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This thesis examines the portraiture of Elisabeth Vigee-Lebrun and

Adelaide Labille-Guiard within the context of their time. Analysis of specific

portraits in American collections is provided, along with examination of their

careers: early education, Academie Royale membership, Salon exhibitions, and the

French Revolution. Discussion includes the artists' opposing stylistic heritages, as

well as the influences of their patronage, the French art academy and art criticism.

This study finds that Salon critics compared their paintings, but not with the

intention of creating a bitter personal and professional rivalry between them as

presumed by some twentieth-century art historians. This thesis concludes those

critics simply addressed their opposing artistic styles and that no such rivalry

existed.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

Toward the end of the eighteenth century, Adelaide Labille-Guiard (1749-

1803) and Elisabeth Louise Vigee-LeBrun (1755-1842) were two of the leading

portrait artists in France. During the 1780's they held honored positions as

Academicians at the exclusive Academie Royale de peinture et sculpture and were

patronized by members of the French royal family.

Juxtaposing the two artists' contrasting styles captures the dynamism of the

late eighteenth century. This thesis reveals how Labille-Guiard and Vigee-

LeBrun's portraits are a telling representation of the era in which they lived. The

artists simultaneously developed their careers in a highly charged social and

political environment that influenced their approach to painting in apparent ways.

The unprecedented success of these women as professional artists in France is due

to several factors. First, both artists built their careers at a time when women had

achieved a new freedom; secondly, they had the support of powerful patrons; and

thirdly, both reached wide audiences by exhibiting their paintings at the Salon du

Louvre during a time when its public attendance had increased tremendously. All

of these aspects will be discussed further in the following chapters. The most

1



2

significant reason for their success, however, is that their genre of expertise,

portraiture, was in high demand during the last half of the century. Not only was it

used as a tool to salvage the image of a miserably failing monarchy, but it also was

considered a great status symbol for the growing wealthy merchant class. More

importantly, portraiture's increasing popularity was due to a greater sense of self-

awareness in French society that was prompted by the Age of Enlightenment. By

mid-century, France's leading intellectuals, the "philosophes," challenged long-

held ideologies and proposed a new way of experiencing the world, one in which

"natural law," "universal order," and confidence in human reason and scientific

investigation would rule.' The philosphes' ideas began to spread throughout

French society with the aid of pamphlets, correspondence, newspapers, and

salons. 2 Concepts such as the rights of the individual and the psychology of the

"self' became part of mainstream thought, and as a result, a reflection of one's

place in the world was more desirable. As Shackelford states:

The early eighteenth century was the dawn of a great cultural age for France,
an age when her own view of her achievements, and the view of others
would prompt self-absorption. The predominant cultural climate of
humanism naturally led, as it did in Rome and in the self. A central factor of
the philosophy of the Age of Reason was focus on the individual man, his
perfectibility, his abilities and his faculties, engendering a rise in portraiture,

Frederick Artz, The Intellectual History of Europe, from Saint Augustine to Marx,
(Boston: Ginn and Company, 1933), 33.

2 Leonard Krieger, Kings and Philosophers, 1689-1789, (New York: W.W. Norton,
1970), 155.



3

the most concentrated artistic focus on man and his character. 3

Thus, the portrait was the mirror through which eighteenth-century society could

view itself; some were formal and stately, some were exotic or theatrical, and

others, frank and austere.

Late French eighteenth-century portraiture has a rich and varied legacy that

is found at the beginning of the century with leading portrait artists Nicolas de

Largilliere (1656-1746) and Hyacinthe Rigaud (1659-1743), who were patronized

mostly by the French nobility. They carried on the tradition of seventeenth-

century Flemish portraitist Anthony Van Dyck (1599-1641). Van Dyck is most

known for bringing out the character and likeness of his sitters, even while

adorning them in a brilliant display of color and texture. By the middle of the

century, many artists, including the highly esteemed history painters, earned a

good share of their living from painting portraits and several of them were

patronized for their distinctive styles. Jean-Marc Nattier (1685-1766) became

popular for depicting his sitters in classical mythological guises. Jacques Andre

Aved (1702-1766) rendered his subjects with comprehensive precision by

including various attributes that revealed his sitters' interests and habits. Jean-

Baptiste Chardin (1699-1779) was unique in that he incorporated genre images

into portraiture. As the century progressed, however, the stylistic tendency in

' George T.M. Shackelford and Mary Tavener Holmes, A Magic Mirror: The Portrait
in France, 1700-1900 (Houston: Museum of Fine Arts, Houston, 1987), 8.
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portraiture was towards greater naturalism. The reason for this trend was due to

the increasing wealth and power of the middle-class who rejected the more ornate

and superficial Rococo style that was so closely identified with the aristocracy.

The advent of the French Revolution, in 1789, marked the point at which artists

completely abandoned the artifice and fanciful imagery associated with the Ancien

Regime and embraced the New Republic's call for austerity. 4

Together, Labille-Guiard and Vige-LeBrun's paintings reflect this stylistic

variety. While their careers did parallel, the two artists painted and lived in

dramatically different ways. Labille-Guiard, who studied under prominent artists

over the course of twenty years, painted slowly and produced a relatively small

number of works in a manner that created a sober and penetrating view of her

subject. Labille-Guiard's painting compositions were simple, the contours were

well-defined and the brushstrokes were precise. She followed in the tradition of

artists Quentin de La Tour (1704-1788), Aved and Chardin whose works recall the

naturalism of the seventeenth-century Dutch realists and at times, the methodical

manner of the seventeenth-century French classicist Nicolas Poussin (1594-1665).

In contrast, Vige-LeBrun, who sought little formal training and preferred

to study master works on her own, was a prolific artist whose paintings were

expressive and colorful. Vige-LeBrun aligned herself with the aristocratic

4 Ibid., 59.
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aesthetic, which tended to be more stylized than that of the bourgeoisie class. Like

seventeenth-century Flemish artist Peter Paul Rubens (1577-1640) and Rococo

artist Jean-Marc Nattier, Vige-LeBrun generally preferred to use softer contours

and glowing colors to create a more sensual picture overall. Even while embracing

the stylistic shift towards the more austere middle-class naturalism, Vige-LeBrun

continued to idealize and beautify her subjects.

An overview of the artists' portraits reveals that three distinct stylistic

stages mark the major influences in their life and art. The first developed naturally

as a result of their education and early careers. The second stage occurred at the

height of their careers as a result of patronage, academic politics, and the

increasing role of art criticism in the last quarter of the eighteenth century.

Finally, the third stylistic stage was the result of the outbreak of the French

Revolution when both artists struggled to survive the aftermath of the Ancien

Regime's collapse. While developmental stages of Labille-Guiard and Vige-

LeBrun's careers paralleled, the artists' contrasting viewpoints and styles

remained. This thesis discusses each of the three stages and the artists' different

approach to painting in greater depth by using six portraits, three per artist, as an

outline for the analysis.
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Statement of the problem

This thesis analyzes the careers of Adelaide Labille-Guiard and Elisabeth

Vigee-LeBrun in order to determine the ways in which the French Revolutionary

period affected their art and patronage.

Methodology

Primary data for this research consists of two parts. The first is the group

of twelve portraits painted by Labille-Guiard and Vige-LeBrun which I saw in

American museums. The second is available letters, memoirs, and other writings

of Vigee-LeBrun, Marie Antoinette, and Madame Elisabeth--daughter of King

Louis XV--and also writings by and about important figures of the day. Secondary

data consists of museum records, exhibition catalogues, articles and other art

historical literature on the artists, linked where possible to specific works by the

artists.

I visited eight museums to investigate five portraits by Labille-Guiard and

seven portraits by Vige-LeBrun, and obtained additional information on the

portraits through museum records.

Review of the Literature

Although the two artists were often discussed by contemporary critics of

the eighteenth century, no major research has been published in this century about

their close connections. Susan Diaconoffs article "Ambition, Politics, and
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Professionalism: Two Women Painters" in Eighteenth-Century Women and the

Arts (1988) is an excellent, though brief, source of information as it discusses the

two artists' parallel careers and the challenges that they faced as women artists.

The most extensive source of information regarding their critical reception at the

Salons is the 1973 book Adilaide Labille-Guiard, 1749-1803: Biographie et

catalogue raisonne de son oeuvre by Anne-Marie Passez, which includes articles,

letters, and even poems written by contemporaries comparing the two artists'

works.

Only Vigee-LeBrun has had a solo exhibition in the United States, and

other than Joseph Baillio's catalogue for that exhibition, little has been written on

any of this country's works. Portraits by Labille-Guiard located in the United

States appear to have been written about only at the time of their acquisition by the

various museums. These writings were brief. The two artists are mentioned often

in art historical anthologies on women artists, but with little depth. As historical

figures involved in the French Revolution, both are frequently mentioned in

history books, but invariably as minor characters. Finally, the most extensive and

insightful literary sources on Labille-Guiard and Vige-LeBrun are written in

French, among them is the only biography and catalogue raisonne on Labille-

Guiard.5

5 All translations of French texts are my own under the guidance of UNT graduate
student Marie-Frangoise Conin.

l



CHAPTER II

EARLY EDUCATION

In order to understand the context in which Labille-Guiard and Vigee-

Lebrun received their artistic training, it is first necessary to discuss the impact of

the Enlightenment on French eighteenth-century society and its effect on women.

By mid-century, at the time when Labille-Guiard and Vigee-Lebrun were born,

France already had established itself as a focal point of the Enlightenment.

France, in many ways, had become a melting pot for discourse that covered an

array of social, political, and philosophical issues. A select circle of intellectuals

that included nobility, the wealthy bourgeoisie, government officials, and those

outstanding in the sciences would gather together at a "salon," and participate in an

open forum of debate. There, they shared their ideas through essays, poetry,

drama, or literature. Most salons were led by prominent women such as, Mme.

du Deffand who began the first salon, Mme. Geoffrin, Mme. Necker, and Mlle. de

Lespinasse. Revolutionary ideas and clever repartee would flow freely in the safe

confines of the salon, enabling France's greatest thinkers to articulate their

thoughts and exchange viewpoints. 6 It was not unusual for the hostess or ladies in

8

6 Artz, 44.
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the salon to interpose their opinions, and, thus, heighten women's influence on

political and social matters. As historian Bernier notes:

This sudden blossoming, this startling rise in the power of women,
appeared in an age when...culture and manners had at last become
more important than brute force. Since refinement and luxury were
now necessities, since wit and manners were indispensable to the
good life, obviously women were bound to rule. Sometimes it was
over a salon; but in France the salons molded opinion, helped
ministers to power, even determined the government's policy. 7

During the latter half of the century, women began to write

forthrightly and profusely about France's social injustices, and apparently

felt confident enough to debate the matter openly. Illiteracy, among women

especially, continued to be widespread in eighteenth-century France.

Nevertheless, much progress in education was made in Paris and its

surrounding regions. While the literacy rate of women remained far behind

that of men, the number of women who became literate did increase greatly.

The education of women was a primary issue that commanded men and

women's attention as stated in the following:

There are few areas in which the critical spirit of the eighteenth century
was expressed as vigorously and as profusely as it was in the subject of
education, particularly the education of women...Rather, the education of
women was a central theme in the writings of almost all authors, female
and male. It was the subject of debate among the polite society of the
Parisian salons and the focus of much broader public attention

7 Olivier Bernier, The Eighteenth-Century Woman, (New York: Double day, published
in association with the Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1981), 9.

l
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throughout the country, as demonstrated by the number of concours
(competitions) on that theme proposed by various provincial academies. 8

Such passionate debates were inevitable considering how literacy among

women affected the course of events in the eighteenth century. By mid-century,

French enlightened society urged that greater attention be paid to education, and

that serious effort be set forth to implement new teaching programs. 9 For the rise

in education, much credit goes to the Catholic Church, which expanded the

number of teaching orders in the eighteenth century. Middle-class girls such as

Vigee-Lebrun, and most likely, Labille-Guiard, were sent to convents for their

education.

Whether they received a quality education is not known, as some convents

were notorious for their negligence and were considered merely holding tanks for

young girls. For instance, Vige-Lebrun, who attended the Couvent de la Trinitd

for seven years as a girl, may have learned little more than the basics. In the

original manuscripts of her memoirs, which she published towards the end of her

life in 1835 at the age of eighty, Vige-Lebrun "wrote clumsily, even incoherently,

in blissful ignorance of the most elementary rules of grammar, syntax,

8 Samia I. Spencer, ed., French Women and the Age of Enlightenment, (Bloomington:
Indiana University Press, 1984) 83.

9 Elizabeth Fox-Genovese, French Women and the Age of Enlightenment, ed. Samia I.
Spencer (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1984), 14.
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orthography, punctuation and capitalization." 10 Fortunately, she was aware of her

inability and sought help from family and friends to transcribe and edit her

memoirs for publication. Even aristocratic girls suffered neglect in the most

exclusive convents. After spending several years at a convent, Louis XV's four

youngest daughters still could not read or write; Mme. Louise learned to read only

at age twelve." Little is known for certain about Labille-Guiard's early education.

