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Abstract
Nicholas Hilliard’s portrait miniatures are often regarded as unrealistic, artificial, and highly
stylised fabrications, yet contemporary accounts frequently described them as “lively”. This
complex word points towards a period conception of vividness, one that—in the case of limning
—is intimately tied up with the materials and working methods of the limner. This, in turn,
reflects on another genre of images, those of the New World painted by John White in the 1580s.
While White’s images have often been placed in the long tradition of European watercolours, a
more convincing view situates them within the Elizabethan vogue for limning. By considering
limning’s reputation for immediacy and vividness in relation to these two genres of image, this
paper foregrounds their vivid and persuasive effects, before considering how the “estrangfull”
connotations of Virginian culture may have returned with White’s limnings to reflect again on
later miniatures of costumed masquers at the Jacobean court.

Introduction
The portrait miniatures of Nicholas Hilliard are often seen as highly unnaturalistic: “courtly,
almost heraldic in [their] formality … [and] unrealistic”.1 His aesthetic is deemed “flat”, and his
seeming lack of interest in perspective is cited as a deliberate attempt “to heighten artificiality—
not to create a simulation of nature”.2 Yet this impression of self-conscious artifice, seemingly
obvious to present-day writers, is a far cry from the responses of Hilliard’s contemporaries, for
whom limnings represented the height of realism, or in their words, “liveliness”.3 The
miniaturist’s methods and materials were seen as contributing to the startling sense of presence
which Elizabethans saw and responded to in portrait miniatures, capturing the impression of a
person so quickly that the distance between the sitter and their representation seemed almost to
vanish.
Yet, portrait miniatures weren’t the only “limnings” created in the sixteenth century. As this
article will suggest, the qualities which portrait miniaturists and their audiences saw in their
works diffused into limnings made in other contexts, notably in the watercolours of the people,
flora, and fauna of the “New World” created by the gentleman-limner John White in the 1580s.
Of course, most viewers of White’s images would have encountered them in the form of



engravings by Theodor de Bry, who in 1590 issued them alongside Thomas Harriot’s account of
the 1585 expedition in A Briefe and True Reportof the New Found Land of Virginia, translated
into four languages.4 The most influential supporters of the voyage, however—the people who
most needed convincing for Walter Ralegh’s colonial project to go ahead—would have
encountered the “New World” first through the medium of White’s limnings. For these viewers,
the connotations of immediacy and verisimilitude associated with limning as a medium
heightened the images’ persuasive power. Finally, on its journey to the New World and in the
service of costume books more generally, limning seems to have acquired connotations of
foreignness and strangeness, which reflected back on and amplified the effects of later miniatures
portraying sitters in masque costume. In examining these ideas, I hope to move the discussion on
from the traditional focus on the ad vivum process of limnings, and on to the visual-rhetorical
effects of eyewitnessing, which limnings more generally set out to produce for their viewers in a
variety of contexts.

Lively Limning
For Elizabethans, the portrait miniature or “limning” had the power to make its subject seem
almost present to the viewer. Various episodes and descriptions from the period suggest that
viewers thought of limnings as being particularly closely aligned with their sitters. For example
on 3 February 1596, Henry Unton, the ambassador to France, wrote to Elizabeth I describing an
encounter in which he showed her picture to the French monarch, Henri IV: having kissed the
image “twice or thrice”, Unton reports, the king insisted on taking it, “vowing that […] to
possess the favour of the lively picture he would forsake all the world”.5 Unton’s use of the word
“lively” here is instructive. For Elizabethans the word had a variety of meanings, encompassing
lifelikeness or alive-likeness, potency, and delightfulness, but it also described the vivid effects
of a rhetorical technique known as hypotyposis or enargeia, the ability to bring the subject
“before the eyes” of the viewer through vivid description.6 Within the rhetorical system,
enargeia was deemed the most potent means of persuading or moving an audience, and, I argue,
could also work in visual art form. As Unton wrote in the case of his diplomatic exchange: “I
found that the dumb picture did draw on more speech and affection from him than all my best
arguments and eloquence”.7
As with the rest of the rhetorical system, the technique of enargeia would have been familiar to
anyone who had received a humanist education, whether at the grammar school, university, or
through a private tutor, while the principle of vivid representation as a powerful persuasive tool
would have been absorbed into the culture more generally, as part of unconscious “habits of
thought” and communication.8 Frequent references in Elizabethan culture to “lively” painted or
crafted images, including portrait miniatures, suggest that real paintings were recognised as
sharing this potent ability to present their subjects vividly and thus win over audiences.9 Of
course, compared with the traditional, textual examples of enargeia, real painted or crafted
images had a head start on the vivid visual effects associated with the technique, but to heighten
their effectiveness such images could deploy a range of additional strategies to make viewers feel
almost as if they were seeing the subject first-hand, and thus to persuade them of the validity of
particular ideas or courses of action.10
Limnings are a special case of the lively communicative mode that I will here refer to as painted
enargeia. The miniature’s potency in this regard stemmed largely from two factors: its method of
manufacture, particularly the process of creation in the presence of the sitter, and its materials.
Limnings were a notably “quick” or immediate kind of representation.11 Unlike portraits in oil



on panel or canvas, which could take months to complete, miniatures were painted over the
course of three sittings, lasting between two and three hours each, with some additional
finishing-up time for the costume and jewels. This relative speed of execution was made possible
partly by the miniaturists’ use of fast-drying gum arabic as a binder, as opposed to the slower-
drying oil medium.
In light of various references in Hilliard’s own manuscript, A Treatise Concerning the Arte of
Limning, and in the accounts of later miniaturists, Katherine Coombs and Alan Derbyshire have
suggested that miniatures were at least partly created in the presence of the sitter, the likeness
being captured immediately in paint, rather than through intermediary stages such as preparatory
sketches or underdrawings.12 For example, Hilliard recommends outlining the face in a reddish
colour directly onto the pale pink of the “carnation” (flesh tone), “till you be sure you be in the
right way”, suggesting an ad vivum process rather than copying from a preliminary sketch.13
Other references in Hilliard’s treatise contribute to this view of the artist painting in the sitter’s
presence, as he recommends:

sweet odors [which] comforteth the braine and openeth the understanding, augmenting the
delight in Limning, Discret talke or reading, quiet merth or musike ofendeth not, but
shortneth the time, and quickneth the sperit both in the drawer, and he which is drawne.14

