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the publisher financed and coordinated 
the whole process or parts of it, and 
usually, but not always, – he or she 
owned the plates. Building up a stock 
– a collection of copper plates and/or 
woodblocks – was essential for the
creation of a successful business. In
this way, prints could be printed as
needed, to be subsequently sold and 
traded – in other words, be republished. 
The plates formed important working 
capital. Making new plates, or having 
them made, was not the only way to 
expand a publisher’s stock: trading in 
existing plates took place as well. Print 
publishers active in the late sixteenth 
and the early seventeenth century
usually had their roots in the physical 
production of prints. Many of them 
were trained as printmakers; others 
were initially book or print sellers,
printers or colourists and, in addition, 
went into publishing. There was no 
strict separation between the various 
roles in the production of a print. Even 
though the verb ‘uitgeven’ (to publish) 
did exist at that time to describe all the 
activities involved, publishers were not 
referred to using the noun ‘uitgever’ 
(publisher). In documentary sources we
find people who published prints with 
occupations such as plate cutter, plate or 
book printer, print, book or art seller, 
and also mapmaker. We usually know 
that they published because there are 
prints on which it is stated that they 

t first glance, the publishing and 
printing of prints in the late 

sixteenth- and seventeenth-century 
Low Countries seems to have been 
dominated by men, who were some-
times succeeded by their widows. But 
was this really the case? By considering 
print publishers in the context of the 
family business and going in search of 
additional source material, this article 
will demonstrate that the reality was not 
as black and white as the predominantly 
male names on surviving prints might 
suggest. It will become evident that 
women also played important roles in 
the print industry, but that their work 
often cannot be made truly visible, 
making their contribution in print col -
lections, like that of the Rijksmuseum 
Print Room, impossible to quantify. 
What causes this, and how can what 
is barely visible nevertheless be made 
convincing? The answers to these 
questions can only be found when a 
thorough description of all the tasks 
involved in the publication of prints is 
undertaken, which should then be con-
sidered in the context of the visibility 
of female labour participation in early 
modern sources in general.

Print Publishers, Invisible 
Women’s Work and the Family
Business 

The role of the publisher was crucial in 
the production of prints. In principle, 
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published that print, often with a vari-
ation of the Latin word ‘excudit’ (has 
published) behind the name (fig. 1).1 

Judging by those names, the print 
publishing industry in the Low 
Countries in the late sixteenth and 
seventeenth century seems to have 
been dominated by men, whose 
businesses were sometimes continued 
by their widows. But unlike the names 
of printmakers and designers, the 
names of publishers that are mentioned 

Fig. 1
Print with the 
notations: ‘H Goltzius 
Invent’, ‘Jacques 
Goltzius sculp’ and 
‘CI Visscher excu’.  
jacob goltzius ii 
after hendrick 
goltzius , published 
by claes jansz 
visscher , Unequal 
Love, c. 1605-30.  
Engraving, 
140 x 184 mm.  
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum, inv. no. 
rp-p-ob-52.948.

on prints (e.g. fig. 1) should be seen as 
company names rather than the names 
of individuals. The company name 
was, in fact, the name of the person 
who was the formal owner. In some 
firms all stages of the production of 
prints took place – others outsourced 
parts or even most of it. This meant 
that there was an enormous variety of 
types of print publishing businesses, 
which also differed widely in size. 
Sometimes a company was run by  
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a sole trader, but not normally; like 
book companies, print businesses were 
mainly family businesses, in which 
female members could also participate.2 

For the most part, women’s labour 
has been greatly underestimated. The 
persistent assumption – thoroughly 
debunked by historians such as Ariadne 
Schmidt, yet still prevalent in general 
perception – that (married) women  
in the early modern period devoted 
themselves exclusively to household 
tasks and childcare has greatly contri-
buted to this. Household tasks did not 
exclude work, and in most urban house-
holds, women’s labour was simply 
necessary and desirable – full dedica-
tion to children, if there were any, and 
the house hold was an ideal that only  
a small minority could attain.3 

Another reason for this under valua-
tion is that, in general, work under-
taken by women in early modern times 
is poorly visible in written sources. 
Women were primarily identified by 
their contemporaries, and therefore 
also in contemporary sources, on the 
basis of their marital status: as a young 
or older daughter (unmarried), house-
wife (married, which at that time did 
not equal non-working) or widow. The 
marital status likewise had implica-
tions for the woman’s legal status. 
Although the legal system provided 
exceptions, married women were in 
principle under the guardianship of 
their husbands and officially had no 
legal capacity, unlike unmarried adult 
women and widows. Sometimes 
sources mention an occupation for 
women as well, but con siderably less 
often than for men, who had a far 
stronger work-related identity, and, by 
contrast, were generally identified on  
the basis of their occupation.4 Addi-
tionally, work undertaken by women, 
and men too, could not always be 
categorized as a well-defined and for-
malized profession as we now are 
inclined to consider work. Moreover, 
combining different types of work in 
order to generate an income was com-

mon place within early modern house-
holds, including those with family-run 
businesses.5 Such activities are often 
only traceable if they are recorded in 
contemporary documents for a specific 
reason or by chance. It is important to 
realize that these kinds of references 
are sporadic, but that does not mean 
that this type of work was unusual.6 

