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            Introduction

         

         
            The woman artist is an ignored, little-understood force, delayed in its rise! A social prejudice of sorts weighs upon her; and yet, every year, the number of women who dedicate themselves to art is swelling with fearsome speed.

            HÉLÈNE BERTAUX, c. 18811

         

         
            [image: ]

         

         The French sculptor Hélène Bertaux paints an accurate picture of the progress made by women towards becoming professional artists in the latter part of the nineteenth century. Frustrated by the intransigence of the male establishment and the restrictive practices of the French art institutions, Bertaux had campaigned fiercely to encourage women artists to organise collectively. In 1881 she formed the Union of Women Painters and Sculptors (christened ‘Sisters of the Brush’ – this book’s subtitle – by the French artist Rosa Bonheur). A year later, the Union followed this breakthrough by opening a Salon des Femmes, which for the first time gave women a regular and exclusive exhibition venue. The exhibitions became huge, successful events; by 1896, the original forty-one founding members had swelled to 450, with 295 women showing nearly 1,000 works at the 15th annual exhibition.2 However, this improvement in the state of professional women artists had been an uphill battle.

         Ever since a woman had left the imprint of her hand on a cave wall (recent research suggests that women, who tend to have shorter 7ring fingers than men, were responsible for many of the Paleolithic paintings in France and Spain3) or taken up a paintbrush, women had struggled to overcome the numerous obstacles they encountered to become professional artists. It was not until the eighteenth century that a handful of women became so successful that they were hailed as international celebrities. The Venetian artist Rosalba Carriera was famous for her exquisite Rococo portraits in the relatively new medium of pastel. Swiss-born Angelica Kauffman was admired for her portraits but also for her history paintings, a genre previously considered to be beyond the scope of women because of its intellectual and technical demands and their lack of training. Elisabeth Vigée Le Brun had not only been Marie Antoinette’s favourite portraitist but, when forced into exile for her royalist connections following the French Revolution, she had painted her way around Europe and Russia, her past reputation enabling her to charge her wealthy clients spectacularly high prices to paint their portraits.

         The revolution in France (the country of origin for the majority of eighteenth-century women artists), with all its talk of liberty, equality and fraternity, had proved a mixed blessing for women artists, opening some doors but firmly slamming others. The Académie Royale, which had previously allowed four women members, was suppressed in 1793. When it reopened two years later, women were excluded from membership altogether.

         Although the nineteenth century marks the emergence of far greater numbers of women artists than ever before, working in a wider range of both subjects and styles, they still wrestled with age-old prejudices and restrictions against earning money from their work. Society still presumed that a middle-class woman’s role in life was to remain chaste, thus fitting her for her ultimate goal: marriage. Women should be educated, but only enough to equip them to run a household. In George Eliot’s Mill on the Floss, Mr Tulliver, when 8discussing the education of his daughter Maggie, flatly declares that ‘an over-’cute woman’s no better nor a long-tailed sheep’.4 While this may be an understandable view from a country farmer, Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre voices her frustration with a woman’s role in life when she says ‘… it is narrow-minded … to say [women] ought to confine themselves to making puddings and knitting stockings … It is thoughtless to condemn them … if they seek to do more.’5

         However, the forces marshalled against female enlightenment were daunting: the nineteenth-century’s great visionary and art critic, John Ruskin, believed that a woman should be educated differently to a man – who was ‘eminently the doer, the creator, the discoverer’ – because, he insisted, her ‘intellect is not for invention or creation but for sweet ordering, arrangement, and decision … Her great function is Praise [of men, naturally]’. Male supremacy was regarded as God-given. The most women should seek was a separate sphere, not equal rights.6 In his poem The Princess, Tennyson declared:

         
            
               Man for the field and woman for the hearth:

               Man for the sword and for the needle she:

               Man with the head and woman with the heart:

               Man to command and woman to obey:

               All else confusion …7

            

         

         The French writer and journalist Octave Uzanne believed that women were incapable of genius, which was exclusively a male preserve. He bolstered his argument with evidence from the natural world in which only the male bird sings and male monkeys are more responsive to music than females. Women are mere imitators, he continues, thus incapable of originality, but he excuses them on the grounds that all their energy is expended on ‘the functions of maternity’.8 (Perhaps it should be pointed out that Uzanne never married, and in later life wrote in praise of celibacy.) There were a few voices raised in women’s support: in the view of the noted Danish critic Georg Brandes, ‘We treat our women’s spirits as the Chinese treat their women’s feet, and like the Chinese we carry out this operation in the name of beauty and femininity.’99

         
            
[image: ]1. Marie-Éléonore Godefroid, The Sons of Marshal Ney, 1810

Godefroid specialised in depicting socially prominent individuals and their children. Clad in velvet and set against a sumptuous interior, the children are the sons of one of Napoleon’s finest marshals. It has been suggested that the magnificent sword is the one Napoleon gave Ney as a wedding present.