Meanwhile, the miniaturist Edward Norgate, writing circa 1648–1650—but who was familiar
with both Hilliard’s and Isaac Oliver’s methods—suggests that the painting of the sitter’s
costume and jewels could wait until the artist was “alone” (i.e. no longer in the presence of the
sitter) when they could lay these items out and “take your owne time, to finish them, with as
much neatnes and perfection as you please, or can”.15
The process of painting directly onto vellum in the presence of the sitter contributed to limnings’
special reputation for immediacy and vividness. In A Treatise Concerning the Arte of Limning,
Hilliard stresses the speed at which he worked to “catch thosse lovely graces wittye smilings, and
thosse stolne glances wch sudainely like light[n]ing passe and another Countenance taketh
place”.16 Nor was this merely a rhetorical gesture: we can find evidence of Hilliard’s quickness
of hand in the faces of his sitters. For present-day viewers, factors such as the fading of the red
pigments used for modelling have exaggerated the linear quality of Hilliard’s portraits, but we
can nevertheless detect his precise but economical methods in many of his sitters’ features.
Hilliard’s portrait of Sir Walter Ralegh is typical: the eyes are rendered quite concisely, a single
dark line for the upper lashes, a faint row of dots for the lower lashes, and an iris of two blue
tones around a central pupil (figs. 1 and 2).17 Of course, as Norgate tells us, the actual process of
finishing and working-up a miniature could take longer than the three sessions in front of a sitter,
but the miniature’s reputation for having been created swiftly “from the life” was part of its
special appeal.18 The image of the artist working quickly to capture a fleeting expression in paint
emphasises observation over invention, suggesting an almost instant transfer of the likeness to
the page, minimising the gulf between the sitter and their representation.



Figure 1

Nicholas Hilliard, Sir Walter Ralegh (detail), circa
1585, watercolour on vellum, 4.8 × 4.1 cm.
Collection of National Portrait Gallery, London
(4106). Digital image courtesy of National Portrait
Gallery, London (all rights reserved).

Figure 2

Nicholas Hilliard, Queen Elizabeth I (detail), 1572,
watercolour on vellum, 5.1 × 4.8 cm. Collection of
National Portrait Gallery, London (108). Digital
image courtesy of National Portrait Gallery, London
(all rights reserved).

This proximity between representation and referent is also found in the miniaturist’s approach to
rendering jewellery and gems. Poets praised Hilliard for his ability to “give to stones and pearles
true die and light”, and the miniaturist himself claimed the ability to give “the true lustur to
pearle and precious stone”.19 The surviving results of Hilliard’s particular working methods
again reinforce these written claims. When representing jewellery of gold or silver, Hilliard used
paint made from ground gold and silver metal (known as “shell gold” or “shell silver”), and to
represent jewels he laid a drop of coloured resin over a base of burnished silver to create three-
dimensional, translucent gemstones (figs. 3 and 4).20 In his Treatise Concerning the Arte of
Limning, Hilliard stresses the elite status conferred on limning by the use of precious materials,
but also the directness of their representational quality: limning “worketh the metals Gold or
Silver with themselfes which so enricheth and innobleth the worke that it seemeth to be the
thinge it sefe even the worke of god and not of man”.21 As with the instantly captured likeness,
the miniaturist’s materials offered a self-consciously direct and unmediated representation of
reality.22



Figure 3

Nicholas Hilliard, Sir Walter Ralegh, circa 1585,
watercolour on vellum, 4.8 x 4.1 cm. Collection of
National Portrait Gallery, London (4106). Digital
image courtesy of National Portrait Gallery, London
(all rights reserved).

Figure 4

Nicholas Hilliard, Queen Elizabeth I (detail), 1572,
watercolour on vellum, 5.1 × 4.8 cm. Collection of
National Portrait Gallery, London (108). Digital
image courtesy of National Portrait Gallery, London
(all rights reserved).

In the case of miniatures, the impression of reality—their propensity for painted enargeia—
stemmed more from the medium’s reputation with Elizabethan viewers than from the fact of the
artist’s ad vivum working process. This is suggested by the intensity of the behaviour recorded
around portrait miniatures, regardless of whether they had actually been created “from the life”.
In his autobiography, Edward Lord Herbert of Cherbury describes coming upon Lady Ayres in
her bed chamber, who was gazing at his miniature “with more earnestness and Passion than I
cou’d easily have believ’d”. But the miniature in question, made by “Mr. Isaac the Painter in
Blackfriars”, was based not on a sitting from the life, but rather taken from a large-scale oil
portrait of Herbert by William Larkin which Lady Ayres secretly had copied before
commissioning Oliver “to draw it in little after his manner”.23 What mattered was not so much
the limning’s actual, ontological status as having been taken “from the life”, but rather its
perceived ability to capture reality swiftly and directly, and at a small, intimate scale.
When it comes to the vivid and persuasive power of limning more generally, I want to suggest a
shift in emphasis, away from the truth-claims of a limning done ad vivum (particularly the idea
that miniaturists “only ever paint what they see before them”),24 to the more general impression
of eyewitnessing that these works offered to the viewer. This impression seems to have attached
itself to the medium of limning more generally: from an appreciation of the portrait limner’s
works and a general knowledge of their methods, viewers came to associate the medium of
watercolour painting or limning with a particularly direct or immediate experience of the person
represented—an association which persists to this day.25 This was to have implications for the
limnings created in other contexts in the late sixteenth century, notably the images of the New



World painted by John White during the 1585 voyage to Roanoke, in the land the Elizabethans
called “Virginia”.

