
Rotterdam explicitly preferred the conjugal state,17 and 
Albrecht von Eyb, the fîirst représentative of humanism in 
Germany, proclaimed that nothing “could be happier and 
sweeter than the name of father, mother, and children,” that 
is, of a family.18 Although Martin Luther did not count 
marriage among the holy sacraments, he emphasized the 
divine nature of the marital state. God himself, asserted 
Luther, had established marriage as a remedy for unchastity. 
A warm relationship between the couple was also very 
important for Luther, who advised the husband to love his 
wife “like his own body.” The man’s responsibility was to 
protect and care for his family.19 In the reformers opinion, 
the suppression of monasteries and nunneries had liberated 
women from sexual repression and cultural deprivation.20

The re-evaluation of marriage enhanced the status of 
women in their rôle as virtuous housewife and mother. New 
emphasis was put on the sort of female éducation that was 
thought to improve their qualities as marriage partners. In 
the trading towns of the Low Countries, a new type of 
school called “French Schools” developed, offering daugh- 
ters of the bourgeoisie not only extensive instruction in vir­
tuous behaviour, but also a complété éducation in 
commercial subjects to préparé them for their rôle as mer- 
chants’ wives.21 In the cultivated upper-class households of 
Flanders, singing, dancing, performing on one or more in­
struments, and playing chess were considered necessary so­

cial skills for women, who are often shown playing key- 
board and other instruments in sixteenth century Flemish 
paintings.22 Thus, emphasis in the current analysis is given 
to the problem of marriage and family, and only marginal 
attention is paid to the status of unmarried women. Be- 
sides women organized in cloisters, béguinages and other 
religious communities, little is known about unmarried 
women,23 and the spécifies of their daily life hâve not been 
treated in art. Single women are mainly represented as pros- 
titutes or concubines. One reason for such représentations 
may be the contemporary preference of family and the 
marital state, which made unmarried women an unwanted 
phenomenon in both art and society. On the other hand, 
most single women were poor and belonged to the lower 
classes,24 so that their anonymity may also be the resuit of 
their lack of money, status and independence, which pre- 
vented them from commissioning art works and represent- 
ing themselves through them.25 Thus, the existence of a 
large number of poor working women found only an indi­
rect and most antipathetic treatment in images of spinning 
women.

The difficult financial situation of most unmarried 
women was also caused by the loss of opportunities for 
Renaissance women to work and to participate forcefully 
in the économie process that paralleled the establishment 
of the new family idéal. Several statistics highlight this shift 
in work opportunities for women. The number of women 
that attained citizenship declined drastically during the 
Renaissance.26 Moreover, whereas a high percentage of 
women — between 15 and 38 percent27 — worked in up 
to 200 different professions in the Middle Ages,28 women 
no longer worked in those trades organized in guilds in the 
seventeenth century.29 In addition, only an extremely small 
number of women attended the newly founded universi- 
ties, so that they became excluded from those professions 
requiring such an éducation.30 Studying was very expen­
sive, and most families did not want to invest money in 
the éducation of their daughters, who also needed a dowry 
in order to marry or to enter a convent. Moreover, fathers 
probably did not want their daughters partaking in the 
unrestrained life of students.31

In the Middle Ages, the widows of deceased masters 
usually had the right to continue running their workshops 
although the scope of their opportunities differed widely. 
This right was a décisive reason for the large number of 
women working in ail areas of économie life.32 Yet, as guilds 
became interested in reducing the number of working 
women at the beginning of the Renaissance, they began to 
restrict even the long-existing rights of widows. Guilds es­
tablished a time frame for widows operating a workshop, 
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usually one or two years, later as little as two months. In 
the mid-sixteenth century, women could no longer take 
apprentices and could retain only one or two journeymen, 
so that widows’ workshops and income remained very 
small.33 Sometimes the existence of children, or specifically 
of sons, was necessary for such permission, as, for example, 
with the bakers of Hamburg in 1375. Often, cities obliged 
widows to remarry within a year if they wanted to continue 
operating their workshops.34 Moreover, guilds introduced 
the prerequisite of being male for guild membership.35 The 
tightening up of guild laws caused a displacement of women 
to unskilled work of low status, low pay and inferior social 
status, and reduced their participation in the crafts. This 
process of exclusion was also possible because women were 
not able to maintain in law the opportunities they had dur- 
ing the High Middle Ages.

