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I do not know that any work on Female Artists—either grouping them or
giving a general history of their productions—has ever been published,
except the little volume issued in Berlin by Ernst Guhl, entitled “Die
Frauen in die Kunstgeschichte.” In that work the survey is closed with
the eighteenth century, and female poets are included with painters,
sculptors, and engravers in the category of artists. Finding Professor
Guhl’s sketches of the condition of art in successive ages entirely
correct, I have made use of these and the facts he has collected,
adding details omitted by him, especially in the personal history of
prominent women devoted to the brush and the chisel. Authorities, too
numerous to mention, in French, Italian, German, and English, have been
carefully consulted. I am indebted particularly to the works of Vasari,
Descampes, and Fiorillo. The biographies of Mdlles. Bonheur, Fauveau,
and Hosmer are taken, with a little condensing and shaping, from late
numbers of that excellent periodical, “The Englishwoman’s Journal.” The
sketches of many living artists were prepared from materials furnished
by themselves or their friends.

It is manifestly impossible, in a work of this kind, to include even
the names of all the women artists who are worthy of remembrance. Among
those of the present day are many who have not yet had sufficient
experience to do justice to their own powers, and any criticism of
their productions would be premature and unfair.

No attempt has been made in the following pages to give elaborate
critiques or a connected history of art. The aim has been simply
to show what woman has done, with the general conditions favorable
or unfavorable to her efforts, and to give such impressions of the
character of each prominent artist as may be derived from a faithful
record of her personal experiences. More may be learned by a view
of the early struggles and trials, the persevering industry and the
well-earned triumphs of the gifted, than by the most erudite or
fine-spun disquisition. Should the perusal of my book inspire with
courage and resolution any woman who aspires to overcome difficulties
in the achievement of honorable independence, or should it lead to
a higher general respect for the powers of women and their destined
position in the realm of Art, my object will be accomplished.


E. F. E.
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“Men have not grudged to women,” says a modern writer, “the wreaths
of literary fame. No history of literature shows a period when their
influence was not apparent, when honors were not rendered to them;” and
the social condition of woman has been generally allowed to measure
the degree of intellectual culture in a nation. Although in the realm
of art her success is more questionable, she may yet claim the credit
of having materially aided its progress. Woman is the type of the
ornamental part of our life, and lends to existence the charm which
inspires the artist, and furnishes him with an object for effort. Her
native unconscious grace and beauty present the models which it is his
highest merit to copy faithfully.

A New England divine says, “Woman, like man, wants to make her thought
a thing.” “All that belongs to the purely natural,” observes Hippel,
“lies within her sphere.” The kind of painting, thus, in which the
object is prominent has been most practiced by female artists.
Portraits, landscapes, flowers, and pictures of animals are in favor
among them. Historical or allegorical subjects they have comparatively
neglected; and, perhaps, a sufficient reason for this has been that
they could not command the years of study necessary for the attainment
of eminence in these. More have been engaged in engraving on copper
than in any other branch of art, and many have been miniature painters.

Such occupations might be pursued in the strict seclusion of home,
to which custom and public sentiment consigned the fair student. Nor
were they inharmonious with the ties of friendship and love to which
her tender nature clung. In most instances women have been led to
the cultivation of art through the choice of parents or brothers.
While nothing has been more common than to see young men embracing
the profession against the wishes of their families and in the face
of difficulties, the example of a woman thus deciding for herself is
extremely rare.

We know little of the practice of the arts by women in ancient times.
The degraded condition of the sex in Eastern countries rendered woman
the mere slave and toy of her master; but this very circumstance gave
her artistic ideas capable of development into independent action.
These first showed themselves in the love of dress and the selection of
ornaments. From the early ages of the world, too, spinning and weaving
were feminine employments, in which undying germs of art were hidden;
for it belongs to human nature never to be satisfied with what merely
ministers to necessity. The ancient sepulchres and buried palaces
disclosed by modern discovery display the love of adornment prevailing
among the nations of antiquity. Women rendered assistance in works upon
wood and metal, as well as, more frequently, in the productions of the
loom. The fair Egyptians covered their webs with the most delicate
patterns; and the draperies of the dead and the ornamented hangings in
their dwellings attested the skill of the women of Assyria and Babylon.

The shawls and carpets of Eastern manufacture, and other articles of
luxury that furnished the palaces of European monarchs, were often the
work of delicate hands, though no tradition has preserved the names of
those who excelled in such labors.

Among the ancient Greeks the position of woman, though still secluded
and slavish, gave her a nobler life. The presiding deities of the
gentle arts were represented to popular apprehension in female form,
and, doubtless, the gracious influence the sex has in all ages
exercised was then in some measure recognized. Poetry had her fair
votaries, and names are still remembered that deserve to live with
Sappho. Schools of philosophy were presided over by the gifted and
cultivated among women.

Sculpture and architecture, the arts carried to greatest perfection,
were then far in advance of painting; at least, we know of no relics
that can support the pretensions of the Greeks to superiority in the
latter. “What is left,” says a writer in the “Westminster Review,”
“of Apelles and Zeuxis? The few relics of ancient painting which have
survived the lapse of ages and the hand of the spoiler all date from
the time of the Roman Empire; and neither the frescoes discovered
beneath the baths of Titus, the decorations of Pompeii and Herculaneum,
nor even the two or three cabinet pictures found beneath the buried
city, can be admitted as fair specimens of Grecian painting in its
zenith.”

