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Biographies of the principal

eighteenth-century women artists

         

         
            Pauline Auzou (1775–1835)

            Born in Paris, she was trained by Jean-Baptiste Regnault. By 1793 she was exhibiting at the Salon. She married Charles-Marie Auzou and gave birth to four children, but continued to paint. She maintained a school for women artists for twenty years. She executed portraits, genre scenes and history paintings.

            Lady Diana Beauclerk (1734–1808)

            Daughter of the 2nd Duke of Marlborough, she grew up at Blenheim Palace and made pastel studies of the family paintings. She married Topham Beauclerk in 1768 following her divorce from the 2nd Lord Bolingbroke. She is known for her images of cupids and children. Although an amateur, she may have sold some of her designs to Wedgwood later in life when she was short of money.

            Marie-Guillemine Benoist (1768–1826)

            Born in Paris, she studied first under Elisabeth Vigée Le Brun and then Jacques-Louis David, whose work she emulated throughout her career. Her marriage to the royalist Pierre-Vincent Benoist in 1793 jeopardised her career during the Terror, which followed the Revolution, but she was later commissioned by Napoleon to paint portraits of himself and his family. She is best known for her sentimental genre scenes of women and children. She was awarded a gold medal in the Salon of 1804.

            Marie-Geneviève Bouliar (1762–1825)

            Born in Paris, the only daughter of a tailor, Greuze is thought to have been one of her several teachers. Little is known about her career, but she exhibited at the Salon from 1791 to 1817. In 1795 she won a Prix d’Encouragement. The few portraits known to be by her exhibit a warm sympathy for her subject, as demonstrated by her portrait of her friend Adélaïde Binart on the front cover. 

            Marie-Gabrielle Capet (1761–1817)

            Born in Lyon into humble circumstances, she somehow escaped the provinces and went to Paris where she entered the studio of Adélaïde Labille-Guiard who not only taught her but promoted her and in every way changed her life. She began by painting portraits in pastel but converted to painting miniatures. She became one of the best and most popular miniature portraitists in Paris around the turn of the century.

            Rosalba Carriera (1675–1757)

            Born in Venice, where she remained for most of her life apart from spending a year in Paris in 1720 at the invitation of the French king’s banker, Pierre Crozat, a year which made her name as a brilliant pastel portraitist. She also worked in Modena in 1723 and in Vienna in 1730. Her patrons included Grand Tourists visiting Venice and the Elector of Saxony for whom she did over 150 pastels. Unmarried, she was assisted by her sister. In 1746 her sight began to fail and by 1751 she was completely blind.

            Marie-Anne Collot (1748–1821)

            Born in Paris, she was trained by Jean-Baptiste Lemoyne, and the sculptor Etienne-Maurice Falconet. In 1766, aged eighteen, she accompanied Falconet to Russia as his assistant. For twelve years she executed portrait busts and medals for members of the court of Catherine the Great and assisted Falconet on his equestrian statue of Peter the Great. In 1778 she married Falconet’s son, but left him a year later. She gave up sculpting when Falconet became ill, nursing him for eight years until his death in 1791. 

            Maria Cosway (1759–1838)

            Born in Florence, she studied with Violante Cerroti and Johann Zoffany. In 1779 she moved with her family to London. She married the miniaturist Richard Cosway in 1781 and they had one daughter who died in 1790. The Cosways were famous for their fashionable parties but by the 1790s had separated. She exhibited portraits and history pictures at the Royal Academy between 1781 and 1790. She founded a school for girls in Lyon (1803) and Lodi (1812). She returned to London in 1817 to nurse her dying husband. She died at Lodi.

            Anne Seymour Damer (1748–1828)

            The only woman sculptor of note in England until the twentieth century, she was born into an aristocratic Whig family. Taught by Giuseppe Ceracchi and John Bacon, she was an amateur sculptor of portrait busts and animals. She married the Hon. John Damer in 1767. She was childless and did not marry again after her husband’s death. She exhibited at the Royal Academy as an amateur between 1785 and 1811.

            Françoise Duparc (1726–78)

            Although born in Spain, her family returned to their home town, Marseilles, in 1730. She received a basic artistic education from her sculptor father, and studied with the painter Jean Baptiste van Loo. She later moved to Paris. She was one of a small group of French artists who specialised in recording the lives of working-class people. She is known to have exhibited in Paris and London, but today only four works can definitely be attributed to her. 