“Collected and Counterfeited According to the Truth”: John White’s
American Limnings
On 9 April 1585, five English ships containing five to six hundred men set sail for North America
under the leadership of Sir Richard Grenville. The expedition aimed primarily to set up a colony
on “Roanoke Island”, where a successful reconnaissance mission the year before had established
positive relations with Wingina, the local chief or “weroan”, but the visitors were also tasked
with surveying the land and reporting on its resources for investors and other interested parties
back in England. Among those on board was John White, a painter and a “Gentleman”, who
worked in collaboration with the scholar, mathematician, and navigator Thomas Harriot to
produce the maps, images, and text, which would serve to promote the colony in England.26 The
surviving images associated with White are watercolours on paper—“limnings” in Elizabethan
terms—and show a variety of subjects. Most are images of the people, flora, and fauna of the
“New World” (figs. 11, 12, 13, 14; 16, 17; 19–28 below), but among the works associated with
him we also find costume studies of foreign peoples, and imagined representations of ancient
Britons and Picts, whose exact relationship to the American images has been explained to
varying degrees of satisfaction (figs. 6, 7, 8, 9; 31, 32).27
The exact nature of the instructions given to John White as the Virginia expedition’s artist have
not survived, but an idea of his duties can be gleaned from other sources. Plans for an earlier
voyage of reconnaissance to the Americas under the patronage of Sir Humphrey Gilbert in 1582–
1583 referred to the duties and equipment of a surveyor and artist, named in the document as
Thomas Bavin. According to the incomplete instructions surviving in Edward Hoby’s
commonplace book, Bavin was expected to make detailed maps on which he would record not
only the features of the landscape, but also the flora and fauna discovered in each area. In
addition, he was to “drawe to life all strange birdes beastes fishes plantes hearbes Trees and
fruictes and bring home of each sorte as nere as you may” and also “drawe the figures and shapes
of men and women in their apparell as also of their manner of wepons in every place as you shall
finde them differing”.28 To this end, Bavin was to:

carry with him good store of parchments, Paper Ryall, Quills, and Inck, black powder to
make yncke, and of all sortes of colours to drawe all thinges to life, gumme, pensyll, a stone
to grinde Colours, mouth glue, black lead, 2 payres of brazen Compasses, And other
Instrumentes to drawe cardes and plottes.29

and his assistants were never to let Bavin “go att any tyme without a payer of writing Tables”.30
Although this expedition never took place, David Beers Quinn suggests that Bavin’s role was
equivalent to that of John White on the 1585 voyage, and apart from the more detailed,
mathematical aspects of the surveying—which were probably carried out in close collaboration
with Thomas Harriot—White’s surviving works suggest he followed similar instructions.31
That Walter Ralegh and his collaborators were aware of the important role a painter might play
on the voyage is indicated by a document of 1584–1585 written by Richard Hakluyt the Elder,
titled “Inducements to the Liking of the Voyage Intended Towards Virginia in 40. and 42. degrees
of latitude”, now known only through its inclusion in a 1602 publication. This was the second
version of Hakluyt’s “Inducements”, which in published form aimed mainly to drum up publicity
and support, financial and practical, for the expedition.32 Here he recommends that: “A skilful
painter is also to be caried with you which the Spaniards used commonly in all their discoveries



to bring the descriptions of all beasts, birds, fishes, townes, &c.”33 Hakluyt is probably thinking
of figures such as Francisco Hernández, who returned to Spain from Mexico in 1577, carrying
thousands of watercolours completed over a seven-year period, the originals of which were sadly
destroyed in a fire at El Escorial in 1671.34 Documents relating to the actual preparations for
Ralegh’s 1585 voyage vary in their completeness, but we find one further reference to an artist in
a document titled “For master Rauleeys Viage” or “Notes geven to Master Candishe [Thomas
Cavendish]”: in a list of the professions and skilled men who should accompany the voyage, the
anonymous author recommends a “good geographer to make discription of the landes discoverd,
and with him an exilent paynter”.35
John White was the “exilent paynter” ultimately selected for the voyage. Little is known about
this man beyond his involvement in the Virginia voyages, and the exact nature of his background
and artistic training is still a matter of debate. The first record of him in London is his marriage to
Thomasine Cooper at St Martin Ludgate in 1566. Their children, Thomas and Elinor, were born
in April 1567 and May 1568 respectively, and Thomas was buried December 1568. For the ill-
fated 1587 trip, John White was appointed Governor of the prospective colony and granted a coat
of arms, which illustrated his descent from an ancient Cornish family.36 As Kim Sloan has
shown, Ralegh had the power to grant arms to all his gentlemen assistants, whether or not their
pedigrees entitled them to bear arms. However, she notes other evidence that suggests White was
independently a “Gentleman” of wealth and status; he took armour and framed pictures on the
1587 voyage, and there are indications that he was used to travelling with servants, while his
written accounts and drawings show that he had received a humanistic education beyond the
usual educational level of an artisan or “small merchant”.37



Figure 5

John White, A Greek Woman, 1585–1593,
watercolour over graphite touched with white
bodycolour and silver (altered), on paper, 21 × 9.4
cm. Collection of The British Museum
(1906,0509.1.35). Digital image courtesy of
Trustees of the British Museum (CC BY-NC-SA 4.0).

Figure 6

John White, A Turkish Woman, 1585–1593,
watercolour over graphite, on paper, 22.2 × 15.3
cm. Collection of The British Museum
(1906,0509.1.32). Digital image courtesy of
Trustees of the British Museum (CC BY-NC-SA 4.0).



