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Women artists, teachers and students from Anguissola to HaudebourtLescot
« Peinte par elle-même ? » Femmes artistes, professeurs et élèves, d’Anguissola à
Haudebourt-Lescot
Melissa Hyde

I.
1

Wandering1 through the Salon of 1827, a naïve Scotsman comes upon a self-portrait by
Hortense Haudebourt-Lescot (possibly her self-portrait of 1825, now in the Louvre) 2. Upon
being told that it is a portrait of her “peinte par elle-même”, the Scotsman exclaims to his
French companion: “En vérité; quoi! c’est de la peinture de femme? Quelle fermeté de ton
et de pinceau!” The Frenchman replies: “C’est une femme d’un talent véritable, et qui
cette année semble avoir encore fait des progrès.”3
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Hortense Haudebourt-Lescot, Autoportrait, v. 1825
[Public domain], via Wikimedia Commons
2

This imaginary conversation comes from a chapter in Augustin Jal’s critical commentary
on the famous Salon of 1827. The conversational form and the device of the naïve outsider
that he adopts in his little sketch, are a love-letter to eighteenth-century Salon criticism4.
Perhaps also taking a cue from certain enlightened men of the eighteenth century, Jal
himself – who plays the enlightened man in the conversation – takes “la peinture de
femme” seriously. This was a surprisingly progressive position for a notoriously truculent
art critic writing in 1827, a time when the degree of cultural acceptance, the professional
gains and visibility achieved by women artists at the end of the Ancien Régime and during
the Revolution were being eroded, even though female artists were regarded as a major
presence in the art scene at this time5. That said, at a later point in the text, Jal
nevertheless expresses his own wonderment at the existence of such a talented (read:
exceptional) woman artist6.

3

In this respect Jal fell into line with a long history of cultural attitudes towards women
artists that ranged from patronizing amazement to skepticism, ridicule, and outright
hostility. According to Jal, Haudebourt-Lescot, like many successful women before her,
had long endured the skepticism of critics who cast doubt on the authorship of her works,
preferring instead to attribute them to her teacher, Guillaume Guillon Léthiere7. Thus
when Jal characterized Haudebourt-Lescot’s self-portrait as “peinte par elle-même,” he
made a statement that cut two ways: he was reminding readers of the rumors about her
work, even as he was refuting them. The allegation that they did not paint their own
works suggests one basic reason (among many) that women painted portraits of
themselves as artists8.
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To this day, the authorship of one of the first, and still most compelling, essays in selfportraiture (by man or woman) of the early modern period continues to be contested. I
refer to Sofonisba Anguissola’s 1558-1559 painting, in which she depicted her teacher
Bernardino Campi painting her portrait.

Sofonisba Anguissola, Self-portrait with Bernardino Campi
Oil on canvas, 1110 x 1095mm (43 3/4 x 43 1/8"). Pinacoteca Nazionale, Sienna, 1550.
[Public domain], via Wikimedia Commons
5

Besides the long-standing tendency to ascribe works of women artists to their male
teachers, doubts about whether Anguissola had a hand in making this picture hinge on its
central conceit: that it is Campi’s self-portrait. The consensus now seems to be, following
Giovanni Morelli who first made the identification in 1890, that the painting is in fact by
Anguissola.9 As such it falls into a category I call the “self-portrait of another;” by which I
mean a painting that does not look like a self-portrait, but is.10 Other examples of this and
its corollary, the portrait that looks like a self-portrait, but is not, will figure in the
present essay, along with examples of more or less conventional self-portraits by
eighteenth-century women artists. My aim is to consider what such portraits can tell us
about women artists, their self-representation, and their relationships to their teachers.
These teacher/student relationships do not usually involve the Oedipal dramas we have
come to expect in narratives of filiation relating to male artists and their male students,
but are no less complex, and in many cases are fraught with their own tensions and
conflicts11.

6

One trope that historically recurs in discussions of women artists and their male teachers
is that the student is the creation of the master. This is exactly how one of Anguissola’s
contemporaries referred to her in a letter to Campi. In casting her as “the creation” of
her master, the letter essentially attributed her abilities to Campi12. At first glance,

Arts et Savoirs, 6 | 2016

3

« Peinte par elle-même? »

Anguissola’s painting would seem to confirm this idea – thereby respecting the double
hierarchy of gender and of the student/teacher relation. But, as numerous scholars have
pointed out, a second look reveals a more complicated picture13. In the painting’s current
state, Anguissola made the apparently deferential move of presenting herself as a figure
of Campi’s making. But what Campi is shown painting is in reality Anguissola’s selfportrait, and of course, she is also the actual author of his image, here, as well as of her
own. This kind of visual play is entirely in keeping with the Mannerist taste for riddles
and teasing the viewer.
7