            

         

         10Even if a woman was talented enough and sufficiently obsessive to risk her reputation for her career, she still faced a fundamental challenge: she was barred from attending art school. It was not until 1860 that London’s Royal Academy reluctantly allowed four women to enrol in its Schools. In Paris the situation was even worse: the École des Beaux-Arts, the official state art school and the pinnacle of professional artistic training, did not admit female students until 1897, and then only after a protracted struggle by women artists led, among others, by the redoubtable Hélène Bertaux.

         Entrance into art school, however, did not enable women to study the nude male figure. America’s principal art school, the Pennsylvania Academy of Fine Arts, established a Ladies’ Life Class in 1868, which allowed women to study a live model, but only if it was female. Studying the male nude was a step too far: even the Academy’s male classical statues were adorned with ‘a close fitting, but, inconspicuous fig leaf’.10 When one of the Academy’s professors, Thomas Eakins – who firmly believed in a woman artist’s moral and intellectual freedom and that she should be the guardian of her own virtue – removed the loincloth from a male model in a class where female students were present, the mother of one of his pupils wrote a furious letter to the Academy authorities, claiming that her daughter had never been allowed ‘to see her young naked brothers … and yet at the age of eighteen … she entered a class where both male and female figures stood before her in their horrid nakedness’.11 Eakins was forced to resign. His daring innovation, however, had been far in advance of the Royal Academy, which did not allow female students 11to draw from a male nude until 1893, and even then the model’s loins had to be wound about with a ‘cloth of light material 9 feet long by 3 feet wide’.12

         The great breakthrough for women artists – albeit for those who could afford them – were the private art schools that began to spring up throughout Europe from the mid-century onwards, especially in Paris. In Britain, the Heatherley School of Fine Art was founded in 1845 and the Slade School of Art (as part of University College London) in 1871, but it was not until towards the end of the century that women at these private schools were allowed to draw from both male and female nude models. Without this understanding of human anatomy, women were not taken seriously as artists.

         Until that great taboo was conquered, what subjects did the nineteenth-century woman paint? The majority focused on portraiture, which remained – as it had in previous centuries – the surest way for a woman to make a living. Portraits of the most socially prominent individuals of the early nineteenth century, such as The Sons of Marshal Ney (1810), had made the reputation of French artist Marie-Éléonore Godefroid. Portraits continued to be popular with the newly affluent middle classes, who also wanted to decorate their homes with small-scale still lifes and scenes from everyday life. Works exhibited at the Salon des Femmes reflect this hierarchy of genres exactly, and confirmed the critics in their view that women chose these subjects because they were governed by temperament, fashion and taste. A critic writing for the Art Journal in 1868 claimed that ‘fruits and flowers seem by divine appointment the property of ladies’, a comment which blithely ignored the fact that such subjects were also painted by Édouard Manet, Claude Monet, Renoir and Edgar Degas.1312

         
            
[image: ]2. Jeanna Bauck, The Danish Artist Bertha Wegmann Painting a Portrait, late 1870s 

The Swedish artist has portrayed her friend at her easel in the house they shared in Munich. At this date, portraiture was still the surest way for female artists to earn a living. With this image she has managed to combine the free, independent woman of the time, ‘The New Woman’, with the refinement of middle-class femininity.

            

         

         13Although the majority of the art that sold well remained both academic and traditional throughout the century, the sands were shifting. The French journalist and novelist, Émile Zola, expressed what many had come to feel: that the way art was taught at the École des Beaux-Arts had slowly drilled out of its students ‘all sparks of originality and spontaneity’, crushing them ‘beneath the dead hand of tradition that was now reduced to over-taught formulae.’14 Increasingly, artists began to reject the almost photographic realism of paintings like Lunch in the Conservatory (1877) by the French artist Louise Abbéma, and instead sought to capture the fleeting effects of reflected light, the ‘sensation’ produced by a landscape or a street scene, rather than a dutiful, detailed rendering of the subject. In order to achieve this, artists were urged to make a more direct connection with their subjects by painting en plein air (in the open air). ‘Let us get down to earth, where the truth is,’ counselled the art critic Jules-Antoine Castagnary. ‘The object of painting is to express, according to the nature of the means at its disposal, the society which produced it.’15 In effect, the writings of Castagnary and Zola were urging artists to devise a new way of communicating in paint what they saw before them.

