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Thomas Heywood and the Portrayal of Female Benefactors 
in Post-Reformation England

In a modern era of scholarship, in which urban history and feminist history 
have come to the fore, Thomas Heywood’s plays seem more relevant than 
ever: those two themes were critical to his work over the entire span of his long 
career. Though not a city-dweller by birth, some even of his earliest works, 
including an early version of The Four Prentices of London of the mid-1590s, 
exhibit the keen observation of the metropolitan milieu which marked all his 
subsequent work. The lost play Joan is as Good as My Lady, written in the winter 
of 1598–9 and just two years after the first reference to any of his writing, may 
have been his first substantial play heralding the role of women. That theme 
reached its ultimate, but far from last, expression in the better known The Fair 
Maid of the West. He was still exploring that theme in the last years of his active 
career. These and other works are filled with candid and often detailed obser-
vations about his own times, the urban milieu, and the woman’s role. Thomas 
Heywood’s play If you Know Not Me, You Know Nobody has several times been 
cited as a social document of its time.1 Its central theme, most evident in the 
first part, is devoted to Queen Elizabeth, on whom the playwright doted. But 
the second part turns to other subjects close to his heart: charity, especially as 
exemplified by Hobson the noble haberdasher; civic benefactions, as exempli-
fied by Sir Thomas Gresham’s building of the Royal Exchange; and — albeit 
less conspicuously — women as noble benefactors in their own right.

New scholarly perspectives allow us to see new things. Heywood’s play 
may well bear value for students of art history and social history; they may 
shed light on it in turn. This essay applies such additional perspectives by 
investigating what Heywood has had to say here about female benefactors, 
and about the contemporary use of portraiture in recognizing them and their 
benefactions.

In the second part of If You Know Not Me, Alexander Nowell, the Dean of 
St. Paul’s, shows his guests through the picture gallery of his London town-
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house: ‘a Gallery’, he tells them, ‘wherein I keepe the pictures of many charit-
able Citizens that … You may by them learne to refresh your soules’ (C4). 
Three of those citizens are men, former mayors and London heroes Sir John 
Philpot, Sir Richard (‘Dick’) Whittington, and Sir John Allen. But, some-
what surprisingly, two others are women: women who, in Nowell’s words, 
also ‘deseru’d a memory Worthy the note of our posterity’ (D1). One is Agnes 
Foster, who helped her husband before the Reformation to establish a charity 
to ease the plight of prisoners in Ludgate; the other is Anne or ‘Auice’ [‘Alice’] 
Gibson, who founded a free school at Ratcliffe and almshouses for fourteen 
poor people around 1540.2 One of Nowell’s guests is Lady Mary Ramsey, 
wife of the London Master Grocer Sir Thomas Ramsey, Sheriff (1567–8) 
and then Lord Mayor (1577–8) of London, who had carried out substantial 
benefactions of her own. On seeing these examples of personal benefaction 
on Nowell’s walls, she is struck by the two women portrayed. She asks why 
she herself should not be so remembered, so that ‘My name might haue a 
register with theirs’ (D1). It was a fair question in its time, and one which, as 
we will see, met with an appropriate response in real life. This oft-cited scene 
broaches a number of subjects of scholarly interest in several fields: the layout 
and furnishing of urban houses, the presumed domestic circumstances for 
an urban professional like Nowell, the nature of contemporary post-prandial 
entertainment, and so forth. But if we may take Heywood’s observations as 
accurate, they also allow us to witness a contemporary social and cultural 
practice about which we are far less well informed: the use of portraiture to 
commemorate civic benefactions, and benefactions on the part of women as 
well as men. This essay measures the veracity of Heywood’s scene against what 
relatively little we know about female benefactors, and the ways in which they 
may have been commemorated. Its conclusions shed light on what Heywood 
seems to have been doing in that scene, and therefore on the full value of the 
play as a social document of its time.