At this point, it should be emphasized that in legal terms 
the situation of women did not change decisively from the 
Middle Ages to the Renaissance. Property and inheritance 
laws show astonishing continuity. In the Middle Ages, legal 
books such as Eike von Repgow’s Sachsenspiegel defined a 
guardianship for women, called the Munt, either by a male 
relative, if the woman was unmarried, or by her husband.36 
. The guardians had to represent the women, who were not 
allowed to appear in court or to testify in any legal affairs.37 
According to town marriage laws, the property of married 
partners was regarded as common property, called 
Gesamtgut. According to the legal proverb “lângs Leib, lângs 
Gut,”38 the wife did not hâve the right of disposai over ei­
ther the mutual property or her own, which was the privi­
lège of her husband. Moreover, she was liable for her 
husband’s debts, so that she could not withdraw her own 
property after the ending of a marriage before ail the debts 
of her spouse were paid.39 With the adoption of Roman law 
at the beginning of the Renaissance, the subordination of 
the wife was reinforced by the incorporation of the patria 
potestas, that is the husband’s right over his wife. Yet, résist­
ance was displayed against the Roman marriage law regard- 
ing the dowry and property of the wife called dos. The dos 
defined a strict séparation of property among married cou­
ples and a woman’s unrestricted right of disposai of her pos­
sessions. Such an arrangement would hâve brought women 
a higher independence and was, therefore, rejected in North­
ern law treatises.40 The relatively high percentage of busi­
ness women was not, therefore, due to a more favourable 
legal situation, but to a toleration of women’s activities, 
despite the formai restrictions. Cities granted business- 
women legal compétence in financial matters because the 
security of financial commitment was a foundation of com­
mercial activities. Whether married or not, security for busi- 

nesswomen was not restricted. Male supremacy, however, 
was guaranteed, as both married and unmarried women 
relied on the permission of the male Munt to engage in 
business.41 Most probably, women could not establish their 
attained rights in guild and city laws, since they were ex- 
cluded from the offices of public law, the Morgensprache and 
Vorsteheramt. As women steadily lost hold in other commer­
cial occupations and trades, spinning became an important 
side-occupation, often necessary to support the family. Yet, 
in order to interpret the artistic imagery of spinning women, 
it is important to remember that, despite strategies of ex- 
cluding women from work, a considérable number of 
women were still involved in économie activities, includ- 
ing widows successfully running inherited workshops.42

The loss of women’s opportunities for work was related 
to their re-evaluation as mothers and wives, which included 
their restriction to the domestic realm. The efforts made to 
control the économie position of women seem to be part 
of an attempt to confine the rôle of women to the home. 
While the standing of women as mothers and wives was 
elevated, humanists as well as reformers propagated the at­
titude that wives should be totally subordinated to the needs 
and wills of their husbands. Luther insisted that women 
should not rule. The man was to be the lord of the home 
unless he were a “Verbum anomalum that is, a fool.”43 Ac­
cording to Erasmus, a good wife is like a mirror that re- 
flects her husband’s mood. She has to endure her husband 
as he is, even despite any injustice, and should win his love 
through friendliness, kindness and her willingness to be of 
service. “To be obedient to her husband is the greatest vir- 
tue of a woman.”44 In order to assure the leading rôle of 
man in marriage, they were strongly advised not to marry a 
richer wife, as she might want to dominate on the grounds 
of her property.45 Despite the developing status of married 
women, Renaissance society displayed an intransigent mi- 
sogyny that found its most belligerent expression in the 
witch-hunt. This attitude becomes visible in the connec­
tion of spinning with the subjects of women’s wiles and of 
the topsy-turvy world. These multifaceted, sometimes 
opposing views of female existence were reflected in the 
complex iconography of spinning.

Maerten van Heemskerck depicts a woman spinning 
in his Portrait of a Lady with Spindle and Distaff (Fig. 1). 
She keeps the wheel in motion with her right hand, while 
drawing the raw material — wool or flax — from the dis- 
taff with her left hand. The figures scale is heroic, an im­
pression that is reinforced by the spinner’s placement in the 
extreme foreground, her occupation of the full width of the 
painting through the wheel, and her outspread arms, ail of 
which contrast with the size of the basket, yarn winder and
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Figure I. Maerten van Heemskerck, Portrait of a Lady with Spindle and Distaff, ca. 1530. Panel, 105 x 80,5 cm. Fundacion 

Coleccion Thyssen-Bornemisza, Madrid.

coat of arms in the background which are tiny and too small 
in relation to the figure. In addition, the ambiguous, shal- 
low space of the interior presses her figure into the fore- 
ground so that she almost seems to protrude from the frame, 
more part of the onlooker’s space than of her own room. 
Her heroic scale contributes to the grandeur of her presence, 
which is strengthened by the generous and imposing forms 
of her costume. Her costume, remarkable in its bold mod- 
elling and clear contrasts of black and white, green and red, 
has precious details such as the fine gold embroidery and 
the pearl buttons, but it is otherwise simple. The fanciful 
spinning wheel, with its skilful carvings of acanthus leaves, 
fluting and finials, and with a dolphin holding the wheel 
in its mouth, underlines the luxuriant tone of the painting. 
The démonstration of wealth is counterbalanced by the 
spare, restrained background and the strong and somewhat 
heavy features of the woman, both éléments that negate any 
lavish and prodigal lifestyle.