THE DAUGHTER OF DIBUTADES.
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But, though few Grecian women handled the pencil or the chisel, and
women were systematically held in a degree of ignorance, we find here,
on the threshold of the history of art, a woman’s name—that of Kora,
or, as she has been called, Callirhoe, the daughter of a potter named
Dibutades, a native of Corinth, said to have resided at Sicyonia about
the middle of the seventh century before Christ. Pliny tells us she
assisted her father in modeling clay. The results of his labor were
arranged on shelves before his house, which the purchasers usually
left vacant before evening. It was the office of his daughter, says
a fanciful chronicler, to fill the more elaborate vases with choice
flowers, which the young men came early to look at, hoping to catch a
glimpse of the graceful artist maiden.

As she went draped in her veil to the market-place, she often met a
youth, who afterward became an assistant to her father in his work.
He was skilled in much learning unknown to the secluded girl, and in
playing on the reed; and the daily life of father, daughter, and lover
presented an illustration of Grecian life and beauty. The youth was
constrained at length to depart, but ere he went the vows of betrothal
were exchanged between him and Kora.

Their eve of parting was a sad one. As they sat together by the
lamplight the maiden suddenly rose, and, taking up a piece of pointed
charcoal from the brasier, and bidding the young man remain still,
she traced on the wall the outline of his fine Grecian profile, as a
memorial when he should be far away. Dibutades saw the sketch she had
made, and recognized the likeness. Carefully he filled the outline with
clay, and a complete medallion was formed. It was the first portrait
in relief! Thus a new art was born into the world, the development of
which brought fortune and fame to the inventor! The story is, at least,
as probable as that of Saurias discovering the rules of sketching and
contour from the shadow of his horse. It was neither the first nor the
last time that Love became a teacher. Might not the fable of Memnon
thus find its realization?

It is related that Dibutades, who had followed up his medallions with
busts, became so celebrated, that many Grecian states claimed the
honor of his birth; and that his daughter’s lover, who came back to
espouse her, modeled whole figures in Corinth. A school for modeling
was instituted about this time in Sicyonia, of which Dibutades was the
founder.

At a later period we hear of Timarata, the daughter of a painter, and
herself possessed of considerable skill, as Pliny testifies, he having
seen one of her pictures at Ephesus, representing the goddess Diana.

Several names of female artists have come down from the time of
Alexander the Great and his luxurious successors. Art began to have
a richer and more various development, and women were more free to
follow their inclinations in its pursuit. One belonging to this age
was Helena, who is said to have painted, for one of the Ptolomies,
the scene of a battle in which Alexander vanquished Darius; a picture
thought, with some probability, to have been the original of a famous
mosaic found in Pompeii.

Anaxandra, the daughter and pupil of a Greek painter, appears to have
labored under the same royal patronage, as well as another female
artist named Kallo, one of whose pictures, presented in the Temple of
Venus, was celebrated by the praise of a classic poetess; the fair
painter being declared as beautiful as her own work. Among these pupils
of Grecian art we hear also of Cirene, the daughter of Kratinos, whose
painting of Proserpina was preserved; of Aristarite, the author of a
picture of Esculapius; of Calypso, known as a painter de genre.
Her portraits of Theodorus, the juggler, and a dancer named Acisthenes,
were celebrated, and she is said to have executed one that has been
transferred from the ruins of Pompeii to Naples, and is now called “A
Mother superintending her Daughter’s Toilet.” The name of Olympias is
remembered, though we have no mention of her works. Beyond these few
names, we know nothing of the female artists of Greece.

THE ROMAN PAINTRESS.
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Among the Romans we find but one female painter, and she was of Greek
origin and education. The life of the Roman matrons was not confined to
a narrower sphere, and the influence conceded to them might have been
eminently favorable to their cultivation of art. But, with the nation
of soldiers who ruled the world, the elegant arts were not at home as
in their Hellenic birth-place. They flourished not so grandly in the
palmiest days of Rome, as in the decay of the Empire. The heroic women
celebrated in the history of the Republic, and in Roman literature,
had no rivals in the domain of sculpture and painting. The one whose
name has descended to modern times is Laya. She exercised her skill
in Rome about a hundred years before Christ. The little knowledge we
have of her paintings is very interesting, inasmuch as she was the
pioneer in a branch afterward cultivated by many of her sex—miniature
painting. Her portraits of women were much admired, and she excelled in
miniatures on ivory. A large picture in Naples is said to be one of her
productions. She surpassed all others in the rapidity of her execution,
and her works were so highly valued that her name was ranked with the
most renowned painters of the time, such as Sopolis, Dionysius, etc.
Pliny, who bears this testimony, adds that her life was devoted to her
art, and that she was never married. Some others mention a Greek girl,
Lala, as contemporary with Cleopatra, who was celebrated for her
busts in ivory. The Romans caused a statue to be erected to her honor.

INFLUENCE OF CHRISTIANITY.
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Painting was destined to higher improvements under the mild sway
of the Christian religion than in the severer school of classical
antiquity. Woman gradually rose above the condition of slavery, and
began to preside over the elements that formed the poetry of life. But
changes involving the lapse of centuries were necessary, before Art
could be divested of her Athenian garment, and put on the pure bridal
attire suited to her nuptials with devotion. After the destruction of
the Roman Empire, there is a long interval during which we hear of
no achievement beyond the Byzantine relics, and the mosaics of the
convents and cemeteries.

Even the beauty of early art, associated as it was with the forms of
a pagan mythology, was detested by the votaries of a pure and holy
faith. The early Christians rejected adornment, which they regarded as
inconsistent with their simple tenets, and as an abomination in the
sight of God. Thus, for seven hundred years art was degraded, and only
by degrees did she lift herself from the dust.