We do know that, in the civic world of post-reformation England, when 
most of the ‘heroic’ figures emanating from traditional religious belief had 
been proscribed as objects of public veneration or celebration, the whole con-
cept of the hero or heroine as a model for appropriate behaviour had largely 
to be rethought. Especially in the Elizabethan years part of that rethinking 
had of course to do with the search for suitable images of female as opposed 
to male authority. The images of the warrior king, or David battling Gol-
iath, which had been employed as appropriate to the reign of Henry viii,3 
yielded under Elizabeth to those of Deborah, Astraea, Belphoebe and Tuccia 
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the Virgin.4 Another part of that rethinking had to do with the recognition 
of secular and indeed urban figures, including important civic officials and 
benefactors. These now came to the fore as the objects of celebration in place 
of such pre-Reformation counterparts as, for example, biblical figures, saints, 
and prominent donors of pious bequests. In the hands of writers like Hey-
wood they came to be seen as morally worthy figures rather than the greedy, 
avaricious and sinister stereotypes which had long been, and were often still, 
commonly applied to denizens of the urban scene.5

Some of these secular figures such as Dick Whittington (c. 1350–1423)6 
or Lady Godiva (d. c. 1067)7 were long-deceased and were now substan-
tially revived in the public memory. Others such as Sir Thomas Gresham 
(1518–79), himself a central figure in Heywood’s play, or that benefactor 
extraordinaire Sir Thomas White (d. 1567) made their careers in the post-ref-
ormation era. Never having faded far from view, their memories had merely to 
be sustained and perhaps embellished.8 Heywood’s use of Alexander Nowell 
(c. 1516–1602), a well-known London figure as Dean of St Paul’s and one of 
the leading intellectuals of the day, itself provides another good example of 
this lionization of an urban leader.

Heywood also touches on a vivid contemporary concern in singling out 
figures celebrated for their charitable benefactions, his ‘charitable citizens’, 
so that in reflecting upon them, his guests might ‘refresh’ their ‘owne soules’ 
(C4). One of the most common contemporary criticisms made of urban soci-
ety in England during this era concerned the perceived growing neglect of 
charitable acts.9 There may well be some degree of irony here, as modern 
scholarly treatments of the subject have not always substantiated that percep-
tion.10 But however erroneous it may have been, the contemporary impres-
sion of a decline in charitable giving cannot be denied. It stemmed in part 
from the destruction of both the traditional rationale for charitable giving 
as a means to salvation and also from the ensuing destruction of hundreds 
upon hundreds of those ecclesiastical and lay institutions which had emerged 
to encourage and facilitate such philanthropy in the form of pious bequests. 
It stemmed too from the difficult economic and social conditions of the era, 
especially of the 1550s11 and (in Heywood’s own impressionable young adult-
hood) the 1590s,12 by all accounts the two most crisis-ridden decades of the 
century. The well known commentaries on the decline of charitable giving by 
John Stow in his 1597 Survey of London13 merely expressed in nostalgic terms 
the contemporary perceptions to which Queen and parliament responded in 
the climactic Elizabethan poor laws of 1597 and 1601.14
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Writing his play with the peak of these difficulties fresh in mind, presum-
ably in those very months preceding the Midland Peasant Rising of 1607, 
Heywood’s exemplification of charitable citizens as models to be emulated 
by others served as a heartfelt and timely expression. His vignette of Nowell 
in his picture gallery is in these respects clearly a polemical scene in a polem-
ical play. In championing the social role of the citizen, and thus reversing a 
largely negative reputation long attached to the urban milieu, we may place 
it along with writings by contemporaries like Thomas Churchyard, William 
Harrison, Sir Thomas Smith, and William Camden.15 But Heywood’s play 
stands out even amongst that distinguished company in recognizing the par-
ticular virtue of civic benefaction, and in exemplifying the role of women as 
well as men therein. Additionally significant is that such female benefactors 
were not all of royal or aristocratic status; their contemporaries encouraged 
women as well as men to ‘refresh your soules’ by contemplating role models 
of both sexes for such activity. These were important reminders in Heywood’s 
time. With the dissolution of myriad hospitals, confraternities and other 
institutions which had traditionally facilitated the charitable roles of women, 
and which continued to do so in Catholic countries, the opportunities for 
female beneficence had declined in England, and the proportion of charitable 
bequests attributed to women followed suit.16 Some contemporaries even 
cast aspersions on some forms of female benefactions, and on the women 
who made them.17