            Anne Forbes (1745–1834)

            Born in Scotland, she was financed by local businessmen to train in Rome, where she spent three years, returning to practise as a portraitist in London. But after a year of ill health and lack of clients, she returned to her native Edinburgh where she worked for the rest of her life. In 1772 she exhibited at the Royal Academy and became portraitist to the Society of Antiquaries of Scotland.

            Marguerite Gérard (1761–1837)

            She was born in Grasse, Provence. When her older sister married Jean-Honoré Fragonard, she moved to Paris to live with them and became Fragonard’s pupil. By the mid-1780s she was the leading female genre painter, executing over 300 genre scenes. Some of her work has been falsely attributed to Fragonard, although they are known to have collaborated on several paintings. She exhibited at the Salon between 1799 and 1824 and was awarded a gold medal in 1804.

            Angelica Kauffman (1741–1807)

            Born in Switzerland, she was taught by her artist father, who then took her to Italy to study the work of the great masters. In 1766 she came to England where she remained for fifteen years. Highly sought after as a fashionable portraitist, she was also one of the few women to succeed as a history painter. In 1768 she became a founder member of the Royal Academy. After a brief and disastrous marriage to an adventurer, she married the artist Antonio Zucchi in 1781. The couple left England and settled in Rome where she continued with her successful career. By the time of her death, she had achieved such renown that her funeral was directed by the prominent Neoclassical sculptor Antonio Canova. 

            Adélaïde Labille-Guiard (1749–1803)

            Born in Paris, she trained with the miniaturist François-Elie Vincent, then the pastellist Maurice-Quentin de la Tour, and studied oil painting with François-André Vincent. In 1783 she became one of only two female members of the Académie Royale. In 1787 she was appointed official painter to Mesdames, Louis XVI’s aunts. Her marriage in 1769 to Nicolas Guiard was unhappy and childless. She supported the Revolution and fought for the recognition of women artists. In 1800 she married François-André Vincent.

            Constance Mayer (1775–1821)

            Born in Paris, she studied with Greuze, Joseph-Benoît Suvée and briefly in 1801 with David. In 1802 she became the pupil of Pierre-Paul Prud’hon. She collaborated with him professionally and helped to look after his family. At the Salon she exhibited miniatures, genre paintings, allegorical subjects and portraits. She committed suicide when Prud’hon refused to marry her after his wife’s death.

            Mary Moser (1744–1819)

            Born in London, she was the daughter of a Swiss enamel painter and gold chaser, who had settled in England in 1721. Taught by her father, she became such a successful flower painter that she was one of only two women artists to become founder members of the Royal Academy in 1768. As a favourite of Queen Charlotte, she was commissioned to paint an entire room with flowers at Frogmore. She married late in life and thereafter painted only as an amateur.

            Catherine Read (1723–78)

            Born in Scotland, the fifth of fourteen children. After 1745 she went to Paris and studied pastel panting with Quentin de la Tour. From 1751–53 she worked as a successful pastel portraitist in Rome. She left Rome for London in 1754 and quickly built up a fashionable clientele, including Queen Charlotte. After twenty years she went to India to visit her brother but died on the return voyage. 

            Rachel Ruysch (1664–1750)

            Born in Amsterdam, where her father was a professor of anatomy and botany and established the first Museum of Natural History, all great assets to Ruysch’s career. She was taught by the flower and still-life artist Willem van Aelst. In 1693 she married the portrait painter Juriaen Pool and had ten children. She was court painter to the Elector Palatine in Düsseldorf, 1708–16. She is the first woman who not only achieved an international reputation as a flower and fruit painter in her lifetime, but whose paintings have continued to fetch high prices since.

            Anna Dorothea Therbusch (1721–82)

            Born in Berlin, she and her sister were taught by their father, a portrait painter. In 1742 she married an innkeeper and had three children. She worked at the courts of Stuttgart (1761) and Mannheim (1763) and in Paris from 1765–67, and was elected to the Académie Royale. In 1769 she settled in Berlin where she received commissions from Catherine the Great and Frederick II of Prussia. She was mainly a portraitist, but occasionally painted genre scenes and mythologies.