Taking into account the written évi­
dence that spinners who relied on their 
income for a living were mostly poor, the 
fanciful spinning wheel, more a valuable 
artefact than a working tool, indicates 
that the woman does not spin for money. 
Instead, spinning is used in a metaphori- 
cal way. In a woodcut from Lucas van 
Leyden’s circle, Young Woman at the Spin­
ning Wheel (1513)46 the costly costume 
of the female figure, as well as the em- 
broidered cloth wrapped around the 
wool on the distaff, recall Heemskerck’s 
composition. The spinner is seated in a 
ruined, open stone chamber, attentively 
occupied with her work. A little boy sits 
on the ground beside her spinning wheel 
and offers her an apple, a gesture that 
can be read as a reference to sin and the 
Fall. The fanciful scenery and her 
pointed ignorance of the hostile sur- 
roundings suggest a symbolic meaning. 
Jean Pierre Bryn points out that the sym­
bolic meaning can be traced back to 
Lemuel’s lesson of chastity and tempér­
ance and the praise of a good wife (Prov- 
erbs 31:13 and 31:19): “She seeketh 
wool and flax, and worketh willingly 
with her hands. . . . She layeth her hands 
to the spindle, and her hands hold the 
distaff.”47 The tradition of the female 
spinner illustrating Chapter 31 of Solo- 

mon’s proverbs was founded in the French Bible Moralisée, 
in which it occurred from around 1400. The depictions 
there belong among the very early reproductions of women 
spinning at the end of the Middle Ages.48

The connection of spinning with virtue, chastity and 
moral superiority was indeed based on a strong tradition. 
In the story of the ancient heroine Lucretia, Collatinus’ wife 
proves her virtue by being found spinning instead of cel- 
ebrating, unlike the other husbands’ wives tested. Hendrik 
Goltzius shows Lucretia in his sériés of the Story of Lucretia 
(Fig. 2) among her housemaidens, an icon of the dutiful 
and trustworthy wife. The five women are involved in ail 
stages of yarn production. The one at the far right sits at 
the spinning wheel to make the thread, and the one at the 
far left stretches it on a wool winder, whereas Lucretia her- 
self rolls the finished thread into a bail. The standing fig­
ure holds a pair of scissors in her right hand and carries a 
basket of yarn under her left arm. The maid in the back-
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Figure 2. Hendrik Goltzius, Lucretia in the Spinning Chamber, ca. 1578. Engraving, 192 x 247 mm. Kunstmuseum Basel.
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ground is sewing. Ail the women express utmost sincerity 
in their actions. The full concentration on their domestic 
work symbolizes their rejection of ail temptation, sexual or 
otherwise. In the mid-sixteenth century print by the en- 
graver H. Cock, The Parable of the Wise and Foolish Virgins, 
based on a design by Pieter Bruegel,49 the Wise Virgins are 
occupied with the same activities as Lucretia and her maid- 
ens. In addition, one woman washes cloths in a big tub. In 
these prints, daily household chores symbolize virtuous be- 
haviour. In both images, a burning candie signais night, un- 
derlining that the women resist ail temptations through 
working, even at the dark time of séduction. The candie 
also refers to their praiseworthy industriousness, as with 
Luther’s emphasis that a good wife’s lantern does not go 
out at night.50

Bruegel and Goltzius were also concerned to stress that 
the women were silent. Talkativeness was a form of female 
behaviour which was widely inveighed against. The Maliens 
Maleficarum, the most influential book for witch-hunters, 
warns against women’s “slippery tongues” and their incapa- 
bility of keeping secrets, connecting it with their prédispo­
sition to witchcraft.51 In a commentary on the Sachsenspiegel, 
the author justifies women’s exclusion from court and te- 
stimony with the fact that they chatter and gossip without 
understanding and that they are, moreover, very fickle.52 
These sources reveal a steady fear of a “women’s network” 
which men could not control and the attempt to prevent 
firm solidarity among women by pejoratively calling their