Specifically, women’s work within 
family businesses has long been under-
appreciated, because these women are 
usually hidden behind the name of the 
male family member who was formally, 
and therefore also on paper, the head 
of the company (and the family). This 
only changed when he died and the 
widow, or sometimes the daughter(s), 
exercised the right to continue the 
company. Not always, but often, this 
signified a continuation and expansion  
of the work that she had already been 
doing before, but now visible or more 
visible. As Schmidt has demon strated 
through detailed research, the largely 
invisible labour participation of women 
in family businesses – so-called ‘assis t-
ing labour’ – was crucial for keeping 
companies and the economy running 
in the early modern period. Assisting 
labour encompassed a wide range of 
work by women ‘supporting’ male 
family members, which took place in 
all economic sectors but was most 
common in the broad middle class in 
semi- and highly-skilled crafts and 
trades, which included print and book 
businesses. Marriage, or in fact family, 
gave women access to these seemingly 
male-dominated craft trades. The most 
com mon variant was ‘spousal coop er-
ation’, whereby married women 
assisted their husbands, but it could 
also involve other female relatives, 
such as daughters, sisters and nieces.7 

Male and female roles within the 
family economy were often not equal 
but rather complementary and could 
vary depending on the type of business. 
Whether and to what extent women 
were involved depended on the type  
of craft or occupation, the location of 
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the workshop, the social norms of the 
shop floor and the availability of time, 
which would be determined by the 
woman’s stage of life and possibly any 
other work she performed. Frequently 
occurring tasks included bookkeeping, 
recruiting and hiring staff and appren-
tices, collecting debts and purchasing 
and selling goods. The idea that typical 
female activities within the family firm 
only took place indoors therefore also 
needs to be refined. Depending on the 
type of craft or trade, women could be 
involved in the core production pro-
cess as well.8 Al though the precise 
working relation ships between men 
and women will con  tinue to remain 
unclear in most cases, because there 
is simply no documentary evidence,  
it has been shown that spousal coop-
eration was desirable and necessary in 
many semi- and highly-skilled crafts 
and trades. And the form that the 
woman’s ‘assisting labour’ took could 
vary from all kinds of ‘supporting 
work’ to the co-management of the 
business – where the term ‘assisting 
labour’ does not quite do it justice.9

Women in the Print and Book  
Industry 

Print scholars are certainly aware that 
women were present in print business-
es and their contribution is being in-
creasingly recognized. In general terms, 
it is even assumed that women often 
had an important role within the com - 
pany. Aside from the fact that widows 
were able to continue the business, it 
is presumed that they contributed by 
mainly selling prints (figs. 2, 3), but they 
could also be active in the publica tion 
process, the book keeping and some-
times in the making of the plates and 
the colouring of prints.10 But the afore-
mentioned poor visibility of women 
makes it difficult to flesh out their roles 
in specific cases. And if there is actually 
a reference to a particular activity, that 
seems to imply that this was their only 
task. This often makes women’s con-
tributions seem secondary, but is that 

truly justified? Recent research into 
the book industry, which is closely 
related to the print business, provides 
relevant insights. In her impressive 
dissertation on the role of women  
in early modern printing houses in  
the Southern Netherlands, Heleen 
Wyffels has shown that women in the 
book business could be much more 
than mere helpers or absentee owners 
who let men run their companies, as 
has often been presumed. There was 
certainly a gender-based division of 
roles in which women were excluded 
from the core craft task of book pro-
duction – the operation of the presses, 
regarded as typical men’s work. Never-
theless, there were all kinds of tasks 
they could perform that were also 
essential: from hanging sheets to dry, 
collecting and arranging printed pages, 
proof -reading texts and bookkeeping, 
to executive and managerial work, 
like developing publishing strategies 
and supervising staff. Women could 
furthermore engage in paid activities 
or employment outside the family 
firm, providing additional income 
that could also contribute to the 

Figs. 2, 3 
salomon de bray 
(attributed to),  
Two Interior Drawings 
of an Art and 
Bookshop, c. 1620-40.  
Pen on paper,  
76 x 76 mm each.  
Amsterdam, Rijks-
museum, inv. nos. 
rp-t-1884-a-290,  
and -291, purchased 
with the suppor 
of the Vereniging 
Rembrandt. 
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further expansion of the business. All 
in all, women were an indispensable 
and integral part of that industry.11 

In the book trade, as in other sectors, 
widows are the most visible group of 
women. They had often been partners 
in the business during their marriage 
and the loss of a husband therefore also 
meant the loss of their most impor t-
ant business partner. Widows could 
officially become owner-managers  
and represent the company to the 
outside world, making them visible in 
imprints and in documentary sources 
– if there are any. However, it is often 
assumed that these widows played a 
passive role, a presumption that does 
not apply to men. In line with previous 
book historical research, Wyffels 
argues that this is unjustified. There 
were women who had been nominal 
owners, just as men had been, but  
there were plenty of widows who  
were actively involved as owners. The 
coop erative nature of the trade and  
the traditional male craft tasks within  
the business imply that they had to 
collaborate with male relatives and/ 
or staff, but this does not necessarily 

detract from the importance of their 
work for the functioning of the 
business and from the fact that they 
were the owners.12 These insights 
also hold true for women in the print 
industry. Printing, and to a greater 
degree publishing prints, involved 
more than just craft work; women  
could make an important contribu-
tion, specifically in coordinating and 
management roles, even before they 
continued the family business as 
widows.

Although it is hard to quantify their 
contributions, as will become apparent 
later, widows are the most visible group 
of women within print publishing 
businesses as well. They too could be 
active owner-managers who, with the 
death of their husband, had also lost 
their business partner. There is, how-
ever, an important difference in the 
visibility of the output of widows who 
were primarily involved with book 
publishing and those who mainly 
published prints. Art historian Elmer 
Kolfin has previously remarked that 
widows who continued the company 
were common among book publish -
ers, though this is less documented 
for print publishers.13 He does not 
elaborate on the reason for this 
documentary dearth. The cause is 
actually inherent to the practice and 
the materiality of these widows’  
pro ducts. 