But let us consider for a moment how she presents herself: she appears as a slightly aloof,
beautiful and beautifully dressed young woman, gloves in hand like an aristocrat. Just
how beautifully dressed she originally was, can now be seen thanks to the recent
restoration of the portrait, which uncovered an elegant red brocade gown beneath the far
more austere black one, which so closely echoes Campi’s. Posed impassively, Anguissola
downplays her own identity/practice as an artist, as Campi is shown putting the finishing
touches on the gown. But if Anguissola presents herself as modest, demure, deferential,
her self-portrait-cum-portrait is also illuminated and central, her figure dominates the
composition. So there is a tension here between Campi’s image of Anguissola and the
visual complexity of the overall painting as it signals the sophistication and complicity of
her thinking. The tableau itself playfully subverts the proprieties by the very fact of her
being its true author. As such, it engages in a kind of resistance to norms of femininity
that (in a different context) have been usefully termed “a delicate kind of revolt”14.

8

The image becomes that much more intriguing when we consider what else the
restoration uncovered: originally, Anguissola positioned her left-hand differently: not
holding gloves, but touching Campi’s hand in a way that suggests her hand is guiding his,
or is at least working in conjunction with it15. Whatever her reasons for changing the
composition, it would seem that at some point in the process, Anguissola thought of
presenting herself more actively as an artist and less as Campi’s “creation.” Thus, in the
story behind this painting there is quite literally more than meets the eye. While that
may in some sense be true of all pictures, I want to suggest that it is especially so for the
work of women artists, because typically we know so little about the work, and often,
even less about their authors. How many of them might also have considered a less
delicate kind of revolt in their self-presentations and then thought better of it?

9

Haudebourt-Lescot’s self-presentation suggests she did not have to. Neither young nor
beautiful, she was the first woman to adopt the male artist’s beret, and modeled herself
directly on her artistic fore-fathers. Whichever self-portrait she exhibited at the Salon of
1827, it was well-received by the critics, as was the other portrait she showed that year:
the two flanked François Gérard’s famous St Thérèse (Infirmirie Marie-Thérèse, Paris).
This was a portrait of her mother (untraced), a move that suggests a definition of self not
in terms of conventional ideals of femininity or the artist/father – or not only in terms of
that, but also in terms of the mother. Haudebourt-Lescot’s highly public gesture raises
questions about the possibilities of a “mother/daughter plot” when it comes to narratives
of filiation16.

10

I have begun by highlighting Anguissola and Haudebourt-Lescot, not to suggest that there
was a European tradition of female self-portraiture, for there was not – not in the sense of
a conscious understanding of what had gone before, and certainly not in France until the
end of the eighteenth century. Rather, I am interested in how these very different selfportraits speak to issues of artistic identity, authorship and filiation that consistently
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circulated around women artists well into the nineteenth century. The Anguissola
painting offers an example of the importance of the artist/father; and how, from the first,
women artists worked within cultural conventions of femininity, while also subverting
them, often in subtle and sophisticated ways. Haudebourt-Lescot not only offers a quite
different sense of the horizon of possibilities by the early nineteenth century, but
reminds us that women artists had mothers and often were mothers themselves,
sometimes symbolically (as progenitors of other artists) rather than biologically. How the
mother – a figure too often overlooked in the history of women artists – factored into
women’s self-representations (or did not) is of interest to me in this essay, and I will be
returning to it at the end of this essay, though I will not be able to do the subject full
justice here17.

II.
11

There are many images of French women artists dating from the eighteenth century –
and it is often difficult to tell whether or not they are portraits “peints par elle même”.
One of the most superb instances of that is an unattributed portrait of an unidentified
woman artist in the Art Institute of Chicago18. It depicts a woman seated before an easel,
with palette, brushes, and a piece of paper (a small sketch? a letter?) in one hand. The
other hand rests lightly on the arm of her chair as she turns away from her canvas to look
off to her right, beyond the frame of the picture. Though beautifully dressed in a splendid
blue-green brocade robe volante, this woman who, like Haudebourt-Lescot, is neither
especially pretty nor particularly young, is frankly portrayed without affectation or
cosmetic enhancements. Her demeanor, pensive gaze and the hint of a smile playing at
her lips, suggest a keen and lively intelligence. The countenance of this sitter, with her
heavily lidded and slightly protruding eyes, cleft chin and rounded cheeks, has a
specificity and individuality to it, and her expression conveys a sense of interiority. These
aspects of the portrait, combined with the prominence of the palette, brushes in the
sitter’s hand and the canvas behind her, make it a portrayal of an artist who is a woman,
more than a woman who is an artist. Together these qualities suggest that what we are
presented with here is the candid likeness of a person, an actual woman, and almost
certainly not an allegory of painting19. Yet there are peculiarities in the picture that make
it seem to be about more than capturing a likeness or personality of a particular artist
and that beg for explanation.

