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      Portrait of Mrs Chinnery, 1803. Oil on canvas, 91.4 x 71.1 cm. Indiana University Art Museum, Bloomington. 75.68


    




    
Introduction




    In Paris, in the Rue Coquillière, Louis XV being King of France – or rather the Pompadour holding sway thereover – there lived a witty, amiable fellow who plied the art of painting portraits in oils and pastels after the mediocre fashion that is called “pleasing”. This Louis Vigée and his wife, Jeanne Maissin, moved in the genial enthusiastic circle of the lesser artists, passing through their sober day without undue excitement; for fame and wealth and the prizes of life were not for them. Boucher was lord of art; La Tour and Greuze and Chardin were at the height of their genius; but honest Louis Vigée could but plod on at his pleasing portraits, and sigh that the gods had not borne to him immortal flame.




    Yet he was to come near to the glory of it – nearer than he thought. It was a pity that he was robbed of the splendour of basking in the reflected radiance, and by a fish’s bone.




    It was to have its beginning in that year after the indolent but obstinate king, having fallen foul of his Parliaments in his game of facing-both-ways in the bitter strife between Church and people, patched up a peace with the Parliament men.




    Our worthy mediocre Vigée could remember the banished Parliament re-entering Paris in triumph on that fourth day of September in 1754 amidst the exultant shouts of the people; the clergy looking on with a scowl the while. On that same day was born to the Dauphin a son – the little fellow called the Duke de Berry – whom we shall soon see ascending the throne as the ill-starred Louis XVI, for the Dauphin was to be taken before the old king died.




    Honest waggish Vigée, painting industriously at his pleasing portraits, would recall it well; since, early in the following year, there was that to happen under his own modest roof which was to bring fame to his name, though he should not live to bask in its full glow.




    On 10 April 1755 there was born to him a little girl-child, whom they christened Marie Elizabeth Louise Vigée, or as she herself wrote it across the title-page of her Memoirs, Louise Elizabeth Vigée. Into her little fingers Destiny set the skill that had been denied to her father; the flame was given to her. And by the whimsy of things, there was also born in far-away Vienna, in this same year of 1755, in the palace of the Emperors of Austria, a little princess whom they christened Marie Antoinette; who was to marry the little seven-month old princeling that lay sucking his thumb in the Royal palace nearby, and thereby to become future Queen of France.




    When Elizabeth Vigée was born, the French court and monarchy were still at the height of their splendour and power. Louis XV was upon the throne; the manners and customs of the ancien regime were in full force, though mitigated and softened by the growing enlightenment and liberalism which were spreading not only in the literary and professional circles, but amongst the younger generation in all classes.




    Like François Boucher, the great painter to the king, Elizabeth Vigée came to the pretty business of painting with the advantage of being an artist’s child; like him, she received her first lessons at an early age from her father; and, like him, she moved from earliest childhood in an atmosphere of art and artists. From her father she inherited a talent and taste for art, an amiable temper, a gift of wit; from her mother, a very handsome woman, she was dowered with a beauty for which she was as remarkable, and to which her many portraits of herself bear abundant witness. From very childhood she began to display the proofs of her inheritance – that happy disposition and that charm of manner that were to make her one of the most winsome personalities of her time.




    In Madame Lebrun we see a beauty, a genius, and a woman unusually charming and attractive, thrown, before she was sixteen, into the society of the magnificent, licentious court of Louis XV. Married to a dissipated, bourgeois spendthrift, for whom she had never cared; sought after, flattered, and worshipped in all the great courts of Europe; courted by fascinating, unscrupulous men of the highest rank, without the protection of family connections and an assured position; yet her religious principles, exalted character, and passionate devotion to her art, carried her unscathed and honoured through a life of extraordinary dangers and temptations. She emigrated early, and far from being, as in most cases, a time of poverty and hardship, her exile was one long, triumphant career of prosperity.