         In 1862 Manet launched fourteen of his paintings, including Music in the Tuileries Gardens, on to a startled art world. Critics and public alike greeted the exhibition with horror. ‘What a joke, joke, joke, this Manet exhibition is!’ fumed that master of invective, Edmond de Goncourt, ‘A mishmash of stunts to make the blood boil.’16 However, Music in the Tuileries Gardens, the first great scene of contemporary life ever painted, ‘was a picture of prime importance for the development of not only Manet’s oeuvre but of modern French art’.17 It also served as a rallying point for the young painters who within ten years would create Impressionism.14

         
            
[image: ]3. Louise Abbéma, Lunch in the Conservatory, 1877

(detail) This large painting depicts a scene of refined yet relaxed sociability in the conservatory of Sarah Bernhardt’s elegant home in Paris. Abbéma first received recognition for her work at the age of twenty-three when she painted a portrait of Bernhardt, her lifelong friend and possibly her lover.

            

         

         15The French artist Berthe Morisot, a friend of Manet’s, was the only female artist to take part in the first Impressionist exhibition, held in 1874. She was joined five years later by Mary Cassatt who, although born in America, spent most of her life in Paris. Cassatt was already a regular exhibitor at the Salon, but when invited by her friend and mentor Edgar Degas to exhibit with the Impressionists, she instantly accepted. ‘At last,’ she wrote, ‘I could work with complete independence without considering the opinion of a jury … I hated conventional art. I began to live.’18

         Both Cassatt and Morisot focused on painting what they saw around them, namely their family, friends and their children, the latter a subject that had been virtually ignored until the late eighteenth century when Vigée Le Brun had twice painted herself with her daughter. Cassatt defied previous convention by painting infants unclothed, skillfully capturing the softness of their small bodies and their fleeting emotions. She was perhaps the first artist to show children behaving badly: in one of her best known paintings a bored, sulky little girl slumps indecorously in a vast blue armchair.

         Mary Cassatt is a good example of the ‘New Woman’, a term popularised by Henry James, who used it to describe the increasing number of young women in Europe and America who exhibited an independent spirit and were accustomed to acting on their own – the sort of woman exemplified by the heroine of his novel The Portrait of a Lady, Isabel Archer. (New Women were stereotyped ‘as frock-coated, trousered, bicycle-riding, cigarette-smoking, predatory or lesbian hommesses’.)19 Cassatt, armed with a good education, her talent, supportive parents (although her father’s initial response to her ambition to become a professional artist was to exclaim, ‘I would almost rather see you dead!’20) and sufficient private income to travel in Europe, had been able to overcome society’s expectations of a woman’s role in the nineteenth century.16

         
            
[image: ]4. Mary Cassatt, Breakfast in Bed, c. 1897 This scene perfectly illustrates Cassatt’s ability to paint small children in utterly lifelike poses without sentimentalising, romanticising or overdressing them, an abilit y rare at that date. The mother, still relaxed from sleep, is eyeing her offspring speculatively.

            

         

         17Mary Cassatt’s freedom to act as she pleased may have been aided by the fact that she never married, a circumstance she shared with another American artist, Cecilia Beaux, who lived the life of a New Woman in every sense, including her successful career as a professional artist. Despite being childless, both women painted other people’s children with great sensitivity.

         Marriage had always been, and would continue to be, potentially incompatible with an artistic career. At mid-century, contraception was little used and a woman could expect regular pregnancies. Florence Nightingale, who remained single, was in little doubt about the havoc family ties could wreak on a woman’s ambitions: ‘The family uses people not for what they are, nor for what they are intended to be, but for what it wants them for – its own uses… This system dooms some minds to incurable infancy, others to silent misery.’21 Moreover, until the passing of the Married Women’s Property Acts in 1870 and 1882, whatever a married woman earned from her work belonged to her husband.

         Even marriage to another artist did not necessarily ensure acceptance by those who should have known better. When the Danish artist Anna Brøndum married fellow artist Michael Ancher, her art tutor sent her a wedding present of a set of china with an accompanying note suggesting that now she was to become a married woman it would be better if she were to throw all her painting equipment into the sea.22 The husband of French painter Marie Bracquemond was a well-known artist and printmaker, but his disapproval of his wife’s painting style led to her giving up painting altogether. On the other hand, Berthe Morisot’s marriage to Édouard Manet’s brother Eugène was quite the reverse: he was not only entirely supportive of her work, but it drew her ever more tightly into the Manet family’s social circle.