In the mean while female influence grew apace among the nations that
rose upon the ruins of Rome. Amalasuntha, the daughter of Theodoric the
Great, was worthy of her sire in wisdom and knowledge of statesmanship,
while she is said to have surpassed him in general cultivation, and
to have rendered him essential service in his building enterprises.
Theudelinda, Queen of the Longobards, adorned her palace at Monza
with paintings celebrating the history of her people; and, from the
time of Charlemagne, each century boasted several women of political
and literary celebrity. There was the famous nun Hroswitha, who, in
her convent at Gandersheim, composed an ode in praise of Otho, and
a religious drama after the manner of Terence; there was the Greek
princess Anna Comnena, the ornament of the Byzantine court; there
was the first poetess of Germany, Ava; with Hildegardis, Abbess of
Bingen; Heloise, the beloved of Abelard; the Abbess of Hohenburg, who
undertook the bold enterprise of a cyclopædia of general knowledge;
and a host of others.[1]


[1] Later, Angela de Foligno was celebrated as a teacher of
theology. Christina Pisani wrote a work, “La Cité des Dames,” which was
published in Paris in 1498. It gives account of the learned and famous
Novella, the daughter of a professor of the law in the University of
Bologna. She devoted herself to the same studies, and was distinguished
for her scholarship. She conducted her father’s cases, and, having as
much beauty as learning, was wont to appear in court veiled.
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Noble women became patrons of art, particularly that branch cultivated
with most success in the decline of the rest—miniature painting upon
parchment. From being merely ornamental this became a necessity in
manuscript books of devotion, and the brilliant coloring and delicate
finish of the illuminations were often owing to the touch of feminine
hands. The inmates of convents and monasteries employed much time in
painting and ornamenting books, in copying the best works of ancient
art, and in painting on glass; the nuns especially making a business
of copying and illuminating manuscripts. Agnes, Abbess of Quedlinberg,
was celebrated as a miniature painter in the twelfth century, and some
of her works have survived the desolation of ages. “The cultivators
of this charming art were divided into two classes—miniaturists,
properly so called; and miniature caligraphists. It was the province
of the first to color the histories and arabesques, and to lay on the
gold and silver ornaments. The second wrote the book, and the initial
letters so frequently traced in red, blue, and gold: these were called
‘Pulchri Scriptores,’ or fair writers. Painting of this description was
peculiarly a religious occupation. It was well suited for the peaceful
and secluded life of the convent or the monastery. It required none of
the intimate acquaintance with the passions of the human heart, with
the busy scenes of life, so essential to other and higher forms of art.”

The labors of nuns in ornamental work in the Middle Ages were not
confined to illuminating and miniature painting; but it is not our
province to enumerate the products of their industry, nor to chronicle
the benefits they conferred on the sick and poor. The fairest
princesses did not disdain to work altar-pieces, and to embroider
garments for their friends and lovers.

In the commencement of the fourteenth century a female painter, named
Laodicia, lived in Pavia, and Vasari mentions the Dominican nun,
Plautilla Nelli. “In 1476, Fra Domenico da Pistoya and Fra Pietro da
Pisa, the spiritual directors of a Dominican convent, established a
printing-press within its walls; the nuns served as compositors, and
many works of considerable value issued from this press between 1476
and 1484, when, Bartolomeo da Pistoya dying, the nuns ceased their
labors.”

THE FIRST SCULPTRESS.
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Germany had the honor of producing the first female sculptor of whom
any thing is known—Sabina von Steinbach, the daughter of Erwin von
Steinbach, who in that wonderful work, the cathedral of Strasburg, has
reared so glorious a monument to his memory.

The task of ornamenting this noble building was in great part intrusted
to the young girl, whose genius had already exhibited itself in
modeling. Her sculptured groups, and especially those on the portal
of the southern aisle, are of remarkable beauty, and have been admired
by visitors during the lapse of ages. Here are allegorical figures
representing the Christian Church and Judaism; the first of lofty
bearing and winning grace, with crowned heads, bearing the cross in
their right hands, and in their left the consecrated host. The other
figures stand with eyes downcast and drooping head; in the right
hand a broken arrow, in the left the shattered tablets of the Mosaic
Law. Besides many other groups are four bas-reliefs representing the
glorification of the Virgin; her death and burial on one side, and on
the other her entrance into heaven and triumphant coronation.

It may well be said that in these works are embodied the ideal and
supernatural elements that pervade the sculpture of the Middle Ages;
and it seemed most appropriate that the taste and skill of woman should
develop in such elements the purity and depth of feeling which impart a
charm to these sculptures acknowledged by every beholder.

On one of the scrolls, held by the Apostle John, the following lines
are inscribed in Latin:


“The grace of God be with thee, O Sabina,

Whose hands from this hard stone have formed my image.”



An old painting at Strasburg represents this youthful sculptress
kneeling at the feet of the archbishop, to receive his blessing and
a wreath of laurel, which he is placing on her brow. This painting
attests the popular belief in a tradition that Sabina, after seeing her
statues deposited in their niches, was met by a procession of priests
who came, with the prelate at their head, for the purpose of conferring
this honor upon her.



CHAPTER II.
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The fifteenth century, with which the history of modern art may be
properly commenced, is barren in female artists. This is, doubtless,
owing in part to a change in the social condition of woman, consequent
on the decline of chivalry, that “poetical lie,” as Rahel terms it.
During the two centuries preceding this period, the fair sex had been
regarded with a kind of adoration. Beauty was the minstrel’s theme and
the soldier’s inspiration, and the courts of love, by giving power to
the intellectual among women, stimulated them to the cultivation of
their minds as well as the adornment of their persons. The descent from
their poetic elevation was unfavorable to mental development; and it
was not till the opening of the sixteenth century that there appeared
symptoms of recovery from the reaction.