    Owing to her brilliant success, to the affection and friendship which surrounded her wherever she went, to her absorbing interest in her art, the delightful places and society in which she spent her time, and also to her own sunny, light-hearted nature, her long life, in spite of certain serious domestic drawbacks and sorrows, was a very happy one. Her wonderful capacity for enjoyment, her appreciation of beauty in nature and art, the great interest she took in matters intellectual and political, her pleasure in the society of her numerous friends, and her ardent devotion to the religious and royalist principles of her youth, continued undiminished through the peaceful old age which terminated her brilliant career.
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      Tatiana Vasilievna, Princess Yusupova, 1797. Oil on canvas, 141 x 104 cm. Tokyo Fuji Art Museum, Tokyo.
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      Louis Vigée, A Woman Dressed as a Pilgrim, 1745. Pastel, 62.8 x 52.1 cm. Private collection.


    




    
Chapter 1: The Young Artist




    Early Years




    In the history of royal patronage no chapter is more generally creditable than that concerned with the arts. The atmosphere of courts may have been ruinous to countless gifted beings, but not, as a rule, to artists. Indeed, but for the means formerly provided by national wealth in passing through the bottomless pockets of autocrats, we should be without a large proportion of the finest of existing treasures. Madame Vigée-Lebrun is distinguished among famous court painters, not merely as the one woman in the list, but as the possessor of gifts which, apart from the historical associations that lend a peculiar attraction to many of her works, would ensure for her best pictures prominent places in any general collection of fine art.




    In a house near the corner where the Rue Coq-Héron joins the Rue Coquillière, close to the Place des Victoires in Paris, Jeanne, the beautiful wife of the artist Louis Vigée, gave to him, on 16 April 1755, the daughter who was to ensure the preservation of his name. The child was called Marie Elisabeth Louise.




    Of her earliest infancy we know as much as of most earliest infancies, and that is all that we need. According to the general practice of well-to-do families, abroad as in England, at that period, she was sent, soon after birth, to live with a wet-nurse in the country. After a few months with this foster-mother she was transferred to another “good woman” who lived at Épernon. The woman’s husband worked on the land, and the home was a poor one, but the baby was so well treated that, eighty years later, Madame Lebrun attributed the generally good if never robust health she had so long possessed to the five years spent at that cottage amidst the wooded hills of one of the pleasantest regions of France.




    Among her oldest distinct memories was that of her last day at Épernon, when she was jolted in a panier on her nurse’s donkey to the high road, where her father’s cabriolet was waiting to convey her to Paris.




    After a few days at home, this child of five was taken to the Convent of La Trinité, in the suburb beyond the Bastille. It was at this period that her talent for drawing began to show itself. She scrawled charcoal sketches on the walls of the dormitory and the passages of the convent, and covered her writing-books with heads of nuns and of schoolgirls.




    At the age of eleven, Elisabeth made her first communion. That event ended her school life, and she thenceforth stayed at home, to play with her tiny brother Étienne, and to develop her now recognised inheritance of her father’s artistic sense.




    Vigée gave his daughter the free run of his studio, where he worked, with moderate success, in pastels and in oils, painting such people as would pay him for their portraits, and pleasing himself by producing imaginative compositions more or less after the manner of Watteau.




    Apart from his domestic concerns his mind was chiefly taken up by two loves – for his art and for the ladies. Madame Vigée, who, amid the temptations of Paris, had retained the austere morality and piety of the simple peasants of Lorraine from whom she came, was grievously distressed by her husband’s amatory antics, but she was compelled to be satisfied with the fact that, if he gave her little marital devotion, he regarded her always with a respect that hardly fell short of adoration.




    Between father and daughter, in any case, there was a strong attachment – the strongest mutual love, indeed, in which Elisabeth was ever to share. The mother was disposed to spoil the boy and to be hard on the girl, partly, as Madame Lebrun afterwards thought, because she was gawky, and even rather ugly in childhood, as is frequently the case with those who become good-looking in adolescence.