She could well have been sent to a convent for an education similar to Vigee-

LeBrun's. Labille-Guiard's letters, too, are full of capricious spelling and

numerous grammatical errors.12

Yet, the fact that Vigde-LeBrun and Labille-Guiard received an education at

all presented possibilities that had not existed before. They benefitted from the

educational reforms initiated by enlightened thinkers of the mid-century. With an

education they were given the means to articulate their ideas and have the freedom

of expression. As Spencer states:

Women acquired an unspoken right to knowledge and education. They
no longer feared ridicule for being 'learned;' they felt free to express
their interest in disciplines to which theyhadd no exposure in the past... 13

10 Joseph Baillio, Elisabeth Louise Vigde LeBrun: 1755-1842, (Fort Worth: Kimbell
Art Museum, 1982), 130.

" Spencer, 83.

12 Anne-Marie Passez, Addlaide Labille-Guiard, 1749-1803: Biographie et catalogue
raisonne de son oeuvre. (Paris: Arts et Metiers Graphiques, 1973), 8.

" Spencer, 93-94.
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Literacy meant that women could have access to a tremendous amount of

information about current events, the law, history, literature, and philosophy-- all

without having to ask anyone to read it to them. It is worthy of note here that the

knowledge of matters historical, however basic, became for Labille-Guiard a life-

long fascination and her deepest ambition was to be a "history" painter, the "grand

genre" of painting.14 Although Labille-Guiard and Vige-LeBrun did not write

well, they had the necessary fundamental reading and writing skills to succeed in

their careers. They were able to maintain business records, write letters, and

engage in enlightened conversation with their patrons. Vige-LeBrun, for

instance, held salons at her home in Paris and hosted a variety of famous names in

literature and the arts. In the early 1790's Labille-Guiard became active in social

and political issues: she wrote a proposal regarding the education of girls from

poor families, fought vigorously for the rights of her female students, and was

outspoken as an Academician.' 5 Consequently, an education, though perhaps

rudimentary, gave Labille-Guiard and Vige-Lebrun the means to establish

themselves professionally. More importantly, both of these women took from

their rudimentary education, a 'seriousness of purpose' and a capacity to trust their

" Passez, 14.

" Suellen Diaconoff, "Ambition, Politics, and Professionalism: Two Women Painters,"
in Eighteenth Century Women and the Arts, eds. Frederick M. Keener and Susan E.
Lorsch, (Westport, Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 1988), 205.

l
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observations and articulate them in their paintings. With regard to their artistic

training, Labille-Guiard and Vige-Lebrun chose differing paths.

As the daughter of Marie-Anne Saint-Martine and Claude E. Labille, who

was a successful cloth merchant to the courts, Adelaide Labille (1749-1803)

discovered her interest in art through miniatures. In 1763, at fourteen she was

apprenticed to miniaturist Franois-Elie Vincent (1708-1816), a distinguished

portraitist and skillful miniaturist who taught at the Acadmie de Saint Luc.

Labille-Guiard went on to study pastel approximately five years later, but

continued to paint miniature portraits throughout her career. In 1769, during her

twentieth year, both her mother and sister died, she married Louis N. Guiard, a

clerk in the Department of Finance, and she was admitted as an agree at the

Academie de Saint Luc. Her entrance into that academy in this event-filled year

was a turning point for her as an artist as she began to study with the master

pastellist Quentin de La Tour (1704-1788) and also exhibit her work. 16

Elisabeth Vigee-LeBrun, daughter of the hairdresser Jeanne Maissin and

portrait painter Louis Vigee, displayed an exceptional talent for drawing at an

early age. At the age of twelve, she studied drawing in the studio of her father,

who was also a member of the Academie de Saint Luc. In 1767, a few months

after she began her training her father died. Within a year, she moved with her

16 Passed, 9.
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family to Paris. Escorted by her mother, she attended viewings of private

collections and studied drawing and painting by copying the works of old masters

such as, Rubens, Van Dyck and Rembrandt. In 1770, at age fifteen, she

prematurely established herself as a portrait painter without sufficient studio

credentials. Four years later, her studio was seized for not being licensed. It was

at this point in 1774 that she applied for membership at the Acad'mie de Saint

Luc.

l



CHAPTER III

THE ACADEMIES

The Academie de Saint Luc was established in 1730, with a drawing school and

professors, and became popular among young aspiring artists including Jacques-

Louis David (1748-1825) and Joseph-Benoit Suvee.' As an art school, the

Academie de Saint Luc was considered second-rate, however, because it did not

completely embrace the intellectualized doctrines or structured learning format of

the renowned Academie Royale. Consequently, the most ambitious students would

eventually enroll at the Academie Royale.2 Nevertheless, Academie de Saint Luc

did provide a starting point for Labille-Guiard and Vige-LeBrun, for it was

impossible for them to enroll as students at the Academie Royale since women

were prohibited from attending life-drawing classes--a major requirement in its

curriculum. In addition, the Academie de Saint Luc had yearly exhibitions, which

provided a rare opportunity for young artists such as Labille-Guiard and Vige-

LeBrun to promote their works. This chance to exhibit was valued highly, since

1 Reed Benhamou, Public and Private Art Education in France: 1648-1973 (Oxford:
Voltaire Foundation at the Taylor Institution, 1993), 31,34.

2 Harrison C. and Cynthia A. White, Canvasses and Careers: Institutional Change in
the French Painting World (New York: John Wiley & Sons, Inc., 1965), 11.

15
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only members of the Academie Royale were granted the opportunity to show their

works at the official Salon du Louvre. Also, the same art critics who reviewed the

Academie Royale's biannual Salon exhibitions attended the Academie de Saint

Luc's exhibitions as.well. A prominent publication of the time, Mercure de

France, covered the Academie de Saint Luc's 1774 exhibition and praised Vige-

LeBrun's portraits stating that she "...had been noticed by connoisseurs...the colors

are pleasing, the brush is fluent, the touch is confident." As for Labille-Guiard, at

the Academie de Saint Luc's 1776 exhibition, Almanach des Artistes commented

that "Her sure touch, her brilliant color, her bold and well shaded light, her subtle

contours are evidence of a distinguished talent that only assures one that it is all

her own."' Such critical recognition would be a key element in the development of

the two artists' careers.

Labille-Guiard and Vigde-LeBrun's membership at the Academie de Saint

Luc in the 1770's gave their work legitimacy and exposure to the public through its

exhibitions. The ultimate goal, however, for any aspiring artist in France during

the eighteenth century was to achieve membership into the Acaddmie Royale de

peinture et de sculpteur in Paris, since membership in the Academie Royale

3 Passez, 13.

I
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ensured prized commissions from the royal court and granted exclusive rights to

exhibit works at the prestigious bi-annual Salon du Louvre.4

Originally, the Academie Royale was founded in 1648, as a "centralizing

policy that would bring all artists under government control, and to ensure that the

talents it nurtured would be engaged in promoting the ideology of Louis XIV and

his regime." 5 Thus, from its inception the academy was controlled by the Royal

Court via the directeur general des batiments du Roi. This structure of control is

explained by Emmet Kennedy in his book A Cultural History of the French

Revolution:

It is hard to imagine a more structured, incorporated, patented, licensed,
and controlled culture than ancien regime France... The government not
only chartered and patented each academy but appointed its secretaries
and regulated the election of other members... The directeur general des
bdtiments du Roi had jurisdiction over the academies and oversaw the
salons.. .where members of the Academie de peinture et sculpture
exhibited their works. He was the royal Maecenas of artists. By a
variety of instruments - patronage of scientific investigations, artistic
instruction and exhibitions, monetary and honorific rewards & privileges
- the monarchy reproduced the absolutist control and aristocratic
hierarchy in culture that it had shaped in the administration.6

The Academie Royale de peinture and sculpteur's large organization had

some fifty officers, who ranked in descending order accordingly: Directeur,

4 Benhamou, 24.

Philip Conisbee, Painting in Eighteenth-Century France (Ithaca, New York: Cornell
University Press, 1981), 11.

6 Emmet Kennedy, A Cultural History of the French Revolution (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1989.
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Chancelier, Recteurs, Adoints-d-Recteur, Professeur, Adjoints-d-Professeur

Conseilleur, and Secretaire. Below the ranking officers were approximately fifty

acaddmiciens and about forty agrees who were considered probationers until

earning approval to be received as an academician.' Over time, the Acadmie

became a powerful force in the art world of France. As stated by White:

In consolidating its monopoly of privilege, the Academy also
emphasized a new conception of the artist: no longer an artisan or a
low-caste hawker of wares, he was instead a learned man, a teacher of
the high principles of beauty and taste. Under Charles Lebrun as rector,
the Academy obtained the monopoly on the teaching of drawing 'from
life,'expanded its membership by forcing all 'free' painters and
'brevetaires' into its organization, and laid down the ideological
framework - a rigid hierarchy of subject matter by cultural importance,
a definition of 'correct' style and a program of training to inculcate it -
that was to persist as the basis of the Academic system. 8

The Academie Royale student received a rigorous educational program that

lasted several years, and adhered strictly to certain principles. While other art

guilds and academies did exist in France, none could meet the high academic

standards set by the Academie Royale. When a government order was issued in

1676 stating that other academies of art could be "founded in the provinces of the

realm under the leadership and administration of the Royal Academy at Paris," the

officers of the Academie Royale were outraged.' They had been the sole authority

7 Conisbee, 11.

8 White, 8.

9 Ibid., 7.
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over artistic standards and principles thus far, and the existence of other art

academies had the potential of undermining their monopoly. As a result of this

decree, several other art academies, such as the Academie de Saint Luc, did

establish themselves in France, finding their greatest success in the second half of

the eighteenth century. In fact, the Academie de Saint Luc flourished so well that

surintendants des Batiments d'Angivillier feared he would lose control of

academic affairs in the arts. He managed to have it abolished in 1777.10

Without the Academie de Saint Luc, the artist who was not a member of the

Academie Royale had little chance to gain the exposure necessary to earn

commissions, other than exhibiting in a church, private collection, or earning a

rare public commission. Writer and publisher Pahin de La Blancherie acted on this

need by establishing in 1779 an annual art exhibition known as the Salon de la

Correspondence. He specifically targeted artists who were not members of the

Academie Royale and encouraged those who did not pursue the noble genre of

history painting."

Following the closing of the Academie de Saint Luc, Labille-Guiard and

Vigee-Lebrun relied solely on the Salon de la Correspondence as a way to gain

exposure in the rather exclusive Parisian art society. Vige-Lebrun began to

10 Conisbee, 22-23.

" Ibid., 23.
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exhibit in the Salon de la Correspondence in 1779, and Labille-Guiard began to

show her works there in 1782. It is worth pointing out that by this time Vige-

Lebrun had already acquired, with the help of her art dealer husband Charles

Lebrun, somewhat of a following of aristocratic patrons. By 1778, she was given

her first of many commissions to paint Marie Antoinette's portrait; and in 1782,

she was especially thrilled to paint her first portrait of the renowned Madame du

Barry, former mistress of Louis XV. Consequently, Vige-Lebrun had managed to

earn a few choice commissions within the royal court even before applying for

admission to the Academie Royale.12

In the 1782 Salon de la Correspondence exhibition, Vige-Lebrun

submitted a self-portrait in oil, and the following year exhibited two pastel

portraits and an oil portrait of the internationally famous painter Joseph Vernet.

Labille-Guiard submitted several pastel portraits in 1782, including those of

Monsieurs Vincent, Voiriot, Ruffin and Bachelier --all Academiciens of the

Academie Royale.

The two artists' works were highly praised by critics and connoisseurs alike

throughout their exhibitions at the Academie de Saint Luc and the Salon de la

Correspondence, and so both were optimistic about gaining admittance as

Academicians to the AcadImie Royale de peinture et de sculpteur. They

12 Elisabeth Vigee-Lebrun, The Memoirs of Elisabeth Vigde-Lebrun, trans. Sian Evans
(Bloomington Indiana: Indiana University Press, 1989) 15-25.
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encountered resistance, however, from the Academie Royale. Vige-Lebrun in her

memoirs discussed her experience with gaining entrance to the Academie:

..Monsieur Pierre, the King's painter, strongly opposed the idea; he did
not believe, he said, in the inclusion of women; and yet Mme Vallayer-
Coster, a talented flower painter, was already a member, indeed I believe
that Mme Vien was another. However talent less this M. Pierre might
have been as an artist, for his vision extended only as far as his brush
technique, he possessed a certain wit; what is more, he was rich and this
enabled him to receive artists in a rather luxurious fashion...His
opposition to my entry should have proved fatal to me, had it not been
for the fact that in those days all genuine lovers of art were associates of
the Academie de Peinture and they formed a petition in my favour
against M. Pierre...13

The Academie opposed Vigee-Lebrun's candidacy not only on grounds of gender,

but also because she was married to the commercial art dealer Charles Lebrun.

According to the bylaws, members of the Academie Royale were forbidden to

have contact with the commercial art trade. Evidence suggests that Director Pierre

harbored much resentment towards Vige-Lebrun because he was forced to grant

her membership to the Academie by express order from Vige-Lebrun's most loyal

patron, Queen Marie Antoinette.14 Labille-Guiard, after some negotiation, was

granted a public vote that was held among the academicians and officers to prevent

any hidden bias, and was voted in by a large majority of the votes. Consequently,

13 Vigee-Lebrun, 38.

14 Baillio, 41.



22

both managed to become academicians and were received on the same day, May

31, 1783.