Figure 7

John White, A Turkish Man, 1585–1593,
watercolour over graphite with some white
bodycolour, 22.5 × 15.5 cm. Collection of The
British Museum (1906,0509.1.31). Digital image
courtesy of Trustees of the British Museum (CC BY-
NC-SA 4.0).

Figure 8

John White, Doge of Genoa, 1585–1593,
watercolour with bodycolour and pen and brown
ink, heightened with white (oxidised), 25.6 × 38.8
cm. Collection of The British Museum (SL,5270.8).
Digital image courtesy of Trustees of the British
Museum (CC BY-NC-SA 4.0).

Even more elusive is the issue of White’s artistic training: we don’t know where he learned to
“limn”, or from whom. A John White is listed as a member of the Painter-Stainers’ Company in
1580, although it is not clear if this is the same man; furthermore, members of the guild didn’t
generally work in watercolour on paper. However, the Painter-Stainers did work closely with the
Office of the Revels, making scenery, costumes, and props for court entertainments: White’s
involvement with the Company could therefore explain the presence of costume studies among
the surviving albums associated with him (figs. 6, 7, 8 and 9).38 Exactly who taught White to
limn is a mystery, although Mary Edmond noted a potential, if tenuous, connection between
Nicholas Hilliard and White through Hilliard’s 1591 sitter Leonard Darr (sometimes “Dare”) and
Ananias Dare, husband of White’s daughter Elinor, though as Edmond notes Dare/Darr was not
an uncommon surname at this time.39



Figure 9

John White, Plan of an entrenchment near Cape Rojo,
Puerto Ricos, 1585–1593, pen and brown ink over
graphite, with watercolour and bodycolour, on paper,
31.5 × 22 cm. Collection of The British Museum
(1906,0509.1.5). Digital image courtesy of Trustees of
the British Museum (CC BY-NC-SA 4.0).

Most recently, Edward Town has linked John White to a broader network of Painter-Stainers and
surveyors, suggesting that White’s wife Thomasine Cooper was the daughter of the Painter-
Stainer John Cooper, and that White may have been following tradition in marrying the daughter
of his master on completion of his apprenticeship. Town also points to the probability that White
was trained as a surveyor, with a map of Ficketts Fields, now in the Society of Antiquaries,
attributed to him.40 A background in surveying would fit with the evidence of White’s
watercolours from the Virginia voyage, some of which represent surveys of fortifications erected
en route to Roanoke Island (fig. 10).41
Katherine Coombs has noted the tendency to group John White’s images with wider traditions of
watercolour painting, one spreading across Europe and encompassing the likes of Albrecht
Dürer, Anthony Van Dyck, and Peter Paul Rubens, another reaching into the eighteenth century
and the vogue for landscape watercolours in Britain. Coombs shows that, on the contrary,
White’s images are more fittingly situated in the Elizabethan “limning” tradition. White as a
gentleman-artist fits neatly into this tradition: the “gentle” qualities of limning were stressed by
Nicholas Hilliard in his Treatise Concerning the Arte of Limning (particularly found in the
“fineness and expense of the materials and tools”) and educational theorists recommended that
young aristocrats be taught to draw, for the purposes of recording fortifications and making maps
of estates.42



Figure 10

John White, Portrait of an Indian Chief, possibly
Wingina, 1585-1593, watercolour and gold over
graphite, touched with white (oxidised), on paper,
26.2 × 14.7 cm. Collection of The British Museum
(1906,0509.1.21). Digital image courtesy of
Trustees of the British Museum (CC BY-NC-SA 4.0).

Figure 11

John White, Portrait of an Indian Chief, possibly
Wingina (detail), 1585–1593, watercolour and gold
over graphite, touched with white (oxidised), on
paper, 26.2 × 14.7 cm. Collection of The British
Museum (1906,0509.1.21). Digital image courtesy
of Trustees of the British Museum (CC BY-NC-SA
4.0).



Figure 12

John White, Wife of an Indian ‘Werowance’ or chief
of Pomeiooc and her daughter, 1585–1593,
watercolour over graphite, touched with bodycolour,
white (altered) and gold, on paper, 26.3 × 14.9 cm.
Collection of The British Museum (1906,0509.1.13).
Digital image courtesy of Trustees of the British
Museum (CC BY-NC-SA 4.0).

Figure 13

John White, Wife of an Indian ‘Werowance’ or chief
of Pomeiooc and her daughter (detail), 1585–1593,
watercolour over graphite, touched with bodycolour,
white (altered) and gold, on paper, 26.3 × 14.9 cm.
Collection of The British Museum (1906,0509.1.13).
Digital image courtesy of Trustees of the British
Museum (CC BY-NC-SA 4.0).



Figure 14

Nicholas Hilliard, Elizabeth I, circa 1595–1600,
watercolour with gold and silver on vellum, 6.5 x 5.3
cm. Collection of the Victoria and Albert Museum,
London (622-1882). Digital image courtesy of
Victoria and Albert Museum, London (CC BY-NC-SA
4.0).

Figure 15

John White, Wife of an Indian ‘Werowance’ or chief
of Pomeiooc and her daughter (detail), 1585–1593,
watercolour over graphite, touched with bodycolour,
white (altered) and gold, on paper, 26.3 × 14.9 cm.
Collection of The British Museum (1906,0509.1.13).
Digital image courtesy of Trustees of the British
Museum (CC BY-NC-SA 4.0).