         Whatever their circumstances, middle-class women faced the almost unquestioned assumption of nineteenth-century thought that if they worked – as writers or artists, for instance – they only did so for their own self-fulfillment and were therefore ‘unnatural’, both as women and as mothers. The French printmaker and artist Honoré Daumier caricatured such women as ‘frivolous, self-indulgent creatures’ who deserted their homes, leaving their children to the care of their husbands.2318

         
            
[image: ]5. Cecilia Beaux, Man with the Cat, 1898 

An example of the New Woman, Beaux was fiercely independent, kept handsome lovers and carved out a successful career for herself as a portraitist. The subject of this portrait is Henry Sturgis Drinker, Beaux’s brother-in-law, a wealthy railroad executive and a leader of America’s East Coast society.19
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         In writing this book I have employed the same method as I did for Eighteenth-Century Women Artists: Their Trials, Tribulations &Triumphs (2017): I have picked the well-stocked and scholarly brains of authors who have written on the subject. At the time of writing, I am not aware of any other book that limits its scope to nineteenth-century women artists only. This gave me, as it did for the eighteenth century, the luxury of covering the period in greater detail.

         When I embarked on the research, I was surprised – and relieved! – to discover that the story of women artists in the nineteenth century was very different to the one for the eighteenth. While this Introduction has again described the obstacles faced by women ambitious to become professional artists, there were some fundamental changes that had improved their opportunities for doing so. The major breakthrough was the opening of private art schools for women, principally the ones in Paris, the cradle of the greatest developments in European art to take place since the Renaissance. For the young women who travelled to France from as far afield as the United States, this was heady stuff, and they plunged into this exciting new and stimulating environment with gusto.

         Two of the themes that emerged from my research were particularly unexpected: the artists’ colonies and the appearance on the artistic scene of Nordic painters. The latter had, of course, been producing work of high quality for years, but only artists like the Norwegian Edvard Munch and the Swede Anders Zorn were 20recognised beyond Scandinavia’s borders. Female artists were almost entirely unknown. Even the curators of the groundbreaking exhibition, Women Artists 1550–1950, held in 1976 at the Los Angeles County Museum of Art, did not include a single Nordic artist, although the curators had rediscovered and reinstated numerous painters who had long been overlooked or forgotten.

         The art colonies, which began to spring up in remote villages throughout Europe and Scandinavia from the 1850s were a natural response to the new passion for painting en plein air. Released from the restraints of city life, the young women who attended them were able to paint from dawn until dusk and to enjoy – but not too freely – the bohemian life of the colony.

         In Chapter 7, which focuses on muses, I have selected only those women who were both muses to male artists and artists in their own right – like Gwen John, who was not only mistress and muse to Auguste Rodin but an intensely serious painter. The title for the chapter ‘The White Marmorean Flock’ is a term coined by Henry James to describe a group of female American sculptors who took up residence in Rome in the 1850s where they led lives of remarkable industry and freedom. The last chapter, ‘The Avant-Garde’, deals with the ‘isms’ of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, which followed each other in rapid and dizzying succession from Post-Impressionism through to Cubism. I have taken the non-academic, or coward’s, approach by seldom assigning any artist to an ‘ism’, although every style had its female representatives.

         In a talk given at a conference organised by the Union des Femmes Française, the Swiss artist Louise-Catherine Breslau declared that the obstacles faced by women painters ‘are great … So demanding, so long, so permanent that our ability to dream must be very intense for us to persist in a career that is so hard.’24 However, as this book proves, women artists persevered, succeeding in steadily increasing numbers in becoming professional artists. ‘With indulgent irony,’ commented Russian artist Marie Bashkirtseff, ‘we are asked how many great female artists there have been. There have been many, gentlemen! And it’s surprising given the enormous difficulties that they have encountered.’2521

         
            
[image: ]6. Mary Fairchild MacMonnies, In the Nursery – Giverny Studio, c.1896–98

The American artist Mary Fairchild specialised in landscapes, portraits and genre scenes. In the room she used as a studio and nursery in her summer home at Giverny, a nurse tends to her daughter while the governess is sewing. The scene encapsulates the complexities of being a wife, mother and professional artist.22
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            CHAPTER ONE

            La Vie de Bohème

         

         
            In the studio all distinctions disappear; you have neither home nor family; you are no longer the daughter of your mother; you are yourself; you are an individual with art before you – art and nothing else. One feels so happy, so free, so proud!

            MARIE BASHKIRTSEFF, OCTOBER, 18771

         

         
            [image: ]

         

         This jubilant comment appears in the journal of Marie Bashkirtseff, which she maintained from early childhood until her death aged twenty-five. Into this journal she poured her feelings and opinions about everything that touched her brief life: her ambition to become a famous artist; her jealousy of those she thought more gifted or more praised than herself; her frustration at women being barred entry to the École des Beaux-Arts; her lack of freedom to go about alone; and the presumption that a rich, highly educated and beautiful Russian aristocrat could not possibly be serious about studying to become an artist. (Her daily arrival at the Académie Julian, with her dog and servant gave rise to the accusation that she was ‘putting on airs’.) In her journal she constantly railed against these restrictions: ‘Yes, with all my impulses, all my immense fever for life, I am always stopped 24like a horse by the bit. It foams, it rages and rears but is stopped all the same.’2 However, in 1878, following a peripatetic childhood accompanying her mother (her parents were estranged), Marie Bashkirtseff had the immense good fortune to settle in Paris, then the acknowledged artistic capital of Europe.