As academicians Vigde-Lebrun and Labille-Guiard had the privilege of

exhibiting their work in the Acaddmie Royale de peinture et sculpteur's biannual

Salon, the pinnacle of exhibitions for an artist. Along with the distinction of

becoming members of the Academie Royale came the pressure of performance and

competition, especially during the biannual Salon. Vige-Lebrun and Labille-

Guiard became celebrities immediately. How intriguing it was for the public-at-

large suddenly to see two highly accomplished women portraitists exhibit their

works at the famous Salon. Although not the first women to exhibit at the Paris

Salon, their work was impressive and distinct, and critics considered.two such

artists an alluring topic for discussion. One wrote in L'Impartialite au Salon:

Two female painters, who enter for the first time in their career, come to
contend for the crown belonging for a long time to MM. Roslin & du
Plessis, to be more exact, they come to ask them for a share and they are
worthy of claiming this share."

Alexandre Roslin (1718-93) and Joseph Duplessis (1725-1802) were the Royal

Court's leading portrait painters from the preceding generation whose styles were

dynamically opposed to one another. The arrival of Labille-Guiard and Vige-

Lebrun recalled this same opposition; where Roslin's portraits were stylish and

rather flamboyant, Duplessis's were sober and penetrating. For her acceptance

1s Passez, 23.
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piece, which was exhibited in the 1783 Salon, Labille-Guiard painted the portrait

of Academician Augustin Pajou in the tradition of Duplessis, who also had

submitted two portraits of academicians in 1774 as his acceptance piece.16 In

1783, Vigee-Lebrun exhibited three small history paintings and eight portraits that

included two of Queen Marie Antoinette, one portrait each of the Comte and

Comtesse de Provence, the Marquise de la Guiche as a Milkmaid, Portrait of

Madame Grand, one of her daughter and a self-portrait. A critic of the L'Annee

Litteraire lauded praise on both artists' works:

I'm longing to tell you of the charming works of the two new
Academicians, Mme. LeBrun and Mme. Guiard. The talents and
reputation of the first precedes her reception at the Academy. I don't
believe that a woman yet had accomplished to such a degree as
outstanding as this stunning and true tone, that would not have been
repudiated by the immortal Rubens. It is more than just a road one uses
to arrive at celebrity when one takes nature as guidance and one knows
how to reproduce with as much success as Mme. Guiard."

Entrance to the Academie Royale de peinture et sculpteur catapulted the two

artists' careers into the limelight of stardom. Neither artist was content to enjoy

their success as Labille-Guiard's goal of becoming a history painter had yet to be

achieved and Vigee-LeBrun strived to earn the respect of a master portraitist.

The following two portrait analyses are of paintings that represent the first

stylistic stages in each artist's career. Vige-LeBrun's Portrait Madame du Barry,

16 Ibid, 110.

17 Ibid., 23.
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1782, was painted before her entrance into the academy and when she was still

acquiring an individual style. During this time she already had established a

following of aristocratic patrons who appreciated her stylized portraits in the

manner of French eighteenth-century portraitists J.M. Nattier and F.H. Drouais.

Labille-Guiard submitted nine pastel paintings, including Portrait of Pajou

modeling the bust of Lemoyne, 1783. The portrait represents a period in her career

when she was striving to perfect her oil technique. She received high critical

praise for her pastel paintings at her first Salon exhibit.

The pastel genre since M. La Tour had been totally neglected at the
Academy. This genre lacked a model until M. Guiard appeared. She
debuts with a masterpiece. It is the portrait of Brizard in the role of King
Lear: composition, execution, nothing is lacking in this superb painting.
Her pastels have all the vigor of oil... 18

Unlike Vigee-LeBrun, Labille-Guiard's early portraits, such as the one of

Augustin Pajou, followed in the simple and naturalistic tradition of J.A. Aved

and Maurice Quentin de la Tour.

Portrait Analysis #1

Elisabeth Louise Vigee-LeBrun
Portrait of Madame du Barry, 1782
Oil on canvas, 114 x 89 cm.
Corcoran Gallery, Washington, D.C.

18 Roger Portalis, "Adelaide Labille-Guiard," Gazette des beaux-arts, series 2 26
(January-June 1902): 478.
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Fig. 1 Portrait of Madame d Barry, 1782, Corcoran Gallery, Washington D.C.
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The Portrait of Madame du Barry (Fig. 1) depicts the likeness of a sweet

maiden who had captured the heart of Louis XV. Her porcelain skin, fine features,

tiny cherry lips, and pink rosebuds that adorn the coiffure and grey-blue satin

dress--all capture the childlike nature of Mme. du Barry that Vige-LeBrun

recalled in her memoirs:

In 1786 I went to Louveciennes for the first time, having promised to
paint Mme Dubarry; I was extremely curious to see this favoured woman
about whom I had heard so much. Mme Dubarry must have been about
forty-five then. She was well built, without being fat, stout rather; her
neck was a little thick, but still very fine; her face was charming, her
features regular and elegant; her hair was grey and curly like a small
child's; only her complexion was starting to fade.... She received me
kindly, and I thought her very well mannered; however I found her more
natural in her mind than in her appearance; her expression was that of a
coquette, for her slanted eyes never seemed to open fully, and her way of
speaking had a childish tone which did not seem in keeping with her
age.'

The childlike innocence expressed in the portrait is not, however, the basis

for Mme. du Barry's reputation in history. In fact, she made her living as a

prostitute for many years until she became official mistress to Louis XV.

Born in 1743 as Jeanne Clairon, she was the illegitimate child of a

seamstress and monk. At an early age, she began working as a salesgirl in a shop

where her beauty attracted many young suitors. Before long she moved into the

more lucrative career of receiving men in her boudoir. She caught the attention of

one man, in particular, Comte du Barry, who adopted young Jeanne as his

1 Vigee-LeBrun, 63.
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"protegee." He recruited her gentlemen callers and kept a share of the profits. She

entertained a great number of nobles at du Barry's apartment, including the

powerful marechal de Richelieu who had connections to the Royal Court.2

Eventually, Jeanne Clairon met Louis XV, whereupon she became his mistress.

When Mine. du Barry was announced officially on April 22, 1769, as the mistress

"en titre" of Louis XV, the Court's nobility were incensed that a woman of her

class could attain such a prominent place in the Court. 3

Mine. du Barry was not subjected to complete martyrdom, since she was

given unlimited access to the King's purse. Louis XV gave her a pension of

1,350,000 livres a year at a time when a prominent noble family could live

extravagantly on 30,000 livres a year. She had more than fifty footman and over a

hundred cooks, coachmen, gardeners, maids, and butlers combined, not to mention

more than 2 million livres' worth of jewelry.4

During the Reign of Terror, beginning in 1793, when almost all who were

affiliated with the Court were executed at the guillotine, Mme. du Barry did not

fear for her life. She imprudently considered herself safe from execution because

she was not a member of the nobility. Nonetheless, on September 22, 1793, Mme.

2 Bernier, 81.

' Julia Kavanagh, Woman in France during the Eighteenth Century (New York: G.P.
Putnam's Sons, 1893), 227.

4 Bernier, 88.
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Jeanne du Barry found herself being dragged to the guillotine as she, unlike most

others, cried and screamed in horror as her extraordinary life was cut short.5

Of course, Mme. du Barry had numerous portraits made of herself by

France's eminent court portraitists, including Francis-Hubert Drouais (1727-

1775).6 When Vigee-LeBrun painted this life-size, three-quarter length portrait of

Mme. du Barry, she adhered closely to the manner of her predecessors Drouais

and Nattier (even though the year before she had toured the Netherlands and

studied the works of Rubens, Van Dyck, and Rembrandt, gathering their

techniques on light and color).7 Artists Francis-Hubert Drouais and Jean-Marc

Nattier were derided by philosophe and art critic Diderot for their formulated and

impersonalized approach to portraiture. Yet, their royal patrons admired their

flowing compositions and stunning ability to render a sumptuous decor. Nattier's

female patrons, in particular, appreciated his graceful and flattering manner of

painting.8 In the early stage of her career, Vige-LeBrun followed in the style of

Drouais and Nattier. Like the master portraitists, Vige-LeBrun cloaked her sitter

with a delicate softness by rounding out her figure as the arms, hands and long

Vigee-LeBrun, 65.

6 William C. Lane, A.L.A. Portrait Index, (Washington D.C.: Government Printing
Office, 1906), 435.

7 Baillio, 13.

8 Michael Levey, Painting and Sculpture in France: 1700-1789 (New Haven,
Connecticut: Yale University Press, 1972), 188.
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curving neck are almost devoid of any skeletal structure. Vige-LeBrun's fastidious

attention to the textures of Mme. du Barry's satin dress, the ruffled lace and

feathers reveals the same degree of discipline used by Drouais. The portrait's lush,

dreamy landscape in various shades of blues and greens recalls the delicate

landscapes by Rococo artists Jean-Antoine Watteau (1684-1721) and Honore

Fragonard, who often used enchanted gardens of fantasy as a background for

tender love scenes and portraits.9

This portrait, painted during Vige-LeBrun's stay with Mme. du Barry, was

intended for her companion, the Duc de Brissac. An examination of this painting

reveals that it was made earlier than what Vige-LeBrun claimed. She signed and

dated the painting 1782, rather than the date 1786 that she later ascribed to the

painting. Considering the fact that she wrote her memoirs when she was in her

eighties, her recall for dates may not have been sharp. Also, the painting is clearly

representative of her earlier painting style. Her Portrait of the Queenjt exhibited

in the Salon of 1783, has the same Rococo delicacy as Portrait of Madame du

Barry. Both paintings are predominantly in blue, especially in the background

landscape. White-gray is used to accentuate and define the figure, and the cool

tone overall is enlivened by the pale pinks. In Portrait of Madame du Barry they

'Brooke Adams, "Privileged Portraits: Vige-LeBrun," Art in America (November
1982): 79.

10 Vigee-LeBrun, Portrait of the Queen, oil on canvas, 1782, Musee National du
Chateau et des Trianons, Versailles.
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are found in various areas top to bottom; in the headdress flowers, midriff sash,

and garland in hand.

When Vigde-LeBrun saw this portrait again some thirty-five years later, she

was shocked to find that the face had been retouched. According to Vigde-

LeBrun:

I painted three portraits of Mme Dubarry. The first was between a bust
and a three-quarter length painting...the second showed her dressed in
white satin, holding a garland in one hand and one of her arms resting on
a pedestal. The old general to whom it belongs has undoubtedly had the
face daubed over for it is not the one I painted; this one has rouge as far
as the eyes, and Mme Dubarry never wore rouge. So I disclaim this
head, it has nothing to do with me; the rest of the painting is intact and
well preserved."'

Even today this re-touching is apparent, for Mme. du Barry's ruddy facial

complexion in no way matches that of her pearly arms and bosom. The artist's

remark above concerning the alteration of this portrait testifies to her discerning

power of observation. She remembered decades later that she had rendered the

sitter differently and, too, that the alteration did not coincide with the sitter's actual

appearance.

Portrait Analysis #2

Adelaide Labille-Guiard
Portrait of the Sculptor Pajou Modeling the Bust of J.B. Lemoyne, 1783
Pastel on paper
Musde du Louvre, Cabinet des Dessins, INV. 27035

11 Vigee-LeBrun, 65.
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Fig. 2 Portrait of the Sculptor Pajou modeling the Bust of Lemoyne, 1783, Mus~e
du Louvre, Cabinets des Dessins.
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In Portrait of the Sculptor Pajou modeling the bust of Lemoyne, (Fig. 2)

sculptor Augustin Pajou (1730-1809) engages the viewer with a glance that

conveys the confidence of a distinguished artist and a bearing of robust vigor.

Adelaide Labille-Guiard took great care in painting Pajou's portrait as he was a

highly esteemed academician, artist and decorator of the Royal Court, and also a

friend of her family who had a special interest in the early beginnings of Labille-

Guiard's career. Pajou, dressed in ruffled work attire, is shown actively in the

process of modeling the bust of his former teacher Jean-Baptiste Lemoyne (1704-

1778), that he actually had created 24 years earlier. From a rolled up sleeve his

formidable arm extends across the picture's foreground, guiding the viewer's eye to

Pajou's hands that, with tender reverence, skillfully mold the bust of his master,

who has an equally strong bearing. Hence, a double homage is made within the

portrait, since Labille-Guiard expresses her admiration and respect for master artist

Pajou, who in turn gestures toward the work that he made as a young man in honor

of a master he admired.1

As the Sculpteur du Roi and Royal Court designer, Pajou was influential in

many ways. He made significant contributions as the decorator of the Palais

Bourbon, Le Chateau Bellevue, the Fountain of the Innocents and the Versailles

Opera. In addition, stylistically, he was among the precursors of artists who

'Passez, 110.



reinforced the gradual tendency among painters towards greater naturalism which

brought out the "expressive potential of the human face to the exclusion of the rest

of the body."2 Similar to Maurice Quentin de la Tour and J.A.Aved (1702-66),

Pajou endowed his sitters with character and the sincerity of truth. When Pajou

exhibited the bust of Lemoyne in the Salon of 1759, philosophe and art critic

Diderot wrote: "Oh that beautiful bust of Monsieur Lemoyne, he lives, he thinks,

he looks, he sees, he hears, he is going to speak." 3 In her portrait of Pajou,

Labille-Guiard must have strived for the same verisimilitude that Pajou had

achieved with his famous bust of sculptor J.B. Lemoyne. Early in her academic

education, Labille-Guiard had learned from teacher and master pastellist La Tour,

to work at capturing the sitter's actual physionogmy. Even in her miniatures of the

early 1770's, her interest in the more simple and frank manner of Aved and LaTour

is apparent as one is captivated by the lifelike quality of the sitters' expressions.