need to communicate “talkativeness.” 
This fear was nurtured by the spinning 
chambers, a pre-industrial form of yarn 
production, but also a place for gather- 
ings and festivities. Work and leisure min- 
gled, and authorities watched these 
gatherings carefully. The earliest com- 
plaints about and restrictions on spinning 
chambers known in Hessen, Germany, 
date from the mid-sixteenth century.53 In 
the early Renaissance the spinning cham­
ber became a symbol of the décliné of 
moral standards attributed to the lower 
classes54 and was depicted as a shelter of 
sin and lust, a hotbed of immorality. In 
Barthel Beham’s woodcut A Spinning 
Chamber (1524)55 the women are occu­
pied with ail sorts of amorous activities 
rather than working. The bad réputation 
of spinning as a professional activity was 
reinforced through the négative view of 
spinning chambers by authorities.

The connection of dutiful spinning with the rejection 
of sexual séduction, already the subject in Lucretia’s story, 
becomes the focus in one of Israhel van Meckenem’s Scenes 
of Daily Life (Fig. 3). Despite the title and Meckenem’s “pro- 
grammatic interest in the secular and commonplace,” the 
artist is mainly concerned with matters of love, relation- 
ship and marriage. A courtier “dressed as some fifteenth- 
century dandy with feathers and exotic turban”56 confronts 
a young lady who is extremely busy with spinning. His 
sexual desire is symbolized by his dagger, the placement of 
which recalls an erect pénis. The sexual notion is further 
reinforced by the placement of his hand at the height of 
his genitals. Whereas the women in the other three scenes 
seem to be more responsive to the attempts of séduction, 
the sincere and sober look of the lady, as well as her full 
concentration on her occupation, tell the onlooker that she 
will not succumb to the young man’s desire. Above ail, the 
iconography of spinning as almost uniquely considered a 
virtuous activity for women indicates her résistance. The 
prudish look of the cat towards the viewer also implies the 
chastity of her owner. The images discussed, as different as 
they are in style, nonetheless, share the important features 
of sincerity, silence and sobriety.

Coming back to van Heemskerck’s image (Fig. 1), the 
woman’s spinning represents her as dutiful and chaste, an 
outstanding example of praiseworthy womanhood, an im­
age paralleled in the spinning wheel that is a decorous, costly 
jewel of the carpenter’s art. Her chaste dress, the white cap
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Figure 3. Israhel van Meckenem, The Visit to the Spinner, ca. 1495-1503. Engraving, 161 x 

110 mm. National Gallery of Art, Washington D.C.

that covers her hair completely, her solemn facial expres­
sion and the spareness of the room surrounding her stress 
her qualities as a good, industrious and frugal housewife 
and outline her virtuous behaviour in life. Since she is a 
member of a wealthy household and obviously belongs to 
the well-situated burgher class, the activity of spinning is a 
symbol of her character, not ofwork itself. At the same time, 
the portrait also conveys a sense of self-confidence, as her 
gaze is direct and self-assured, although not bold.57The ré­
évaluation ofwomen’s contribution to family life and conju­
gal happiness is manifest in this painting. It becomes even 
more outspoken in Maerten van Heemskerck’s double por­
trait of a man and a woman, traditionally identified as Anna 
Codde (Fig. 4) and Pieter Bicker (Fig. 5).58 The latterholds 
an open book with his left hand and a coin with his right 
hand, as attributes of his occupation. On the table are scat- 
tered tools necessary for bookkeeping. The mirror on the 
wall behind him might be an allegorical reference to 
Prudentia, a symbol for his insight into commercial affaire.59 
His mood is sober and restrained, and his firm look indi- 
cates that he can master life, as well as business, with his 

intellectual and mathematical abilities. He represents the 
new type of self-assured businessman that emerged in the 
Renaissance. Working basically as an individual, he only 
co-operated with colleagues for major undertakings and 
transactions and competed with those merchants organized 
in the Hanseatic League.60

The emphasis on his profession, which was based on 
money-related transactions, became possible because the 
ancient ban upon usury gradually lost its force, and the 
charge of usury, although still invoked during the Renais­
sance, became a dead letter.61 A “middle-class value pat­
tern”62 formulated in the course of the fifteenth century 
focused on work and individual achievement. In 1525, 
Martin Luther stated that nobody dies from work, but rather 
from leading a life in idleness. According to Luther, it was 
the duty of a man to live by the “sweat of his brow,” which 
for Luther was valid not only for physical professions but 
also for trade and business.63 The new work ethic allowed 
the burgher class to represent its status poignantly by refer- 
ring to the professions of its members.