Moreover, art in the fifteenth century had assumed a character unsuited
to the peculiar gifts of woman. It had parted with the ideal and
supernatural element which formed at once the charm and the weakness
of the Middle Ages, and which, as in the case of Sabina von Steinbach,
had fostered and developed female talent. A new feeling for nature
was born; a new world of life and action was waiting to be added to
the domain of art; while severe study and restless energy were in
requisition for more extended conquests. More correct exhibitions of
human individuality, action, and passion began to take the place of
forms that had before been merely conventional or architectural; and
the portrayal of feeling, in which the human heart could sympathize,
superseded the calm religious creations of an earlier age. Painting
finally threw off the rigid trammels she had worn.

The difficulties in the way of elaborating these new conceptions, and
the studies of anatomy necessary for the attainment of excellence
in delineating the form, excluded women in a great measure from the
pursuit. Gervinus remarks that women are fond of realizing new ideas;
but they are those, for the most part, which are readily brought into
use in common life, and which require no persevering study to reduce
them to practice. Even the triumphs of literary talent in that toilsome
age owed much to the patronage of the great. We find many ladies of
high rank seeking the muses’ favor by the royal road to eminence.

Notwithstanding the paucity of women artists, we discover at least one
representing each prominent school of painting—Flemish, Italian, and
German.

MARGARETTA VON EYCK.
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First among these, Margaretta von Eyck deserves mention. She was the
sister of Hubert and John von Eyck, who were distinguished not only for
enlarged apprehensions of art, but for the discovery and introduction
of oil-painting.

While these men were, by their works, preparing the way for an
important revolution in the method of painting, Margaretta occupied
herself chiefly in painting miniatures. She worked under the patronage
of the magnificent and liberal court of Burgundy, and her fame extended
even to the countries of the romantic south. It is an interesting
sight, this modest woman-work beside the more important enterprises
of the gifted brothers, making itself appreciated so as to furnish an
example for all time. Sometimes the sister worked with the brother
in the decoration of costly manuscripts. One of the finest monuments
of their united skill was the breviary—now in the imperial library
at Paris—of that Duke of Bedford who, in 1423, married the sister
of Philip the Good. Margaretta’s miniatures were preserved also in
manuscript romances of the period. One of the earliest historians of
Flemish art, Carl von Mander, calls her a “gifted Minerva,” and informs
us that she spurned the acquaintance of “Hymen and Lucina,” and lived
out her days in single blessedness.

ANOTHER MARGARETTA.
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As in Margaretta von Eyck the grand efforts of Flemish art found
expression modified by a feminine nature, so had those of the school
in Nuremberg through the labors of another Margaretta—a nun from 1459
to 1470 in the Carthusian Convent, where she copied and illuminated
religious works. Eight folio volumes were filled by her indefatigable
hands with Gothic letters and pictures in miniature, presenting a
curious specimen of the blending of the art of the scribe with that of
the painter, so common in the Middle Ages.

CATERINA VIGRI.
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A third female artist of this period belonged to Italy. Caterina
Vigri, a pupil of the Bolognese school, combined with a high degree
of talent a quiet gentleness and dignified manner that gained her
general esteem. She was born of a noble family in Ferrara in 1413,
and exercised her skill chiefly in miniature painting, though several
large works are recognized as hers. One of St. Ursula, infolding in her
robe her kneeling companions, is exhibited among other fair martyrs
in the Pinacothek of Bologna, and, with the pure, calm expression,
peculiar to the productions of a preceding age, combines a delicacy,
grace, correctness of drawing, and freedom with firmness of touch,
not often found at that time. One of her pictures is preserved in the
Sala Palladiana of the Venetian Academy. Educated in the most exalted
mysticism, she was the founder of the convent of “Corpo di Cristo,”
which is yet in existence, and shelters the grave of Caterina as
well as many of her works. She poured into these all her religious
enthusiasm. Her master was Maestro Vitale. She died in the odor of
sanctity, and was spoken of as “the Saint of Bologna.” In 1712 the
Catholic Church inscribed her name in the second category of saints,
with the title of “Beata,” in virtue of which she is honored to this
day as the patron saint of the fine arts. Tradition relates a story of
one of her paintings on wood—an infant Jesus—having the power to heal
diseases in those who touched the lips of the picture.

THE WARRIOR MAIDEN.
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Beside this saintly personage stands one who joined the prowess of
the soldier to the genius of the painter. Onorata Rodiana was born at
Castelleone in Cremona, in the early part of the fifteenth century,
and, while yet young, obtained so high a reputation as a painter, that
the Marquis Gabrino Fondolo, the tyrant of Cremona, appointed her to
the task of decorating his palace.

The maiden, in the prime of her youth and beauty, was engaged in
this work when an accidental occurrence changed the whole course of
her life. A courtier of libertine character, who chanced to see her
occupied in painting the walls of a room in the palace, entered, and
dared to offer an insulting freedom. The young artist repulsed him;
but, unable to escape his violence without a desperate struggle, the
spirited girl at length drew a dagger and stabbed him to the heart. She
then rushed from the palace, disguised herself in man’s clothes, and
quitted the city, declaring that she would rather die in obscure exile
than accept a luxurious home as the price of dishonor.

The Marquis Gabrino was at first furious at her escape, and commanded
a hot pursuit by his soldiers; but soon afterward relenting, he
proclaimed her full pardon, and summoned her to return and complete her
labors, which no one else could finish. Onorata, however, had, in the
mean while, learned the warrior’s business in Oldrado Lampugnano’s band
of Condottieri, and her spirit and courage soon elevated her to a post
of command. She loved the soldier’s life, and continued in it, painting
the while, for thirty years.