In 1782, Portrait of the Sculptor Pajou was well received at the Salon de la

Correspondence as critic Pahin de la Blancherie commented:

Mme Guiard had, in this portrait had a difficult task to fill... This new
work was applauded in this regard and by the double interest that it
presents in recalling the characteristics of artists who have been
successively admired in past salons; by Bossuet's statues, Descartes et

2 Wakefield, 72

3 Passez, 109.
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Pascal, and that of the celebrated Lemoyne of whom M. Pajou was a
student and friend and of which the portrait, in effect, emulates. 4

In 1783, for her first exhibit at the Salon du Louvre and as a new member of the

Academie de Royale, Labille-Guiard chose Portrait of the Sculptor Pajou

modeling the Bust of Lemoyne as her reception piece. She submitted thirteen

paintings, seven of which were of academicians, for the exhibition. Her reason for

painting so many portraits of academicians was a calculated one. Initially, when

she attempted to gain membership in the Academie Royale, she encountered

resistance from the officers of the Academie Royale. Director Jean-Baptiste Marie

Pierre offered Labille-Guiard two options: use her contact with the Minister of the

Arts, d'Angiviller, to gain entrance, but do so discreetly in order to avoid a flood of

female candidates who thus would feel encouraged to apply because they also had

political connections; or choose to be elected by an anonymous vote. Pierre

advised that the latter option would be much more precarious since there would be

no guarantee as to the outcome. Labille-Guiard was suspicious of Pierre and

refused both options, saying that she would like to be judged openly and not

protected, that if her talent were considered not sufficient, then she would work to

perfect it until it was so. Having also been accused of receiving help from her

teacher and friend Vincent, she painted the portraits of six academicians, so they

could see her work in progress firsthand. In 1782 and again in 1783, Labille-

4 Ibid., 110.
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Guard submitted three portraits of academicians, to the Salon de la

Correspondence exhibitions, well before her admittance to the Academie Royale.

Eventually, when she was granted a verbal vote, 29 out of 32 academicians voted

to receive her as an academician on May 31, 1783.5 That vote enabled her to

exhibit five of the same portraits, along with two new portraits of academicians

and six more of various patrons, at the Salon du Louvre held in 1783. A critic of

the L'Annee Litteraire wrote the following about Labille-Guiard:

The portraits of Monsieurs Vien, Pajou, Bachelier, Beaufort put this
artist into their favor and won votes before the Academy had crowned
her talents in receiving her to the number of its members. One could
add... all portraits succeed at the most perfect resemblance, accurate
drawing, a touch that is soft and firm, and a tone of colors that is striking
and true.f

Labille-Guiard used what she had learned from La Tour by focusing on the facial

mask only and ignoring the tendency to add secondary attributes.' The paintings

of the academicians were simplified, void of any extraneous detail or attribute.

Generally, when Labille-Guiard portrayed men, she used darker shades for the

face and the lips and a looser brushstroke to create a slightly coarser appearance

overall. The dark shadow of Pajou's beard and the relaxed brushstrokes used for

his hair and bushy eyebrows exemplify this technique. Portrait of Pajou

Portalis, 480.

6 Passed, 23.

SWakefield, 5 8.
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sculpting the model of Lemoyne differs slightly from the other portraits of the

academicians as it is a half-length portrait rather than a bust-length. In this half-

length Labille-Guiard posed the sculptor Pajou actively at work on his sculpture,

demonstrating her ability to render anatomy correctly and define accurately the

musculature of Pajou's forearm. One critic was impressed enough to comment that

it almost appears to "emerge from the canvas" as though in relief.8 Also, Labille-

Guiard created a dynamic composition by crossing the artist Pajou's line of vision

with that of his life-size bust of Lemoyne. However, the viewer's eye stays

focused on Pajou as his direct gaze toward the viewer overcomes the gaze of the

artist's lifeless terra cotta bust.

At next Salon of 1785, Labille-Guiard's shining piece would be a full-length

oil portrait of herself seated before a large easel with paintbrushes in hand and

Pajou's bust of her father in the background. The self-portrait (Fig. 3) is similar to

Portrait of the Sculptor Pajou since Labille-Guiard, herself, meets the viewer's eye

with the confidence of an accomplished artist as her students stand behind and

peer over her shoulder with reverence. In this portrait, the artist looks radiant in a

satin grey-blue dress. Labille-Guiard highlighted herself by using a bright light

source from the upper right of the picture plane, and displayed her masterful skill

at representing the luminous effect of reflected light on satin cloth. Together, the

8 Portalis, 478.
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easel placed in front and the two students positioned behind her act as a frame

around the seated artist. With this painting, which was her first oil painting to be

exhibited, Labille-Guiard not only caught the public's attention, but she also

earned the respect of her colleagues.
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Fig. 3 Self-Portrait with Two Pupils, 1785, Metropolitan Museum of Art.



CHAPTER IV

THE SALON

Evidenced by the fact that attendance grew dramatically with each

exhibition, the Salon du Louvre was an event in Paris not to be missed in the

1780's. It attracted "at least 50,000 visitors" and had become a theatrical sensation

with the artists and their patrons as its shining stars. As Wrigley states:

... It was remarked that many of the public approached the Salon with the
same kind of expectations as they brought to visits of theatrical comedy,
and some Salon pamphlets were tailored to satisfy this kind of
perception. This was a way of appropriating the Salon - a display made
up of imposing history paintings and clusters of glittering and 'precieux'
cabinet pictures - to a mass audience, which tended to treat the
exhibition as a 'fete' or 'spectacle', a free form of entertainment in the
enticing setting of a royal palace.'

Art criticism played a significant part too as it provided information and

news to a public who, in general, knew little about the arts. The importance of the

burgeoning presence of art criticism during the last quarter of the eighteenth

century cannot be underestimated according to Neil McWilliam, the author of A

Bibliography of Salon Criticism in Paris from the Ancien Rdgime to the

Restoration:

'Richard Wrigley, "Censorship and Anonymity in Eighteenth-Century French Art
Criticism," Oxford Art Journal VI (1983) 23,25.
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The wealth of criticism...underlines the fact that such texts should be
considered not merely as the components of a separate domain of
reception and interpretation, but rather constituting an integral element in
the circumstances of art production in France at this period. 2

Many critics painstakingly compared and contrasted all artists' performances.

Competition between Academicians had always been fierce, but art critics gave

voice to their political infighting and at times intensified it to make it more

appealing for the public.

Originally, art criticism consisted of little more than brief reports about

what was showing in Salon exhibits. According to Wrigley, the Academie Royale

members "...had, as they saw it, candidly displayed their works and expected

respectful admiration from the ranks of the connoisseur; they were disconcerted

when they encountered less deferential dissatisfaction."3 Until the French

Revolution, all written works had to have sovereign approval before being

published and anything that appeared to violate the protection of religion, morals

and the state was censored. 4 In 1773, the Dialogues sur la Peinture was

suppressed immediately because of its insulting remarks about the Academy and

2 Neil McWilliam, ed., A Bibliography of Salon Criticism in Paris from the Ancien
Regime to the Restoration, 1699-1827, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991),
xii. Additionally, he comments that art criticism "has yet to be properly studied and
assimilated into art historical accounts of the period."

' Wrigley, 17.

4 Frederick Green, Eighteenth-Century France: Six Essays (New York: D. Appleton
and Company, 1931), 215.
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its members. A passage in Le Miracle de nos ours in 1779 was deleted by order

of Directeur des Batiments d'Angivillier because certain history paintings were

ridiculed--an insult to the throne since academic painting ultimately was

patronized by Sovereignty.5 To avoid being censored, art critics managed to

publish their works under the protection of anonymity. As a result, little is known

about the art critics themselves. What is known is that not all of them wrote art

criticism exclusively and the writers' level of skill ranged from "well-established

literary men" to amateur journalists who wrote for weekly news pamphlets.

One anonymous series of writings that consisted of the "most prominent

body of radical criticism in the decade before the French Revolution" was

authored by Louis de Carmontelle, a playwright, engineer, landscape architect,

high-society wit and "protected intimate of the court of the ducs d'Orleans."6 In

the 1780's, Carmontelle and his associates accused the Academie Royale of being

rigid and identified it with the oppressive governing Regime. At his most

optimistic, Carmontelle compared the Salon's audience to a democratic utopia:

Paris comes alive, all classes of citizens come to pack the Salon.... The
experience of some, the enlightenment of others, the extreme
sensibilitye' of one segment, and above all the good faith of the

Wrigley, 17.

6 Thomas E. Crow, Painters and Public L fe in Eighteenth-Century Paris (New
Haven, Connecticut: Yale University Press, 1985), 18.
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majority, arrive finally to a produced judgement all the more equitable
in that the greatest liberty had presided here.'

Carmontelle used commentary on the Salon to voice his political views, and so

what was considered mostly a social and artistic venue by some critics had become

for him a political arena.

Still other critics were censored not for their political motivations, but for

their sensationalistic approach to the Salon. Casting insults or starting rumors

about the artists' private lives added color to their critiques that often were as

stylized as most of the portraits in the Salon. They abounded with classically

inspired poems and sayings. Any new fashion, trend, item of interest, or even

slanderous rumor was dutifully recorded in an artful manner. Writing

anonymously for the Supplement de Malborough au Salon in 1783, a critic

submitted a bitterly sarcastic verse about Vige-LeBrun, Labille-Guiard and their

colleagues, which rhymes in the original French:

..In the Salon I saw
The Graces, cupid and their pursuit
It's necessary suddenly to confess them
For fear, it's said, of sudden death
Come then beautiful foursome
Begin the Confiteor.8

To Madame Vallayer-Coster
Yes, you can make a lover

7
lbid.

8 Passez, 25. A "Confiteor" is a prayer usually said before one's death, similar to a
dying confession.

1
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Make a canvas cold and without life
But when you are pedantic
When you criticize the genius
In truth, you are wrong
Say your Confiteor
To Madame LeBrun
Even though your carriage and horses are splendid
You don't glorify enough the beautiful
Your pride is impertinent
And your color false
Read again this very couplet
Say your Confiteor also
To Monsieur Hue
Be humble, my lad
Your manner is heavy and common
We regret, our friend Vernet,
When one sees your moonlight
Profit from this bit of advice,
Say your mea culpa.
To Madame Guiard
Look, my god, your friend Vincent
Slacken those convictions
His love is your talent
The love dies and the talent wanes
Give up proud Chloris9

Say your De Profondis.'4

Labille-Guiard was enraged, especially since the poem was published at the time

of her first Salon exhibit, and in response wrote a letter to an associate of

Surintendent d'Angiviller requesting that it be confiscated and the writer's identity

be investigated. When the poem quickly disappeared from circulation, Labille-

Guiard withdrew her request for an investigation after surmising that the writer

9 Chloris, classical mythological figure goddess of spring.

10 Passez, 24. "De Profondis" is a formal prayer for the dead.
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could have been an important colleague. Also, in the 1785 Salon when Vige-

LeBrun submitted a portrait of Finance Minister Calonne, an article in the Journal

insinuated that Mine. Vige-LeBrun was Calonne's mistress. Immediately Calonne

had the article confiscated, because it not only defamed her character, but also

attacked him politically." Almost fifty years later while writing her memoirs,

Vig6e-LeBrun was still bitter over this false accusation. 12 Such slanderous

attacks, however, were aimed not only at Vige-LeBrun and Labille-Guiard.

Bitter accusations and libels frequently appeared in eighteenth-century literary and

art criticism.

The 1787 Salon's highlighting feature of the portrait genre was Labille-

Guiard's Portrait ofMadame Adlaide, Portrait of Madame Elizabeth, Portrait of

Madame Victoire and Vigee-LeBrun's Marie Antoinette and Her Children -- all

members of the Royal Family. It was a shaky foundation made of illusory myths

and pomp on which the Royal Family rested, and in 1787 they were quickly

approaching their demise; which, as connoisseur Jean Cailleux points out, would

have been an appropriate theme for the 1787 Salon:

In point of fact, this exhibition reflected what was going on in the world
outside. An effort was being made to hold up the greedy Kings as
examples of virtue. Vincent (associated, as we know with Madame
Labille-Guiard) exhibited, as well, a picture full of implications. This

Wrigley, 18.

12 Vigee-LeBrun, 45.
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was Henri IV at the Battle of Ivry, the description of which, inspired by
Sully's Memoires, ends with the words of the King: 'Adieu mon bon ami
portez-vous bien et soyez sur que vous savez un bon maitre.'13

Each having received the honored position as sole portraitist for certain

members of the Royal Family at their request, Labille-Guiard and Vigee-LeBrun

made a courageous attempt to ennoble their respective patrons' tarnished images.

Interestingly, Vigee-LeBrun as Marie Antoinette's portraitist and Labille-Guiard as

Peintre des Mesdames 4 represented opposing sides of the Royal Family. They

indirectly participated in a clandestine battle between their respective patrons.