            Anne Vallayer-Coster (1744–1818)

            Born in Paris, her father was a goldsmith at the Gobelins Manufactory and she grew up surrounded by artists and craftsmen. She is thought to have studied drawing with the miniaturist Madeleine Basseport. She married a lawyer, Jean-Pierre Silvestre Coster, in 1781. In 1770 she was admitted to the Académie Royale and by 1784 she was the undisputed leader of French still-life painting, her subjects ranging from flowers to sea creatures and beautiful objects of every kind. Her work was bought by the elite in society and at court. Sets of prints made from her flower paintings were used as models for embroidery, tapestries and porcelain. 

            Elisabeth Vigée Le Brun (1755–1842)

            Born in Paris, she was taught by her artist father. She was already a successful portraitist of the aristocracy when, aged twenty-one, she married the art dealer Jean-Baptiste Lebrun. She painted many members of the royal family, including almost thirty portraits of Marie Antoinette. In 1783 she became a member of the Académie Royale. She fled France with her daughter Julie on the eve of the Revolution. She spent the next twelve years in exile, painting portraits of European and Russian nobility. After spending two years in London (1803–5), she resettled in France. During her lifetime she produced a total of more than 600 portraits.

            Marie-Denise Villers (1774–1821)

            Born in Paris, Villers came from an artistic family and two of her sisters were also accomplished artists. She was a student of the French painter Anne-Louis Girodet de Roussy-Trioson and also of François Gérard and Jacques-Louis David. She was married, but little is known about her career, although she exhibited at the Salon in 1799. She specialised in portraiture.
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               1. Sofonisba Anguissola, The Chess Game, 1555

The artist was twenty years old when she painted this picture of her three sisters playing chess. Representing such an everyday domestic scene was very unusual at that date, but it displays to perfection her skill at conveying familial affection. Anguissola was the first Italian woman to become an international celebrity as an artist.

            

         

      

   


   
      
         

            Introduction

         

         
            It is a great wonder that a woman should be able to do such work. 

            ALBRECHT DÜRER, JOURNAL ENTRY OF 21 MAY 15211
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         Albrecht Dürer’s amazement that a woman could paint so well was prompted by an illuminated miniature of Christ executed by an eighteen-year-old girl, Susanna Horenboult (1503–c. 1554), which he purchased from the artist when he met her and her father in Antwerp in 1521. Susanna’s father, Gheraert Horenboult, was an artist, and there lies the key to his daughter’s successful career as a painter at the Tudor court from 1522 until her death. Had she not been trained in the family workshop in Ghent, it is highly improbable that she would have become an artist at all, still less a professional one. Until the nineteenth century women were barred from attending art schools or from studying from a nude model, male or female. But Susanna, armed with her training, was able to brave a world hostile to the very idea of women earning money from their work; a woman’s proper place was in the home, it was emphatically not in an artist’s studio.

         There have been successful women artists throughout history. The Roman scholar Pliny the Elder cites six women artists of antiquity in his Historia Naturalis (AD 77–79), some of whom reappear in Boccaccio’s Concerning Famous Women (1413). A later translation of Boccaccio’s work contains a delightful illustration of one of these women painting her self-portrait with the aid of a hand-held mirror. Castiglione’s The Book of the Courtier (1528) conceded that painting was a suitable activity for genteel young ladies, a view that persisted right up to the eighteenth century and beyond. In the mid-sixteenth century, the first edition of painter and architect Georgio Vasari’s seminal Lives of the Most Eminent Painters, Sculptors and Architects included Pliny’s six women and added a sculptor Properzia de’ Rossi who, besides carving in marble, executed minute religious scenes on peach stones. In the second revised and enlarged edition of 1568, Vasari discussed the work of some thirteen women artists, one of them being Susanna Horenboult, whose miniature of Christ had so impressed Dürer.

         Another of Vasari’s featured women, Sofonisba Anguissola (c. 1532–1625), is today regarded as one of the most successful female artists of the Italian Renaissance. Her gentle, intimate, often humorous portraits are in stark contrast with the dramatic paintings of the great Baroque artist Artemisia Gentileschi (1593–1653). A follower of Caravaggio, Gentileschi’s depictions of Judith beheading Holofernes – one of her favourite subjects – disturb and shock the viewer with their chilling ferocity. Her figures leap out of a velvety darkness, their limbs and faces glowing as if lit from within.

         Despite the fact that some of these women made a living from their art – several were employed as court painters, and the Renaissance artist Lavinia Fontana (1552–1614) was the principal breadwinner for a family of eleven – they still struggled to obtain adequate training and for their work to gain acceptance in a man’s world. But many of them were remarkably skilful at circumventing the numerous obstacles that society persistently placed in their path.