         The Paris that Bashkirtseff was to occupy for the rest of her short life had recently undergone massive upheavals. In 1852 Napoleon Bonaparte’s nephew was proclaimed Emperor Napoleon III. One of his first acts was to appoint Baron Haussmann as Prefect of the Seine, and together they began the transformation of the medieval city into the most magnificent in Europe. From the maze of stinking alleys gradually emerged the public parks and the broad tree-lined boulevards bordered with apartment buildings, linked one to another by a filigree of wrought-iron balconies, that distinguish the Paris of today. However, after reconstruction came devastation: in 1870 the Franco-Prussian War erupted, the French forces were defeated, Napoleon was forced to abdicate, the city was besieged by the Prussians and the populace was reduced to eating everything from rats to animals in the zoo and the horses that pulled the omnibuses. The last to go were the monkeys. ‘These were kept alive from a vague and Darwinian notion that they are our relatives,’ declared the banker Thomas Bowles, ‘or at least the relatives of some of the members of the Government.’3

         No sooner had the government signed an armistice and the siege had been lifted than the city was again plunged into turmoil when its citizens attempted to turn Paris into a self-governing Commune. Frenchman fell upon Frenchman with appalling savagery, thousands were killed, the city centre was engulfed by fire and the Tuileries Palace was reduced to ashes. Napoleon’s Second Empire, with all its frivolity, gaiety and excess, was over. Yet when Henry James visited Paris in 1875, he was astounded by ‘the elasticity of France. Beaten and humiliated on a scale without precedent, despoiled, dishonoured, bled to death financially – all this but yesterday – Paris is today in outward aspect as radiant, as prosperous, as instinct with her own peculiar genius as if her sky had never known a cloud.’4 This radiance was captured on the canvases of the Impressionists, who painted its grands boulevards ablaze with flags, the cafés overflowing, and the life of its great river crowded with people out to enjoy a day in the sun.25

         
            
[image: ]7. Amélie Beaury-Saurel, Portrait of Séverine, 1893

The artist depicts the journalist and militant feminist Séverine looking every inch the glamorous, sophisticated Parisienne. Although Beaury-Saurel had established her reputation as a portraitist, she also taught at the woman’s studio at the Académie Julian and later married the owner, Rodolphe Julian.

            

         

         26This was the city to which young artists flocked in the second half of the nineteenth century, bent on obtaining what few of them were able to find in their own countries: serious instruction at one of Paris’s private art academies. They came in their hundreds from America, Britain, Europe, Scandinavia and Finland. These female artists were bold, emancipated, ambitious New Women who no longer saw themselves as ‘Angels in the House’ – women who embodied the Victorian ideal of submissive, domesticated wives or daughters – but energetically espoused the feminist ideal. They came, not chaperoned by their parents, but with their girlfriends or unmarried sisters. They crossed Europe by train, traversed the Atlantic by steamship. In 1870 May Alcott Nieriker (who was immortalised as Amy in Louisa May Alcott’s Little Women) travelled to Paris from Philadelphia and later wrote a guide for American students, Studying Art Abroad and How to Do it Cheaply (1879). She had no qualms about a woman travelling ‘unprotected’ as ‘the railroad regulations and order in Europe are so complete’ that ‘she finds herself the especial charge of the officials, until handed to a cab by a civil porter, with her much-belabelled luggage safely piled on the roof ’.5 Oddly enough, the one thing she does not mention in her guide is the need to speak French and, indeed, many Americans arrived in Paris unable to speak a word of the language, thus making them easy prey for the sly concièrges and light-fingered domestic servants, or bonnes, whom May Alcott Nieriker warned against in her guide. 27 

         
            
[image: ]8. Berthe Morisot, Summer’s Day, 1879 

For this scene, Morisot first executed a watercolour sketch and then worked on the oil painting in the studio. She had become increasingly interested in the immediacy and atmospheric effects she could produce in watercolour and evolved a technique whereby she could retain the liveliness and lightness of the medium in oils.