    Her life while her father lived was in every respect adapted to encourage her instinctive leaning towards his profession. During the day she worked in his studio, or in that of the struggling artist Davesne, who taught her to prepare her palette. In the evenings several painters, as well as some writers and men of various occupations, were accustomed to come to the Vigées’ rooms for conversation. Among the more important of such visitors was Mr Gabriel Doyen. In these closing years of her father’s life, and still more notably later on, Doyen was indeed the chief friend of the girl among the “grown-ups” of her acquaintance. He was a man of over forty, almost paternally interested in the development of the clever daughter of his old comrade in art.
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      Portrait of Caroline de Thun, 1792-1795. Colour pencil and pastel on paper, 42.5 x 31.5 cm. Muzeum Narodowe w Warszawie, Warsaw.
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      Portrait of a Young Girl, c. 1771. Pastel on blue paper, 39 x 29 cm. Private collection.
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      Yolande Martine Gabrielle de Polastron, Duchess of Polignac. Pastel on paper, 43.2 x 28.3 cm. Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam.
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      Portrait of the Artist’s Mother, Madame Le Sèvre, 1775-1778. Oil on canvas, oval, 65 x 54 cm. Private collection.


    




    When Elisabeth was thirteen years old, she suffered her first serious loss. Her father died of blood-poisoning. Elisabeth was strongly encouraged by Doyen to find consolation, as a child of thirteen naturally might, in applying herself assiduously to her favourite occupation. She became still more engrossed in the study of what she called “Nature,” by which she implied heads of people and the “nature” of woods and streams.




    Fortunately, she had a friend, only a year older than herself, Rosalie Bocquet by name, who shared her talent and her tastes. By the time Elisabeth was fourteen, the two girls went very often together to the Louvre to study under the historical painter, Gabriel Briard, who gave them his criticism on their copies of his own sketches and their drawings of antique busts. The Louvre in those days was not only a museum, but a home for certain artists who, usually as members of the Academy, had been granted rooms and studios. Briard, whose art was of that grandiose, half-classical, half-symbolical style which expands itself most freely on palace ceilings, drew better than he painted. Although these two children benefited by his help, they could not join his school, which was only for boys and young men, the idea of “mixed” classes being in those times regarded as impossible for decently brought-up pupils, even if the “subject” were a bust of Pericles. Rosalie and Elisabeth used to spend whole days in the Louvre, taking their dinners with them in little baskets. Sometimes they would indulge in the added luxury of slices of beef à la mode supplied by the concierge, which seemed so good that, in old age, Madame Lebrun (who had known the finest cookery of the Brillat-Savarin period) still declared she had never tasted anything more delicious.




    The elder of the two girl-students was pretty, and so indeed, by this time, was the younger. Elisabeth’s cheeks had filled out, her complexion was clearer, her figure had become well proportioned, and her movements had lost the gracelessness of early youth.




    The good looks of either of the girls, in Paris at any period, would have been sufficient reason for a chaperone in the evenings, and at that time the “Ville Lumière” was even worse lighted than it is at present. With the exception of the great thoroughfares, few streets in that city can now be said to be illuminated, but such rare lamps as project from the walls are usually gas or electric, and far more powerful than the oil-lamps of the 18th century.




    Elisabeth went frequently to the Bocquets’ in the evenings, to draw and paint with Rosalie, and Madame Vigée went with her, then, and up to the time of Elisabeth’s marriage, taking great care of the daughter of whose attractions, physical and other, she had at length become even more proud than of her own beauty.




    Madame Vigée frequently took her daughter to see the great permanent collections of pictures, both public and private. In those days the Luxembourg contained the Henri Quatre series of paintings designed by Rubens for Marie de Médicis, which nowadays fills a spacious gallery in the Louvre.




    The exhibition which gave the girl most pleasure was that at the Palais-Royal, originally brought together by the Regent Orléans. It was rich in fine examples of Italian and Flemish art, many of which, by the way, are now in English collections, having been bought for this country when the art treasures of the Bourbons were sold off at the Revolution. At the time when Elisabeth Vigée was, as she said, “feeding like a bee” on these glories of old art, the restorers had recently been doing irreparable damage to some of them. Horace Walpole declared that they had been “varnished so thick that you may see your face in them, and some of them transported from board to cloth bit by bit, and the seams filled up with colour.”