         After 1600 the number of women who became professional artists multiplied; they became more ambitious, their subjects more adventurous. To portraiture and religious subjects they added genre painting and the newly popular still life. Maria Sibylla Merian’s (1647–1717) intricate studies of plants and insects show an astonishing ability to render the beauties of nature with scientific precision, while the jewel-like effect of Rachel Ruysch’s (1664–1750) great interlaced flower bouquets earned her fame and fortune during her lifetime.

         By the eighteenth century the contribution made by upper-and middle-class women to European culture was increasingly in evidence. They hosted ‘salons’, wrote books and studied history, the arts and sciences. Published documents reveal that almost 300 women were working as professional artists – a remarkable increase on the fewer than ten throughout Europe recorded in the fifteenth century.2 Between 1750 and 1770 six of the twenty most popular English novelists were female. Women, trumpeted the Athenian Mercury (admittedly, a women’s periodical), had become ‘a Strong Party in the World’.3

         In France women’s role in shaping culture was epitomised by Mme de Pompadour, whose intelligence, charm and exquisite taste set the tone of Louis XV’s Versailles. In Paris the nobility and middle classes gathered in the salons to exchange ideas on literature, philosophy and the arts. The French artist Jean François de Troy recorded one such gathering in a charming painting entitled A Reading from Molière (around 1728). A group of five women, all exquisitely dressed in satin and brocade, recline in richly upholstered chairs in a luxurious interior. At the group’s centre a gentleman reads from a volume of Molière. The only other man present, gorgeous in black velvet, leans against a chair back, exchanging a meaningful glance with one of the women. The relaxed, intimate atmosphere of the scene perfectly illustrates what Talleyrand called the ‘douceur de vivre’ (‘the sweetness of living’) as experienced by civilised society in eighteenth-century France.

         Such images were reflected by Jules and Edmond de Goncourt’s book, Woman of the Eighteenth Century, in which they declared that: ‘Woman was the governing principle, the directing reason and the commanding voice of the eighteenth century… She held the revolutions of alliances and political systems, peace and war, the literature, the arts and the fashions of the eighteenth century, as well as its destinies, in the folds of her gown…’ And they went further: ‘Woman touched everything. She was everywhere.’4 Published in 1880, this is a retrospective view and one deemed by some as belonging ‘to the realm of fiction’,5 but there is enough evidence to show that from the middle of the century until the French Revolution female participation in the arts was too great to be ignored.

         Nor was it ignored: opinions ranged from the ambivalent to the downright hostile. Women who sought prominence of any kind were roundly condemned by both male and female commentators. The French philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau argued that the influence exercised by women at court and in their salons had ‘degraded and feminised’ French culture.6 Their ‘natural’ roles, he insisted, were carrying out their traditional duties as daughters, wives and mothers.

         Yet despite the obstacles experienced by women over the centuries, a surprising number were talented enough and sufficiently obsessive to become successful professional artists. Many of these women were recognised by the exhibition Women Artists: 1550–1950, held in 1976 at the Los Angeles County Museum of Art. This hugely popular show brought the subject of women artists into the open and generated a steady flow of exhibitions and publications that rediscovered and reinstated many of the artists whose lives and work had been overlooked or forgotten. The influential art critic Robert Hughes, writing in Time magazine, declared it to be ‘one of the most significant theme shows to come along in years’.7 But the organisers, Ann Sutherland Harris and Linda Nochlin, admitted in the catalogue’s Preface that it had ‘proved extraordinarily difficult to assemble the group of works’ that they hoped to exhibit, and that in ‘a few cases the remarks of museum directors revealed, we believe, a lack of support for the concept of the exhibition itself and hence an unwillingness to lend major works to the show’.8 And this resistance to the work of female artists has continued: London’s National Gallery has only nine in its permanent collection; only 3.5 per cent of New York’s Museum of Modern Art’s permanent collection is by women.9

         
            
[image: ]
               2. Artemisia Gentileschi, Judith and her Servant, c. 1618–19

Gentileschi painted up to six versions of the biblical heroine Judith, either savagely slaying Holofernes or of the act’s immediate aftermath, as shown here. Her repeated return to this subject is seen as revenge against her tutor Agostino Tassi, who was accused of raping her. The subsequent trial, during which she was tortured, damaged her reputation.
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               3. Jean-François de Troy, Reading from Molière, 1730

The relaxed and intimate atmosphere of the Paris salons, habitually run by women, was an ideal environment for artists to meet potential patrons. De Troy is regarded as the inventor of the ‘tableaux de modes’ (‘paintings of fashions’), which portrayed the elegant social life of Paris.