            

         

         28These ambitious young women could not have come to Paris at a more exhilarating time for artists. Change was in the very air they breathed. The power of France’s great art institutions, the Salon and the École des Beaux-Arts, had begun to wane. The highly influential French artist Jules Bastien-Lepage found the tuition at the latter stifling in its commitment to the conventions of the past. ‘You want to paint what exists, and they invite you to paint the Unknown Ideal, that is to say, more or less to imitate the paintings of old.’6

         From mid-century, styles of painting succeeded each other with breathtaking speed: the Realism of Jean-François Millet and Gustave Courbet gave way to the Impressionism of Claude Monet and Renoir. In the century’s last two decades the Post-Impressionism of Cézanne, Gauguin and Van Gogh predominated. The Paris Salon, despite its decline, was still the ultimate marketplace for contemporary art, and women could now also exhibit their work at the Salon des Femmes. There were other signs of improvement in the lot of women artists: Rosa Bonheur was awarded the Légion d’honneur for her animal paintings – the first female artist to be given this award – and the Dutch artist Thérèse Schwartze made so much money as a portraitist that she left a fortune at her death.7 It is estimated that in 1883 there were 3,000 French women working as professional artists.8

         It is most unlikely that any of these eager young women would have read Henri Murger’s hugely popular Scènes de la vie de Bohème (published in 1845, but not translated into English until 1887), as it would have been thought highly improper for them to learn about the lives of poverty-stricken art students living in chilly attics in the city’s Latin Quarter. (The word ‘bohemian’ is from the French for ‘gypsy’.) They would certainly have been unaware of the dangers of promiscuity, which too often led to a lingering death from syphilis, a disease that killed Bohemia’s most gifted poet Charles Baudelaire at forty-six, Édouard Manet at fifty-one and Henri Murger himself 29at thirty-nine. (Renoir once lamented that he could not be a true genius because he alone among his friends had not caught it.) The American artist Cecilia Beaux’s Aunt Eliza seems to have been aware of some of these dangers, as she repeatedly reminded her niece to avoid the city’s temptations: ‘Remember you are first of all a Christian – then a woman and last of all an Artist.’9

         Although they would have observed the camaraderie of the boulevard cafés, few of them would have been sufficiently brave, or brazen, to frequent them. Besides, according to Émile Zola, artists in a group could be daunting, both in their appearance and attitude towards the well-behaved bourgeoisie. ‘A strange procession of men with big beards and wide, felt hats. At first these men looked to me like conspirators, with their darkened brows, furious eyes, and ironic lips, they watched passersby with contained rage and an obvious longing to leap at their throats. Then I realised these men were painters.’10 Such dress and rebellious attitudes were, of course, forbidden to the gentler sex. Nor could they have danced at the Moulin de la Galette, visited the Louvre alone or ascended to the upper deck of an omnibus, as they might reveal their ankles on the stairs. Endlessly thwarted by such restrictions, Marie Bashkirtseff confided to her journal: ‘Ah! how women are to be pitied; men are at least free. Absolute independence in every-day life, liberty to come and go, to go out, to dine at an inn or at home, to walk to the Bois [de Boulogne] or the café; this liberty is half the battle in acquiring talent, and three parts of every-day happiness.’11 (In her journal, Bashkirtseff so openly and honestly expresses her feelings as a woman and an artist that it is impossible to resist quoting her.) However, unmarried women (but not the over-protected and pampered Marie), sisters or female friends living together enjoyed a certain freedom of movement that was not given to married women. May Alcott recalls going driving at night with Mary Cassatt and her sister to the Bois 30de Boulogne and stopping for ices at an open-air café which was occupied by ‘a set of nice looking people sipping their coffee, wine or absinthe’.12

         While Bashkirtseff lived in luxury with her family, the majority of female students had to find a place to live and work. Some chose to board in a pension, others in a furnished room, but most preferred hiring a cheap unfurnished set of rooms large enough to accommodate at least two people and with enough space for them to paint. Some, like the Norwegians Harriet Backer and Kitty Kielland, shared rooms and then travelled together to artists’ colonies in France and Norway. (The two artists continued to be coupled together even long after they had both died, appearing in joint exhibitions in their home country in 1983 and 2012.)

         Conditions for the less affluent students could be harsh. ‘The studio was extremely cold and damp,’ recalled the Swedish artist Hanna Pauli. ‘In the bedroom the damp ran down the walls, and there was only a small skylight in the roof.’13 A friend sitting to Pauli for her portrait had to wear a muff to prevent her hands from freezing.

         The area most frequented by artists was in the streets surrounding the Boulevard de Clichy, just south of Montmartre, where nearly every block was honeycombed with studios. At the boulevard’s eastern end was Place Pigalle, overlooked by the Café de la Nouvelle Athènes, the meeting place of many of the artists in Manet’s circle. A stroll along the boulevard was a chance to encounter local residents: the top-hatted, impeccably attired figure of Manet himself, the twisted, diminutive form of Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec or the great tragedienne Sarah Bernhardt, who had a studio nearby where she sculpted and kept a menagerie of animals, which included a cheetah, chameleons, a lion cub and a boa constrictor.31 

         
            
[image: ]9. Maria Wiik, In the Attic Studio, 1889

The Finnish artist Maria Wiik shows her sister Hilda – who was in Paris to visit the Exposition Universelle – in the apartment that Wiik shared with her friends Ada Thilén and Helene Schjerfbeck. These attic apartments were freezing in winter, which the minute stove probably did little to alleviate.