    Elisabeth not only fed with her eyes on such masterpieces of Rubens, Van Dyck, and Rembrandt, and the great Italians as were open to her inspection; she copied assiduously. It is worth noting that the fanciful heads of her elderly friend Greuze (who, by this time, had devoted his talents to the reigning taste for prettiness, abandoning the elaborate moralities which had once delighted Diderot) helped her even more than the splendid paintings of Van Dyck to understand those delicate half-tones which mean so much in her own work. From a close study of the dainty cream-and-rose complexions of the Greuze girls she chiefly gained her early knowledge of the production and effect of varying degrees of light on the salient parts of a face.




    Aided by her studies in the great galleries, her lessons from Briard, and her evenings with Rosalie Bocquet, added to the counsels of Doyen and Joseph Vernet – another of the early admirers of her powers – Elisabeth advanced rapidly in her art. Doyen was old-fashioned, while Vernet, the elder of the two, was sufficiently modern to be afraid of Academic teaching. “Whatever you do, my child,” he said to her “don’t follow any particular system. Study only the works of the great Italian and Flemish masters; but above all, study Nature as much as possible. She is the first of all masters, and if you study her carefully you will not fall into any kind of mannerism.” It was well that she had so soon developed her powers sufficiently to earn money by their exercise, for her father had left his family very poorly off. Already she was paid quite good prices for portraits, and could help her mother by providing for the needs of her brother Étienne. Madame Vigée, after a brief widowhood, decided to accept an offer of marriage from a prosperous jeweller.
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      The Artist’s Brother, 1773. Oil on canvas, 61.6 x 50.5 cm. Museum Purchase 3:1940, Saint Louis Art Museum, Saint Louis (Missouri).
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      The Prince of Nassau, 1776. Oil on canvas, 63.9 x 53.7 cm. Gift of Mrs Ralph W. Showalter, Indianapolis Museum of Art, Indianapolis.


    




    Elisabeth went to live with the newly-wedded pair in the Rue Saint Honoré, close to the Palais-Royal. From the first she detested her step-father, who was miserly and generally disagreeable, and who specially disgusted her by wearing her father’s old clothes, not even going to the expense of having them altered to suit his very different figure. He took all the girl’s earnings, to the indignation of her friends. Vernet, for instance, was intensely angry, and advised her to pay a stipulated sum for her board and lodging, and to keep the rest of her money for herself. She feared, however, that with “such a Harpagon” as Le Fèvre, her mother would have paid in unhappiness for any such change, and so nothing was done to carry out Vernet’s wish. Madame Le Fèvre was not allowed much freedom, her suspicious husband being jealous of her good looks. He usually objected to the mother and daughter going out together, unless he was with them, so that they often missed their airings to the Tuileries, the Luxembourg, or the Palais-Royal.




    But the young and charming step-daughter was not imprisoned under the roof-tree of the money-grubbing step-father. She received many invitations to dinner and met many people who were useful in describing her attractions and talents elsewhere. The first time she dined “in town,” as she says, was with Le Moine, the sculptor, and it was in his house that she met Le Kain, the tragedian. Grétry, the composer whose portrait she was afterwards to paint, and La Tour, the pastellist, often dined at Le Moine’s, and there was plenty of fun and music after dinner.




    One of the memories of this period which Elisabeth was never likely to forget was of the great firework display in the Place Louis XV (now the Place de la Concorde) on 31 May 1770, to celebrate the marriage of The Dauphin of France (afterwards Louis XVI) with Marie Antoinette. She went with her mother and step-father, and, thanks to the chance which made them take the route by the Tuileries on their way home instead of returning by the Rue Royale, they were not numbered among the victims of the disaster which then occurred.