Opposed to the young Royal couple was a small faction that represented the severe

"Old Court" and was led by Madame Adelaide, the spinster daughter of Louis XV.

Sternly loyal to the previous reign of her father, Louis XV, Adelaide garnered the

support of her younger sisters, collectively referred to as the Mesdames, and a few

key members of the Court. They were quick to point out the many vices of Marie

Antoinette's young "futile" set.

According to Pietro A. Martini's engraving The Salon of1787, the two

monumental-size portraits of Madame Adelaide and Marie Antoinette were

situated next to each other as if to invite comparison." Vige-LeBrun, who had

13 Cailleux, Jean. "L'Art du Dix-huitieme Siecle," Burlington Magazine 111 (March
1969): supplement to magazine, vi.

14 "Peintures des Mesdames" - Labille-Guiard was appointed the official painter for
Louis XVI's three aunts--Adelaide, Elizabeth and Victoire--at their request.

15 Crow, 2.
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great affection for Marie Antoinette, sought to portray the Queen's softer side in

the portrait Marie Antoinette and Her Children.16 Even among the imposing

columns of Versailles and dressed in her formal regal attire, Marie Antoinette

appears as any other mother with her children. One daughter is nestled close to her

side holding onto her arm affectionately, her baby son squirms restlessly on her

lap, while her eldest son, the dauphin, stands aside pointing to the empty crib of

the youngest child, who died while the portrait was being painted. In contrast,

Labille-Guiard's depiction of Madame Adelaide is indicative of the traditional

official state portrait, as the Madame is shown standing in her finest Court dress

surrounded by attributes that indicate a woman of noble deeds and lofty ideals.

L'Annde Littdraire's art critic spoke highly of the two artists' paintings:

Both emulating the art that immortalized Titian, Van Dyck, Rigaud,
Largilliere and the like, Mme. LeBrun and Mme. Guiard receive from
their contemporaries as they will from posterity the same praises that are
due to the artists that I've just mentioned, they will surpass a longtime yet
those who have chosen the same career."

Vigee-LeBrun was extremely nervous as to how her painting of Marie

Antoinette with her children would be received by the public:

... I returned to this painting which had become so important to me and
completed it in time for the Salon of 1788. [sic] The sight of the frame
alone being carried in gave rise to scores of unpleasant remarks! 'So

16 Elisabeth Vige-LeBrun, Marie Antoinette and Her Children, oil on canvas, 1787,
Musee National du Chateau de Versailles.

17 Passed, 30.
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that's where our money goes!' Several other comments of this nature
were relayed to me, causing me to expect the most strident criticism.
Finally I sent on the painting, but I no longer had the courage to follow it
and discover its fate, so frightened was I of being abused by the
public.... I was still there, praying to the good Lord for the success of
'my' Royal Family, when my brother burst in with a crowd of friends to
say that I had received universal acclaim. 18

Leading art critic Bauchaumont commented that while Vige-LeBrun's portrait of

the Marie Antoinette attracted larger crowds, Labille-Guiard's portrait of Madame

Adelaide caught the connoisseur's attention.19 One 1785 critique stated about

Vigee-LeBrun:

We don't agree with the tone of her admirers who cry out in the Salon, in
the public gardens, in the cafes 'Madame LeBrun outdoes Roslin, she is
one thousand times better than Duplessis, Vestier does not approach her,
she triumphs over Madame Guiard'...Each distinguished painter has his
merit, which does not detract from that of the other.20

One year later, Vigee-LeBrun would be commissioned to paint another official

portrait of Marie Antoinette by herself and within even more traditional bounds.

The following two portrait analyses represent the second phase of Labille-

Guiard and Vigee-LeBrun's careers. They had earned the respect of their Royal

patrons, colleagues and the public, yet had found themselves caught in the

struggles of political and social unrest in France. In order to promote their Royal

patron's public image, both had to adhere to the Royal Crown's long-held tradition

18 Vigee-LeBrun, 34.

19 Passed, 30.

20 Portalis, 482.
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of official portraiture. This prescribed formula of painting constricted Vige-

LeBrun as she wished to follow the more modern trend toward Romanticism,

which will be explained in the analysis of her portrait Marie Antoinette, Queen of

France, 1788. Labille-Guiard was doggedly focused on sharpening her skills

enough to advance to the higher genre of history painting and possibly used the

official Portrait of Madame Adelaide, 1788 as a means to her goal.

Portrait Analysis #3

Elisabeth Vigee-LeBrun
Portrait of Marie Antoinette, Queen of France, 1788
Oil on canvas, 190" x 75 '/2"

New Orleans Museum of Art.

Marie Antoinette "en gaulle," 1783
Oil on canvas,
Collection of Princess von Hessen und bei Rhein, Darstadt.

Marie Antoinette and Her Children, 1787
Oil on canvas,
Musee National du Chateau de Versailles.

Over the course of a decade, with great pride, Vige-LeBrun painted over

twenty portraits of the Queen of France. Beginning in 1779, the art administration

was concerned that Marie Antoinette's current portraitist, A.V Wertmuller, did not

make a sufficient impression at the Salon du Louvre, and consequently

commissioned Vigee-LeBrun to paint the Queen's portrait. The artist noticed

immediately the Queen's natural grace and warmth, as she stated in her memoirs:
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Fig. 4 Marie Antoinette, Queen of France, 1788, New Orleans Museum of Art.

10

n L-
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Of all the women in France she had the most majestic gait, carrying her
head so high that it was possible to recognise the sovereign in the middle of
a crowded court. However, this dignified demeanour did nothing to detract
from her sweet and kindly aspect.. .At our first sitting, I was very much in
awe of Her.Majesty's imposing air; but she spoke to me in such a kindly
fashion that her warm sympathy soon dissolved any such impression. 1

The two women quickly established a bond that would allow Vige-LeBrun

greater freedom to paint Marie Antoinette in a variety of styles, some of which

were surprisingly casual for a Queen. In the portrait Marie Antoinette "en Gaulle "

that Vigee-LeBrun submitted to the 1783 Salon du Louvre, Marie Antoinette is

wearing a chemise dress without corset. Such a portrait was considered

scandalous as it showed the Queen "wearing clothes reserved for the privacy of the

palace."2 In this sense, Vigee-LeBrun was an innovator of style who preferred

natural hair to powdered wigs and loose dresses to tightly corseted ones.

Likewise, Marie Antoinette was known to be a trend setter herself: "the example

of the queen, though generally reproved, was almost universally followed" and her

simplified fashions replaced the elaborate formality of preceding reigns. 3 Thus,

Marie Antoinette loved Vigee-LeBrun's charmingly romantic portrait of herself en

gaulle, outfitted in a muslin chemise, a straw hat with a large feather plume,

arranging flowers. The art administration, however, did not approve. They

Vigee-LeBrun, 32.

2 Valerie Steele, Paris Fashion: A Cultural History (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1988), 39.

' Kavanagh, 11.
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withdrew it immediately from the Salon exhibition, proving that "sartorial

revolutions" were occurring well before the advent of the Revolution in 1789.4

Unlike her mother, Empress Maria Theresa of Austria, Marie Antoinette

lacked the wisdom and shrewdness needed to be a strong monarch. Rather, she

did little to please the nobles of her court and often ignored policy and "the

wearisome routine of etiquette."5 Early in her reign, she hosted lavish parties, and

frequently went to Paris to spend the evening at the theater or opera, accompanied

always by a sizeable entourage. She also became unpopular with the court by

"antagonizing the nobles, including the King's brothers," thus causing irreparable

damage for herself. Years later, when she finally settled down to devote herself to

a more sober lifestyle and to motherhood, she could not overcome her image as

"the symbol of extravagance of the court."6

What Marie Antoinette did inherit from her mother, was an elegant bearing

that clearly revealed her "royal personage." This natural ability to pose and sit

with such divine countenance was not only appreciated by her portraitist Vige-

LeBrun, but also by the ruling aristocracy who used State portraiture as a

4 Steele, 39.

5 Kavanagh, 10-11.

6Encyclopedia of World Biography. s.v. "Marie Antoinette," by David I. Kustein.
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propaganda tool.' The intention for Marie Antoinette and Her Children exhibited

at the Salon of 1787 was to portray the Queen as a devoted mother who held the

promise of a future King.8 While little could be done to improve the Royal Court's

image by the late 1780's, some members of the Court considered the great public

reception of Marie Antoinette and Her Children (Fig. 5) as a promising sign.9

In 1788, Louis XVI's youngest brother, the Comte d'Artois, had the artist

paint Marie Antoinette, Queen ofFrance, a derivative portrait of Marie Antoinette

and Her Children. With this portrait, Vige-LeBrun provided a more detailed and

intimate view of the resplendently attired Queen and brought her slightly closer to

the foreground of the picture plane. Following the lead of Nattier and Drouais'

official portraiture, Vigee-LeBrun surrounded Marie Antoinette with sumptuous

fabrics and furnishings, and placed her within a grand architectural setting.

According to Baillio, the portrait "has clear precedents in Jean Marc Nattier's

Portrait ofMadame Adelaide de France,"1  that Vige-LeBrun could have seen in

the French royal collection. The lavish setting is very similar to the one in

7Eugenio Barba and Nicola Savarese, A Dictionary of Theater Anthropology: The
Secret Art of the Performer, trans. Richard Fowler (London: Routledge, 1991), 186.

8 Adams, 75.

Baillio, 80.

10 Jean-Marc Nattier, Portrait of Madame Adelaide de France, oil on canvas, 1758,
Louvre, Paris.
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Nattier's, and both Adelaide and Marie Antoinette wear fur-trimmed dresses.

Vigee-LeBrun also used the same kind of light source as Nattier, which enters

from the upper right of the scene, highlighting especially the sitters' brow, bosom

and lap.

Unlike Portrait of Madame du Barry, painted six years earlier, Vige-

LeBrun abandoned the Rococo pastel tints for the more saturated blue and red

shades. With painstaking detail, Vige-LeBrun included various attributes in

Marie Antoinette, Queen of France in order to emphasize her position as France's

reigning queen, as the following description points out:

In the present effigy, the pose and setting are majestic, and our attention
automatically focuses on the emblems of the monarchy: the royal blue of
the dress and toque, the crown atop a velvet cushion stitched with gilded
fleur-de-lis, the Bourbon/Hapsburg arms impressed on the cover of the
book the Queen holds in her lap and embroidered onto the heavy red
velvet carpet covering the table. Vige-LeBrun has succeeded in
capturing the imperious air she had seen Marie Antoinette assume at the
palace of Fountainbleu...."

Vigee-LeBrun strategically placed the horizontal lines of the table's edge and

those.at the base of the monumental column in a position to guide the eye to the

Queen on her throne. The fixed vertical and horizontal lines of the two columns

and window in the background, along with Queen's rigid, upright pose, emphasize

the painting's formal structure. Of course, Vige-LeBrun included a few

accessories, such as a feathery plume, lace, and flowers to add some softness to

" Baillio, 78.
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the composition. The formality of this painting "dictated by political demands and

scrutinized by the Court" was not Vige-LeBrun's interest, however, as the

following will explain.12

Along with Marie Antoinette and Her Children, Vige-LeBrun submitted

another portrait to the 1787 Salon, Marquise de Peze and Marquise de Rouge with

her children, (Fig. 6) which is more representative of Vige-LeBrun's preferred

painting style. In contrast to the official portrait of Marie Antoinette that is bound

by tradition, the private portrait of her friends is effusive and vibrant. She used

warmer, Rubenesque flesh tones for the figures, accentuated by the cool, blue-

green hues of the landscape that surrounds them. Vige-LeBrun had the freedom

to enhance the two women's appearance by using a few of her favorite 'effects.'

As she stated herself:

As I had a horror of current fashion, I did my best to make my models a
little more picturesque. I was delighted when, having gained their trust,
they allowed me to dress them after my fancy...

The two Marquises look fashionable and beautifully feminine in their colorful

modish dresses, large hooped earrings, and Indian muslin scarves wrapped loosely

around their natural hair. More importantly, affectionate gestures connote a close

12 Sian Evans, "Elisabeth Vige-LeBrun: Solitary Wanderer," introduction to The
Memoirs ofElisabeth Vige-LeBrun (Bloomington, Indiana: Indiana University Press,
1989), 3.

" Vigee-LeBrun, 27.

l
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Fig. 5 Portrait of Marie Antoinette and Her Children 1787 Musee du Chateau de
Versailles.

Fig. 6 Portrait of Marquise de Peze and Marquise de Rouge with her two children,
National Gallery of Art, Washington D.C.
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friendship between the two women and love for the children who contentedly

snuggle close to their mother's side.

Similar to the Portrait of Marie Antoinette with Her Children, the Portrait

of Marquise de Pez and Marquise de Rouge with her children pays homage to the

virtues of family ties and the love of children, and so share a prevailing romantic

theme made popular by the writings of social philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau.

His work Emile, in particular, extolls the virtues of domesticity, where he thought

man's intrinsic goodness could be properly nurtured in the still unsoiled child.

Even if Vigee-LeBrun did not read Emile herself, she could have been influenced

by her conversations with others who had read the very popular book at the Salons

that she hosted in her Paris apartment.

In conclusion, during the ten years as her portraitist, Vige-LeBrun was

exposed to the subsequent phases in Marie Antoinette's life; from an impetuous

young queen who dared to pose en gaulle to a matron and queen who attempted,

though pathetically, to save the monarchy. The artist and patron established, from

the start, a relationship of understanding and mutual respect that is revealed in the

portraits.