Coombs also notes important differences between White’s limnings and the fine portraiture
tradition in which Nicholas Hilliard and Isaac Oliver were working, in particular the fact that
White worked on paper, rather than vellum, and started with a light sketch in graphite (called
“black lead” by the Elizabethans) before adding paint. Furthermore, his handling of the paint is
quite dense, especially in flesh areas, contrasting with the work of the famous miniaturists who
used light touches and hatchings to model facial features (e.g. figs. 11, 12, 13 and 14). However,
she also points out that there are significant points of contact between White’s limnings and the
limnings in the fine art tradition, notably in the use of paint made from ground gold and silver to
represent precious metals.43 For example, the surface of Hilliard’s circa 1595–circa 1600 portrait
of Elizabeth I, now in the V&A in London, fizzes and sparkles with jewels rendered in shell gold,
while the sheen of each pearl is suggested with a dot of silver (fig. 15). Similarly, John White
used gold and sometimes silver paint to represent the jewellery worn by the subjects of his
drawings, for example, the earring worn by Wingina, the Indian “werowance” or chief (fig. 12).
Subsequent damage to the images through fire and flood has resulted in large losses, particularly
of the precious metal pigments, which tended to sit on top of other pigment layers. These have
often transferred to the “offset” images on the sheets which previously interleaved the album
pages, for example, in the image of the Wife of an Indian “Werowance” or Chief of Pomeiooc
and her Daughter, where the offset reveals that White used gold paint on the necklace worn by
the small girl and on the English doll in her hands (fig. 16).44



Figure 16

Nicholas Hilliard, Unknown Man Against a
Background of Flames, circa 1600, watercolour on
vellum laid on card, 6.9 x 5.4 cm. Collection of the
Victoria and Albert Museum, London (P.5-1917).
Digital image courtesy of Victoria and Albert
Museum, London (CC BY-NC-SA 4.0).

Figure 17

John White, A Camp Fire Ceremony, 1585–1593,
watercolour and bodycolour over graphite,
heightened with white and gold, on paper, 21.8 ×
20.2 cm. Collection of The British Museum
(1906,0509.1.11). Digital image courtesy of
Trustees of the British Museum (CC BY-NC-SA 4.0).



Figure 18

John White, An Ossuary Temple, 1585–1593,
watercolour over graphite, touched with gold, 29.5
× 20.4 cm. Collection of The British Museum
(1906,0509.1.9). Digital image courtesy of Trustees
of the British Museum (CC BY-NC-SA 4.0).

Figure 19

John White, The Town of Pomeiooc, 1585–1593,
watercolour with pen and brown ink, heightened
with white (oxidised), 37 × 25 cm. Collection of The
British Museum (SL,5270.3). Digital image courtesy
of Trustees of the British Museum (CC BY-NC-SA
4.0).



Figure 20

John White, Indians Fishing, 1585–1593,
watercolour over graphite, touched with bodycolour
and gold, on paper, 35.2 × 23.5 cm. Collection of
The British Museum (1906,0509.1.6). Digital image
courtesy of Trustees of the British Museum (CC BY-
NC-SA 4.0).

A further comparison can be drawn between the fine art miniaturists and John White in their
more abstract use of gold and silver paint, notably in the depiction of flames. Two miniatures of
young men among flames, one by Hilliard (fig. 17), and the other by Oliver, employ gold paint,
giving the impression of a real flickering fire when held and moved in the hand.45 This compares
to John White’s images, in which gold appears among the flames of most of the fires represented
in the drawings. This is most obvious in A Camp Fire Ceremony (fig. 18), but can also be seen in
the fire in front of An Ossuary Temple (fig. 19), in the fire in the centre of The Town of Pomeiooc
(fig. 20), and among the flames in the canoe in the scene of Indians Fishing, which shows how
the Algonquians attracted fish to the boat at night (fig. 21). Interestingly, White also used shell
silver (paint made from ground silver) in his images of fish, covering much of the body to mimic
the shine of their scales for viewers at home, for example, in the image of the Flying Fish
(“Bolador”) (fig. 22), the Lookdown (“Polometa”) (figs. 23 and 24) and the Grouper “Mero”
(figs. 25 and 26). However, Janet Ambers et al. note that this is now often in worse condition
than the remaining gold, badly tarnished and so difficult to distinguish from the graphite outlines:
a problem also found in portrait miniatures, where silver dots on pearls and diamonds have now
often tarnished to black.46 Although White’s handling of paint is in general very different from
that of a court artist, such as Nicholas Hilliard, his imaginative and decorative use of precious
metal pigments suggests he is working in much the same tradition as these more famous
“limners”.



Figure 21

John White, Flying Fish (‘Bolador’), 1585–1593,
watercolour over graphite heightened with
bodycolour, silver and gold, on paper, 27.7 × 23.4
cm. Collection of The British Museum
(1906,0509.1.46). Digital image courtesy of
Trustees of the British Museum (CC BY-NC-SA 4.0).

Figure 22

John White, Lookdown (‘Polometa’), 1585–1593,
watercolour over graphite heightened with
bodycolour and silver on paper, 14.8 × 22.2 cm.
Collection of The British Museum (1906,0509.1.47).
Digital image courtesy of Trustees of the British
Museum (CC BY-NC-SA 4.0).

Figure 23

John White, Lookdown (‘Polometa’) (detail showing
use of gold and silver paint), 1585–1593,
watercolour over graphite heightened with
bodycolour and silver on paper, 14.8 × 22.2 cm.
Collection of The British Museum (1906,0509.1.47).
Digital image courtesy of Trustees of the British
Museum (CC BY-NC-SA 4.0).

Figure 24

John White, Grouper (‘Mero’), 1585–1593,
watercolour over graphite, heightened with gold,
silver and white (oxidised), 13.1 × 21.4 cm.
Collection of The British Museum (1906,0509.1.50).
Digital image courtesy of Trustees of the British
Museum (CC BY-NC-SA 4.0).



Figure 26

John White, Plan of an entrenchment near Cape Rojo,
Puerto Rico (detail), 1585–1593, pen and brown ink
over graphite, with watercolour and bodycolour, on
paper, 31.5 × 22 cm. Collection of The British Museum
(1906,0509.1.5). Digital image courtesy of Trustees of
the British Museum (CC BY-NC-SA 4.0).