When printing books, even in the 
case of reissues, it is no problem to 
adjust the imprint: all of the texts  
have to be reset for a new publication, 
which makes it obvious that the im-
print is updated. In the Northern and 
Southern Netherlands, widows of book 
publishers hardly ever used their own 
name for that. Instead, they emphasized 
the continuity of the family firm by 
adding ‘widow of’ to the name of the 
late husband, and/or, when applicable, 
sometimes the name of their printing 
business, publishing house and/or shop 
(equal to that of the house in which they 
were located).14 The same applied to the 
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widows of print publishers.15 In the case 
of prints, however, changing a publish-
er’s name would have been much more 
laborious. At best, ‘widow’ could be 
engraved or etched onto a copper plate, 
in front of the name already there, and 
in the worst case, part of the plate 
would have to be hammered, sanded 
down and polished before new letters 
could be engraved or etched onto it. 
Custom i zing wood blocks is even more 
com plicated. Alterations to both plates 
and blocks often leave traces. When 
plates changed hands, the name was 
actually often modified, but not al -
ways – cer tainly not when it involved 
ephemeral material.16 My assumption 
is that, when reissuing plates from the 
existing stock, widows of publishers 
did not in prin c iple alter the plates.  
It would have taken extra time and 
money and could have unnecessarily 
damaged the plates or woodblocks. 

Moreover, it would not have been 
a real change of name, but just an 
addition of the word ‘widow’. Why 
take the trouble if it was not all that 
relevant? After all, it was not about  
a change of ownership, but about con-
tinuity and carrying on the family 
business, and the name of the hus band 
was in fact that of the firm. That the 
contribution made by publish ers’ 
widows in the print industry is not as 
well documented on their products 
therefore does not mean that they 
were less active in this sector. How-
ever, we only know of them if there 
are prints on which they can be 
identified as the publishers or if there 
are other rare sources that point to 
their involve ment in print publish - 
ing. This gives a distorted image  
of their production and has made 
some widows completely invisible,  
as will be further elucidated.

Volcxken Diericx and Elisabeth 
Verseyl: Visible through New
Plates

One well-known and relatively well-
documented example is that of 
Volcxken Diericx (c. 1522-1600) from 
Leiden (fig. 4), who after the death  
of her first husband, Hieronymus  
Cock (1517/18-1570), continued their 
successful and renowned Antwerp 
print publishing house Aux Quatre 
Vents or In de Vier Winden for another 
thirty years (fig. 5).17 Although it took 
some time for this to be fully recog-
nized,18 the consensus now is that she 
must have played an important role 
within the company in partnership 
with Cock during their marriage, and 
that she continued to manage the 
company profitably afterwards. She 
expanded the stock by commissioning 
new plates and probably also by buying 
and publishing second-hand plates, and 
made strategic choices when reissuing 
from the existing stock.19 The new 
prints that Diericx published can be 
identified by the publishing house’s 
address, Aux Quatre Vents, which 

Fig. 4
johannes wierix 
(attributed to), 
Portrait of Volcxken 
Diericx, 1579.  
Engraving,  
159 x 124 mm.  
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum, inv. no. 
rp-p-ob-67.071. 
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she consistently used after Cock’s 
death, and/or a variant of ‘widow of 
Hieronymus Cock’, often in Latin. 
Thanks to, among other indications,  
the inventory of her estate that was 
drawn up after her death and the stock 
of plates and impressions of those 
plates listed in it, we also know that 
Diericx continued to publish part of  
the existing stock after Cock’s passing.20  
I am not aware of any cases where she 
changed or adapted the publisher’s 
name on these plates, which confirms 
that it was not necessary. This makes  
it difficult and often impossible to 
determine which surviving prints  
from the existing stock were published 
before Cock’s death, and which were 
issued when Diericx was running the 
company as a widow. It is always hard 

Fig. 5
johannes or  
lucas van 
doetechum  after 
hans vredeman  
de vries , Street View 
with on the Corner  
the Printshop Aux 
Quatre Vents, 1563.  
Etching, 211 x 259 mm.  
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum, inv. no. 
bi-1897-a-972-3, gift  
of A.N. Godefroy. 

to determine when a specific print was 
printed and published. If a print is 
actually dated, this usually only tells 
us the earliest date that it could have 
been produced (terminus post quem): 
new impressions were generally made 
as needed without the date on the plate 
being adjusted.21 Watermarks can 
sometimes offer a solution, al though 
they are also only useful as terminus 
post quem and are hardly ever precise. 
For example, we know of a group of 
impressions that mention Cock as the 
publisher, printed on paper with a 
watermark that can be dated from 
around 1578 to 1600. This dating is 
after Cock’s death in 1570 and during 
Diericx’s lifetime, which probably 
indicates that these impressions were 
published by Diericx (fig. 6).22 
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Elisabeth Verseyl (1653-1726), the widow 
of Nicolaes Visscher ii (1649-1702) and 
the last head of one of Amsterdam’s most 
successful print publishing dynasties, 
also did not amend the publisher’s name 
when reissuing plates from the existing 
stock. In general, her husband, Nicolaes ii, 
likewise does not appear to have done 
this with reissues of the plates left by 
his father, Nicolaes i (1618-1679), nor 
did either of them do so with reissues  
of plates previously published by  
Claes Jansz Visscher ii (1587-1652), the 
founder of the company and the father 
of Nicolaes i.23 They only adapted the 
publisher’s name when it came to the 
publication of an updated map, when 
the old plate was significantly altered 
and it was important to emphasize 
this.24 New prints published by Verseyl 
usually feature a variant of ‘widow of 
Nicolaes Visscher’,25 but we also know  
of cases where she only used the 
(company) name Nicolaes Visscher.26 