            

         

         Nor have female artists been well served by art historians. In Griselda Pollock’s article in the Grove Dictionary of Art, she maintains that it ‘took an emergence of feminism in the late twentieth century to redress the almost complete neglect of women artists by art history and to undermine the stereotyped views of art made by women’.10 But from the early 1970s, a wave of new research, books and exhibitions led to the long-overdue retrieval of knowledge about women artists that had been virtually erased in the twentieth century.

         The great majority of books about women artists cover at least four centuries. I have chosen to restrict the book’s scope to the century in which women’s contribution to the arts increased so dramatically and the quantity and quality of professional women artists achieved unprecedented growth. A handful of the artists became celebrities.

         With a mere 100 years to play with, I have been able to devote a chapter to each aspect of the working lives of professional artists. The first chapter describes the social and cultural obstacles they faced; the second, their difficulties obtaining training and the ways some overcame this fundamental handicap. The third chapter describes the complexities of running a busy studio; the fourth, the challenges, pitfalls and dilemmas – to flatter or not to flatter – experienced by a fashionable portraitist. The portraits are a unique record of the way upper- and middle-class people lived at that time and what they say about the artists who painted them: their clothes, cosmetics, etiquette, interior decoration, human relations, social mores. The fifth chapter explains the different genres, from ‘history painting’ to still life. The sixth deals with a conundrum particular to women: how to sell your pictures when attracting attention to yourself was considered unfeminine, even scandalous. Attracting patrons is the subject of the seventh chapter: though vital to an artist’s success, some patrons could prove a mixed blessing, even life-threatening – as several artists found to their cost when their patrons were members of the French royal family. The flourishing world of amateur artists is covered in the penultimate chapter; the tenth describes what lay ahead for women artists in the nineteenth century – called by one writer ‘the breakthrough years’.11

         This book does not pretend to be a scholarly overview of the subject. Instead, it is a distillation of facts, information and comment garnered from a wide variety of published material ranging from works on eighteenth-century social and cultural history to the most recent biographies and exhibition catalogues, the resultant brew seasoned by my own interpretation of the sources. (Dr Samuel Johnson neatly sums up this process: ‘The greatest part of a writer’s time is spent in reading, in order to write; a man will turn over half a library to make one book.’12) As such, I hope the book will appeal to the general reader who might hesitate to tackle some of the more feminist and academic tomes, some of which are written in impenetrable prose and tend to see, not Reds, but misogynists under every bed.

         Above all, the book is a celebration of the achievements of women artists who were active during the eighteenth century and whose work has triumphantly survived the intervening years.
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            A woman’s place

         

         
            I would have you remember, my dear, that as sure as anything intrepid, free, and in a prudent degree bold, becomes a man, so whatever is soft, tender, and modest, renders your sex amiable. In this one instance we do not prefer our own likeness; and the less you resemble us the more you are sure to charm…

            LETTER FROM SAMUEL RICHARDSON TO HIS DAUGHTER IN 17411
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         The key words in this passage are ‘bold’ and ‘modest’. Boldness in a man was an asset but dangerously unfeminine in a woman. Modesty was the principal female virtue of the eighteenth century, the one which all women should pretend to possess if they were not already endowed with it naturally. In his poem The Triumphs of Temper, William Hayley adds ‘Innocence and Ease’ and ‘a wish to please’,2 but all these virtues sit uneasily with those required by a woman intent on becoming a professional artist. Instead she must work all the hours of daylight and then be sufficiently bold to promote herself and her work in the marketplace. In so doing, she was challenging the unwritten rule of polite society: that a woman’s proper place was in the home, performing the traditional roles of docile daughter, dutiful wife and devoted mother.