12

First and foremost is the unusual detail of the blank palette that the painter holds in her
left hand, and second is the blank canvas behind her to her left, which might not be so
remarkable, were it not for the way her shadow is projected onto it, thanks to the strong
directional lighting coming from an unseen source at the left. Given the de-emphasis on
the work of the depicted artist’s hand, the elision of her engagement with the materiality
of paint itself and her abstracted gaze directed away from the easel, perhaps what is on
offer here is an image of the artist doing generative intellectual work, which would be
especially noteworthy, since much of the discourse about women – particularly later in
the eighteenth century, argued that women lacked precisely the powers of intellection
demanded by the great genres, though there were always dissenters on this subject 20. If it
is indeed a première pensée that she holds in her hand – the horizontal format of the sheet,
the sketchy suggestion of pictorial forms on it hint that it is – this feature again suggests
the idea of a work begun, but not yet realized. In this stage before the creative process is
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fully materialized, first through dessein on paper and then in color on canvas, she seems
to be receiving the light of inspiration. That is suggested by the golden hues illuminating
her face. But what of her shadow? Might it be a projection of a self-portrait she is about to
begin? Or could it be a device to suggest a posthumous portrait? Whatever the answer,
the enigmatically bare palette that the unknown woman artist holds, is a singular detail
that when taken together with the empty canvas and its shadowy effigy, introduces a
somehow melancholic sense of absence that perfectly thematizes the double loss of both
the actual and the depicted artists’ identities.
13

Aside from these enigmatic elements (which may argue against its being a self-portrait),
the image is remarkable on several other counts. To begin with, there were no “women
artists” in France until the latter part of the eighteenth-century. As early as 1711, one can
find references to “femmes peintres”, or less often, to “peintresses”, but not to “femmes
artistes”21. We first encounter the term in 1762, in an essay written by one of the female
editors of the Journal des Dames, but it does not become common parlance until the 1780s.
This is significant because of the crucial, qualitative differences between the terms peintre
, which pertains to craft and the work of the hand, and artiste, which refers to the work of
the mind22. The problem of nomenclature is more than just a matter of semantics: it is,
rather, an indication that the very category of the woman artist was itself a vexed, even
paradoxical, one23. Not only was there traditionally no word for a woman who was an
artist, it could be difficult to conceive of such a thing, even when presented with it (still
true in the nineteenth century, as the example of Haudebourt-Lescot attests). Yet here is
the Chicago portrait, representing a woman who falls into this category which was not
one.

14

The date of the image makes it all the more extraordinary, because in France, unlike Italy,
England and the Netherlands, there were few images of women artists before the 1780s.
Of these, fewer still can be identified as self-portraits24. Sophie Chéron, one of the first
women admitted to the Académie, in 1672 produced a ground-breaking self-portrait for
her reception piece (Musée du Louvre). But after Chéron, the next certainly attributed
self-portrait by a woman is by the little known académicienne, Marie-Suzanne Roslin, and
was probably not painted until the 1760s. We know that French women actually did paint
self-portraits before Mme Roslin painted hers – the young Madeleine Basseporte did, for
example25. But until the last quarter of the eighteenth century, there were remarkably
few reference points for any French woman artist seeking a female model for defining
and representing herself.

15

Is the Chicago painting a self-portrait? Of all the attributions that have been proposed
(Jospeh Aved, Carle Van Loo) the possibility has never seriously been entertained26. I
prefer to leave the possibility open. Whether or not the Chicago picture is a self-portrait,
it speaks to many concerns that arise when considering women’s self representations,
including the most fundamental questions about the artist herself: who is she? what is
her name? how did she get to be an artist? who were her teachers, and how did she
navigate that relationship? what kinds of choices did she make in becoming an artist?