These new values soon found expression in portraiture. 
Hans Holbein’s 1532 portrait of the Hanseatic merchant 
Georg Gisze ofDanzig (Fig. 6) shows a design similar to that 
of Heemskerck’s painting (Fig. 5). The young merchant 
stands behind a broad table that is covered with a costly 
oriental carpet and strewn with objects of his business — 
pens, scissors, an inkpot, a round box with coins, a seal and 
a mechanical clock. The portrait signifies the honour, wealth 
and dignity of the sitter. A comparison with earlier depic- 
tions of wealthy merchants demonstrates that this display 
of business-related objects and earned money was an in­
vention of the Renaissance. In Hans Memlinc’s double por­
trait from c. 1480,64 showing the wealthy Italian 
businessman Tommaso Portinari and his wife Maria 
Baroncelli, for example, nothing hints at Portinari’s profes­
sion as the représentative for the Medici family in Bruges.65

While Pieter Bicker is characterized as a bold and 
shrewd businessman (Fig. 5), his wife is depicted spinning 
(Fig. 4), again symbolic of the virtuous housewife. In con- 
trast to Heemskerck’s other image, however, Anna Codde 
seems to be lost in thought. This addresses another aspect 
of spinning: it was not only thought to be productive for 
the family, but also suitable for women because it gave them 
time to reflect on religious matters.66 In the Granatapfel, a 
book published for the édification of nuns in 1510, the ti- 
tle woodcut of the third part shows St Elizabeth ofThuringia 
spinning (Fig. 7). In a 1502 sermon in Strasbourg, the au- 
thor of the book, Johann Geiler von Kaysersberg, explained 
that a woman should meditate on religious issues while spin­
ning, much as St Elizabeth does.67 Piousness is no longer
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Figure 5. Maerten van Heemskerck, Portrait of a Man (Pieter BickerP), 1529. Panel, 86,3 x 

66,4 cm. Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam.

Figure 4. Maerten van Heemskerck, Portrait of a Woman (Anna Codde!), 1529. Panel, 86,3 

x 66,4 cm. Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam.

expressed through folded hands, as in the double portrait 
of the Portinari couple, but through work. Heemskerck’s 
paintings might also be read as signs of affection between 
the sitters. The space is unified by the lighting that illumi­
nâtes Anna from the right and Pieter from the left. The light 
source appears to be placed in the middle, between the two 
portraits. It indicates that they belong closely together. In 
addition, Anna Codde is placed on Pieter’s right side, the 
side of honour. This might indicate her origin from a more 
important family,68 but perhaps it also signifies an appré­
ciation of her contribution to the family. Yet, at the same 
time, the couple is clearly separated, one from the other. 
Pieter Bicker is firmly placed in the public realm of busi­
ness and Anna Codde in the domestic realm of housewif- 
ery, representing the strict division of public and domestic 
life that was also part of the reformer’s outlook. As the nu- 
clear family gained hegemony as the preferred social unit, 
cultural idéologies of “woman” were constructed and rein- 
forced by means of économie categories. Thus, Martin 
Luther ascribed the rôle of the breadwinner to the man and 
that of the housekeeper to the woman.69

This construction of rôles, however, was only possible 
with the subordination of wives to their husbands. Thus, 
spinning found its place within the subject of the Power of 

Woman, so popular in the late fifteenth and sixteenth cen­
turies. The flood of renderings warning against women’s 
wiles, which lead men to destruction, completely reversed 
the earlier médiéval view of virtuous heroines and stressed 
the importance of male dominance over women. The im­
plications of the depiction of Aristotle and Phyllis, for ex­
ample, shifted from anti-Aristotelianism, pure and simple, 
to criticism of the power of women during the fourteenth 
and fifteenth centuries.70 Northern European images of râpe 
also underwent a change in tone and content, later ones 
blaming the victim instead of condemning the rapist.71

In relation to men, domestic tasks were associated with 
inferiority. In Lucas Cranach’s Hercules and Omphale 
(Fig. 8),72 the artist emphasizes the dégradation and 
effeminization of the hero by showing him spinning. The 
white cap that the maidens put on his head also symbolizes 
his surrender to Omphale’s servants, the closeness of the 
female figures suggesting that love caused the héros down- 
fall.73 He holds a thin, translucent thread between his out- 
stretched hands, and his right arm is placed around a distaff. 
His gesture mirrors that of the maid behind him, holding a 
transparent veil. Hercules is trapped between veil and 
thread, the former identified with female sexuality, the lat- 
ter with female occupations. Both symbolize the danger-

12
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Figure 6. Hans Holbein, Georg Gisze of Danzig, 1532. Panel, 96,3 x 85,7 cm. Gemâldegalerie, Berlin.

ous web of female wiles in which, according to contempo- 
rary value schemes, a man could get caught.