            

         

         32American artists tended to favour the area around the Paris Opéra, just south of Boulevard Haussmann. There were so many of them – some 1,800 towards the end of the century – that they formed a colony within the city, with their own social customs, charities, clubs, churches and shops. The colony even had its own newspaper, the American Register, which kept its readers abreast of events in the art world. As Henry James commented in The Painter’s Eye (1887): ‘When we look for “American Art” we find it mainly in Paris. When we find it out of Paris, we at least find a great deal of Paris in it.’14 The American artist Elizabeth Jane Gardner concurred, reporting that ‘it is difficult to sneeze in the American Colony without being heard on the other side of the Atlantic’.15

         For those American artists who had enroled at the Académie Julian, one of the best known of Paris’s private art schools, it was a short walk to its studios off Boulelvard des Italiens. There they had to climb ‘four weary flights of stairs’ to the women’s studio, ‘a huge brick-floored room whose one light from the sky-window filtered down upon the model’s head as through the bung-hole of a hogshead’, where they came under the stern eye of the Academy’s director, Rodolphe Julian.16 Described by the Irish critic and novelist George Moore, Julian was ‘a typical meridional: dark eyes, crafty and watchful, a seductively mendacious manner, and a sensual mind’.17 Julian had founded his Académie in the firm belief that women deserved to receive the same standard of tuition from top-class professors as his male students.

         Bashkirtseff, who enroled at Julian’s in 1877, could have chosen to work with the male students but elected to enter the women’s atelier, not only because the men smoked but because she felt that there was no essential difference between the classes since the women were able to draw from naked models, male and female. However, the debate over whether it was proper for women to study the nude at all, let alone to study it alongside men, was to rumble on for years. One art critic voiced his impatience with this prudery: ‘The people who are upset by the meeting of men and women in front of a nude model have never been in a drawing studio; the presence of forty or fifty students gives a sort of impersonality to the model, who becomes no more than an object to be drawn. In addition, the nude is not obscene: it is often very ugly but much less bawdy than low-cut clothing or a hitched-up garment.’1833 

         
            
[image: ]10. Harriet Backer, Blue Interior, 1883

The Norwegian artist’s ambition to show the way in which daylight affects the colouring and lighting of an interior is beautifully achieved in this painting. Although the window is partially hidden, the sunlight glances off objects in the quiet room. Backer was one of the most influential Norwegian artists of her generation.

            

         

         34The resistance to women being allowed to enrol at the École des Beaux-Arts continued throughout the century. When the women campaigning to break this taboo were at last granted an audience with the École’s council, one of its members, Charles Garnier, architect of the Paris Opéra, declared ‘that putting young men and young women under the same roof was setting fire next to gunpowder and it would produce an explosion that would enflame all art’. In 1897, when the École finally accepted women, the Paris newspapers reported that male art students came out in their hundreds to jeer at them as they arrived at the school on their first day.19

         Elizabeth Jane Gardner, determined to find a way to study anatomy, recorded that she ‘joined a few young ladies who have an independent little studio… We hire our own models… By our united energy we have brought about what I have longed for all winter – an evening class.’20 However, this was still not enough for her: she then enroled at a drawing class at the Jardin des Plantes, where she could work alongside men. Auguste Rodin, who also attended these classes, records that ‘We were uncomfortable in the presence of amateurs and women.’ There seems to have been no limit to Gardner’s thirst for drawing from life as her next ploy was to disguise herself as a man and enter the prestigious Gobelins Tapestry Manufactory, which enabled her to study an undraped model. Although both the professors and the male students were perfectly aware of her masquerade, they made no objection. Contemporary accounts suggest that Gardner’s cross-dressing escapade may have influenced 35Julian to initiate his mixed classes, although he discontinued them after three years.21

         As a means of advertising his Académie, Julian persuaded Marie Bashkirtseff to paint one of his female classes at work. The painting she produced, In the Studio (1881), shows the room crammed with young women painting a rather limp youth supporting himself with a long staff. His loins are discreetly girded with a sheepskin, but the male nudes in the paintings on the wall above him are proof that Julian did indeed provide them for his female students, if only briefly.