Grietgen Gerrits van Almesick:
Invisible through an Existing
Stock 

The examples of Diericx and Verseyl 
therefore show that it was not only the 
work that women probably performed 
in partnership with their husbands that 
is not visible on the prints, but that a 
large part of the production for which 
they were responsible as widow-
publishers also remains invisible to us. 
As a result, in print collections their 
names are by no means linked to all of 
the prints that were published under 
their direction. This must likewise  
hold true for countless other widows, 
as well as for other family members 
who continued to publish unadjusted 
existing stock, alongside new prints. 
Additionally, there are widows who 
have remained completely unknown 
because they may have only published 
existing stock or did not provide any 
new plates with a publisher’s name.

Fig. 6
Print with the notation 
‘H. Cock excu. 1561’ 
on the boulder to the 
right of the centre. 
johannes  or lucas  
van doetechum 
(attributed to) after 
hieronymus cock , 
1561, Third View of the 
Ruins of the Palatine, 
etching and engraving, 
230 x 323 mm, 
published by 
volcxken diericx  
c. 1578-1600. 
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum, 
inv. no. rp-p-1985-217, 
purchased with 
the support of the  
F.G. Waller-Fonds.
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An example of such a widow is Grietgen 
Gerrits van Almesick (?-1644). Little 
was known about her, other than the 
fact that she married the printmaker 
and publisher François van den Hoeye 
(1590-1636) in 1613 and that she was 
the mother of Catrina (1615-1670) and 
Rombout (1622-1667/70), likewise a 
printmaker and above all a publisher.27 
Until now, Grietgen herself was not 
known to have been a publisher. How-
ever, in the will that she had drawn up 
just before her death in 1644,28 she  
is identi fied as ‘weduwe van Francoijs 
van[den] Hoeije, kunstvercoopster’ 
(widow of François van den Hoeye,  
art seller). The document indicates 
that she actively managed the family 
busi ness after her husband’s death, 
with the assistance of her son 
Rombout. The clauses state that ‘after 
the death’ of her husband, Rombout 
‘steadily helped [her], assisted her in 
all difficult ies, and, alongside her, 
maintained her shop and trade as he 
still does’.29 Because of his role in the 
company, in addition to his statutory 
inheritance, Rombout was entitled  
to half of every thing that had been 
acquired ‘through his [Rombout’s] 
and the testatrix’s [Grietgen’s] 
diligence and industri ousness’ since 
the death of François.30 It is also 
stipulated that Rombout was to 
receive ‘all of the testatrix’s shop 
goods and plates’, the value of which 
would have to be assessed.31 In add - 
i tion, he was entitled to the use of  
De Drie Roosen Hoeyen, her house in 
Kalverstraat – in fact also the business 
premises – in which he would share 
ownership with his sister. It is like-
wise apparent from the will that 
Grietgen employed a manservant, 
who most probably assisted her in 
the company as well, and to whom  
she bequeathed 50 guil ders. Quite prob-
able is that the young Hugo Allard i 
(1625-1684) – later known as a print-
maker, publisher and print seller,  
and from 1647 the husband of Maria 
de Goijer, a niece of the family – had 

also worked for Van Almesick: she left 
him 50 guilders worth of shop goods.32

The explicitly mentioned shop 
inventory and plates, the repeatedly 
noted ‘diligence and industrious ness’, 
the stated profits of the business and 
the manservant: everything points  
to a thriving company where prints 
were both sold and published. For it 
is very unlikely that at the time of 
François’s passing, there was enough 
printed stock to last for the eight years 
until Grietgen’s death. Moreover, 
there is little point in owning plates  
if they are not to be printed (the print-
ing in this case probably happened  
in-house).33 Like Diericx and Verseyl, 
Van Almesick too must have republis h-
ed the plates from the existing stock, 
without adapting the publisher’s name. 
There is one source that confirms this: 
the printed imprint in letterpress on  
a reissue of a city view of Utrecht. 
François is listed as the publisher on 
the print, but in the accompanying  
text sheets, which had to be reset for 
the reissue, it says ‘For the widow [of ] 
François van den Hoeye, living in  
De Drie Roosen Hoeyen, 1642’ (figs. 7, 
8).34 We also know of two prints from 
before 1644 on which Rombout is 
mentioned as the publisher. The first  
is from 163635 and was possibly also 
engraved by him, and the second can  
be dated to 1641.36 However, we should 
not regard these prints as independent 
publications by Rombout. He was still 
a minor at that time – aged thirteen or 
fourteen when the first one was pro-
duced, eighteen or nineteen for the 
second – and was there fore still under 
parental authority, in his case under 
that of his mother and his guardians.37 
It is far more likely that his mother 
financed these publications and that 
his name had already been put on 
them because of his involvement in 
the company as a youth and his status 
as its intended successor. Accordingly, 
upon his mother's death, the company 
name would have reflected not only  
his father’s name but also his own.
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The ‘swaricheden’ (hardships) that 
Grietgen mentions in her will probably 
refer to both personal and professional 
difficulties, which are deeply inter-
twined in a family business. The death 
of François in July of the plague year 
1636 marked the beginning of a very 
challenging period. There was much 
more going on than the will reveals. 
In addition to Rombout, there were 
four more teenage children living at 
home: Geertruij, Sara, François and 
Gerrit, all of whom would die within a 
few months of their father.38 Apart from 
the undoubtedly unimaginable grief, 
this probably also had implica tions 
for the business; their deaths left fewer 
helping hands, in the business as well 
as in the household. Of Grietgen and 
François’s seven children, only the fi rst 
child, a baby daughter, passed away 
during François's lifetime.39 This does 
not mean Grietgen was not already 
working in the business before 1636. As 
Marleen Puyenbroek aptly states in her 
recent article on the work of married 
women in artists’ households, the col-
labora tion between husband and wife 
was often a ‘dynamic partner ship’.40