         The education of a middle- or upper-class girl was designed to enable her to fulfil these roles. She was taught either at home by a governess or sent to boarding school to learn to read, write and do the household accounts. (As an ‘extra’, young ladies could be taught the correct way to get in and out of a carriage.) Even this much erudition was going too far for Mrs Malaprop in Richard Brinsley Sheridan’s play The Rivals (first performed in 1775): ‘You thought, miss! I don’t know any business you have to think at all – thought does not become a young woman.’3 A working knowledge of French – the lingua franca of European society – was essential, a little Italian useful. A few enlightened parents added a grounding in the classics to these basic skills, but this was rare and often not appreciated, even by the feminine sex. ‘I hate to hear Latin out of a woman’s mouth’, a lady friend complained to Samuel Richardson, ‘There’s something in it, to me masculine.’4

         After several years of an English education the finished product could be neatly summed up by Matthew Bramble’s description of his niece in Smollett’s Humphrey Clinker (1771): ‘She is a poor good-natured simpleton, as soft as butter, and as easily melted: not that she’s a fool; the girl’s parts are not despicable, and her education has not been neglected; that is to say, she can write and spell, and speak French, and play upon the harpsichord; then she dances finely…’5

         In France, girls as young as six would be bundled off to a convent where, according to Jules and Edmond de Goncourt, the aim of their education was ‘to make the child play the lady’.6 Convents, however, were institutions of safe-keeping for other than young girls: discarded mistresses, wives separated from their husbands, a lady seeking to liquidate her husband’s debts, an actress confined by a jealous lover, all found refuge within a convent’s cloistered walls. The parents of a girl whose formative years were spent rubbing shoulders with such fellow inmates might find to their consternation that their little darling had learned more about the world than they had bargained for.

         For a girl to cultivate ‘accomplishments’, however, was actively encouraged, so long as it was not taken to extremes. A leading contemporary review smugly recommended painting as an acceptable pastime for women as:

         
            It demands no sacrifice of maiden modesty nor of matronly reserve … it does not force her to stand up to be stared at, commented on, clapped or hissed by a crowded and unmannered audience, who forget the women in the artist. It leaves her, during a great portion of her time at least, beneath the protecting shelter of her home, beside her own quiet fireside, in the midst of those who love her and who she loves.7

         

         In her novel Camilla (1796), Fanny Burney warned that accomplishments should be restricted to ‘a little music, a little drawing, and a little dancing; which should all … be but slightly pursued, to distinguish a lady of fashion from an artist’.8 Such attributes equipped a girl to shine in the drawing room and added to her charms as a wife. They also helped to alleviate the excruciating boredom of an upper-class woman’s life in the eighteenth century.

         Although unaccountably omitted by Miss Burney, needlework was looked upon as a highly suitable occupation for a woman. Lady Mary Wortley Montagu, a colourful and eccentric feminist, with strong views on a multitude of subjects, had no doubts about the matter: ‘It is as scandalous for a woman not to know how to use a needle, as for a man not to know how to use a sword.’9 That it was a becoming and natural pastime is borne out by the number of women who chose to be depicted wielding a needle in their portraits. Angelica Kauffman (1741–1807) executed several images of women sewing, including a drawing of herself embroidering. One of her most charming works, Morning Amusement, shows a lady, dressed in the then fashionable ‘Turkish mode’, bent gracefully over her tambour frame. The Scottish portraitist Catherine Read (1723–78) seemed to favour showing women peacefully at work, although according to Fanny Burney she was incapable of so much as altering a dress.

         
            
[image: ]
               4. Angelica Kauffman, Morning Amusement, c. 1773 

In the 1770s Kauffman executed a series of paintings of female sitters in Turkish costume, a fashionable style at the time and one which perfectly suited Kauffman’s preference for depicting women in graceful, flowing garments. The mezzotint made from this image was so popular that Queen Charlotte bought a copy of it.
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               5. Rose Adélaïde Ducreux, Self-portrait with a Harp, c. 1791 

Harps were a popular accessory for portraits in this period. Ducreux was not only a talented artist but an accomplished performer and composer. Another self-portrait, originally attributed to Jacques-Louis David, shows her playing the harpsichord. Her pose and the sumptuous fabric of her dress were much admired by contemporary critics.

            

         

         The ability to play a musical instrument was encouraged as society admired a girl with artistic skills, but on no account must she become too proficient. The flourishing career of singer Elizabeth Linley was cut short when she married Sheridan, as he forbade her to perform except at exclusive gatherings of the nobility. The father of Anne Ford, an accomplished player of the viola da gamba, went further: when she organised a series of subscription concerts, he countered by surrounding the theatre with Bow Street Runners to prevent the first concert from taking place.