Although Heywood obviously used the stage as his preferred pulpit, this 
scene shows his recognition that portraiture could also be an effective cele-
bratory medium by that time, and that by implication it had attracted a suf-
ficiently large ‘public’ so as to be able to perform that function. The point of 
the scene, after all, was not to show that Nowell had portraits of his friends 
on his walls, for such had been a sufficiently common practice for quite some 
time and was by 1606 entirely unworthy of remark.18 Nor was it especially 
meant to demonstrate the ownership and use of portraiture as a common 
means of self-fashioning, for this had also become a commonplace. The point 
seems rather to be the use of portraits to celebrate the civic virtue of charity, 
amongst women as well as men, and to inculcate that virtue upon that other 
well-established public of theatre-goers (women as well as men) who would 
have seen his play. Heywood’s inclusion of Gibson’s and Foster’s images shows 
that female benefactors could well be, and certainly were, portrayed on panel 
or canvas as mementos of those benefactions, and that such portraits could 
enshrine them no less than their male counterparts in the civic memory. We 
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may read Lady Mary Ramsey’s reaction to Nowell’s portraits of Gibson and 
Foster as Heywood’s own, and as essential to the meaning of the scene.

Those points seem important to make not only in Heywood’s time but also 
in our own, especially as we seek a fuller understanding, first, of the role of 
women in English society of that time, and second, of the use of portraiture 
as a form of civic discourse, intended to encourage particular civic virtues and 
to do so especially amongst the urban-centred and middling sorts of people. 
Then, too, the subject of female benefaction, as opposed, for example, to 
female recipients of charity, has not been much recognized in modern schol-
arship.19 Yet given sufficient means, and despite what were sometimes dif-
ferent philosophical or religious motivations, and though they did so to a 
declining degree, women directly supported such institutions as schools and 
hospitals after as well as before the reformation.

Undeniably, women’s benefactions often came in fulfilment of a deceased 
husband’s wishes, or in commemoration of his life, or in furthering causes, 
whether in his lifetime or after, which he deemed important. Heywood’s 
Agnes Foster and Anne Gibson, both wives of altruistic lord mayors, certainly 
fit this description and, judging by John Stow’s reportage, were well known 
to have done so in their time.20 But women were also capable of acting on 
their own. Many others did just that, and for the same religious, moral, philo-
sophical, social, and even political reasons which applied to men. Some even 
worked in direct contravention of their husband’s wishes, and were celebrated 
in Heywood’s time for so doing. The only semi-mythical Lady Godiva of 
Coventry, who publicly defied her husband’s autocratic inclinations towards 
his subjects in the eleventh century, was recalled and celebrated anew in an 
intriguing civic portrait of 1586 in that City.21 To note that women often 
engaged in charity at their husband’s wishes or in their honour is merely to 
recognize the reality that wealthy women of the era at hand were more likely 
than not to have derived their wealth and/or influence from their husbands, 
whether living or, especially, deceased.

And as for portraiture itself, its function in observing the lives and contri-
butions of the middling elites, including citizens of London and other urban 
centres, as opposed to royalty and the landed classes, has also been vastly 
under-explored. Heywood is of course writing a work of fiction, and we can-
not necessarily assume that the particular portraits he had Nowell show off 
in his gallery actually ever existed. But they may well have done so. Certainly 
Heywood did not consider such a prospect unusual or unlikely. More to the 
point, Stow tells us that a portrait of Anne Gibson once hung in the chapel of 
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the Ratcliffe School which she had endowed, but was taken down when the 
Coopers took the school over from the Grocers.22 In any event, and in ironic 
contrast to the surviving portrait of Lady Mary Ramsey discussed below, if 
Nowell’s portraits did exist, they do not seem to have survived to the present. 
But their existence in precisely the space and context in which Heywood 
placed them in this play remains entirely plausible for the time, and Nowell’s 
guests certainly reacted to them in that light.

Leaving aside the benefactions of reigning queens, to whom all sorts of 
other considerations applied, surviving portraits of three female benefactors 
who were portrayed on panel around the time of Heywood’s play demon-
strate the point at hand. He was indeed describing a plausable scene. They are 
Joan Cooke of Gloucester (d. 1544), Joyce Frankland of London (1531–87), 
and that very same Lady Mary Ramsey (d. 1601) whom Heywood very likely 
had known personally. All three of them were urban figures, performing their 
benefactions to establish or sustain urban institutions. Cooke was essentially 
a pre-reformation figure, wedded to the old faith and making her signal 
benefactions on the virtual eve of the dissolutions, but she was celebrated, 
posthumously, as an institutional benefactor only some two generations later. 
Ramsey and Frankland lived on into Heywood’s own time (c. 1573–1641). 
All three were commemorated in panel portraits of that era, and their images 
did indeed serve the commemorative function of panel portraiture as he 
observed it. Many more portraits of female benefactors of that era have sur-
vived to the present,23 but even this small sampling reveals the social range of 
women who made them, the circumstances surrounding their benefactions, 
and the use of the portrait medium as Heywood knew it, to commemorate 
both benefactors and their benefactions.