Having (young) children could imply 
a woman was less able to partici pate in 
the business or other work for a period 
of time. However, the availability of 
time for work could increase again as 

the children grew older, or with house -
hold and childcare support from staff 
– which, in Grietgen and François’s 
case, is not unlikely – and/or help from 
older children and/or other family 
members.41

In any case, Van Almesick was 
demon strably active as a publisher and 
must have been responsible for many 
publications between 1636 and 1644. 
Yet, despite this, she can no longer be 
directly linked to any surviving prints 
today, except for that single copy of the 
Utrecht townscape. Unfortunately, this 
means that she will remain invisible in 
most print collections, including that of 
the Rijksmuseum Print Room (fi g. 9). 

Sara de Bari: More than just 
one Print in her own Name

Thanks to the capital his mother had 
left him, Rombout was able to success -
fully continue and expand the busi -
ness. In 1647, he married Sara de Bari 
(1620-1697), whose parents were a shop- 
keeper and a merchant.42 Sara’s mother, 
Maria Rogiers (c. 1587-?), had made 
various arrangements in her 1643 will 
for the continuation of her shop and 
trade by her three daughters, who were 
most likely already involved in the com -
pany. Sara and her sisters would there-
fore be able to support themselves if, 
or for as long as, they remained un-

Figs. 7, 8
Imprint on the 
republication with
the statement ‘Voor 
de Weduwe François 
vanden Hoeye, 
woonende inde drie 
Roosen Hoeyen, 1642’, 
letterpress, 1642.
The Utrecht Archives, 
cat. no. 28377. 
Detail of the 
accompanying print 
with the notation 
‘Amstelodami 
Franciscus Hoeius 
Excudit’, added by 
Van den Hoeye in 
1634. jan hendriksz 
verstraelen  after 
joost cornelisz 
droochsloot , 
1624-25, City View 
of Utrecht, etching 
and engraving, 
402 x 2015 mm, 
published by 
grietgen gerrits 
van almesick  in 
1642. The Utrecht 
Archives, inv. nos. 
29372-29375.
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married.43 Were they to marry, they 
would, in addition to contributions 
in the form of goods and/or money, 
bring so-called ‘transferable skills’ with 
them.44 In this case, these related to 
running a shop, such as bookkeeping, 
buying and selling goods, etc., which 
could be applied in different types of 
firms. This know-how would enable 
them to contribute to the family in -
come by ‘assisting’ their husband and/
or run ning their own firm. So, even 
though Sara did not come from a 
publishing family, she brought with 
her valuable and versatile knowledge 
and experience.

Rombout and Sara divorced from 
bed and board in 1662. This indicates 
that the marriage was not legally dis -
sol ved, but that the couple did separate 
physi cally and financially. The hus-
band’s marital authority over his wife 
ceased, which allowed her to regain 
control of her own property and be-
come legally competent. An inventory 
was then drawn up to facilitate the 
division of the common estate and  
the arrange ments associated with it.45 
Rombout and Sara’s inventory lists  
the shared household goods, the joint 
business capital and the associated 
debts. It includes two printing presses 
and over a thousand copper plates, 
with a total value in excess of 6,180 
guilders.46 What happened after this 
document was drawn up cannot be 
precisely reconstructed, but Sara and 
Rombout continued to work indepen d-
ently as print sellers and publishers, 
and it seems that they had made 
arrange ments about this. In March 
1664, Rombout served Sara with a 
writ, which referred to him as a ‘print-
vercoper’ (print seller), instructing  
her to return the plates for three maps 
he had lent her without delay, as he 
required them for his plate sale.47 
These were not just any maps, but 
three extremely expensive ones that 
had to be printed from multiple plates 
and were among the most highly val-
ued plates in the inventory, with a 

combined value of 445 or 620 guilders. 
Sara’s answer is clear: she will return 
the plates as soon as she ‘will have as 
many impressions as are allowed her.’48 
This, therefore, would have been part 
of the arrange ments made. It confirms 
that Sara also con tinued to publish 
prints. A further indication that Sara 
was active as a publisher after 1662  
is that in May 1664 she became a mem-
ber of the book sellers’ guild, founded 
in 1662. She was among those who 
switched from the Guild of St Luke  
to the booksellers’ guild after it was 
determined in 1664 that print and art 
sellers who used printing presses –  

Fig. 9
Print with the notation 
‘Franciscus Hoeius 
excudit’, added by  
Van den Hoeye in 1613-36. 
nicolaas braeu  after 
karel van mander , 
1598, Saturnus, engraving, 
265 x 165 mm, possibly also 
published by grietgen 
gerrits van almesick , 
rombout van den 
hoeye  and sara de bari 
after 1636 – the plate was 
still in Rombout and  
Sara’s stock in 1662.  
Amsterdam, Rijks museum,  
inv. no. rp-p-bi-4275.
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in other words, those who printed 
prints (or had them printed) and could 
there fore be regarded as publishers 
– were allowed to choose membership 
in either guild.49 