         Most young girls would have been taught music as well as drawing and painting at school – occupations dismissed by Dorothea in George Eliot’s Middlemarch ( 1871–72) as ‘small tinkling and smearing’.10 But women were expected to restrict their artistic endeavours to painting pretty pictures in watercolour and must never take their ‘smearing’ too seriously. For a woman to shut herself away in an artist’s studio all day was awful proof that she had lost track of her priorities. To spend her day belabouring a lump of marble with a hammer and chisel was decidedly not what she should be doing. ‘To model well in clay’, notes George Paston in his Little Memoirs of the Eighteenth Century (1901), ‘is considered strong minded and anti-feminine but to model badly in wax or bread is quite a feminine occupation.’11

         As the century progressed the debate about the quality and validity of female education gathered pace. ‘We are educated in the grossest of ignorance’, declared Lady Mary Wortley Montagu, ‘and no art omitted to stifle our natural reason. If some few get above their nurse’s instructions, our knowledge must rest concealed and be as useless to the world as gold in a mine.’12 Such views, and others in the same vein, were not confined to women. The philosopher Marquis de Condorcet, whose ideas were said to embody the ideals of the Enlightenment, wrote in 1790: ‘Why should people prone to pregnancy and passing indispositions be barred from the exercise of rights no one would dream of denying those who have gout or catch cold easily?’ Furthermore, if women were to be taxed, they should also be able to vote.13 One school of thought believed that if women received a more rounded education, they would make better companions for their husbands.

         But the voices raised against women being better educated were louder, their arguments based principally on the premise that the female sex just was not up to it. ‘Women, then, are only children of a larger growth’, the statesman and man of letters Lord Chesterfield asserted in one of his many didactic letters to his son. ‘A man of sense only trifles with them, plays with them, humours and flatters them, as he does with a sprightly, forward child.’14 Even the philanthropist Hannah More, though highly critical of the quality of women’s education, shared the majority view that women lacked the intellectual capacity for serious study.15 And any woman who succeeded in gaining knowledge did not necessarily make herself popular, as Jane Austen’s charming heroine in Northanger Abbey (1818), Catherine Morland, well knew. ‘A woman, especially, if she have the misfortune of knowing anything, should conceal it as well as she can.’16

         So, having received – by eighteenth-century standards – a fashionable education, a young woman must concentrate all her efforts on securing a suitable spouse. Without one she was destined to a life of dependency or penury. (The seemingly undignified scramble to find a husband in Austen’s Pride and Prejudice (1813) is based on the premise that when Mr Bennet dies his daughters will be homeless.) Once married, she was under her husband’s authority; she had no separate identity and everything she owned was his, including her children and the very clothes on her back. As Dr Johnson wryly observed: ‘Nature has given women so much power that the law has very wisely given them little.’17 (If the marriage foundered and the couple agreed to a separation – a rare event in itself – or divorced, which was virtually impossible, the wife not only had no say in the children’s upbringing but was forbidden to see them.)
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               6. Marguerite Gérard, The Piano Lesson, 1785–87

Gérard excelled at painting small-scale sentimental scenes of everyday life. Here, the devoted Enlightenment mother has chosen to teach her daughter herself, rather than delegate the task to a governess. The inclusion of the name and address of the piano’s maker and the date of its construction are typical of the artist’s attention to detail.

            

         

         The middle- or upper-class woman, having spent her life thus far preparing herself to be a perfect wife, inevitably found there was little to occupy her time other than producing children and ensuring that the household staff carried out their duties efficiently. No sooner had she given birth than her babies were dispatched to a local wet-nurse (Elisabeth Vigée Le Brun (1755–1842) spent the first five years of her life with one). Once weaned and returned to the home, they were cared for by an army of minders. Thus relieved of all domestic responsibilities, and having spent at least an hour a day writing letters, another hour or two paying calls on her circle of acquaintances, she was free to fill her days with cultural pursuits. Some women neither needed nor wanted to settle to a life of quiet domesticity and virtue within the home.

         But there, argued Rousseau, was exactly where she ought to be; it was her ‘natural’ place in the world. In his educational tract Émile he urged mothers to bring up their children as one might cultivate a tree. ‘Tend and water it ere it dies. One day its fruit will reward your care. From the outset raise a wall round your child’s soul…’18 Her ‘care’ should begin with suckling the child herself; she should then continue to be intimately involved in its upbringing.