Figure 25

John White, Grouper (‘Mero’) (detail), 1585–1593,
watercolour over graphite, heightened with gold,
silver and white (oxidised), 13.1 × 21.4 cm.
Collection of The British Museum (1906,0509.1.50).
Digital image courtesy of Trustees of the British
Museum (CC BY-NC-SA 4.0).

The question of when White made his New World drawings is difficult to answer. Thomas Bavin,
the proposed artist for the earlier voyage under Sir Humphrey Gilbert, was advised to take “all
sortes of colours to drawe all thinges to life, gumme, pensyll [paintbrush], a stone to grinde
Colours”, implying that he would paint images “in the field”.47 Timea Tallian argues that we
don’t know whether White painted his images during his stay or back in England, but that he
most probably sketched costumes and other features from life, working up his studies into
paintings or making nature studies from conserved specimens later on, “in an enclosed studio
either abroad or at home”. Tallian also notes White’s formulas for particular body parts, such as
the feet with an elongated big toe, suggesting that he was not working entirely from life.48

At this point, we might also recall Hilliard’s
very particular advice for aspiring limners, that
the studio in which they work should be north
facing to give an even light, a place “wher
neither dust, smoak, noisse, nor steanche may
ofend”, and that the limner should wear “silke,
such as sheadeth lest dust or haires”.49 Although
Hilliard is talking about much finer, more
delicate images than White’s larger-scale works
on paper, his advice is not entirely irrelevant.
Even in their damaged state, many of White’s
images are neat, careful works, and would have
required a steady hand and a sheltered
environment; for example, the precise and
delicate two-tone shading of the tiny figures
carrying salt to the ship in the Plan of an

Entrenchment near Cape Rojo, Puerto Rico (fig. 27). Considered in this light, it seems more
probable that the surviving images were worked up at a later date, even back in England, where
the originals were also copied for distribution among various important supporters and patrons,



by White himself and also by other artists.50 We might, then, ask what the opening inscription in
the John White album really means when it refers to these “pictures of sondry things collected
and counterfeited according to the truth”.51

Persuasion
Ever since the disappointment of Martin Frobisher’s voyages in the late 1570s, the queen had
refused financial support to New World ventures personally, and Walter Ralegh had to rely on
private investment from individuals and companies. Many of these people were merchants, such
as William Sanderson, and members of the Inns of Court, while others came from the upper
echelons of the Elizabethan court, for example, Francis Walsingham and William Cecil. Sets of
White’s images would have been circulated among these influential investors and others, with the
intention of demonstrating the successes of the venture thus far and attracting further support.
This suggests that, while the “rhetorical” quality of the written accounts of the voyages’
discoveries is easily recognised, the John White images themselves should also be considered as
part of this persuasive project, and their status as, in Stephanie Pratt’s words, “visual
imagining[s]” more than authentic “eyewitness record” emphasised.52
The issue of “authenticity” in images which describe themselves as “counterfeits” has been much
discussed of late in the context of so-called “epistemic images”, defined variously as images
“made with the intention of expressing, demonstrating or illustrating a theory”, or as images
which do not merely illustrate but rather “replace”, or substitute for, the object of study.53 Peter
Parshall’s study of the word “counterfeit” in early modern visual contexts stresses its “insistent
claim to truth”, suggesting that when the word appears on a print the image is aligning itself with
a “special order of legitimacy”.54 For Parshall, this claim to legitimacy is grounded in the
image’s process of creation from the life: the truth conveyed by the images is “implicitly or
explicitly a truth based upon the testimony of direct witness”.55 It could be said that a similar
model applies to the White images, which also describe themselves as “counterfeits”, and which
were made by a first-hand witness based on sketches and studies done in situ.
Yet, such images do more than just bear witness to the artist’s experience of the things
represented. Richard Serjeantson has discussed Renaissance testimony in relation to the art of
rhetoric, showing that it was considered a “proof”: part of inventio—the finding-out of arguments
—and therefore coming as much under the remit of logic as rhetoric.56 Serjeantson also suggests,
however, that the deployment of testimony by rhetoricians could “shade into” elocutio or style,
where it became a figure of speech, intended to lend credence and forcefulness to an account.57
If we consider the “counterfeited” image as a kind of testimony, that is, part proof and part style,
then its power is not derived purely from the circumstances of its creation, but also from the
effect that it was expected to have on its audience. Taking this further, we can make a connection
with enargeia or hypotyposis, the rhetorical technique which brought the scene “before their
eyes” of an audience and made them feel as if they had witnessed it for themselves.
The persuasive effects of this impression of witnessing come through partly in the images’
subject matter. Joyce E. Chaplin has stressed the “selective portrait”, which White’s images
present of the Algonquian people for the purposes of propaganda, noting the double meaning of
the word “counterfeit”, which carried connotations of falsehood through imitation and artifice.
For example, White’s images stress the natural abundance of the land of “Virginia”, perfect for
supporting an English colony; the inhabitants’ clothing intimates the warmth of the climate; the
details of the costume and material culture, such as woven matting, beaded detailing, and a
variety of materials such as leather, fur, shell horn, and wood stressed native ingenuity and their



“excellencie of wit”, making them suitable partners for trade and alliance. Meanwhile, the
inclusion of specific characters and attributes, such as an archer with his bow and wrist-brace,
were intended to appeal to the English audience’s own values, recalling, for example, the English
prowess with the long-bow at the Battle of Agincourt, heightening English respect for the
Algonquians and demonstrating their potential for cultural as well as religious conversion (fig.
28).58

Figure 28

Isaac Oliver, An Unknown Woman in Masque
Costume, 1609, watercolour on vellum laid on plain
card, 6.2 x 5.1 cm. Collection of the Victoria and Albert
Museum, London (P.3-1942). Digital image courtesy of
Victoria and Albert Museum, London (CC BY-NC-SA
4.0).