The further arrangements between 
Sara and Rombout cannot be deter-
mined, but at least some of the plates 
would have been sold to cover the 
debts. Contrary to what is assumed,50 
Rombout did not go to the East Indies 
directly after the separation in 1662, but 
around the end of 1667,51 and not all 
plates were sold in 1662. Sara, at least, 
is very likely to have kept some of them 
as her will of 1670 mentions copper 
plates to be appraised, as well as a shop 
selling maps and ribbons.52 It is more 
probable that these plates were mainly 
items that Sara had kept from the joint 
inventory, rather than plates that were 
all new. There are several indications 

for this. In the 1662 inven tory many 
plates for maps are mentioned, and 
the quoted will refers to a map shop. 
This does not necessarily imply she 
only sold printed maps as opposed to 
other kinds of prints, but it does sug-
gest that, at that time, maps were most 
probably her core business. We also 
know of one print that has Sara’s own 
name engraved on it as its publisher: 
‘Sara de Bari Excudit’ (fig. 10). This 
print is an addition to prints for the 
popular Royal Bible, which were 
already in the stock in 1662 and were 
published under Rombout’s name.53  
It could well be that Sara had hung  
on to those plates after the division  
of the estate, continued to publish 
them and that she had an additional 
print made. The fact that her own 
name came to be on this new plate is 
quite unique, but can be explained by 

Fig. 10
Print with the notation 
‘Sara de Bari Excudit’. 
anonymous  after 
pieter symonsz 
potter , Elijah  
and the Widow of 
Zarephath, 1662-97.
Engraving,  
370 x 477 mm.  
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum, inv. no. 
rp-p-1889-a-14981.
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her uncommon legal position: she was 
no longer under Rombout’s marital 
authority and was separated from 
him commercially. This does not 
mean that a break with the company 
name Rombout van den Hoeye and an 
adjustment to the plates in the existing 
stock was necessary. People would 
continue to associate her with that 
name professionally as well as legally.54 
Continuity of the company’s name 
must also have been a consideration 
for her, all the more so after Rombout’s 
departure and because she had a child 
with the same name who would later 
participate in the family business. Pub-
lishing and selling prints from already 
existing plates bearing Rombout’s 
name would thus not have been a 
problem for Sara.

There is still more to tell and find out 
about Sara and Rombout that will not 
be covered in this article. Important 
to note here, how ever, is that Sara re-
mained active as an art seller until at 
least 1693 and probably until her death 
in 1697, with her own shop in her home, 
which she continued to call De Drie 
Roosen Hoeyen even after moving 
house. Her wills dated 1670, 1677 and 
1693 tell us that she was assisted in her 
activities by her own three Hoeyens: 
her children Margareta (1648-1679), 
Maria (1655-1699) and Rombout 
(1657-1739), all of whom remained 
unmarried. It is unclear whether she 
also carried on publishing all of that 
time. In her wills of 1677 and 1693, 
there are references to their ‘art’, the 
shop and the shop goods, but plates 
are no longer specifically mentioned. 
This could indicate that she no longer 
owned a quantity of plates worthy of 
mention, which might not rule out 
that she published on a small scale, 
combining this with selling art and 
prints published by others.55 Above 
all important for us, however, is that, 
at least for a period, she was indepen-
dently active as a publisher. The fact 
that she knew how to do so implies 
that, during her marriage, she had 

acquired the necessary trade-specific 
knowledge, experience and connec-
tions and therefore had already 
been playing an important role in 
the business in partnership with 
Rombout. Sara was responsible for 
the publication of many more prints 
than that one print bearing her name, 
both before and after the separation.

Anna Beeck: An Exception? 
More visible is Anna Beeck or 
Westerste(d)e (1657-after 1717), who 
had her name Anna Beeck included on 
the many prints she published (fig. 11). 
Her husband, publisher Barent Beeck 
(1654-before August 1713), had aban-
don ed her and their seven children  
in 1693 and gone to the East Indies, 
leaving her in a similar legal position  
as De Bari. Aside from undoubtedly 
republishing from the existing stock, 
she focussed on publish ing maps and 
other prints based on current events, 
for which new plates were created.56 
The fact that she published under her 
‘own’ name was also due to her un-
common legal position – not legally 
divorced, but no longer under her hus-
band’s guardian ship and not (yet)  
a widow. Her use of ‘Anna Beeck’, 
with her husband’s surname, must 
have been a deliberate choice in  
order to show continuity and keep  
the company recognizable. It was 
uncommon for a wife to adopt her 
husband’s surname, and when this 
was done, it was usually for practical 
reasons, as in this case. In legal 
documents, she continued to use her 
own surname of Westerste(d)e.57  
At first glance, Anna Beeck seems 
to have been an excep tion, though 
only because the many new prints  
she published carry ‘her’ name due  
to her exceptional legal position. It 
was not because she published as a 
woman – many others did that as well, 
in a family business hidden behind the 
names of their husbands, brothers or 
sons, or as widows, with output that 
may or may not be recognized as theirs. 
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Mynken Liefrinck and her
Daughters: Plate Printers  