         From its publication in 1762, Émile exerted an increasingly powerful influence on society’s attitudes to the family and the pivotal role that women should play in its welfare. For a woman who neglected her family duties for the attractions of the wider world, he had strong views: even if she possessed genuine talents, ‘her pretentiousness would degrade them. Her honour is to be unknown; her glory is the respect of her husband; her joys the happiness of her family.’19

         Where did such counsel leave a woman who refused to suppress her genuine talent and instead nurtured it, promoted it and earned money from it? According to Rousseau, she would have strayed a long way from her righteous path. Hannah More endorsed this view, maintaining that ‘when a man of sense comes to marry, it is a companion whom he wants, and not an artist’.20 The numerous examples of women artists who either never married or whose careers were cut short by their husbands illustrate the difficulties of trying to combine the two. For Sir Joshua Reynolds (1723–92) – admittedly a confirmed bachelor – attempting to do so was a great mistake, even for a man. ‘Married!’ he exclaimed to an aspiring young painter, ‘Then you are ruined as an artist!’21

         Whether married or single, a woman who wished to sell her work must be prepared to promote it in the marketplace, thereby exposing herself to what the philanthropist Priscilla Wakefield termed ‘the public haunts of men’ and thus beyond ‘the most exact limits of modesty and decorum’.22 Such behaviour made her as morally suspect as an actress or a courtesan. Writing to an actress friend, Denis Diderot, writer, critic and principal editor of the great Encyclopédie, cautions her to ‘remember that a woman only earns the right to free herself from the limits public opinion assigns to her sex through outstanding talents and through noteworthy qualities of heart and mind. One needs a thousand real virtues to offset an imagined vice.’23

         It was not only artists who feared exposing themselves to the public eye. Fanny Burney wrote much of her first novel Evelina (1778) at night in order to escape detection by her family, only taking her brother into her confidence when she needed him to deliver the completed manuscript to a potential publisher. ‘Nothing is so delicate as the reputation of a woman’, she wrote in Evelina, ‘it is at once the most beautiful and most brittle of all human things.’24 The rules respecting her conduct were as constricting as her corsets.

         If a woman proved herself to be not only a serious artist but a successful one, she risked incurring the rivalry of her male counterparts. Beauty, if she possessed it, might blunt the antagonism of some but others could turn it against her and charge her with exploiting her sexuality. While male artists could fornicate and philander with impunity, if the slightest whiff of impropriety attached itself to a woman’s name it could fatally damage her career. As acknowledged beauties, Angelica Kauffman and Vigée Le Brun were both plagued throughout their careers by scandal and innuendo, and were constantly having to prove that their success was due to talent and hard work rather than their feminine charms.

         When Angelica Kauffman moved from Italy to England in 1766 her name was already romantically linked – almost certainly erroneously – with Benjamin West and Nathaniel Dance, both of whom she had known during her time in Rome. ‘Angelica was universally considered as a coquette’, reported the writer and engraver J.T. Smith in his Life of Nollekens.25 And within months of establishing herself in London it was rumoured that she had even caused Reynolds’s old heart to flutter. 
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               7. Marie-Denise Villers, Portrait of a Young Woman called Charlotte du Val d’Ognes, 1801

The quality of this remarkable life-size portrait is so exceptional that it was originally attributed to Jacques-Louis David, who is known to have been one of Villers’ tutors. Now thought to be a self-portrait, the girl’s intent gaze, and the oddly empty room with its cracked window-pane, make an arresting image.

            

         

         Despite numerous attempts to besmirch it, Vigée Le Brun managed to uphold a virtuous reputation, although it was badly dented when she was accused of receiving immoral earnings as the mistress of France’s finance minister, Charles-Alexandre de Calonne, whose portrait she painted in 1785. Female portraitists were at risk whenever their sitters were male, the long hours spent closeted together inevitably giving rise to malicious gossip. To protect themselves, many women chose a family member to act as chaperone: Vigée Le Brun always painted with her mother in attendance, the Venetian pastelist Rosalba Carriera (1675–1757) chose her sister.

         If possessing physical attractions required skilful manoeuvering and side-stepping, lacking them also had its disadvantages. According to Diderot, the Polish artist Anna Dorothea Therbusch (1721–82) failed to succeed in France because she was not attractive enough. ‘It was not talent she lacked in order to create a big sensation in this country’, he explained, ‘it was youth, it was beauty, it was modesty, it was coquetry…’, adding that it was also advisable to possess ‘good breasts and buttocks, and [to] surrender oneself to one’s teacher’ – the exact meaning of ‘surrender’ left to the mind of the reader.26
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