In a later example of the subject, Bartholomaeus 
Spranger74 enhanced the allusion to sexual intercourse that 
is already part of Cranach’s image.75 In his painting, 
Omphale and Hercules hâve exchanged clothes, and 
Omphale’s seductiveness is enhanced by the texture of the 
lions fur and the rough wooden club, which contrasts with 
her soft skin. Presented as a nude seen from the back, she 
looks coquettishly over her shoulder towards the viewer, 
hardly covered by the lions fur. Hercules, however, wears a 
silken dress held together by a jewelled buckle on the shoul­
der, holding a distaff in his left hand and a spindle in his 
right. The héros female dress drastically underscores his 
unmanliness, effeminization and loss of réputation. His 
muscular, athletic body emphasizes his physical strength, 
in contrst to the féminine form of Omphale, and thus re­
inforces the erotic character of the composition, as well as 
the absurdity of the figures’ exchanged costumes.

The costumes play an important rôle in achieving the 
spécifie meaning of the painting. Around 1500, German 

fashion suddenly changed, suggesting that 
masculinity was waging a new campaign 
for superiority. In contrast to fifteenth- 
century clothing, which emphasized a 
slender, graceful physique, the new cuts 
favoured the breadth and mass of the male 
body.76 In the struggle to restrict women 
to the home, the different physical ap- 
pearances of the sexes were also used as 
an argument. Martin Luther stated that 
a man is more intelligent than a woman 
because he has a broader thorax and small 
hips, whereas a woman has a small tho­
rax, broad hips and a protruding bottom 
that destined her for sitting quietly at 
home, keeping the house and bearing 
children.77 Thereby, an appropriate at- 
tribute of womanhood — spinning — 
cornes to symbolize the most ridiculous 
and humiliating activity a man can do, 
and thus reveals contemporary attitudes 
towards women’s tasks. Even the most vir- 
tuous woman could only be superior 
within the female sphere, but women re- 
mained inferior per se to men, in terms 
of the challenges they could confront. 
This attitude went so far as to stress, as 
Wolfgang did in 1533, that God inven- 
ted so many good and necessary house-

hold chores in order to rescue women from laziness and 
self-indulgence.78

To conclude, the imagery of spinning followed two 
paths. In contrast to earlier images, the work that wealthy 
Dutch women perform in Renaissance images is meant to 
dignify them (Fig. 1, 4). Yet, none of these images refer to 
paid labour. Spinning was only evaluated as a positive ac­
tivity for women as long as it was not their profession. Pro- 
fessional spinners were usually identified with prostitutes. 
In his painting Loyers in a Tavern (1570)79 Pieter Pietersz. 
shows a couple in the back room of a brothel. The young 
man slips his right hand into the woman’s blouse; the 
woman puts her left hand onto his knee as a sign of con­
sent, while she holds a distaff with her other hand. Here, 
spinning is used as a metaphor for selling oneself. In these 
images, the arts reflected the strong aversion against female 
participation in trade and business.

It was, thus, not by chance that spinners were chosen as 
a prominent target of these attacks, as they represented the 
majority of working women. Early Modem weaving tech­
niques necessitated a large number of spinners, so that ap-
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Figure 7. Hans Baldung Grien, Saint Elizabeth Spinning, 1512. Woodcut, 175 x 139 mm. Augustiner-Museum, Freiburg im 

Breisgau.

doing so in a prominent position. Yet, 
women working independently did exist 
in Frankfurt. Jost Amman did not depict 
a female tailor, although Frankfurt’s stat- 
utes allowed independent female tailors to 
enter the guild. They could pass on their 
guild rights to their children and husbands. 
If a woman married after joining the guild, 
her husband could become a master with- 
out paying the normal entrance fee, even 
if he had not been trained as a tailor. These 
far-reaching rights indicated the vital rôle 
of female tailors within the city’s guild.82 
In Jost Amman’s woodcut, however, ail the 
tailors are male, their female colleagues re- 
placed by the fine dresses that are hanging 
from the ceiling. The rôles distributed to 
the sexes in Jost Amman’s sériés clearly 
follow the norms of patriarchy: the produc­
tive rôle is reserved for men, while women 
occur only in the margins as clients or 
minor assistants. This distinction is espe- 
cially well established in the woodcut of 
the mirror-maker in which a woman, part 
of a richly dressed couple, admires herself 
in one of the mirrors, a reference to fe­
male idleness that contrasts with the in- 
dustriousness of the craftsmen.