In this way, the detail and copiousness of White’s images would have contributed to their
persuasiveness for investors and supporters. Yet, not just the subject matter, but also White’s
chosen medium—“limning”—would have contributed its own particular “testimonial” effect for
the viewer. Whether White made the images literally “from the life” in the field or worked them
up later from sketches and notes didn’t really matter as far as the images’ persuasive power was
concerned. This was because, for an Elizabethan audience, limning brought powerful
associations of its own. Thanks largely to Hilliard and his pupil Oliver, limning had gained a
reputation for quick, direct impressions captured in the moment, in the presence of the sitter.
These meanings accrued to limnings regardless of the actual point of origin of the works (see, for
example, the Herbert of Cherbury anecdote above), adhering mainly to the medium itself,
growing out of its reputation for portability and “gentility”. John White, as a visitor to the New
World, had seen the subjects of his images with his own eyes, and was thus in a position to
confirm their veracity: they were, the title-page states, “collected and counterfeited according to
the truth”.59 Yet, as limnings, the images didn’t just provide a guarantee of accuracy on the part
of the artist-witness; rather, the medium’s reputation for speed and directness of representation—



both in its methods and in the materials—contributed to the viewer’s own sense of direct access
to the subject, almost as if they were witnessing it for themselves.
Much of a limning’s value lay in its power to move and persuade the viewer to some particular
point of view or action, and this applied both to portrait miniatures and to John White’s images.
In the case of the miniature, the medium’s reputation for vividness cemented its position in a
social exchange, whether the images were being used to persuade a foreign monarch to support
and respect the English queen, as described by Henry Unton above, to make sure of the support
of a friend or follower, or even to secure the affections of a lover, as with the young man against
flames. In such examples, limning’s reputation for immediacy and vividness would have
heightened the image’s impact, giving it its social power and explaining its popularity with
Elizabeth I and her courtiers, at a time in which political rule relied explicitly on personal
relationships. On the other hand, to make a success of his ventures, Ralegh needed investment,
practical help, and political favour with the higher elements of Elizabeth’s government, and
White’s limnings—alongside Thomas Harriot’s written accounts—were valued for their vivid
depictions of the new knowledge and discoveries made by Ralegh’s colonists, advertising in the
most powerful way possible the gains available to investors and supporters of the venture. In
both cases, limning’s perceived ability to create a sense of painted enargeia is paramount to the
images’ powerful persuasive effects.

“Altogether estrangfull, and Indian like”: Curious Limning and the
English Court Masque
Already associated with the neo-medieval atmosphere of Elizabeth I’s Accession Day Tilts, in the
early seventeenth century limnings started to be made of participants in the other great genre of
royal entertainment: the masque. Besides Isaac Oliver’s miniatures of Henry Prince of Wales and
Anne of Denmark in classicising masque costumes, there survive several portraits of unknown
ladies, also by Oliver’s hand, richly attired in silk, lace, precious stones, and metal ornaments,
who were probably also Jacobean “maskers” (figs. 29 and 30). While there also exist several
examples of large-scale oil portraits of sitters—usually female—in masque costume, limning
seems especially well-suited to the recording of the rich and jewel-encrusted costumes worn by
participants of the Jacobean masques, thanks to its precious materials, special method of
creation, and reputation as a “curiosity” or “wonder”.60



Figure 28

Isaac Oliver, An Unknown Woman in Masque
Costume, 1609, watercolour on vellum laid on plain
card, 6.2 x 5.1 cm. Collection of the Victoria and
Albert Museum, London (P.3-1942). Digital image
courtesy of Victoria and Albert Museum, London
(CC BY-NC-SA 4.0).

Figure 29

Isaac Oliver, Lady in Masque Costume (Flora),
circa 1614, watercolour and silver on parchment,
5.3 x 4.1 cm. Collection of the Rijksmuseum,
Netherlands (SK-A-4347). Digital image courtesy of
Rijksmuseum, Netherlands (Public domain).

Limning’s reputation for “curiosity” was well established, at least by the early seventeenth
century, as can be seen from the embassy of Sir Thomas Roe at the court of the Mughal ruler
Jahangir. When asked what gifts he would bring to cement their friendship, and to negotiate a
delicate agreement for English merchants to access Mughal ports, Roe described the “many
Curiosityes … to be found in our Country of rare price and estimation”, promising not the jewels
which originated in Jahangir’s own territories, but rather “rare here and unseene, as excellent
artifices in Paynting, carving, Cutting, enamelling, figures in brasse, copper, or stone, rich
embroderyes, stuffs of gould and silver”.61 While generally paintings “lardge, on cloth” were to
be favoured, Anne-Valérie Dulac notes that, in July 1616, Roe selected a very different scale of
picture to impress the Emperor, a portrait miniature by Isaac Oliver:

I had a Pickture of a frend of myne that I esteemed very much, and was for Curiositye rare,
which I would give his Maiestie as a present, seeing hee so much affected that art; assuring
myselfe he never saw any equall to it, neyther was any thing more esteemed of mee.62

Dulac notes a further use of the word “curious” about the limning in Roe’s chaplain’s account of
this event:

[I]t happened that my Lord Ambassadour, visiting the Mogol on a time, as he did often, He
presented him with a curious neat small oval Picture done to the life in England. The Mogol
was much pleased with it, but told the Ambassadour withall, that happily he supposed there
was never one in his Countrey that could do so well in that curious Art.63