         The Académie Julian did not lack for competition. The other academies popular with foreign women were run by well-known painters such as Carolus-Duran, the society artists Charles Chaplin and Édouard Krug, the latter chosen by May Alcott Nieriker as she complained that the fees at Julian’s were too high. The English artist Louise Jopling attended Chaplin’s classes during the years her husband was employed as secretary to Baron Nathaniel de Rothschild. She later recalled her time in Paris: ‘Only abroad can a working and domestic life be carried on simultaneously with little effort. In France one is expected to cultivate what little talent one possesses. How my relations in England would have stared, and thought me little less than mad, to entertain the idea of becoming a “professional” – I, a married woman!’22

         Julian’s most direct rival was the Académie Colarossi in Montparnasse, which boasted students from America, Europe, Russia, Japan and even a black Haitian.

         One of Colarossi’s students, the Russian Marie Vorobieff (always known as Marevna), gave a humorous description of the stifling conditions in the overheated studio:36

         
            
[image: ]11. Marie Bashkirtseff, In the Studio, 1881 

This painting shows the women’s studio at the Académie Julian crammed with eager students. Bashkirtseff has painted herself seated in the foreground, the only one who is wearing a hat. The woman standing beside her is Amélie Beaury-Saurel, who Bashkirtseff referred to rather disparagingly as ‘the Spanish woman’.37

            

         

         
            We were positively melting in an inferno permeated by the strong smell of perspiring bodies mixed with scent, fresh paint, damp waterproofs and dirty feet; all this was intensified by the thick smoke from cigarettes and the strong tobacco of pipe smokers. The model under the electric light was perspiring heavily and looked at times like a swimmer coming up out of the sea.23

         

         Another of Colarossi’s students was the Finnish Helene Schjerf beck, the most remarkable of the female Nordic artists to attend the Paris academies. Years later, in a letter to her friend, the Finnish artist Helena Westermarck, Schjerf beck wrote of her study in Paris as the happiest time of her life: ‘… my thoughts drift to that winter morning when we went to Colarossi – such happiness! There was no fixed agenda, we simply wanted to paint well during our studies – I had no grand plans for the future. I simply wanted to paint.’24

         Until relatively recently the number and sheer quality of Nordic women artists has not been widely appreciated, their achievements largely excluded from the record of early modern art in Europe. One reason given for this neglect is that much of their work has remained in Scandinavia, often within its country of origin. Yet, according to Kirk Varnedoe, author of the catalogue for the exhibition Northern Light: Nordic Art at the Turn of the Century (1988), the last decades of the nineteenth century and first years of the twentieth were a ‘golden age’ for Scandinavian art, when artists of talent and ambition rebelled against the traditional teaching of their national academies – to which few women were admitted – and sought the more avant-garde ideas and tuition available at the European art schools, particularly the ones in Paris.2538

         
            
[image: ]12. Thérèse Schwartze, Three Girls from the Amsterdam Orphanage, 1885

Trained in Amsterdam, Munich and in Paris at the studio of Carolus-Duran, this Dutch artist became a highly successful portraitist, her clients drawn from Amsterdam’s elite and nouveaux riche. During her forty-year career, she created some one thousand works and was so celebrated that she was nicknamed the ‘Queen of Dutch Painting’. This is one of her best-known paintings.

            

         

         39The congregation of so many Nordic artists in the city was recorded by the Swedish painter Hugo Birger in his painting, Scandinavian Artists’ Luncheon, Café Ledoyen, Paris (1886). It was a common tradition for the artists to gather together at the exclusive Ledoyen to celebrate the opening day of the Paris Salon, the most important event in any artist’s calendar. The Ledoyen was only a short walk to the Salon exhibition, which was held in the Palais de l’Industrie on the Champs-Élysées. The painting depicts a large gathering of elegantly dressed men and a sprinkling of women toasting each other after partaking of an excellent lunch of salmon served with a green dressing, followed by rosbif á l’anglaise – the menu was always the same – before they repaired to the ‘greatest picture show on earth’.26 After all their hard work during the year, would their pictures be booed by the public, trumpeted or lambasted by the critics or, quelle horreur, utterly ignored?

         The work produced by the female Nordic artists tended to stick to the rather conventional juste milieu (‘the middle way’), a style that obeyed the rules of academism – as taught by the École des Beaux-Arts – while infusing it with the Realism of Gustave Courbet and a tamer version of the Impressionism of Monet and Degas. In general, women painted what was expected of them and what was most likely to sell: portraits, still life and domestic scenes – or genre as the latter were called. This choice of subjects suited the male establishment, allaying their fears that women posed any serious threat. Besides, argued the critic from Le Papillon, men and women’s art could be complementary: men would paint ‘tortures, battles, and butcherings’ while the women concentrated on ‘the beauties of nature, flowers … and women and children’.2740
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