    The tragic event is described as follows by Mr Paul Lacroix: “A terrific crush resulted, with fearful shrieks; the hoardings of the unfinished houses were broken down by the pressure, and many unhappy people, precipitated into the excavations made for the new buildings, were crushed against the stones, suffocated, rolled over, and trodden underfoot. On the morrow a hundred and thirty-three bodies were found at that spot, while the total number of victims reached to more than three hundred, and that of the wounded to over a thousand.”




    At the time of that accident of 1770 the people naturally regarded so miserable an ending to the marriage festivities as of evil augury for the future of the newly-wedded Louis and Marie Antoinette. For once popular superstition was justified in the long event.
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      Self-Portrait, c. 1781. Oil on canvas, 64.8 x 54 cm. ACK 1949.02 In recognition of his service to the Kimbell Art Museum and his role in developing area collectors, the Board of Trustees of the Kimbell Art Foundation has dedicated this work from the collection of Mr and Mrs Kay Kimbell, founding benefactors of the Kimbell Art Museum, to the memory of Mr Bertram Newhouse (1883-1982) of New York City. Kimbell Art Museum, Fort Worth, Texas.
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      Portrait of Anne Catherine Le Preudhomme de Chatenoy, Comtesse de Verdun, 1776. Oil on canvas, 66.4 x 53.3 cm. Private collection.


    




    The Girl Artist




    Mademoiselle Vigée came before the world in a propitious hour, when portraiture was becoming more fashionable than the artificialities of Greuze. There was still no demand for the highest art; and it is certain that few of the ladies of Paris would have cared to be represented on canvas by the veracious brush of a Velásquez or a Rembrandt. Prettiness, as a caustic observer of that time remarked, was the idol of Paris; in faces, in gardens, in furniture, in dress, in paintings, in prints, verses, and tales it was the “pretty” rather than the noble which delighted. Elisabeth Vigée fitted with delicate precision into that idolatry, and improved its tone.




    Not only did she so present the faces and figures of other women, but, quite impartially, she meted out the same indulgent justice to herself. Like Rembrandt, she was much given to painting her own portrait, and the subject was certainly attractive.




    For written testimony to the veracity of one, at least, of her best-known self-portraits we may turn to the Princess Natalie Kourakin, who (when she visited Florence in 1818, just after seeing a great deal of her old friend Madame Lebrun in Paris) wrote of the Uffizi picture: “How pretty she must have been, and indeed, how much she still resembles that portrait.”




    Elisabeth Vigée’s successful portraits of friends and acquaintances bourgeois or artistic, had come, in a short time, to the notice of “people of quality,” and when she had painted the young Marquis de Choiseul, the Comte and Comtess de la Blache, Madame d’Aguesseau (“with her dog”), and other persons of social influence, who were pleased with her renderings of their appearance, a career was open to her, and she became “fashionable”.




    If the women were drawn to her studio because they longed to have their charms rendered with the fullest appreciation on canvas, the men often sat in order to make love to the artist. “Several amateurs of my face,” she tells us, “desired me to paint their own faces, in the hope of making a favourable impression on me, but I was so engrossed by my art that they could not manage to distract me... Whenever I saw that they were trying to look tenderly at me, I painted them as if they were lost in thought, which makes it impossible for the sitter to look at the artist. Then, at the least movement of their gaze in my direction, I said “I am doing your eyes”; that vexed them a little, and my mother, who was always in my studio on such occasions, and whom I had taken into my confidence, laughed to herself.”
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      Archduchess Marie Antoinette, Queen of France, 1778. Oil on canvas, 273 x 193.5 cm. Kunsthistorisches Museum Wien, Vienna.
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      Claude-Sophie Rouillé de Fontaine née Caulet d’Hauteville, 1776. Oil on canvas, 64.9 x 53.4 cm. Private collection, Paris.


    




    Among these “amateurs” were, it would seem, the Comte du Barry (brother-in-law of the celebrated lady with whom Mademoiselle Vigée was to become well acquainted in later years) and the Comte de Brie. The attentions of this last gallant were worse than a nuisance; he insulted the artist by trying to buy her affection for cash. At the time of her marriage, as we shall see later, he revenged himself for her refusal of his “protection” by inventing and spreading scandalous stories against her virtue.