If it is known that a publisher owned 
one or more intaglio presses in this 
period, it is fair to assume that he or 
she was also the printer and that the 
printing would have taken place 
‘in-house’ – with plate printers and 
journeymen often employed for that 
purpose. However, outsourcing the 
printing was more common. Printing 
plates was a highly specialized and 
labour-intensive craft and required 
the collaboration of several people  
(fig. 12).58 A person recorded as a plate 
printer could either be someone work-
ing in salaried employment, carrying 
out the actual printing work alongside 

others, or someone who should rather 
be seen as a business owner, whether or 
not still directly involved in the print, 
ing process and possibly active as print-
maker and/or publisher as well. If the 
publisher had also been the printer, 
this was sometimes stated on the 
plates, but if the printing work had 
been outsourced, the printer’s role 
would generally not have been mention - 
ed on the plate. This is in contrast to 
books, where the imprint on the title 
page usually does show the name of  
the printer, who was res ponsible for 
the correct typesetting of the text.  
This makes plate printers, who made 
impressions of an already fixed image 
and had no responsibility for its 

Fig. 11
Print with the notation 
‘by Anna Beeck’.  
daniël stopendaal 
after hendrik pola , 
Fireworks at the 
Celebration of the 
Peace of Utrecht, 1713, 
1713.  
Etching and engraving,  
474 x 543 mm.  
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum, 
inv. no. rp-p-ob-70.158.
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content, almost invisible. The name  
of a plate printer can only be linked  
to a print if there are sources that can 
prove that he or she was responsible 
for the printing of that specific print. 
Such sources are extremely rare. 

As in the case of book printing, it  
is to be expected that women were in 
principle excluded from the artisanal 
aspect of the printing – the operation 
of the presses. Within households 
where the husband was employed as a 
plate printer working elsewhere, it is 
unlikely that female family members 
participated in his craft; instead, they 
would have engaged in other work in 
order to con tribute to the income.59 In 
actual print ing houses, women could 
have indeed played an important role 
and spousal coopera tion is more ob-
vious. This is evident from the example 
of the Amsterdam couple Jan de Wit 
and Marritge Dircx. De Wit was a 
‘const en plaetdrucker’ (art and plate 
printer) with his own printing firm, 
where, among other things, decora-
tions were printed from copper plates 
onto cloth caps. The exact size of the 
company cannot be deter mined, but he 
was a master printer and employed at 
least two apprentices between 1646 and 
1649.60 The contract of employment  

of one of them, Robbert Coppen, 
indicates that there must have been  
a degree of spousal cooperation; if  
De Wit were to die, or leave the city, 
Coppen would be obliged to ‘serve out 
[his apprenticeship] with Jan de Wit’s  
wife in all semblance as if the afore-
mentioned Jan de Witt were still alive 
or had not left the city’.61 This implies 
that Dircx would continue the business 
if De Wit were to die or to leave, which 
makes it likely that she was already 
working with him in the firm.

Further information about the role 
of women in businesses that primarily 
printed prints is scarce. For example,  
no context can be found concerning 
the enrolment of Elysbet Daket as a 
‘const druckster’ (art printer) in the 
Delft Guild of St Luke in 1638.62 But 
the well-documented case of Mynken 
Liefrinck (?-1593), a member of an 
Antwerp-based family of printmakers, 
printers and publishers, does offer more 
insight.63 At times it has been doubted 
whether the plate presses listed in her 
1593 inventory actually belonged to her 
and whether she used them.64 Thanks 
to the unique business archives of the 
Antwerp book printing and publishing 
house Plantin-Moretus, there is no 
longer any doubt about this. Christoffel 
Plantijn (1520-1589) started publishing 
books illustrated with engrav ings – and 
later also etchings – in 1566. The text 
was printed in-house, but he out sourced 
the printing of the copper plates. 
Numerous payments to Mynken for 
the printing of prints can be found in 
the accounting records. Book historian 
Dirk Imhof investigated this in detail 
and has shown that from 1568 until her 
death in 1593, Mynken served as the 
principal plate printer for the Plantin-
Moretus firm. The printing of plates, 
which took place in her workshop, 
earned her the most money at Plantin-
Moretus, but she was additionally paid 
for colouring prints, including maps, 
and supplying printing ink. It is also 
evident from records of the sale and 
purchase of prints, maps and books 

Fig. 12
abraham bosse , 
Interior of a Printer’s 
Workshop, 1642.  
Etching, 258 x 326 mm.  
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum, inv. no. 
rp-p-ob-42.186. 
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that she traded in prints and books as 
well – seemingly on a modest scale – 
and that a small number of prints were 
published under her husband’s name.65

Initially, it is only her name that is 
mentioned in the payments; later, 
there is sometimes the addition of the 
name of her second husband Pauwels 
van Overbeeck i (c. 1530-?), whom she  
had married in 1563, soon after the 
death of her first husband Frans Huys 
(c. 1522-1562). It could be assumed that 
Mynken and Pauwels had a printing 
firm and that as a woman she only 
managed the financial side of the 
printing, but it is far more likely that 
she was actually entirely responsible 
for the printing within their business. 
Not only because, as can be seen in 
her inventory, she owned the presses 
and was therefore the owner of the 
fixed assets needed for the printing, 
but also because it would not be 
Pauwels or their son Pauwels ii who 
continued the printing for Plantin-
Moretus after her death, but Lynken 
Huys (?-?), one of the daughters from 
her first marriage. Tanneken (?-1608), 
another daughter of Mynken and 
Frans, was also active as a plate 
printer for a period of time. Plantijn 
had hired her in 1583, along with her 
mother and a certain Jacques vander 
Hoeven, for the printing of the 
intaglio prints for his large bible.66