One could of course also point to female benefactors of a much more ele-
vated status who were also portrayed in this era. Lady Margaret Beaufort, for 
one, endowed several professorships in divinity at Cambridge, transformed 
the earlier and impoverished foundation of God’s House at the same Uni-
versity into the renamed Christ’s College with an endowment of £5000 in 
1505–6, supported St John’s College even more lavishly,24 and encouraged 
prominent members of her own entourage to nurture these and other Cam-
bridge colleges.25 With contributions to myriad other causes and institu-
tions as well, the total of her benefactions exceeded the astonishing sum of 
£18,000.26 She was one of the first female benefactors to be portrayed in 
that light on panel, being first portrayed in the second decade of the six-
teenth century. But it is also significant that she was portrayed again towards 
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the end of the century, in Heywood’s life-time, and in those very years when 
such civic portraiture flourished to fill the void in the ranks of heroic exem-
plars.27 But in excluding such truly elite figures as these from his picture 
gallery, Heywood indicated greater interest in women of a distinctly mid-
dling, urban background. Well might he have done so, for of course not all 
the female benefactors portrayed in his time shared the elevated social status 
of a Margaret Beaufort.

Joan (Messenger) Cooke emerged from quite a different quadrant of 
the social spectrum, and the double portrait of Joan and her husband John 
marks a further stage in the commemorative use of portraiture. A native of 
Gloucester, Joan died around 1544, some sixteen years after her husband 
John, a wealthy brewer and mercer of that city. Joan Cooke’s benefactions, 
unlike the other two women’s, were closely related to her spouse’s charitable 
interests, a fact commemorated by the unique double portrait in which their 
images survive. [Fig. 1] Coming up through the familiar cursus honorum of 
city and guild organizations in the 1480s, John Cooke served twice as sheriff 
of Gloucester in the 1490s, and as mayor four times between 1501 and 1518. 
He was obviously one of the most dominant figures in Gloucester’s affairs in 
the several decades following that city's incorporation as a county in and of 
itself in 1483.28 His will tells us that in addition to pious bequests to local 
churches and for the care of his soul, and bequests of his lands and tenements 
to his wife, Joan, he gave widely to civic causes. He supported the poor of St 
Bartholomew’s Hospital and the repair of the great West Bridge of the city 
and of two of its main roads,29 and he endowed the foundation of a free 
grammar school in the parish of St Mary de Crypt for the ‘erudition’ of its 
children.30 To see that these bequests were carried out John named Joan as his 
sole executor. He entrusted her brother, Alderman Thomas Messenger, and 
several other prominent townsmen with the foundation of the school. This 
came to be known as the Crypt School because of its location adjacent to St 
Mary de Crypt Church in Southgate Street.

Joan herself never remarried. She spent her remaining years, as the lengthy 
inscription along the bottom of the panel tells us, performing ‘ye taske Her 
Husband did intend’. She purchased much of the lands of the former Llan-
thony Priory after it was dissolved, and used the site, adjacent to St Mary de 
Crypt, to build the intended school. It was completed by 1539. By her own 
will of May, 1544, she too left sums to the church and for pious bequests, and 
she too left money to keep up one of the main roads out of Gloucester. She 
also endowed the Cathedral Church of St Peter’s and its high altar, and also a 
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perpetual chantry to be governed by a board of feoffees. It was probably one 
of the last chantries to be founded anywhere in England before the dissolu-
tion of such institutions which began shortly thereafter. Joan rounded out her 
bequests by remembering the inmates of three local hospitals and the poor 
prisoners in the city’s gaols.31 Neither will mentions children, suggesting either 
that the couple remained childless or that their children pre-deceased them.

