4. Assessment Four: Image Commentary
Write a commentary on an image contained that you have found via archival research (either digital or physical archives). This could be a page from a digitised manuscript or a painting, photograph, tapestry, map, etc. located in an archive.
The purpose of the commentary is for you to demonstrate that you understand the significance of a visual image, such as a painting or an illustrated page from a medieval manuscript. What we are asking you to do is to set a visual image it within its artistic, literary, social, cultural and/or historical context. You may wish to comment on the following:
 
· CONTENT: What is depicted in the image? What are its most notable aesthetic features? What artistic techniques were used in its production?
· CONTEXT: What historical period is the image from and how might the image help us understand the historical period (and vice versa)?
· MEDIUM and MATERIALS: What type of image is your source? What physical materials were used in its production?
· PRODUCER(S): Who made the visual source?
· AUDIENCE(S) and/or SETTING: Which people was the source intended to be seen by? Where was the image originally situated?
· SIGNIFICANCE: What is the overall significance of the source? Why do all of the above points matter?
You will also need to relate this to notions of ‘visual culture’ and give consideration to the significance of the particular medium of your chosen image (e.g. a painting, a tympanum, an illumination, photograph, manuscript).
You may choose images of your own, but please check with lecturers that these are appropriate for the exercise.
PLEASE INCLUDE A VERSION OF THE IMAGE IN YOUR SUBMISSION. 
For the purposes of this image commentary, I will be using a portrait which hangs in Ightham Mote, a Tudor Hall in Kent which spans 700 years. It was owned by the Selby family for 300 years from 1587. The portrait is of Dorothy Bonham (1572-1641), born to Charles Bonham of West Malling in Kent. Dorothy married Sir William Selby (1550-1638) and they moved to Ightham Mote. The couple had no children and on their deaths the estates were passed to William Selby. In the Great Hall hang two pictures of Dame Dorothy Selby. The image on the left is of her as a teenager, on the right as a widow.
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The two paintings could not be more different, in the first Dorothy is resplendent, colourful and with the open ruff, showing her as an unmarried girl, her privileged future before her.
The second painting is the one of most fascination and interest and is the focus of this commentary. Unfortunately, the artist is unknown, cited as painted by the British English School, captured between 1638–1641. It is oil on canvas measuring 1550x1196 mm and titled ‘Dorothy Selby and an Unknown Boy’. It was painted in the Baroque period when art was highly ornate with embellished depictions of important events, including royalty or religious stories. Artists focused on deep colours, a great many details, asymmetry, movement, drama and symbols, originally the painting would have had high contrast of light and dark. However, varnish darkens with time, dirt and soot from candles and fires coat the paintings affecting the colours. While it is not known who the boy is it has been surmised that he is a relation and possibly the heir to the Selby wealth and lands.
In the painting Dorothy is not wearing the latest fashion. She is wearing a black petticoat and bodice over which is a red partlet (a garment worn covering the neck and shoulders), which would have been popular in the 16th Century. She has a large, starched ruff which had fashionably increased in size over time, becoming a symbol of the aristocracy. She is tightly covered from head to foot, indicating her widowhood, nonetheless the black material was very expensive in this period and portrays her great wealth. Women wanted to show their status in society and wished to expose the bosom, so the ruff developed as a half circle, open in front and rising at the back, but in Dorothy’s case she is tightly encased in a rigid ruff which would have made head movement difficult. She is wearing a black hood and what looks like a lace coif (a woman’s close-fitting cap, now only worn under a veil by a nun), probably to keep warm. There are four designs on her sleeve in a diamond shape, while it is not possible to see what they are, the fashion was to have flowers embroidered, each having different meanings, on the other hand they could be thinly disguised religious messages or family crests. While we do not know the significance it is certain that the 17th Century audience would have understood. The boy could not be more opposite to her sombre appearance, he is dressed in the height of fashion. He is wearing a stylish pink suit, matching doublet, breeches and short cloak. The doublet has slashed sleeves which reveal his shirt, the breeches are trimmed with ribbons, the cloak has laced linen band and cuffs and there are matching ribbons on his shoes and pink hose. His blond hair, rosy cheeks and youth depict his innocence and may also be a thinly disguised symbol of Christ-like devotion. Although giving an outward show of Protestantism, as was the safest thing to do at the time, it is generally believed that the Selby’s were Catholic and it was common to give inferences in paintings at the time. The boy’s gaze is directly at the painter with his hand on his hip, this pose most commonly means you are confident and ready to take action, a pose frequently appearing in portraits of rulers or would-be rulers. They are both looking forward and the distance between them is not a stance of affection, they are clearly not related or even affectionate towards each other, it is a pose of authority and confirmation of the future stability of the family name.
Dame Dorothy wears a pocket-watch, this is a direct symbol for the passing of time and is very much connected with the passing of years. At her hand is a tulip from Holland, they were avidly collected and studied by botanists, connoisseurs, artists, and intellectuals. They rapidly became a coveted luxury item, and their vividly striped blooms feature prominently in flower paintings of the 17th century. It is a symbol of enormous wealth, tulip prices grew rapidly from December 1636 to February 1637 with some of the most prized bulbs, like the coveted Switzer, experiencing a 12-fold price jump. The most expensive tulip receipts that have been found were for 5,000 guilders, the price of a good house in 1637. The inclusion of a tulip in the portrait would be a clear indication of the wealth and status of an artist's patron.