We know very little about Pauwels. 
In 1572, he was registered with the  
guild as a painter, but he was probably 
mainly active as an etcher and draughts -
man who mostly worked for publishers 
and occasionally published himself.  
In any case, he made topographical 
prints.67 It then seems that we should 
consider the spousal cooperation 
between Mynken and Pauwels in the 
context of a print business where 
plates for prints were made; prints 
were published on a small scale; prints 
were printed on a large scale (not only 
from plates made in-house); prints, 
books and printing ink were traded; 
and prints were coloured. The exact 

division of roles cannot be determined, 
but it can be assumed that as a print-
maker, Pauwels was responsible for 
making plates and that the printing  
of plates – whether made by him or  
not – was Mynken’s responsibility.  
She probably employed plate printers 
to execute the physical printing work.68

We can only speculate about the 
work ing relationship between Mynken 
and her first husband Frans. He is 
primarily known as a printmaker 
and was employed by Antwerp print 
publishers, like Mynken’s brother 
Hans Liefrinck i (1514/15-1573) and  
the couple Volcxken Diericx and 
Hieronymus Cock.69 Frans had started 
to make illustrations for Plantijn’s 
first book with engravings. When he 
died in 1562, Plantijn com missioned 
Frans’s brother Pieter to complete the 
plates and to print them. But after the 
first edition (1566), Mynken – who 
charged a lower rate – would continue 
the printing. We do not know whether 
Frans (or possibly even Mynken at that 
time) was also printing prints like  
his brother Pieter; there are simply  
no sources to consult. Nonetheless, 
Mynken’s work as a printer is still 
regarded as an extension of that of 
Frans.70 But might we not see it in-
stead as a continuation of the work 
she had already been doing, in other 
words, her part in the division of 
labour during her first marriage? 
Given the likeli hood that Mynken 
contributed both her own expertise 
and her family’s capital, it is even 
possible she followed a division of 
roles she knew from her parents, 
which was subsequently adopted by 
her daughters.

The fact that Mynken’s name as a 
printer can now be linked to countless 
prints from Plantin-Moretus publica-
tions, including many held in the col lec -
tion of the Rijksmuseum (e.g. fig. 13), is 
especially remarkable because printers 
of prints are virtually invisible. The 
contribution of other women – and 
men too – who, like Mynken, were 
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a series of twenty perspective city 
views, it is the only street scene  
that shows an (idealized) business 
premises – that of Aux Quatre Vents, 
which was responsible for the publi-
cation of these prints. In it we can see 
both the man and the woman who had 
made this firm a success. Volcxken 
Diercx’s name is even part of the 
humorously intended phrase below 
the illustration (see p. 6).71 But, as in 
other sectors, the role that women 
played could vary from case to case, 
and the contribution of (married) 
women in the print industry generally 
remains difficult to assess due to their 
lack of visibility in documentary 
sources. Widows of print publishers 
are indeed more visible, but as has 
been substantiated, not as visible  
as they could have been due to the 
custom of not adapting the name on 
plates to be printed when continuing 
the family business. In some cases, 
additional (archival) research makes it 
possible to identify such women and 
show in what ways they (co)operated, 
but the fact is that for many of them 
this will remain impossible. Therefore 
it is important to view the names of 
print publishers on prints as company 
names, where the predominantly male 
names can also imply female partici - 
pa  tion, as well as, in a broader sense, 
the involvement of multiple family 
members. Because, as has already been 
briefly discussed in relation to Van 
Almesick and De Bari, children could 
participate in the company as well, and 
in their turn be hidden behind the name 
of their father and/or mother. This 
intergenerational aspect of family 
businesses requires more research. To 
specify the role of women from this 
per spective, one could further look at 
the activities of (unmarried) daughters 
and sisters, who are largely absent from 
this article. They too could certainly 
have played an important part in the 
operation of print publishing com-
panies; in some cases, they were even 
the intended successors.

Fig. 13
Print printed by 
Mynken Liefrinck.  
johannes wierix 
after pieter 
van der borcht , 
Birth of Christ, in 
Officium B. Mariae 
Virginis, Antwerp: 
Christoffel Plantijn, 
1573.  
Engraving, 112 x 74 mm.  
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum, inv. no. 
rp-p-1904-1217.

owner-managers of a plate printing 
firm, will probably remain shrouded 
in mystery. Due to the lack of good 
sources, particularly other business 
archives, and considering the wide 
variety of types of printing companies 
and women’s life paths, it is impossible 
to determine how re presentative 
Mynken’s activities are. But this case 
can be seen as represen tative in the 
sense that print firms could be very  
ver satile, and that the women work -
ing there could have diverse and 
manage rial roles, not only as widows, 
but during their marriages as well. 

The print depicting the print publish -
  ing couple Diericx and Cock clearly 
illustrates the collaborative character 
of their firm, possibly representative 
of many family businesses. Part of 
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At first glance, the publishing and printing of prints in the late sixteenth- and 
seventeenth-century Low Countries seems to have been dominated by men, who were 
sometimes succeeded by their widows. By considering print publishers in the context 
of the family business and going in search of additional source material, this article 
demonstrates that the reality was not as black and white as the predominantly male 
names on surviving prints might suggest. As in other sectors, the work of women in 
print firms is usually hidden behind the name of a male relative. Their contribution 
often remains unseen or undervalued and is difficult to quantify in print collections 
like that of  the Rijksmuseum Print Room. Widows – usually the most visible group  
of women – in general made no changes to the (company) name engraved on the 
plates when publishing prints from the existing stock, which has not enhanced their 
visibility. Contemporary documents show that their contribution, as well as that of 
married women, could indeed have been significant. This article contributes to a 
more com prehensive understanding of the print industry, where the predominantly 
male names can self-evidently imply female participation, which could have been 
not merely ‘supporting’ but actually essential for keeping the businesses running. 
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