When her native town, Castelleone, was besieged by the Venetians, she
hastened with her company to its relief. Victory crowned her in the
contest, but she fell mortally wounded. She died in 1472, perhaps the
only example the world’s history affords of a woman who wielded at the
same time the pencil and the sword.



CHAPTER III.
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The sixteenth century, rich beyond precedent in great men, was not
poor in female artists whose works are worthy of notice. Both in
poetry and painting the period was memorable and glorious. The labors
of the preceding age had promoted civilization and education in moral
and mental acquirements, the fruits of which were discernible even
in Germany, while in Italy the harvest was most abundant. The period
produced Victoria Colonna, Veronica Gambara, Gaspara Stampa, and other
women of literary eminence; while the works in art of Michael Angelo,
Raphael, Leonardo da Vinci, Titian, etc., became monuments for the
admiration of succeeding generations. Dr. Guhl aptly remarks, “The
fifteenth century was the time of work; the sixteenth the season of
harvest.”

None of the numerous schools of Italian art were without female
disciples. The Bolognese rose above all others, and at this period gave
laws to art. Here we find

PROPERZIA, THE SCULPTRESS.
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The first woman who gained reputation as a sculptor in Italy was
Properzia di Rossi. She was born in Bologna in 1490, and possessed
not only remarkable beauty of person, with all the graces a finished
education could graft upon a refined nature, but various feminine
accomplishments, excelling particularly, Vasari tells us, in her
orderly disposal of household matters. She sang and played on several
instruments “better than any woman of her day in Bologna,” while in
many scientific studies she gained a distinction “well calculated,”
says the Italian historian, “to awaken the envy not of women only,
but also of men.” This maiden of rich gifts was endowed with a
peculiar facility in realizing the creations of fancy, and took at
first a strange way of doing so. She undertook the minute carving of
peach-stones, and succeeded so well as to render credible what had
been recorded of two sculptors of antiquity. Mirmecide is said to
have carved a chariot drawn by four horses, with the charioteer, so
small that a fly with his wings spread covered the whole. Callicrate
sculptured ants with the minutest exactness. Properzia carved on a
peach-stone the crucifixion of our Saviour; a work comprising a number
of figures—executioners, disciples, women, and soldiers—wonderful
for the delicate execution of the minutest figures, and the admirable
distribution of all. A series of her intaglios is in the possession of
Count Grassi of Bologna. In a double-headed eagle, in silver filagree
(the Grassi coat of arms), are imbedded eleven peach-stones, and on
each is carved, on one side, one of the eleven apostles, each with an
article of the creed underneath; on the other, eleven holy virgins with
the name of the saint on each, and a motto explanatory of her special
virtue. In the cabinet of gems in the gallery of Florence is preserved
a cherry-stone on which is carved a chorus of saints in which seventy
heads may be counted.

It was not long before Properzia began to think, with those who
witnessed her success, that it was a pity to throw away so much labor
on a nut! At that time the façade of San Petronio, in Bologna, was
being ornamented with sculpture and bas-relief. The young girl had
studied drawing under Antonio Raimondi, and when the three doors of
the principal façade were to be decorated with marble figures she made
application to the superintendents for a share in the works. She was
required to furnish a specimen of her talent. The young sculptress
executed a bust from life, in the finest marble, of Count Alessandro
de’ Pepoli; this pleased the family and the whole city, and procured
immediate orders from the superintendents.

The one of her productions which has become most celebrated is a
bas-relief, in white marble, of Potiphar’s wife seeking to detain
Joseph by holding his garment. The perfection of the drawing, the
grace of the action, and the emotion that breathes from the whole
face and form, obtained high praise for this performance. Vasari
calls it “a lovely picture, sculptured with womanly grace, and more
than admirable.” But envy took occasion to make this monument of
Properzia’s genius a reproach to her memory. It was reported that she
was profoundly in love with a young nobleman, Anton Galeazzo Malvasia,
who cared little for her; and that she depicted her own unhappy passion
in the beautiful creation of her chisel. It was probably true that her
life was imbittered by this unreturned love. One of her countrymen
says the proud patrician disdained to own as his wife one who bore a
less ancient name; and that he failed in his attempt to persuade her
to become his on less honorable terms. Professional jealousy aided in
the attempt to depress the pining artist. Amico Albertini, with several
men artists, commenced a crusade against her, and slandered her to the
superintendents with such effect that the wardens refused to pay the
proper price for her labors on the façade. Even her alto-relief was not
allowed to have its appointed place. Properzia had no heart to contend
against this unmanly persecution; she never attempted any other work
for the building, and the grief to which she was abandoned gradually
sapped the springs of life.

There are two angels in bas-relief, exquisitely sculptured by her, in
the church of San Petronio; and another work by her hand, representing
the Queen of Sheba in the presence of Solomon, is preserved in what
is called “the revered chamber.” Other works of hers have been
pronounced to be in the highest taste. She is said to have furnished
some admirable plans in architecture. In copper-plate engraving she
succeeded to admiration, and many of her pen-and-ink etchings from
Raphael’s works obtained the highest praise. “With this poor loving
girl,” Vasari says, “every thing succeeded save her unhappy passion.”