Behind Dorothy are curtains, tassels, clouds and a pillar, characteristics of Trompe l'oeil (French for “deceives the eye”) it is a type of optical illusion used to trick the eye into thinking that a flat surface, like a wall, is three-dimensional, giving the painting perspective. As well as their function in the lighting and composition of a picture, clouds frequently symbolise moods associated with the weather, clouds seems to suggest the briefness not only of life but also symbolize death and despair. What does the red fabric symbolize? It was very expensive to dye fabric, red fabrics were historically a sign of wealth and status. Red is an extreme colour, it is a symbol of power, passionate love, adventure and energy; but can also symbolize anger, seduction, violence, and danger. Rich red cloth is evocative of a sumptuous wealth while the watch signals the swift pace of life – here today, gone tomorrow.
While the painting was produced in the 1600’s the clothing of Dorothy and the boy are incongruent with each other. He is wearing the latest fashion while she is still in the 1500’s, he is brightly coloured, even over embellished, while she is sombre and dark representing her unhappy widowhood. The aristocracy of the 1600’s cared passionately about their image, how they were seen by their contemporaries, how they dressed, what they owned, their symbols of wealth which were implied but not spoken. The inclusion of the tulip is entirely representative of the time when the obscenely over-rated fad for these blooms lasted just a few years but were at their height from around 1634 to 1637.
The image is predominantly portraiture, oil on canvas. The darkened image, caused by aging varnish and colour deterioration is evident. The materials available for painting in the 1600’s were pigments using natural minerals: the expensive blues, ultramarine and azurite, green malachite, as well as red and yellows of earths and chalk. The painting is entirely consistent with the Baroque period with its motifs and symbolism, illusion and detail.
Portraitists may create their work by commission, for public and private individuals, portrait paintings have primarily memorialized the rich and powerful, often serving as important state and family records, as well as for remembrance, just as a photograph would be today. A well-executed portrait was expected to show the inner essence of the subject, or at least a flattering representation, not just a literal likeness. In most cases the results are a serious, closed lip stare, with anything beyond a slight smile being rather rare historically, this is certainly true of Dorothy and the boy, they are both severe in their expression.
What purpose does a portrait serve? Before the invention of photography, a painted, sculpted, or drawn portrait was the only way to record the appearance of someone. However, portraits have always been more than just a record. They have been used to show the power, importance, virtue, beauty, wealth, taste, learning or other qualities of the sitter. A portrait was often commissioned at a significant moment in someone’s life, such as betrothal, marriage or death, and that is the case here. The portrait shows an aging wealthy widow preparing to pass on the money and property to an heir. Anyone seeing this portrait would be in no doubt that the Selby fortune is safe and will carry on. The audience would be from all classes, the elite circles in which the Selby’s moved, their contemporaries, servants and tradesmen alike. I do not know where the painting originally hung but it makes sense that it was in the Great Hall exactly as it is today.
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The portrait of Dame Dorothy Selby is significant as it reveals a snapshot in her life, as records are scarce the painting with its motifs and symbols expose her clearly to the audience for her status, wealth and insecurity. She is a lady coming to the end of her life and the greatest desire of the 1600’s was to carry on the family line and heritage. Here, in her fragility, she is making it known that the Selby’s will continue, which they did for several hundreds of years at Ightham. At a time when Parliament was in disarray and the monarchy was being criticised, these were uncertain times, so families like the Selby’s offered some stability while equally evoking envy by those who had far less. Nonetheless, as landowners they would have given employment to workers on the land and servants in the house. The mysterious Dorothy’s reputation lived on long after her death, which made her portrait even more fascinating to the many people who continued to look at it. She was rumoured to have inadvertently played a part in the foiling of the Gunpowder Plot by writing an anonymous letter to her cousin, Lord Monteagle, warning him to stay away from the opening of Parliament. The Selby’s certainly would have known the Percy’s who were the main instigators of the plot but it is most likely a confusion over the wording on her epitaph on the monument in Ightham church, ‘her arte disclos’d that plot’. It is more likely that these words referred to a tapestry that she worked on depicting the gunpowder plot. Dorothy, who was a great seamstress, died in 1641 apparently from being pricked by an infected needle (though this may have been fabricated too to attract visitors to the Hall), shortly after this portrait was completed. There was a popular story at the time that her body had been walled up and her ghost walked the corridors of Ightham Mote. Sadly, none of this is true as Dame Dorothy was safely interred in the local churchyard. These tales and myths have not harmed the reputation of Dorothy, instead they have and will always inspire people to visit the Great Hall and look at her portrait. Ightham Mote is now in the care of The National Trust and open daily, visitors can see Dorothy whenever they like and through the stories told by the trust volunteers her memory lives on. 
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