As Dulac notes, the word “curious” here refers both to the delicacy and skill of the artist’s
methods, producing such a detailed likeness at such a small scale, as well as to the object’s



rarity.64 Unfortunately for Roe, Jahangir’s own valuation of the miniature was lower than
expected: rather than being awestruck by the supposedly inimitable skill of the English
miniaturist, he immediately commissioned his own court artist to produce five close copies of
Oliver’s work. However, the fact that Roe felt Oliver’s painting would impress Jahangir is
testament to limning’s domestic reputation for curiosity, even if this didn’t easily translate across
borders.
For different reasons, John White’s limnings of the New World would also have been regarded as
“curiosities”. As images of newly discovered territories and peoples, White’s drawings and their
many copies would have been a perfect fit for the growing “cabinet of curiosity”, like those that
had been curated on the continent by scholars such as Ulisse Aldrovandi, who ordered copies of
New World watercolours for his own curiosity cabinet.65 The appetite for such images was partly
driven by a sense of expanding knowledge about the world and a proto-ethnographic interest in
the appearance and customs of foreign peoples. For sixteenth-century English audiences, dress
was a key marker of status, thanks to the continually renewed Sumptuary Laws, which in theory
dictated the colours, materials, and styles of clothing according to rank. Yet, even after 1604,
when James I had abolished these laws, costume continued to be seen as a marker of cultural
identity.66
Besides the proto-ethnographic impulse, which scholars have located in the popularity of images
such as John White’s, the information they contained about foreign dress and customs could also
be put to less scientific but more spectacular and entertaining uses. As noted above, John White’s
collection of limnings also includes images of foreign costume, such as Turks and Greeks (figs.
6, 7 and 8) and an Italian doge (fig. 9), as well as fantastical images of ancient Britons of Picts
(figs. 31 and 32) which Kim Sloan has linked to White’s possible connection with the Office of
Revels, responsible for the design and creation of costumes and scenery for the court
entertainments.67 Indeed, the Virginians or the “Indians” themselves make one or two
appearances in court masques of the early seventeenth century, most notably in the entertainment
The Memorable Maske, written by George Chapman, with costumes designed by Inigo Jones,
performed to celebrate the nuptials of Princess Elizabeth to Frederick V, elector Palatine on 15
February 1613.68



Figure 30

John White, A Pictish Woman, 1585–1593, pen and
brown ink and watercolour over graphite, touched
with white (oxidised), 23 × 17.9 cm. Collection of
The British Museum (1906,0509.1.27). Digital
image courtesy of Trustees of the British Museum
(CC BY-NC-SA 4.0).

Figure 31

John White, A Pict Warrior, 1585–1593, pen and
brown ink and watercolour and bodycolour over
graphite, touched with white (oxidised), 24.3 × 15.2
cm. Collection of The British Museum
(1906,0509.1.26). Digital image courtesy of
Trustees of the British Museum (CC BY-NC-SA 4.0).

Paid for and performed by members of the Middle Temple and Lincoln’s Inn, The Memorable
Maske saw the performers process through London in “cars” (horse-drawn stages or floats), as
well as on horseback and on foot, from the house of Sir Edward Phelips to Whitehall Banqueting
House. Jones’ costumes for “the chiefe Maskers, in Indian habits” are described in luscious
detail:

the ground cloath of silver, richly embroidered, with golden Sunns, and about every Sunne,
ran a traile of gold, imitating Indian worke, : their bases of the same stuffe and work, but
betwixt every pane of embroidery, went a rowe of white Estridge feathers, mingled with
sprigs of golde plate; under their breasts, they woare bawdricks of golde, embroidered high
with purle, and about their neckes, Ruffes of feathers, spangled with pearle and silver. On
their heads high sprig’d-feathers, compast in Coronets, like the Virginian Princes they
presented. Betwixt every set of feathers, and about their browes, in the under-part of their
Coronets, shin’d Sunnes of golde plate, sprinkled with pearle, from whence sprung rayes of
the like plate, that mixing with the motion of the feathers, shew’d exceedingly delightfull,
and gracious. Their legges were adorn’d, with close long white silke-stockings : curiously
embroidered with golde to the Middle-legge. And over these (being on horse backe) they
drew greaves or buskins embrodered with gould, & enterlac’t with rewes of fethers;
Altogether estrangfull, and Indian like.69

Chapman’s description rattles with precious metals, jewels, and special effects, his emotive
language recreating the powerful effects these costumes had on the onlookers: “delightfull”,
“gracious”, “curious”, and “estrangfull”. No miniatures are known to survive of maskers dressed



in “Indian” costume, whether from this masque or any other, but the gold and silver, pearls and
feathers, “spangled” and glimmering as the performers moved, reads like a description of the
portrait limnings of other figures in masque costume more generally. For example, Isaac Oliver’s
Lady in Masque Costume (Flora) of circa 1613 (fig. 30), who wears a costume of cloth of silver
and gold, sprinkled with pearls, rendered with real silver paint: her breasts exposed, her hair
adorned with flowers—far removed from the everyday representation of even the most elaborate
aristocratic costumes, but not unlike the “estrangfull” images of John White, particularly his Wife
of an Indian “Weroance” or his A Pictish Woman (figs. 13 and 32). Here the exotic and the
extravagant are connected for early modern viewers through their shared use of precious
materials, intricate, “curious” workmanship and their mesmerising effects.
As Lauren Working has suggested, many of the members of the Inns of Court who performed in
this masque were themselves investors and supporters of the Virginian Company (est. 1606).70
The presentation of the Indians, once again adorned with the precious metals and commodities
which investors hoped to find and commandeer in the New World, would itself have been
intended to have a powerful persuasive effect on the viewer, encouraging further support and
investment in the Virginia Company’s projects. But here, the usual materials of the portrait
limner’s art—gold, silver, pearls, and elite textiles—are given altogether more “estrangfull”
connotations through their association with the participants’ “Indian” costume.
In light of these combined associations, it may be that the medium’s popularity for the recording
of “curious” masque costume more generally was fuelled by the “estrangfull” qualities which
limning picked up after John White’s use of limning to depict the inhabitants of “Virginia”—at
least among the most elite viewers who had seen his images first-hand. In any case, the vivid,
immediate, and powerful connotations that the medium itself had acquired through the talent and
advocation of earlier artists such as Nicholas Hilliard—its propensity for painted enargeia—
would have amplified limning’s power to speak to its audiences, whether on behalf of the most
elite court sitter, or investors in England’s colonial ventures in the New World.
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