The fame of her noble genius spread throughout Italy; and Pope Clement
VII., having come to Bologna to officiate at the coronation of the
Emperor Charles V., inquired for the fair sculptress of whom he had
heard such marvelous things. Alas! she had died that very week—on the
14th of February, 1530—and her remains had been buried, according to
her last request, in the Hospital della Morte. She was lamented by
her fellow-citizens, who held her to have been one of the greatest
miracles of nature. But what availed posthumous praises to the victim
of injustice and calumny?

A story has been told of an interview between Properzia and the Pope;
that, declining his offer to settle her in Rome, she knelt to take
leave, when her veil falling disclosed a face of unearthly beauty, sad
enough to move the pontiff’s sympathy. But it is more probable that she
died before his coming.

SISTER PLAUTILLA AND OTHERS.
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Isabella Mazzoni was also known at this period as a sculptor. We
hear, too, of Maria Calavrese, who painted in fresco; and Plautilla
Nelli—Suor Plautilla, as she is usually called—deserves more than a
passing mention. Lanzi tells us she was of a noble Florentine family,
and born in 1523. She had no assistance in developing her remarkable
talent but her study of the designs of Fra Bartolomeo, one of the best
masters of the Florentine school. She became a nun of the Dominican
convent of St. Catherine of Sienna in Florence, and having acquired
considerable reputation by her skill in painting, finished for the
church a Descent from the Cross, said to be from a design by Andrea
del Sarto; and a picture of her own composition, the Adoration of the
Magi—a work that won great praise. In the first may be noticed the
same purity of contour, the same harmony of light and shade, grace of
drapery, and confident repose that characterize the works of Andrea.
In the choir of the Convent of Santa Lucia, at Pistoja, was her large
picture of the Madonna holding the child, surrounded by saints; and
in the convent at Florence a large painting of the Last Supper. We
do not attempt to enumerate the works credited to her, including her
copies of the best masters, particularly Fra Bartolomeo, whom it was
not easy to imitate, since he was superior to Raphael in color, and
rivaled Vinci in chiaro-oscuro. Some pictures in Berlin, attributed to
her, are marked by his purity and careful execution, with his depth
and earnestness. She was also a miniature painter. She was prioress of
the convent, and lived to the age of sixty-five. One of her successful
pupils was Agatha Traballesi.

There were no noted women painters of the Roman school, but we may
mention Teodora Danti, who painted several pictures of interiors after
the style of Perugino. The heads of her figures were remarkable for
grace, and she had much ease of action and freshness of coloring, but
there was a certain dryness in the forms and poverty in the drapery.

The wife of the famous engraver, Mare Antonio Raimondi, also engraved
on copper; and Diana Ghisi copied in her engravings works both of
Raphael and Giulio Romano. Vasari says of her: “She engraves so
admirably, the thing is a perfect miracle. For my own part, who have
seen herself—and a very pleasing and graceful maiden she is—as well
as her works, which are most exquisite, I have been utterly astonished
thereby.”

IRENE DI SPILIMBERG.


Table of Contents



A bright example, and the pride of the Venetian school in her day, was
Irene di Spilimberg, born at Udina in 1540, of a noble and illustrious
family, originally of German origin. She exercised her art at its most
flourishing period. She was educated in Venice, surrounded by all
the luxury of external and intellectual life, and she had Titian for
her master. Her fame, however, rests rather on the testimony of her
contemporaries than on her own works. Titian, ever alive to female
loveliness and artistic merit, has immortalized her by a beautiful
portrait; and Tasso has celebrated her charms in one of his sonnets.
She died in the opening of her blossom of fame, in the flush of youth
and beauty, having scarcely attained the age of nineteen. Her death was
deplored in poems and orations, a collection of which was published in
Venice twenty years after the event, to set forth the splendid promise
which the destroyer had thus untimely nipped.

Among her works still extant are the Bacchanals in Monte Albedo, and
small pictures from religious subjects said to be in the possession of
the Maniago family. Lanzi remarks: “The drawing is careless, but the
coloring is worthy of the best age of art. We see the reflected rays
of her great master’s glory, the soft yet rapid gradations of tint,
the clear touches, the repeated applications of color, which give a
veiled transparency to the tints; the judicious grouping, the combined
majesty and grace in the figures, which constitute some of the merits
of Titian.” Irene is said to have been a woman of the highest mental
culture. Rudolphi includes her among the few women artists he mentions.

The sixteenth century was not only remarkable for the production of
talent, but for its recognition. Another artist belonging to the
Venetian school was Vincenza Armani, who was accomplished in engraving
and modeling in wax, and was also celebrated as a poet and musician.

MARIETTA TINTORETTO.
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Marietta Robusti, the daughter and pupil of the great painter
Tintoretto—him who was called “the thunder of art,” and excelled
in the powerful and terrible—was born in 1560. She had a lively
disposition and great enthusiasm; she was very beautiful in person, had
a fine voice, and was an accomplished performer on the lute and other
instruments. It is no wonder that she was the object of her father’s
pride and affections. She accompanied him every where, dressed as a
boy; and he developed her genius for art less by precept than by the
living example of his own labor. His pictures nourished and fertilized
her imagination, and, step by step, she followed him faithfully.
Whether he labored at his models or studied the antique statues, or
casts from Michael Angelo, the coloring of Titian or the nude figure,
she was by his side. She noted his first sketch in the feverish moment
of creation, and watched the progress of its execution. His marvelous
freedom in handling the brush, his strength and precision in drawing
and richness of coloring became hers. She learned his secret of
giving proportion and unity to many figures, and the difficult art of
foreshortening; then, after copying his pictures, she could say, “I,
too, am an artist.” She chose the kind of painting suited to her sex.
Historical pieces demanded too much study and application, and it was
wearying to design nude figures in imitation of the antique. Portrait
painting was easier, and promised more immediate results.