Often a dialogue seems to exist between a royal sitter and a painter,
Velazquez and Philip of Spain and Van Dyck and Charles I come to
mind; that between Marie Antoinette and Vige-LeBrun offers another
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example of the empathy which can result in the creation of images that
preserve the memory of a royal sitter." 4

Vigee-LeBrun painted approximately twenty portraits of the Queen--all of which

display the artist's devotion to Marie Antoinette. Vigee-LeBrun would experience

the consequence of her affections at the outbreak of the Revolution when she had

to flee the country to save her life.

Portrait Analysis #4

Adelaide Labille-Guiard
Madame Adelaide of France, 1787
oil on canvas, 212.0 x 152.5 cm
Collection Phoenix Art Museum, Arizona

For Adelaide Labille-Guiard, it was the ultimate creative challenge when

she was given the commission in 1787 to paint the official portrait of Madame

Adelaide, the eldest aunt of King Louis XVI. She accomplished a great academic

feat with her Portrait ofMadame Adelaide by making an example of her mature

technique and a sophisticated approach to portraiture that had earned the respect of

her colleagues. Similar to the manner of seventeenth-century master portraitist

Anthony Van Dyck, the monumental size, full-length portrait epitomizes noble

grandeur and elegance. 1 Labille-Guiard situated the stately Madame in a grand

14 Denys Sutton, "Madame Vigee-LeBrun: Survivor of the Ancien Regime," Apollo
116 (July 1982): 29.

1 Passez, 30.

I
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Fig. 7 Madame Addlaide of France, 1787, Collection Phoenix Art Museum.
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gallery of rich accoutrements that befit a member of the Royal Family. In great

detail that reveals years spent delineating in miniature, Labille-Guiard portrays the

Madame's luxurious surroundings of shining patterned marble floors, Corinthian

columns, and gilded furnishings upholstered with plush velvet and designed in the

new Roman Empire style. Madame's attire is equally sumptuous. She wears a

pearl-grey dress that is delicately embroidered with gold, over which is worn a

luxuriously long, carmine red Court cloak. A fichu made of lace and ribbon hangs

from her youthful neck and decorates her hair as well. 2

Further, Labille-Guiard included a variety of attributes in the form of

ancient Greek and Roman motifs that discreetly point out the virtuous deeds and

talents of Madame Adelaide and her royal family. For instance, Madame clutches

a cloth in her left hand that rests on an easel that holds a trompe l'oeil bas relief

medallion which appears to be the work of the princess since she holds a crayon in

her right hand. The medallion depicts her father King Louis XVI, her mother the

late Queen Marie Leczinska, and her brother the dauphin. Just below their

silhouette is an inscription that reads leur image est encore la charme de ma vie. 3

Another attribute is a roll of tracings laying on a stool on the Madame's right side

that are the plans to the convent located at the Versailles palace of which Madame

3 Passez, 182. "Their image is still the charm of my life."

2 Cailleux, vi.
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Adelaide was Director. 4 Most notably, Labille-Guiard depicted a trompe l'oeil

bas-relief in the manner of ancient Greek or Roman relief sculpture and is located

on the wall behind the princess. Here, Labille-Guiard included an allegorical

reference to the death of King Louis XV, who had contracted the contagious

disease smallpox. In the scene the King is reclining and apparently near death as

his subjects attend to him while attempting to block the King's daughters from

making the possibly fatal decision of watching over their father. It was

documented that Madame Adelaide and her sisters kept a constant vigil of their

father until his death.5

At first impression the Portrait ofMadame Adelaide appears to be a

relatively straightforward, even sober, neoclassical rendering of an elegant and

virtuous member of the royal family.6 However, further investigation reveals that

Madame Adelaide was known for neither her elegance, nor her virtuosity; rather it

was just the opposite. In the following John Palache describes Madame from a

different perspective:

... Led by the eldest, Madame Adelaide, a cold old maid, neither
beautiful nor charming in her youth and now devoted to petty intrigues
as means to power. The aunts were meddling creatures with no love for
Marie Antoinette, little for each other, and they had but one hold on her:

4 James Parker, "French Eighteenth-Century Furniture Depicted on Canvas,"
Metropolitan Museum of Art Bulletin 24 (January 1966): 190.

5 Passez, 182.

6 Conisbee, 137.
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their taste for gossip and their cleverness in her impetuosity for their own
ends. They had but one virtue: a brave devotion to the King. All else inthem was shallow selfish pettiness and, worst of all, a love of
vengeance...'

Madame Adelaide's inclusion of the medallion and the inscription was meant as a

personal affront to the current reign of Louis XVI and Marie Antoinette. Madame

Adelaide heard, as early as 1785, that Marie Antoinette had commissioned Vige-

LeBrun to paint her portrait with her children, and in response had Labille-Guiard

paint her portrait showing "her with the examples of the virtues of her parents and

brother" of the previous reign.8

As to her appearance, Madame Adelaide was said to have been very

unattractive and was nicknamed "torche" by her father. She had lost all but two of

her teeth, "suffered from a poor complexion, and spoke in a low grating voice."9

She was hardly the classical model of beauty, evidenced in Labille-Guiard's

original pastel study of the Madame where her true nature is shown. The artist's

sketch reveals an uninspired and haggard-looking woman. Hence, innovation and

creativity was necessary as Labille-Guiard's naturalistic and more revealing sketch

would not be an acceptable depiction for the finished royal portrait if it were made

according to Academic principles.

' Palache, John Garber. Marie Antoinette: The Player Queen. (London: Longmans,
Green, and Co., 1929), 22.

8 Cailleux, letter to Phoenix Art Museum, 3.

9 Parker, 190.
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Labille-Guiard, who was striving to be a history painter with the guidance

of fellow Academician and teacher Francois Andre Vincent, made a concerted

effort to adhere to the Academic principle of elevating the mind and morals of its

viewer. As the scholar Philip Conisbee commented: "Whether designed for a

private or a public context, the portrait was an ideological statement, promoting an

image of high society to itself and to those outside its narrow confines." 10 Labille-

Guiard idealized Madame Adelaide's image and in a sense created a fictional

character to be presented before the public as a virtuous and noble member of the

ruling aristocracy. Further, she used the portrait to strengthen her potential to

become the first female history painter of the Acaddmie Royale de peinture et

sculpteur.

During the mid-1780's, the difference between Labille-Guiard and Vige-

LeBrun's style decreased somewhat, since both had to follow the set standard of

official portraiture. However, even though Labille-Guiard's paintings became

more stylized, her painting technique continued to be precise and methodical.

Contrary to Vigee-LeBrun's tendency towards sentimentality, Labille-Guiard's

painting style favored the lofty rationalism of the seventeenth-century classicists or

that of her Neoclassicist colleague, Jacques-Louis David."

10 Conisbee, 113.

" Michael Greenhalgh, The Classical Tradition in Art: from the fall of the Roman
Empire to the time of Ingres. (New York: Harper and Row, 1978), 11.

-M
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One year later, Labille-Guiard received her first commission for the history

painting The Reception of a Knight of St.Lazare by Monsieur, Grand Master of the

Order, which was destroyed in 1793 during the Reign of Terror.12

12 Passez, 220.



CHAPTER V

THE FRENCH REVOLUTION

On July 14th, 1789, when the Bastille was stormed it marked the official

beginning of the French Revolution. In the most basic terms, the revolution

developed from the bourgeoisie's desire to banish feudal laws and royal privilege

that had threatened their personal liberty and right to trade freely.

In the fixed order of the 'ancien regime,' the newly risen bourgeois class was
unable to exercise the political and social influence to which its economic
position entitled it...France was still ruled by the privileged classes--the
nobility and clergy--who supplemented their diminishing funds in the
eighteenth century by exacting more dues, while the productive classes bore
the costs. 1

In the Spring of 1789, when the government was nearly bankrupt, the States

General consisting of the three states--clergy, nobility, and the third estate,

consisting of commoners--met for elections for the first time since 1614. The third

estate dominated the meetings with its impassioned grievances and influx of new

members, to the extent that the King panicked and closed down negotiations. In

response, the deputies of the third estate adjourned to an indoor tennis court at

Versailles where they "defiantly proclaimed themselves the National Assembly on

1 The Columbia Encyclopedia, 3d ed., s.v. "French Revolution."
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June 17, 1789."2 Louis XVI had to yield to the National Assembly on June 27th,

and he surrounded Versailles with troops. He also unwisely took the advice of a

court faction led by Queen Marie Antoinette to dismiss Necker, who at the time

was the director-general of finance and minister of state. Because Necker had the

support of the populace, the people revolted in a riotous mob and stormed the

Bastille. The brutally violent Revolution would continue for years and Paris

would never be the same.

As it did for all others in France, the advent of the Revolution radically

changed the course of the lives of Vige-LeBrun and Labille-Guiard. Vige-

LeBrun's pronounced loyalty to the throne gave her no choice but to leave the

country immediately after the arrest of the King and Queen on October 5, 1789. In

her memoirs she described her experience as such:

The dreadful year of 1789 was upon us, and fear had already seized the
minds of wise men and women..As for me, I had little need of fresh
details to imagine the horrors which were brewing... Sulphur had been
thrown at my window, vulgar 'sans cullote' shook their fists at me,
sinister rumours abounded; in short, I now lived in deep anxiety and
sorrow...3

After nearly being arrested, Vige-LeBrun slipped out of the country, with her

eight-year-old daughter and a governess, in a public coach by night.

2 Ibid.

Vigee-LeBrun, 71.

1
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For the next twelve years she would travel to Rome, Naples, Turin, Venice,

Vienna, Dresden, St. Petersburg, Moscow, and Berlin as a "celebrity in exile"4

painting the portraits of the European aristocracy. Two-thirds of Vige-LeBrun's

memoirs are a recollection of this significant and adventurous period in her life.

During the three years that she stayed in Italy, she was elected member of the

Roman A ccademia di San Luca. She sought out the works of master artists and

architects in the cathedrals, monuments, museums, and palaces and visited Italy's

many natural wonders, including Mount Vesuvius.' After spending two years in

Vienna, painting the portraits of Austrian and Polish nobles, she moved to Russia

for six years where she was patronized by the Imperial family and regained the

fortune that she had to leave behind in France.'

In contrast to Vigee-LeBrun's success in exile, Adelaide Labille-Guiard

flourished in revolutionary France. In fact, evidence shows that Labille-Guiard

adapted to the radical change in a shrewd manner. As soon as she received final

payment for several portraits that she did for the Mesdames, she immediately

turned to the infamous revolutionary Robespierre and requested to paint his

' Adams, 79.

5 Vigee-LeBrun, 108. While living in Naples, Vigee-LeBrun took several excursions to
Mount Vesuvius. Several times she and her companions would hike the live Volcano on
donkeys as she described it, "The volcano was angry as ever, and as the fire is not visible
during the day, we saw an enormous column of white smoke rise from the crater, together
with the clouds of ash and lava.."

6 Baillio, 13-14.
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portrait. 7 At the Salon of 1791, Labille-Guiard submitted eight portraits of

members of the General Assembly, a radical shift from the Salon of 1787 four

years earlier in which she submitted nine portraits of the Royal family.

Additionally, in the autumn of 1791 during one of its last sessions, the Constituent

Assembly requested King Louis XVI to have a portrait made of himself receiving

the Constitution and showing it to his son.8 Its objective, according to the Journal

de Paris "was to emphasize to the good citizens of the republic the eternal alliance

between liberty and the monarchy." 9 In 1792, Labille-Guiard was asked paint a

copy of this portrait to hang in the legislature, and Jacques-Louis David to make an

additional one for the council chamber. As it turned out, the King was executed

before the portrait could be completed and so the commission was forgotten.' 0

With regard to the Academie Royale, dissenting members carried out a

rebellion similar to the Revolution itself. Acclaimed artist, prominent

Academician, and General Assembly member Jacques-Louis David, along with

other Assembly members proposed a decree that called for the abolition of

Passez, 33.

8 James A. Leith, The Idea of Art as Propaganda: 1750-1799. Toronto: University of
Toronto Press, 1965.

Leith, 103.

10 Ibid.
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France's academies. 1 He was particularly critical of the Academie Royale's

admission policy to its Salon exhibitions, teaching methods, and its

institutionalized approach to the fine arts. David was not alone in his active

opposition of the Academie Royale structure, as Kalnein points out:

... David actively challenged it; and only to the obstinately naive will it
appear an accident that his rebellion was supported by Pajou, and
Madame Labille-Guiard and Andre Vincent, themselves proving warm
supporters also of the Revolution.12

In 1791, Labille-Guiard spoke out against the Acadmie's restriction that limited

membership by female artists to a maximum of four at any one time. She formally

addressed this issue at an Academie Royale meeting and successfully convinced its

members to eliminate the limitation.'3 The following year she drafted a report for

the National Assembly on the instruction of girls from poor homes that was cited as

a "model for humanity" by assembly member Talleyrand. 14 However, by 1793

during the Reign of Terror, the Academie Royale was abolished altogether, along

with all other academic institutions. It was replaced by the Commune general des

arts, described by Kennedy in the following:

" Kennedy, 188.

" Ibid.