The subjects of these art works raise the 
whole question of the audience for whom 
the images were designed and the inten­
tion behind them. As woodcuts, usually 
produced for the open market and sold

in front of the workshops or at fairs, were comparatively 
cheap,83 they found wide-spread distribution among the 
urban population. They helped to spread the ideas of hu- 
manists and reformers through the concrète, often exem- 
plary and very populist rendering in this print medium. In 
contrast to woodcuts, paintings were more représentative 
and expensive, were mainly purchased by the well-to-do 
burgher class, and thus reached a smaller audience. Mostly 
exhibited in the relatively private realm of the home, they 
nevertheless played an important rôle in the représentation 
of the buyers among their class, establishing status and cer­
tain moral values as indispensable guidelines. In both cases, 
images served as a useful and powerful tool of propaganda;

Against this backdrop, the sélection of certain facets of 
life and the exclusion of successful working women silenced 
the female voice. The fact that women were increasingly 
relegated to the margins of the labour force in the North is

proximately five to ten thousand carders and spinners, most 
of them females who worked at home, lived in cities with a 
high number of weavers, such as Augsburg, Frankfurt and 
Ulm.80 Although even married women of the lower social 
strata relied on spinning for additional income, the 
sexualization of images of them working was used to dis­
crédit their work. The potential independence and increas- 
ing réputation that work could otherwise provide was 
eliminated by relegating professional spinning to the dishon- 
ourable occupations. Consequently, female craftsmen were 
hardly shown in more prestigious depictions of the trades.

In 1568, Hans Sachs published his book Eygentliche 
Beschreibiing aller Stdnde aufErden, printed in Frankfurt. The 
first édition was illustrated with 114 woodcuts by Jost Am­
man.81 Ninety-eight of these represented professions organ- 
ized in guilds, including the fine arts, but only the images of 
oil- and bell-making represent women actively working, and 
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Figure 8. Lucas Cranach the Elder, Hercules and Omphale, 1532. Panel, 79 x 116 cm. Gemâldegalerie Berlin (missing since the Second World War).

anticipated and reinforced by the visual material. Thereby, 
the imagery focused on the interests of the ttrban middle 
class, the patriciate, the town councils and the craft guilds. 
The poor, to whom the majority of female wage and home 
workers belonged, could not afford to concentrate solely 
on domestic matters. The denigrating association of pro- 
fessional spinning with prostitution appears to be an at- 
tempt not only to discrédit women who performed this kind 
of labour, but also to distinguish the wealthier burghers from 
the lower strata of society. Spinning was not at ail lucra­
tive, hardly providing enough to support the worker, and 
it therefore became a metaphor for the lower classes, mostly 
for maids living in households, pieceworkers and day la- 
bourers. Due to the low wages, women were predominantly 
characterized as “poor” in city tax records; their labour be­
came essentially proletarianized, and their économie secu- 
rity was minimal.84 Spinning as paid employment, either 
at home or in factories, was incompatible with the model 
of the virtuous housewife. At the same time, the depiction 
of spinning was also used to distinguish the wealthy burgher 
class from the aristocracy, where spinning, like any manual 

work, was regarded as inappropriate. Thus, authors empha- 
sized that St Elizabeth proved her pious character and her 
willingness to make sacrifices for her religious beliefs in her 
readiness to spin wool and weave garments for a cloister, 
even though she was aristocratie by birth.85

The didactic character of the images becomes obvious 
considering the immense number of images of working 
women that are either sexualized or moralized. In this con- 
text, not only widely disseminated prints, but also paint- 
ings in the home, were thought to be effective means of 
influencing young girls. As Erasmus pointed out, a “pic- 
ture speaks, albeit mute, and slowly but surely gains a hold 
on mens soûls.”86The portraits discussed above, therefore, 
not only served the purpose of demonstrating the status of 
the sitters and their moral integrity; the depiction of virtue 
and chastity as the highest goals in a woman’s life, symbol- 
ized in the activity of spinning, can also be read as a device 
to direct the minds and consciousness of young daughters 
and to instill these characteristics in them as désirable. The 
division shown in the portraits is analogous to images found 
in the highly popular manuals on the right upbringing of 
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children. In the manual, Régiment der jungen Kinder, pub- 
lished in 1473, Bartholomaeus Metlinger’s title woodcut 
represents mother and daughter sitting side by side, occu- 
pied with spinning.87 Whereas the mother préparés her 
daughter for her future life as a married housewife, the fa- 
ther counts money and keeps record of it in an open book. 
The little boy on the floor is busy with reading, a symbol 
oflearning, as well as of his future involvement in business 
and public life.88 The manuals also propagated the distribu­
tion of certain rôles for the sexes.