Her first portrait was that of Marco dei Vescovi. It was greatly
admired, particularly the beard, and some ventured to say she had
equaled her father. Ere long she became famous, and it was all the rage
among the Venetian aristocracy to be painted by Marietta. Her father
was in raptures at her astonishing progress and success.

Jacopo Strada, antiquarian to the Emperor Maximilian, had his portrait
taken by her, and gave it as a curiosity to his imperial master. This,
and one she painted of herself, gained her a great reputation. The
emperor placed them in his chamber, and invited her to be the artist
of his court. The same proposition was made to her by Philip II. of
Spain and the Archduke Ferdinand. She was a dutiful daughter and
obeyed the wishes of Tintoretto, who refused to part with her, even
that she might grace a court. To secure her against the acceptance of
such alluring offers, he bestowed her hand on Mario Augusti, a wealthy
German jeweler, on the condition that she should remain under the
paternal roof. She completed several original designs and painted many
portraits. Her exquisite taste, her soft and gentle touch, and her
skill in coloring were remarkable, both in works of her own invention
and those due to her father’s genius.

Tintoretto was not destined long to rejoice in the progress of his
lovely daughter. In the flower of her age, in 1590, she departed this
life, leaving her husband and father mourners for the rest of their
days. She was buried in the church of Santa Maria dell’ Orto. Another
artist made a picture of Tintoretto transferring to the canvas the
features of his child, still beautiful in death. Several of her works
are in Venice. One, at the Palais Royale, represents a man in black,
sitting, his hand on an open book lying on a table, where is also an
escritoir with papers, a watch, and crucifix.

Decampes has published an engraving of Marietta’s portrait. The
expression is very soft and meek; a braid of hair encircles the top of
her head, and a rouleau is put back from the forehead. A handkerchief
is crossed on the bosom, and around her neck is a string of large beads.

Some fair artists of the schools of northern Italy deserve mention.
Vasari speaks of Barbara, daughter of the painter Lucas Longhi, of
Ravenna, as possessing great talent. In Genoa, Tommasa Fiesca was known
as a painter and engraver, as well as a writer of mystical tracts. She
and her sister Helen were Dominican nuns, and died in 1534.





CHAPTER IV.

THE SIXTEENTH CENTURY.
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The six wonderful Sisters.—Sofonisba Anguisciola.—Her
early Sketches.—Painting of three Sisters.—Her Success in
Milan.—Invitation to the Court of Madrid.—Pomp of her Journey and
Reception.—The Diamond.—Paints the Royal Family and the Flower
of the Nobility.—Her Present to Pope Pius.—His Letter.—Her
Style.—Lucia’s Picture.—Sofonisba Governess to the Infanta.
Marriage to the Lord of Sicily.—His Death at Palermo.—The Widow’s
Voyage.—The gallant Captain.—Second Love and Marriage.—Her
Residence at Genoa.—Royal Visitors.—Loss of Sight.—Vandyck
her Guest.—Her Influence on Art in Genoa.—Her Portrait and
Works.—Sofonisba Gentilesca.—Her Miniatures of the Spanish
Royal Family.—Caterina Cantoni.—Ludovica Pellegrini.—Angela
Criscuolo.—Cecilia Brusasorci.—Caterina dei Pazzi.—Her Style
shows the Infusion of a new Element of religious Enthusiasm
into Art.—Tradition of her painting with eyes closed.—Her
Canonization.—Women in France at this period.—Isabella
Quatrepomme.—Women in Spain.—A female Doctor of Theology.—Change
wrought by Protestantism in the Condition of Woman.—Its Influence
on Art.—An English Paintress.—Lavinia Benic.—Catherine Schwartz
in Germany.—Eva von Iberg in Switzerland.—Women Painters in the
Netherlands.—Female Talent in Antwerp.—Albert Durer’s Mention
of Susannah Gerard.—Catherine Hämsen.—Anna Seghers.—Clara de
Keyzer.—Liewina Bennings’ and Susannah Hurembout’s Visits to
England.—The Engraver Barbara.—The Dutch Engraver.—Constantia, the
Flower Painter.



We come now to the six wonderful sisters Anguisciola: Helena,
Sofonisba, Minerva, Europa, Lucia, and Anna Maria, all gifted in music
and painting. Vasari describes his visit “to the house of Amilcare
Anguisciola, the happy father of an honorable and distinguished family;
the very home of painting, as well as of all other accomplishments.”
In Ariosto’s Orlando Furioso, we read:


“Le Donne son venute in eccellenza

Di ciascun’ arte, ov’ hanno posto cura.”



The best known of these amiable and distinguished sisters was the
second; though Lucia, who died young, acquired celebrity, and produced
beautiful and valuable works.

SOFONISBA ANGUISCIOLA


Table of Contents



was born in Cremona, some time between 1530 and 1540, being descended
from a family of high rank. At ten years of age she knew how to draw,
and she soon became the best pupil of Bernadino Campi, an excellent
Cremonese painter. One of her early sketches, representing a boy with
his hand caught in a lobster’s claw, and a little girl laughing at his
plight, was in the possession of Vasari, and esteemed by him worthy
of a place in a volume which he had filled with drawings by the most
famous masters of that great age. Portraits became her favorite study.
Vasari commends a picture he saw at her father’s, representing three
of the sisters and an ancient housekeeper, chess-playing, as a work
“painted with so much skill and care that the figures wanted only
voice to be alive.” He also praises a portrait of herself, which she
presented to Pope Julius III.