    It must not be supposed that Elisabeth Vigée was insensible to admiration. She well knew that she was attractive, and she took every reasonable care to look as nice as possible on all occasions. Her taste in dress was simple, and she was one of the first women of any “fashion” to see the folly of elaborately artificial hair-dressing, and of disguising the natural figure by hoops and tight-lacing. How much she valued good opinions on her personal appearance may be estimated from her own little story of an incident at the Coliseum, a sort of gaudy “Ranelagh” of plaster and gilt in the Champs-Élysées. When darkness set in, the company at this resort used to leave the surrounding garden for the Rotunda, where an excellent concert was provided. On the conclusion of the entertainment, the women, as they went out through the portico, had to listen to the audible criticism of the elegants. One evening, as Mademoiselle Vigée was coming down the steps with her mother, the Duc de Chartres (the Philippe Égalite of the Revolution), who was lounging there with his equally disreputable friend the Marquis de Genlis (both uttering offensive sarcasms on the women who passed before them), said out loud to his companion, as Elisabeth Vigée appeared: “Ah! There is nothing to say about this one.”




    In recalling the incident sixty years afterwards, “This one” said: “The remark, which many people besides myself heard, gave me so keen a satisfaction that I remember it still with a certain pleasure.”




    It was about this time that Elisabeth had her first conflict with the law. The guild or corporation system was so strongly established, among artists as well as artisans and tradesmen, that it was illegal to paint portraits for money unless one was either a member or apprenticed to a member of some recognised Academy of Art. Elisabeth had never taken this regulation seriously into account, and was unpleasantly astonished one day by the appearance of a bailiff charged to seize the contents of her studio. The way out of this difficulty which naturally presented itself to her was to apply for admission to the Academy of Saint Luke, in which her father had been a teacher, and of which several of her friends were members. After showing some of her pictures at the rooms in the Rue Saint-Merri, where this Academy had its exhibitions, she was admitted, as a “Master-painter,” on 25 October 1774.




    Mademoiselle Vigée’s pictures, thus shown to the public, had a considerable success with the amateurs of budding talent, and commissions came in more rapidly, so that the invocation of the Law of Corporations against her had really hastened her arrival as a successful portrait-painter. In her twenty-first year, according to her own list, she painted no less than thirty-three original portraits.




    The sculptor Suzanne and his wife, very kindly people, were the means of giving Elisabeth Vigée her first taste of the real pleasures of the country since she had left Épernon as an infant, and also, indirectly, of bringing her for the first time under the direct notice of the Queen, whose patronage was to be the most important influence on her life.




    Marriage




    However “sage,” as her countrymen say, Mademoiselle Vigée may have been towards unprincipled men who were attracted by her charms without desiring to marry her, she failed lamentably in sagacity when she came to choose a husband.




    Jean-Baptiste Lebrun was not ill-looking, he had a good figure, he was lively, attentive, and entertaining in an airy sort of way. Moreover, he was clever enough to write favourable little criticisms on Elisabeth’s work, to get them printed, and, of course, brought to her notice. Then, when he thought the ground had been sufficiently prepared, he made her an offer of his hand, his affection, and his ostensible riches. Those who are familiar with the scene in Arms and the Man in which the “hero” outbids his Servian rival for the hand of the “heroine,” will have no difficulty in understanding how a dealer in expensive pictures and ornaments could make a false impression of solid wealth on so simple a soul as Madame Le Fèvre, and so inexperienced a person in matters of money and property as her daughter of twenty-one.




    Lebrun, showing his scores of fine pictures, and his beautiful inlaid tables, was even more easily able, by ocular demonstration, to impress the only two women who needed to be influenced. Le Fèvre must have known something of the truth, if not all of it, but he seems to have been glad enough to get his step-daughter married and out of his way.
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