The significance that the patriarchally structured fam- 
ily gained as the unit on which the state was based during 
the Renaissance might be explained in the context of the 
rise of absolutist territorial states, with their increasingly 
centralized governments. The reformers, as well as the au- 
thors of the “housefather” books, viewed the family as a 
System of organization that was analogous to the polity.89 
Thus, Luther emphasized the importance of the correct 
upbringing of children, in order to produce useful, respon- 
sible members of the state, necessary for effective govern- 
ing of the state.90 The importance of children’s upbringing 
was emphasized throughout the literature of the time.91

Images of women spinning clearly referred to this 
propagated division, as no reference is made to paid labour. 
The existence of the French schools, however, indicates that 
wives of merchants actually helped their husbands in man­
aging the mutual business, but references to this function 
are avoided.92 Examples of successful businesswomen and 
widows who continue to run the workshops of their dead 
spouses93 are omitted, as they did not fit into the picture 
of the desired contribution of sex rôles. Even in depictions 
of groups spinning, the focus is on chastity, not on domes- 
tic industry, as in the example of Lucretia. It can thus be 
said that female learning, business acumen and skill were 
présent but kept hidden from art out of considération of 
the social System.94

As mentioned above, spinning belonged among the low- 
est paid jobs, and spinners, while mostly working at home, 
remained isolated. They developed little work identity and 
did not organize themselves as a group.95 The déniai of rôle 
models based on these social realities in the imagery height- 
ened the isolation of women involved in domestic produc­
tion and, together with the association with prostitution, 
fostered a loss of self-esteem, independence and économie 
power. Using the image of spinning mainly in metaphorical 
or symbolic ways, artists disguised existing économie and 
power relations and neglected the importance spinning had 
as extra employment to support families or single women.

A powerful means of lessening the importance ofwomen 
was to trace their every action, their every characteristic, back 

to their sex. The number of sexualizing images of the Power 
of Women that grant women only their sexual attraction as 
their means of power is astonishing. Renaissance society 
viewed every woman as the infinité Eve, who has brought 
death and sin into the world and destroys men with her 
wiles.96 Moreover, witch-hunters claimed that “Ail witch- 
craft cornes from carnal lust, which is in women insatiable.”97 
In the course of the witch-hunt, the argument became tau- 
tological and the rhetoric deadly for numerous women. The 
sexualizing and moralizing of almost ail images of women 
was a valuable tactic in disguising the real object of struggle 
— the desired oppression of female authority and in­
dependence that they had achieved during the High Middle 
Ages. Apparently, the threat to the cultural, social and po- 
litical power of men was not female sexuality, as most im­
ages attempt to convince the audience, but female skills, 
intellectual abilities and, above ail, independence. Praising a 
woman’s beauty or condemning her insatiable sexual appe- 
tite were two sides of the same coin. Both were methods of 
absorbing a woman’s individuality in an abstraction of ei- 
ther platonic love or evil vice and to disguise her personality 
in metaphors and stéréotypés designed as labels for women.98

The imagery only left women a choice between virtu- 
ous behaviour, which implied the acceptance of male domi­
nance, or the life of a whore, not a real choice at ail. The 
one-sided empowering of the male sex to the détriment of 
women was upheld by the often maintained and fancifully 
elaborated claim that it was based on natural conditions. 
Moreover, women were closely identified with nature, sug- 
gesting that women’s behaviour springs from instinct rather 
than from reason. In Hans Baldung Grien’s représentations 
of witches’ sabbaths, the witches hâve long, wild hair, the 
traditional attribute for witchcraft, and uninhibited move- 
ments. Their wildness was seen as an expression of forces 
that lie beyond reason, defying man’s understanding and 
even more so his control.99 In the end, sexualizing and 
moralizing were means of diminishing the actual contribu­
tion of women to the economy and to family income, char- 
acterizing them as insignificant, of lower social status and 
of inferior moral standing.

Yet, the vehement warnings against female power dealt 
only on the surface with sexuality. On a deeper level, they 
addressed the necessity of permanent pressure in order to 
sustain male dominance. According to Luther, women want 
to rule by nature. In his opinion, the subordination of 
women under male dominance is harder for them to bear 
than the pain they suffer in giving birth. Yet, he saw this 
fate as the penalty for the Fall of Man, which was due to 
Eve.100 The misogyny that Renaissance images of women’s 
wiles display so forcefully might be explained as a reaction 
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to the résistance of women to accept the new rôle ascribed 
to them. Since this rôle was experienced as a guarantee in 
stabilizing new social structures and was significant for the 
organization of the state, much effort was put into the 
propaganda for these ideals.
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