13 Danielle Rice, "Women and the Visual Arts," in French Women and the Age of
Enlightenment, ed. Samia I. Spencer (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1984), 250.

14 Passez, 58.
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Only well-intentioned patriots were admitted, and every academic artist
was expected to burn any academic titles, just as nobles had burned their
titles and coats of arms and just as priests would soon be compelled to
surrender their letters of priesthood as tokens of their repudiation of the
old regime... The academy had been purged--or rather rebuilt--in such a
way that nothing inconsistent with the Revolution could survive. 15

While the Academie Royale was abolished, the Salon du Louvre exhibitions

continued, adjusting its format to the unpredictable political environment all the

while. A most evident example of its continual restructuring is the Salon's livret,

or catalogue. The title page for the 1789 livret, and generally those prior to it

introduced the exhibition as such:

Explanation of the paintings, sculptures and prints by the gentlemen of
the Royal Academy, of which the exhibition is arranged, according to
His Majesty's will...In Paris, published by 'King's Buildings' and the
Royal Academy of Painting... 1789...with the privilege of the King.16

It would be the last Salon dictated by the King and his counselors. After 1789, the

title page of the Salon livret evolved with each subsequent Salon exhibition,

reflecting the volatile state of affairs in the Arts. In the 1791 Salon livret, the

artists' names were no longer arranged hierarchically within each category.

Instead, all works were randomly placed in the galleries and then put in numerical

order from one side of the room to the other; so that the catalogue cited first, the

number and title of an artist's work and lastly, the artist's name and position,

' Kennedy, 191-192.

16 H.W. Janson, Catalogues of the Paris Salons: 1673-1881, 1789 catalog title page.
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almost as an afterthought. By 1795, the livret indicates the Salon's complete

transformation, from the control of the monarchy to that of the French Republic

with the Louvre as France's public museum as the following title page reveals:

Explanation of the works of painting, sculpture,
architecture, printing, drawing, models, etc.
Exposed in the Grand Salon of the Museum, at the
Louvre, by the Artists of France, at the invitation of the Executive
Commission of public instruction, in the first month, fourth year of
the French Republic... .In Paris, Published by the La Veuve
Herissant, Parcheminerie street, no.3 17

Portraiture too revealed the radical transformation of the times. For one, it had

lost its leading patron, the aristocracy; and the official portrait with its "elaborate

setting, luxurious clothing, and monumental scale," was discarded. One's display

of wealth or status was purposely downplayed in order to emphasize the new

republican ideal of equality. French portraiture's belle epoque had ended and was

replaced by the more introspective aspect of Romanticism. Along with the New

Republic came a new ideology in which all was pared down to the essential and

the emphasis was on the individual.' 8 Typically, in a portrait by David, Labille-

Guiard or one of their students, the main focus of the painting was the sitter's

physiognomie. Also, generally the clothing was modest and the sitter usually was

set before a stark background. This style originated from the "middle class

17 Janson, 1795 catalogue title page.

" Aileen Ribeiro, The Art of Dress: Fashion in England and France 1750 to 1820,
(New Haven, Connecticut: Yale University Press, 1995) 29.



71

naturalism," created by portraitists La Tour, Aved and Toque of the mid-century--

who in turn were greatly influenced by the Enlightenment's philosophes.19

In their prose writings, the Philosophes broke down the old-fashioned,
elaborate and Ciceronian periods, and discarded similes, metaphors, and
imagery. They strove to strip the idea of everything that was not of its
essence, and to eliminate all vagueness and decoration. 20

Hence, the philosophes' call for austere sobriety in mid-century had been realized.

Austere sobriety became the predominant style of portraiture in revolutionary

France. By 1796, the demand for portraits and landscapes had increased

dramatically, since the bourgeoisie desired images of themselves and their

surroundings:

There was more than vanity in wanting a portrait of oneself or members
of one's family: family life had been shaken by the Revolution and by the
years of war, and the psychological effects of the abolition of inherited
social structures cannot be over estimated; a portrait was a way of
expressing that equality that was now enshrined as a right and was also a
way of situating oneself in the world.2 '

In the Salon, genre paintings, landscapes and portraits greatly outnumbered

history or revolutionary paintings. The Journal de Paris noted in 1796 that

portraits were crowding out great history paintings for the simple reason that the

19 Wakefield, 66.

20 Artz, 37.

21 Virginia Spate, ed. French Painting: The Revolutionary Decades: 1760-1830
(Melbourne Australia: MacArthur Press, 1980), 124.
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portrait and landscape genres were more lucrative and artists had to earn a living. 2 2

To all but the 1793 Salon, Labille-Guiard submitted numerous portraits of her new

bourgeosie clientele: writers, scientists, actors, lawyers and fellow artists. And

Vigee-Lebrun submitted her works only to the 1791 and 1798 Salons. Although

Vigee-Lebrun was outside of the Parisian circle, she managed to ship several her

works to the Salon, such as The Composer Giovanni Paisiello23 from Rome in

1791 and The Artist's Daughter Playing a Guitar24 from St. Petersburg in 1798.

Professionally, both artists succeeded well enough during the years of war

by establishing a different clientele. Yet they also experienced the brutal realities

of the Revolution. Vige-Lebrun had to wander the European continent for twelve

years in search of new portrait commissions. Labille-Guiard's first and only

history painting, which took almost three years to complete, was destroyed during

the Reign of Terror.

The final two analyses consider how their hardships affected their art as

well as discuss their post-revolutionary style. Vige-Lebrun's neoclassical portrait

Julie as Flora, 1799, was painted while she was living in St. Petersburg, Russia.

The portrait of her confidently poised daughter Julie standing high above the

22 Leith, 145.

23 Elisabeth Vige-Lebrun, Composer Giovanni Piasiello, oil on canvas, 1791, Musee
National du Chateau de Versailles.

24 Elisabeth Vige-Lebrun, The Artist's Daughter Playing the Guitar, oil on canvas,
1797, Formerly Kimbell Art Museum.
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expansive Italian countryside recalls Vige-Lebrun's experience in Italy as a result

of the Revolution. At the same time, Labille-Guiard painted Portrait of Dublin-

Tournelle, 1799, which reflects the artist's return to a simple portrayal of her

patrons.

Portrait Analysis #5

Adelaide Labille-Guiard
Portrait of Dublin-Tornelle, c. 1799
oil on canvas, 28 x 221/2 in.
Fogg Art Museum

Labille-Guiard's Portrait of Monsieur Dublin-Tornelle (Fig. 8) was one of

the last portraits that she exhibited at the Salon and it apparently made an

impression with reviewers, as Kagan points out, "when the Journal de Paris ran its

first review of the 1799 Salon, her Portrait of Dublin was one of only nine works

mentioned out of over 800 shown that year."1

In the portrait, the theater designer, actor, and comedian Dublin's

appearance is casually frank as he stands slightly slouched, arms folded, and

holding a playscript in hand. In attire consisting of a brown English frockcoat,

ochre waistcoat or gilet, white neckcloth, and wearing a "Brutus" haircut, long

sideburns and unkempt locks of hair, he is the classic image of a "citoyen" of the

new Republic. C. Dublin-Tornelle worked and performed at the Comedie

1 Andrew A. Kagan, "A Fogg 'David' Reattributed to Madame Adelaide Labille-
Guiard," FAM Acquisitions Report: 1969-70, 38.
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Fig. 8 Portrait of Dublin-Tornelle, 1799, Fogg Art Museum, Harvard..

1
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Frangaise in the 1790's. While he was an excellent designer, he apparently had no

acting ability. In 1815 he eventually became "designer-in-chief of the Opera" and

remained so until his death in 1820.2

In the portrait, Dublin comfortably greets the viewer's gaze, yet his eyes are

purposeful. Interestingly, Dublin's look is strikingly similar to that of Antoine

Pajou in Portrait of Pajou Modeling the bust of Lemoyne made seventeen years

earlier. This observation does not mean to imply that Labille-Guiard lacked the

ability to render individual character. On the contrary, most of her portraits reflect

the sitter's uniqueness. What makes the two portraits so comparable is the feeling

of familiarity that one senses from the gaze of Pajou and Dublin.

With surprising freshness Labille-Guiard painted a great number of portraits

in the characteristically austere manner of post-revolutionary France. Her early

years as a miniaturist account for her ability to capture the bare likeness of her

sitter. She also identified closely with David.

Beyond her own personal development, Mine Labille-Guiard was
tremendously influenced by David, and the austerity of her works can be
seen in several of her portraits characterized by the sobriety of the mood, and
the clothing in which all superfluous ornamentation disappeared. 3

The colors in Tornelle's portrait are subdued as well. She centered Tornelle on a

finely-textured, warm-grey backgound, using white and a hint of gold as an accent

2 Ibid. 32.

3 Passez 54.
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to enliven the neutral background and dark shade of his frock coat. Further, the

painting is so precisely and realistically delineated that Monsieur Tornelle's

fingernails appear to be soiled.

Unlike Jacques-Louis David, the portrait artist did not adopt the prevailing

portrait style in which the women wore Greek costume and hairstyles, such as in

David's portrait Henriette Delacroix, Madame de Verninac, 1799.4 Labille-Guiard

mostly painted portraits of men and those of women were not stylized to reveal the

new mode of fashion. Portrait of Gabrielle Capet5 , for instance, resembles a

casual snapshot image. Dressed in work clothes, the young student who is in the

process of painting a miniature appears to turn her head just briefly to meet the

viewer's eye.

Originally, Portrait ofMonsieur Tournelle was attributed to David.

However, twentieth-century scholars determined that the signature "L. [sic] David"

on the painting proved to be unauthentic and the portrait's stylistic traits were not

consistent with David's manner as the following points out:.

Among these are the lack of articulation in the sitter's fingers, the
'pinpoint' touches of paint used for the highlights in the eyes, and the
rather expedient use of two dark lines to describe the region under the
eye...he usually models the under-eye topography, rather than merely
delineating it...the subject's left eye does not seem to recede properly...a

4 Jacques-Louis David, Henriette Delacroix, Madame de Verninac, oil on canvas,
1799, Louvre, Paris.

5 Adelaide Labille-Guiard, Portrait of Gabrielle Capet, 1798, Musee du Louvre.
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technical problem not uncommon among portraitists, but it was certainly
never a stumbling block for David. 6

Another indication that Labille-Guiard authored the portrait is that Dublin's right

index finger points to a signature on the manuscript. Although the letters had been

badly damaged, ultra-violet light indicates that the signature belongs to Labille-

Guiard.

The amount of portraits that Labille-Guiard painted at the turn of the

century decreased dramatically. Anne-Marie Passez wrote that Labille-Guiard

never fully recovered from the tragic events of the French Revolution and suffered

from a debilitating illness that weakened her artistic ability. In 1800, her last

Salon, she exhibited one portrait only. Yet, even as her skills declined, she was

still "bestowed with praise by critics," which "attests to the esteem that she

enjoyed in her life." 7

Portrait Analysis #6

Elisabeth Louise Vigee-LeBrun
Julie as Flora, c. 1799
Oil on canvas, 51 1/2x38 12"
Museum of Fine Arts, St. Petersburg, Florida

While living in Saint Petersburg, Russia, Vige-LeBrun painted her

nineteen-year-old daughter Julie depicted as the Roman goddess Flora, the symbol

6 Kagan, 32.

Kagan, 32.
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of Springtime and flowers (Fig.9). The artist situated her daughter standing aloft

Italian countryside on which one can spot in the distance some classical ruins

highlighted by the sun's rays. Julie's gold-trimmed, empire-waist tunic and

scarlet-red veil draped over her left shoulder, flow in the breeze as she holds a

basket of flowers atop her head with one hand and a heart-shaped, laurel wreath

with the other. In literature, Ovid identified Flora with the Greek Nymph Chloris

and related that "one spring day as she was wandering through the fields, Zephyr,

the god of the wind, saw her, fell in love with her, and carried her off."8 This

allegory is significant and is perhaps symbolic of the personal conflicts that Vige-

LeBrun was experiencing while she painted it. At the time her daughter Julie had

fallen in love with a man who Vige-LeBrun described as being "with neither

talent, fortune, nor fame."9 Because Vige-LeBrun sternly resisted giving her

daughter permission to marry him, Julie appealed to her father who was still living

in Paris at the time. While awaiting his consent, she fought bitterly with her

mother, which irreparably damaged their relationship. During this time Vige-

LeBrun may have been nostalgic for the happier moments in Italy; such as the

strolls that she and her daughter took together in the Italian countryside. 1 It is

8 Pierre Grimal, ed._The Dictionary of ClassicalMythology trans. A.R. Maxwell-
Hyslop, (Oxford: Basil Blackwell Publisher, 1986), 165.

9 Vigee-LeBrun, 212.

1 Diane Lesko, "Elisabeth Vige-LeBrun's Julie LeBrun as Flora" Pharos
1986/1987: Museum of Fine Arts, St Petersburg, Florida,

, 1
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apparent that Vigee-LeBrun adored her daughter by the way she described Julie in

her memoirs and lovingly depicted her in a dozen or so portraits. Vige arranged

to have the best tutors for her education; and by age nineteen, she was an

"accomplished musician, writer, and linguist, and to her mother's great delight, a

talented artist,"" Yet, in her mother's eyes, Julie was about to make the same

mistake as she had done by marrying impetuously. Even though Julie as Flora is

quite picturesque, there is less warmth in Julie's eyes than in other portraits of her

daughter. Her larger than life-size figure emerges from the canvas confrontively.