The painting, an anonymous vernacular composition, was almost certainly 
done between c. 1597 and 1629 as part of a series of portraits of Glouces-
ter benefactors of that era. As a double rather than single portrait, and as 

Fig. 1. ‘John and Joan Cooke’, Co. Gloucester City Museum & Art Gallery.
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one with considerable and unusual iconographic elements, it begs a little ful-
ler description than most. Such a close look shows the relationship between 
the two, and their relationship to the benefactions, both ingeniously and 
clearly.32 Against the merest suggestion of a dark brown drapery, we see John 
Cooke, in his scarlet mayoral robe trimmed with fur, standing rigidly on our 
left. He seems to be staring blankly, indeed almost catatonically, off into the 
distance beyond our right shoulder. His wife Joan, on his left, clasps his right 
hand in hers, and she draws it leftwards across his body as if to lead him (or, 
metaphorically, his will) forward. Her right hand clutches a pair of brown 
leather gloves, a conventional symbol in contemporary merchants’ portraits 
of membership in the freemanry, a status which, as this symbolism suggests, 
she would have inherited from John.33

Unlike the comatose appearance of her husband, Joan stares right at the 
viewer and strikes a pose as the dominant figure: she looks younger, bright-
eyed and more alert than John, she stands slightly in front of him, and she 
alone makes eye contact with us. Her side of the painting, on our right, seems 
better lit, as if the painter wished to place the emphasis on her rather than on 
him. A brief inscription in the upper left-hand corner, next to John’s head, 
tells us that he is ‘MAster Iohn Cooke, Maior of the Citie of Glocester 4 
Times’. A much longer inscription, in the form of a poem, runs along the 
bottom few inches of the portrait. It reads as follows:

Though death hath rested these life mates
Their memory survives
Esteemed myrrors may they be
For Majestrats and wives
The School of Crist ye Bartholomews
The Cawseway in ye West
May wittnes wch ye pious minde
This Worthy man possest.
This vertuous dame perform’d ye taske
Her husband did intend
And after him in single life
Lived famous to her end
Their bountye & benificence
On earth remaines allways
Let present past and future time
Still Celebrate yr praise.
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The Cookes’ wills, traditionally Roman Catholic in their testamentary 
formulae, show that both John and Joan were obviously concerned with the 
salvation of their souls through the performance of good works.34 The fact 
that they commissioned a funerary brass for their parish church further attests 
to their piety.35 But, unlike many of their contemporaries, their support for 
the causeway to the west of the city and their foundation of the Crypt School 
show them equally concerned with benefactions of a civic and secular nature. 
Jordan’s seminal study of charitable patterns before and after the Reformation 
emphasizes the small proportion of pre-reformation bequests which went to 
civic betterment via secular institutions.36 The Cookes’ portrait nevertheless 
supports the notion of a highly developed 'civic Catholicism' at work prior to 
the reformation, if not perhaps amongst the majority of benefactors, then at 
least amongst some of the more enlightened and well-placed. By the time the 
painting seems to have been completed, many people thought that the spirit 
of civic beneficence had waned, thus making the importance of stressing such 
beneficence greater than ever. That factor, emphasized time and time again by 
Stow, accounts in this and many other posthumous portraits for the consider-
able time-lag between the Cookes’ lives and the portrait depicting them.37

In contrast to the funerary brass of the Cookes placed in the parish church 
after (or perhaps, as was not an entirely unknown practice, even before) their 
deaths,38 the painting seems to have been intended for the school which they 
founded and not for an ecclesiastical setting at all. It would have served there 
as a reminder to the pupils of that institution the importance of good cit-
izenship, and perhaps to the masters as a model of civic virtue which it was 
their task to impress upon those pupils and to exemplify by their own leader-
ship. In both respects it served as an early example of the type of founders’ 
portraits, of women as well as men, which soon appeared elsewhere, in such 
schools as Christ’s Hospital, now in Horsham,39 its namesake in Abingdon,40 
and numerous other institutions.41

Active a half century after Joan Cooke’s benefactions in Gloucester and at 
roughly the same time as the Cookes were being celebrated in portraiture for 
that act, Lady Mary Ramsey herself embarked with her husband on a huge 
programme of philanthropic works, mostly in and around London. W.K. Jor-
dan reckoned that, taken together, they spent the enormous sum of £14,317 
over some two decades on various schemes, the most widely known of which 
were probably the endowments made in 1583 to sustain Christ’s Hospital in 
London and an endowment of £1000 to Queen Elizabeth’s Hospital in Bris-
tol. Though Sir Thomas, who served as lord mayor of London in 1577–8 and 
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as president of Christ’s from 1582 to his death in 1590,42 may have charted 
the course of this philanthropic activity of the 1580s, Lady Mary continued 
his work for a decade after his death until her own in 1601, giving lavishly of 
her own inheritance: to Christ’s Hospital, the foundation of an Essex gram-
mar school, to the poor of London parishes, to several City companies, to the 
borough of Bristol, and to stocks for the relieve of debtors, wounded soldiers, 
and university students.43 Why indeed, as her character asks in Heywood’s 
play, should she not be remembered for it?