Sofonisba instructed her four younger sisters in painting. While yet in
her girlhood she attracted the notice of princes. She accompanied her
father to Milan, at that time subject to Spanish rule. There she was
received at court with welcome, and painted the portrait of the Duke of
Sessa, the viceroy, who rewarded her with four pieces of brocade, and
other rich gifts. By 1559 her name had become famous throughout Italy.
The haughty monarch of Spain, Philip II., who aspired to the title
of patron of the fine arts, heard the echo of her renown, and sent
instructions to the Duke of Alba, then at Rome, to invite her to the
Court of Madrid. The invitation was accepted. Sofonisba was conducted
to the Spanish court with regal pomp, having a train of two patrician
ladies as maids of honor, two chamberlains, and six livery servants.
Philip and his queen came out to meet her, and she was sumptuously
entertained in the palace. After a time given to repose, she painted
the king’s portrait, which so pleased him that he rewarded her with a
diamond worth fifteen hundred crowns, and a pension of two hundred.
Her next sitters were the young queen, Elizabeth of Valois—known as
Isabel of the Peace—then in the bloom of her bridal loveliness; and
the unhappy boy Don Carlos, who was taken dressed in a lynx-skin and
other costly raiment. One after another she painted the flower of the
Spanish nobility. Meanwhile she received high honors and profitable
appointments from her royal patrons.

Her extended fame induced Pope Pius IV. to ask her for a portrait of
the queen. She executed the commission with alacrity; and, having
bestowed her best care on a second portrait of her majesty, she
dispatched it to Rome, with a letter, to be presented to His Holiness.
“If it were possible,” she says, “to represent to your Holiness the
beauty of this queen’s soul, you could behold nothing more wonderful.”
The Pope responded with precious stones and relics set in gems; gifts
worthy of the great abilities of the artist. His letter may interest
the reader:




“We have received the portrait of the most illustrious Queen of Spain,
our dear daughter, which you have sent us, and which has been most
acceptable, as well on account of the person represented, whom we love
paternally for her piety and the many pure qualities of her mind, to
say nothing of other considerations, as because the work has by your
hand been very well and diligently accomplished.

“We thank you for it, assuring you that we shall hold it among our
most valued possessions, commended through your skill, which, albeit
very wonderful, is nevertheless, as we hear, the very least among the
many gifts with which you are endowed.

“And with this conclusion, we send you again our benediction. May our
Lord have you in His keeping!


“Dat. Romæ: die 15 Ottobris, 1561.”





Sofonisba’s paintings were noted for boldness and freedom; and in
some pieces her figures almost seemed to breathe. Some are comic; and
this branch of art, in painting as in literature, demands boldness of
conception, spontaneity of movement, and delicacy of touch. One of
these works represents a wrinkled old woman learning the alphabet, and
a little child making fun of her behind her back.

During her residence in Spain Sofonisba received from Cremona the
portrait of her mother, Bianca, painted by her sister Europa. It was
highly praised by Castilian critics, and the sister prized it as a
faithful likeness of a beloved one whom she might never again behold.
About this time Lucia may have sent her admirable portrait of Pietro
Maria, a Cremonese physician—a grave and elderly personage in a
furred robe—which now adorns the queen’s gallery in Madrid, the sole
specimen of the powers of the gifted sisters.

Sofonisba had for some time been lady-in-waiting to the Queen of Spain:
she was now appointed by Philip, with other ladies, to undertake the
education of the Infanta Isabella Clara Eugenia. This proves her to
have been in Spain after 1566, the year in which that princess was
born. Her royal patrons wished her to marry a Spanish nobleman and
take up her permanent abode near their court; but her hand was already
pledged to the feudal lord of Sicily, Don Fabrizio de Monçada, and he
bore her away to his island home. The king and queen gave her a dowry
of twelve thousand crowns and a pension of one thousand; which she had
power to bequeath to her son; besides rich presents in tapestry and
jewels, and a dress loaded with pearls.

The newly-wedded pair went to Palermo, where after a few years the
husband died. Sofonisba was immediately invited back to the court of
Madrid, but expressed a desire to see Cremona and her kindred before
her return to Spain. She embarked on board a Genoese galley, commanded
by a patrician called Orazio Lomellini. He entertained the fair widow
with gallant courtesy during the voyage, and she appears to have been
not inconsolable for the loss of her husband. She loved the Genoese,
it is said, out of sheer gratitude; although her biographer, Soprani,
does not hesitate to say that she made him an offer of her hand, which
he—“quel generoso signor”—very promptly accepted. The Lomellini
family still preserve her portrait, painted by herself after the manner
of Raphael.

We now find her living at Genoa, where she pursued her art with
indefatigable zeal. Her house became the resort of all the polished
and intellectual society of the republic. Nor was she forgotten by
her royal friends of the house of Austria. On hearing of her second
nuptials, their Catholic majesties added four hundred crowns to her
pension. The Empress of Germany paid her a visit on her way to Spain,
and accepted a little picture, one of the most finished and beautiful
of Sofonisba’s works. She also received the honor of a visit from
her former charge, the Infanta, now married or about to be married
to the Archduke Albert, and joint sovereign with him over Flanders.
This princess spent several hours talking with her friend of old times
and family affairs; and sat for her portrait, for which, when it was
finished, she gave Sofonisba a gold chain enriched with jewels. This
pretty memorial of friendship was greatly prized by the artist. Thus
caressed by royalty, and courted in Genoese society, she lived to an
extreme old age. A medallion was struck at Bologna in honor of her; the
most distinguished artists listened reverentially to her opinions, and
poets sang the praises of


“La bella e saggia dipintrice,

La nobil Sofonisba da Cremona.”
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