Portrayed as the ever-youthful goddess, Julie stands firmly with a classic stoic

beauty that belies Vige-LeBrun's saddened heart.

With its charming grace and allegorical implications it stands at the end of
the Revolutionaryera, and it personifies much of what portraiture was about
at that time. The canvas also stands at a crucial turning point in Julie's life,
and at a time when her mother was deeply troubled. Its meaning, then,
depends upon personal as well as historical associations that reveal a great
deal about Julie, and even more about the artist herself. 2

While in Russia Vigee-LeBrun painted several neoclassical portraits of

members of the Imperial court. In fact, she credited herself with introducing

neoclassicism to the Russian nobility. At the time of the "Empress Ball" in St.

" Baillio, 75.

12 Lesko, 3.
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Petersburg, Vigee-LeBrun assisted the four Imperial Princesses with their

costumes.

It would have been impossible to count the number of pretty women who
passed before my eyes; but I could not help thinking that the Imperial
Princesses outshone all the other beauties in the room. All four were
dressed in Greek costume, their tunics attached at the shoulder by huge
diamond studded fasteners. I helped dress the Grand Duchess Elisabeth, so
that her costume appeared the most authentic..13

Vigee-LeBrun's manner was quite different, however, from the portraits painted

simultaneously in France. Hers lacked the serious austerity found in David or

Francois Gerard's works, possibly because Vig e-LeBrun had not yet seen the

drastic changes brought on by the new French Republic. When she did return, she

observed the following:

The first time I went to the theatre, I thought the whole place looked
extremely sad, for I was used to the French theatre as it had been, and as it
still was abroad, with everyone wearing powdered wigs. By contrast these
black heads and black clothes were a somber sight indeed. One could easily
have mistaken the occasion for a funeral.14

Vigee-Lebrun's own interest in neoclassicism is traced to the Salons that

she held in Paris in the mid- 1780's at the height of her social and professional

fame. It was there that many of the France's greatest actors, musicians and

intellectuals met for a light supper and entertained themselves with plays and

13 Vigee-LeBrun, 172.

14 Vigee-LeBrun, 240.
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music afterwards. In fact, Vige-Lebrun became famous throughout Europe for

her Souper (Trec dinner party:

... held in Paris in 1788, leaders of society and the arts put on togas and
wore laurel wreaths to drink from Etruscan bowls and fragile Greek vases.
This innocuous entertainment enjoyed such notoriety (it was said to have
cost 80,000 francs) that it was talked about in Rome, Venice, Vienna, and
St. Petersburg long before Mme.Vigee-Lebrun herself arrived in those
cities.15

In 1789, when Vigee-Lebrun was forced to flee France, her first destination was

Italy as she had "for several years harboured the desire to go to Rome." There she

saw firsthand the works of classical antiquity in the Vatican Museum, of which

she commented:

There is really nothing to compare with the classical masterpieces either in
shape, style, or execution. The Greeks, in particular, created a complete
and perfect unison between truth and beauty. Looking at their work, there
is no doubt that they possessed exceptional models, or that the men and
women of Greece discovered an ideal of beauty long, long ago.' 6

In Naples, she could have been inspired by the Farnese Flora, a Greco-Roman

statue who holds in her hand a laurel wreath. Possibly in the National Museum of

Naples that was established in 1738, or nearby Pompeii, she saw the goddess Flora

portrayed on wall paintings belonging to the city.

" Richard Dorment, "Working Girl," The New York Review of Books, 2 February
1990, 24.

16 Vigee-Lebrun, 84.
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Eight years later in Russia, she would paint these memories in Julie as

Flora and also another Flora portrait, which is that of nineteen-year-old Princess

Eudocia Ivanovna Galitzin.' The portraits are similar except for a few subtle

differences. The Princess Galitzin has a more amiable expression on her face,

holds an overflowing basket of flowers atop her head, a few loose laurel branches

in her right hand, and is draped more heavily than Julie. Most revealing, though,

are the rather dark and forboding clouds that appear behind Julie in her portrait.

Julie as Flora would be the last known portrait of Vigee-Lebrun's only child. 18

Tragically, for years mother and daughter would remain estranged because of

continued conflicts until her daughter Julie died in 1819, at age 39, alone and in

abject poverty.19 Vigee-Lebrun spent her last year in both Paris and Louviciennes

in comfortable retirement, writing her memoires and painting occassionally until

her death in 1842.

17 Elisabeth Vigde-Lebrun, Princess Eudocia Ivanovna Galitzin as Flora, oil on
canvas, 1799, Private collection.

18 Lesko, 4.

19 Baillio, 75.



CHAPTER VI

CONCLUSION

Elisabeth Vigee-LeBrun and Adelaide Labille-Guiard's paintings add to our

understanding of France's revolutionary era. This study examined how the two

artists responded to this volatile period of time. The two artists each painted

portraits of important historical figures both before, during and after the

revolution. Together their works represent a spectrum of social classes. Vigee-

LeBrun's patronage generally consisted of the aristocracy and social elite and

Labille-Guiard's patronage changed as a result of the revolution, from members of

the aristocracy to members of the New Republic's Estates General and

bourgeoisie. Therefore, by discussing the two artists in tandem, this thesis served

as a study of late eighteenth-century French portraiture and its patrons.

The Enlightenment's commitment to educational reforms affected the two

artists' careers. Their early education affected the course of their lives and the

steps that they took prior to becoming members of the Academie Royale. By

examining the two artists' pre-professional education, this study has shown that,

however rudimentary, literacy provided them with the necessary skills to carry on

their profession. This thesis contributed a more detailed study of the Academie

84
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Royale's structure and its powerful control over artistic matters, which reveals the

difficult hurdles faced by any prospective artist--male or female. Both artists

confronted the academic structure: Labille-Guiard took calculated steps in order

to become an elected member in 1783 and Vige-LeBrun challenged the standards

of decorum in portraiture as judged by the directeur des Batiments. As a result,

Vigee-LeBrun's painting Portrait of Marie Antoinette "en gaulle," depicting the

Queen in unbecoming attire, was removed from the 1783 Salon by the Acadmie

Royale's ordinnateur, who controlled what art was acceptable for public display.

Much of the twentieth-century secondary literature on the two artists is

misleading in that it does not discuss the two painters' artistic styles in the context

of their contemporary artists. Except for Wakefield and Shackelford's studies that

merely present the artists as having had two different stylistic tendencies, several

twentieth-century works, while excellent sources of information, cast the two

artists as arch rivals and as a female appendage to the male-dominated art of their

time. It is true that reviews of bi-annual Salons on extremely rare occasions did

contrast the efforts of Vigee-LeBrun and Labille-Guiard and that some of the late

eighteenth-century criticisms attacked those two artists maliciously, just as it did

with most male artists. However, the majority of the primary sources of the art

criticism found in Portalis and Passez's studies, which are quoted throughout this

thesis, reveal that the artists were well respected by their art peers and the public

alike and that their remarkable abilities did not go unrecognized. The two artists
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were coined as rivals for reasons different than what many of the twentieth-

century sources claim. As an example, Chadwick's discussion of Vige-LeBrun

and Labille-Guiard states the following:

Vigee-LeBrun and Labille-Guiard's first appearance together as
academicians took place in the Salon of the Academie Royale in 1783. It
was then that the critics, previously content to vacillate between the two
women, unequivocally took sides. The critic in the fmpartialite au Salon
identified them as 'rivales de leurs gloires' (glorious rivals). Bauchaumont
was friendly toward Labille-Guiard but clearly preferred Vige-LeBrun; the
critic of Le Veridique au Salon compared their talents. i

Later in the text, Chadwick notes that "the artificial 'rivalry' thrust on them

enabled critics to give voice to accusations that reminded audiences that famous,

or infamous, public women such as these had exceeded their 'natural' domain." 2

In context , the phrase "rivales de leurs gloires" has a different meaning.

According to the primary source in Passez's book, the L'Impartialite au Salon

stated in 1783:

Two female painters, who enter for the first time in their career, come to
contend for the crown belonging for a long time to MM. Roslin & du Plessis,
to be more exact, they come to ask them for a share and they are worthy of
claiming this share. These two glorious rivals are Mme LeBrun and Mme
Guiard.3

'Whitney Chadwick, Women Art and Society. (New York: Thames and Hudson,
1990), 151.

2 Ibid.

' Passez, 23.
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As disclosed earlier in this thesis, Vigee-LeBrun and Labille-Guiard recalled the

same stylistic opposition as their predecessors Roslin and Duplessis. In contrast to

Chadwick's interpretation, it seems more accurate to infer that this critic was

speaking neither of an intense professional rivalry, nor of a heated personal

conflict, but was proposing only that the women were perpetuating divergent

stylistic approaches established by two prominent male portraitists of the

preceding generation4 . Whereas Vige-LeBrun and Roslin represent the sensual,

Rubenesque manner of painting, Labille-Guiard and Duplessis represent the

austere manner of the classicists.'

In addition, the fact that the two artists were designated portraitists

for opposing sides of the Royal Court--Vigee-LeBrun for the Queen and Labille-

Guiard for Louis XVI's aunts--has been partially responsible for the

misconception found in numerous twentieth-century sources that the artists' works

were placed side by side in the Salon to invite comparison between the artists

themselves. According to Pietro Martini's eighteenth-century engraving of the

1787 Salon, Labille-Guiard's three portraits of the Mesdames appear next to

Vigee-LeBrun's portrait of Queen Marie Antoinette with her children. The

' The exact source for which Chadwick quotes "rivales de leur gloires" could not be
ascertained. It is possible that she was in turn quoting an incomplete translation, and
therefore perpetuated the idea of the women as each other's rivals rather than the two of
them rivaling the male contenders of the "crown."

'Danielle Rice, "Vige-LeBrun vs. Labille-Guiard: A Rivalry in Context" Curatorial
file, National Museum for Women in the Arts.
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portraits of the Royal Family no doubt were grouped together based on the sitters'

social standing rather than any rivalry between the artists, especially since all

Salon exhibitions before 1789 were "arranged according to His Majesty's will." 6

Further, Martini's engraving of the 1785 Salon indicates that Labille-Guiard's

shining piece Self-Portrait with Two Pupils is located on a different wall, far from

the portraits by Vigee-LeBrun.

Finally, the analyses of the two artists' paintings served as a means to

connect the two artists with their artistic and social environment. As women, both

faced enormous odds and hardships in order to earn the respect that they did

achieve. They shared little else, however, as Vige-LeBrun painted with

exuberance and lived adventurously, while Labille-Guiard sought truth in her

paintings and was a willful activist.

While both artists should be entered into the traditional canon of important

artists of the late eighteenth-century, their contribution to the progress of women

as professional artists should not be forgotten either. As contemporary artist

Nancy Spero commented in January 1996, upon seeing Labille-Guiard's Self-

Portrait with Two Pupils in the Metropolitan Museum of Art:

Normally I wouldn't react to a work of this period, considering my esthetic,
but I saw a woman painting, looking beautifully, perfectly dressed, not a spot
of paint on her, with these two women assistants, and I was immediately
drawn to the picture. We are all looking for a heritage. It may be narrow to

6 Janson, Paris Salons, 1785 title page.
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think this way, but artists do have a gender, they come from a milieu and it
helps to recognize that.'

7 Michael Kimmelman, "2 Artists Prowling for Ideas to Use Again," New York Times, 5
January 1996, p.lB.
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PAINTINGS BY ADELAIDE LABILLE-GUIARD AND ELISABETH VIGEE-

LEBRUN LOCATED IN THE UNITED STATES
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Seven Paintings by Adelaide Labille-Guiard Located

In The United States

DATE

1783-85

Twenty-two Paintings by Elisabeth Vigee-Lebrun Located

In The United States

TITLE

Etienne Vigee

The Children of the Baronne
D'Esthal

LOCATION

St. Louis Art Museum,
Missouri

Cailleux Collection

Portr

TITLE LOCATION

it of Dugazon Collection Wildenstein & Co.,
New York

Self-Portrait with Two Pupils Metropolitan Museum of Art,
New York

t of Madame Adelaide Phoenix Art Museum,
Arizona

t of Charlotte Corday Museum of Fine Arts, Boston,
ure) Massachusetts

t of Madame Genlis Collection Mrs. Harry Blunt,
Bethesda, Maryland

t of Monsieur Meunier Honolulu Academy of Arts,
Hawaii

t of Marquise de LaFayette National Museum of Women in
the Arts, Washington, D.C.

t of Monsieur Tournelle . Fogg Art Museum,
Harvard Massachussets

1785

1787

1790

1790

1790-4

Portrait

Portrait

(miniat

Portai

Portrai

Portrait

Portrai

1793

1799

DATE

1773

1772



1776

1782

1783

1784

1784
Art, Ohio

1785

1787

1787

1788

1789

The Prince of Nassau

Self-Portrait

Madame Grant

The Comte de Vaudreuil

Lady Folding a Letter

Bacchante

The Marquise de Pezay and
the Marquise de Rouge with
her Sons

Julie Le Brun

Marie Antoinette

The Comtesse de la Chatre

Madame Victoire de France

Isabella Marini

Countess Von Schonfeld and
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