Christ’s Hospital was one of five hospitals, along with St Bartholomew’s, 
St. Thomas’s, Bethlem, and Bridewell, whch were re-founded in response to 
the alarming social and economic conditions of the mid-sixteenth century in 
London. They seem to have emanated not from the pious motives exempli-
fied by Lady Margaret Beaufort or even Joan Cooke, but rather from the 
same humanist-inspired thinking and from the contemporary circle of pro-
gressive London leaders of their time. By the end of the century and taken 
together, they were providing support in some form or other to some 4,000 
indigents a year, a collaborative effort which ranked with the largest charit-
able institutions on the continent. And in contrast to most such institutions, 
they were governed by trustees appointed by the London City government 
and independent of the parish: the operating scale simply being too large for 
the traditional parish-based administrative structure. Christ’s itself opened to 
receive foundling children in 1552, an event commemorated in a huge paint-
ing of Edward vi presenting its charter which is still displayed in the current 
school’s dining hall. Mary Tudor confirmed that charter a few years later, and 
the institution continued to flourish thereafter, becoming one of the largest 
and most fashionably supported institutions of its time.44 Its presidents were 
conventionally former lord mayors of London.

Like Lady Margaret Beaufort’s, Lady Mary Ramsey’s portrait (presumably 
commissioned by the Hospital not too long after her death) also has its sub-
ject holding a book, but the resemblance goes little further. [fig. 2] Ramsey 
holds her book in her right hand in a gesture intended to attest to her lit-
eracy and her appreciation of reading.45 But the extravagant, open-handed, 
declamatory gesture made by her left hand suggests nothing like a prayer 
book (though it might be a bible or a book of sermons), or the performance 
of a devotional act. In the setting of the hospital, essentially a school whose 
principal function even then was to educate orphans or the children of the 
destitute, this gesture attested to her commitment to learning, and her bene-
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faction towards that end: striking contemporary affirmations of a woman’s 
altruistic and intellectual potential.

Joyce Frankland’s wealth derived from the legacies of her two husbands, 
both London Clothworkers, and possibly from her father, a London Gold-
smith. By 1577 she had been widowed a second time, and had only her son, 
William, remaining. When he was thrown from a horse and tragically killed 
in 1581 she is said to have been beside herself with grief. According to that 
story, the very same Alexander Nowell whom Heywood chose to host the 
gathering noted above and an obviously close friend to Frankland, rushed 
to her side and suggested that she could extend her largesse to other young 
men of her son’s approximate age by making endowments to university col-
leges. Whether this tradition (which does have plausibility if not firm evi-
dence on its side) holds water or not, Joyce did proceed to follow that course, 
endowing Gonville and Caius College, Cambridge, with a chaplaincy, six 
fellowships and other benefactions to the cost of £2080; Emmanuel College, 
Cambridge, with fellowships and scholarships at £400; Brasenose College, 

Fig. 2. ‘Lady Mary Ramsay’, by kind prmission of Christ’s Hospital, Horsham, England, a 
charitable school founded in 1552. Website: <www.christ’s-hospital.org.uk>
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Oxford (to which Nowell was also a generous benefactor) with capital, plate 
and scholarships worth over £2000, and the Grammar School of Newport, 
Essex, with £470.46 These were enormous endowments for their time and, as 
Frankland herself was very well aware, they merited recognition in portrait 
form. Somewhat unusually for what we may call ‘civic portraits’, most of 
which were commissioned by institutions, she determined that portraits of 
herself be commissioned and given to Gonville and Caius, Emmanuel, and to 
both Brasenose and Lincoln College, Oxford. The latter had been endowed 
by her wealthy mother rather than herself. Portraits of her parents were to be 
set up at Brasenose as well.47

In fact, the Lincoln portrait seem not to have been carried out, but three 
more, housed at Brasenose, appear to have been modeled on the Gonville 
and Caius work of 1586 and to have been dated to the waning years of the 
sixteenth century. The third has been attributed to Gilbert Jackson, an active 
painter in London and Oxford, and dated 1638. [fig. 3] The earliest of the 
lot bore only her coat of arms and her motto, ‘suffer and service’, in addition 

Fig. 3. ‘Joyce Frankland’, with thanks to the Principal and Fellows of Brasenose College. 
 Oxford’.
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to the figure itself, but inscriptions, verses (those on one of the Brasenose 
portraits allegedly by Nowell) and dates appear on later versions. The smaller 
Brasenose portrait, inscribed with the date 1586 and her age, fifty-five, seems 
a slightly later painting which added this information for reference.48 As the 
Caius prototype appeared a year before Joyce’s death in 1601, we can assume 
it to be an accurate likeness, though accuracy was not necessarily the case 
with civic portraits. As with John and Joan Cooke, many portraits were com-
missioned so long after the subject’s death as to make such verisimilitude 
impossible, though this fact mattered little to contemporaries bent on com-
memoration rather than literal depiction.

Frankland’s portraits are as striking and distinctive in their own way as the 
others under the lens here, and they suggest some equally striking character-
istics of their subject. She is shown in all of these portraits in a dark gown 
fitted at the waist, with a head-dress, ruffed collar, and a fashionable pendant 
hanging from a short chain protruding from the seam of her gown. But the 
most distinctive element is the watch or small clock which Joan holds in both 
hands, open-faced, at the level of her waist. Reasonably enough for a women 
of fifty-five in that era, it signals her preoccupation with the fact of mortality 
(a vivid recognition for one who had lost two husbands and a young son), of 
time’s inexorable movement through life’s course, and perhaps of the import-
ance of making benefactions whilst one could. But it also shows a women 
possessing an intricate and still somewhat uncommon mechanical device and 
thus fully (if not ostentatiously) engaged with the cultural and material fash-
ions of her age.

A final point regarding Frankland lies in the fact that she alone of the trio 
of female benefactors made provisions for her own portrait rather than wait-
ing for posterity to do so for her. This planning suggests that a sitter’s personal 
motives in such commemoration did not entirely vanish with the reforma-
tion’s proscription of pious bequests. Frankland may or may not have thought 
of this benefaction in such traditional light, but she certainly maintained 
an interest in perpetuating her memory, and that of her parents, amongst 
the institutional beneficiaries of her bequest. In that aim she was not alone 
amongst pre-reformation benefactors of either gender.49

*****
Some of the uses of portraiture in post-reformation England are well known 
to us. Monarchs used them to convey images of power, wisdom, and author-
ity;50 landed elites used them in the pursuit of self-fashioning or in the fash-
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ion of collecting and display;51 some people like the musician Thomas Why-
thorne used them as records of personal appearance through the years, so that 
they could tell how they had aged and could leave mementos of their appear-
ance to their descendants.52 And civic institutions commissioned portraits 
of their founders, officers and benefactors as talismans of civic virtue.53 But 
some of its uses have pretty much faded from our view.

We may now affirm that Heywood’s presentation of female as well as male 
benefactors as subjects for portraiture draws from fact rather than fancy, and 
his audience would have recognized it as such. The middling status and urban 
nature of Heywood’s figures affirm that female benefactors spanned a fairly 
wide social spectrum and successfully bridged the theological and chrono-
logical divide represented by the reformation. What was once given as a pious 
bequest in response to what we might call the ‘purgatorial imperative’ prior 
to the reformation now became, and was encouraged to become, a secular 
benefaction to the civic community. Both Nowell’s portraits in Heywood’s 
play, and other female sitters of the era suggest that female benefactors had 
a particular interest in fostering education, especially for the disadvantaged: 
another element which appears to have spanned the reformation years. 
Furthermore, in the course of that portrait record, women were also portrayed 
as literate and sophisticated people. Almost all such actual works indicate an 
engagement with the written word by their display of books or scrolls, and 
with similarly progressive elements of material culture, time-pieces included. 
Heywood’s play adds weight to what we are able to assemble from other por-
trait evidence, and makes a pointed statement about the potential for female 
contributions to the society of his time.
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