16

The example of Maurice Quentin de la Tour and his female students offers some insights
into these questions. La Tour was among the first male artists (in France) to take women
as students, starting around the middle of the eighteenth century. (These included the
Scottish portraitist, Katherine Read27, and Madame Roslin in the 1750s, and later, the
amateur artist from Holland, Isabelle de Charrière, and possibly also Adelaide LabilleGuiard). One might imagine that Read and Roslin would have sought to identify
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themselves with their celebrataed predecessor, Rosalba Carriera. As a pastellist and a
woman, Carriera would seem to offer an ideal (and uncontroversial) example for
emulation by other female pastellists28. But in fact, in their self-representations both Read
and Roslin went out of their way to model themselves on the example of Quentin de la
Tour.
17

The depth of Read’s study with La Tour has been questioned by recent scholars because
her pastels bear very little resemblance to his stylistically29. But her self-portrait
“pointedly”, as it were, insists on her association with him. While working in Rome, she
said in a letter to her brother: “I have succeeded beyond my expectation, and do not
despair of doing something yet before I die that may bear a comparison with Rosalba or
rather La Tour, who I must own is my model among all the Portrait Painters I have yet
seen”30. There is more than a little irony in the fact Read was dubbed the “English
Rosalba” by contemporaries31.

18

Looking at Read’s self-portrait: she refers to Quentin de La Tour’s famous Portrait de
l’auteur qui rit (1735), but the changes she makes are significant. There is the change of
setting, which evokes British, rather than French portrait traditions; other changes might
be ascribed to proprieties of gender: her garb is faintly classicizing, rather than the casual
studio attire adopted by La Tour (adopting the dishabille of real working attire was a
taboo that was almost never broken by women artists); and there is the more decorous
facial expression. The decorousness of her expression is borne out by comparison to a
variation on La Tour’s self-portrait by one of his male students, Joseph Ducreux, entitled
Le Moqueur (1793, Musée du Louvre)32. I am inclined, too, to think that the change of
medium is an important one: Read painted this portrait in oil, though the vast majority of
her work was as a pastellist. Her self-portrait served both to identify and distinguish
herself from her teacher – the challenge faced by every artist who worked with a master.

19

La Tour’s other female student in the earlier years was Mme Roslin. She was one of the
first women in France to explore problems of women’s artistic identity and is the subject
of a future essay. For now, I note that her remarkable pastel self-portrait shows a
fashionably dressed Marie-Suzanne Roslin in the act of copying La Tour’s L’auteur qui rit 33.
Visually and conceptually, Roslin’s self-portrait is considerably more complex than
Read’s. And where Read hoped to bear comparison to La Tour, Mme Roslin’s self-portrait
laid claim to being his émule34. But both Read and Roslin capitalized on their affiliation
with La Tour, while nonetheless making clear a wish to assert their own artistic identity
(in Roslin’s case, largely through the distinctions in dress, comportment and through
differences between the teacher’s “original” image within the image and the student’s
“copy” of it). By re-presenting or performing the work of their teachers, Read and Roslin
(like Anguissola) subtly call into question the hierarchy of the student/master relation.
This model of female identification with male artists went against social expectations that
daughters should mirror their mothers – a point I will come back to at the end.
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Suzanne-Marie Roslin, Self-Portrait, 1775
[Public domain], via Wikimedia Commons
20

The wish for autonomy and the desire to assert an artistic identity of one’s own also
informed the work of Rose-Adelaide Ducreux35. One might see in her splendid selfportrait playing the harp (1791, The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York City) 36 a
complete disavowal of any filial affinity with her father’s work. He is best known for his
remarkable series of self-portraits in which he variously mocks, grins, yawns, gesticulates
37
.
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Self-Portrait with a Harp, 1791
[Public domain], via Wikimedia Commons
21

Primarily a pastellist, Ducreux père did sometimes paint in oil, but his attempts did not
please critics. One of them described the paint brush as “his enemy”38. Ducreux fille also
worked successfully in pastel, but unlike her father, the brush was clearly her friend, too
– a point that was emphasized in the first self-portrait she exhibited publically. Shown at
the Salon de la Correspondance in 1785, it was a pastel (untraced), but showed her
painting: “elle prend de la couleur sur sa palette au moment de peindre”39. The fulllength, life-sized Met self-portrait, exhibited in 1791 at the first open Louvre Salon,
impressively displays her ability to paint in oil on a large scale and was well received.
Critics inevitably compared father and daughter to one another, as their works were
displayed in the same gallery at the Salon. Joseph Ducreux portrayed himself as Le Bâilleur
, (Getty Museum) prompting the author of La Béquille de Voltaire au Salon to quip: “Chacun
à son genre. M. Ducreux réussit parfaitement dans celui de faire bâiller”. But of his
daughter, “peinte par elle-même,” the same critic effused: “vous êtes pétrie de grâces,
Mademoiselle.”40 Another critic, also commenting on the pair in the same breath,
remarked that “Mlle Ducreux [my emphasis] peut occuper une place très distinguée parmi
les peintres.”41 Whether or not Rose Ducreux intended her self-portrait to be a form of
delicate revolt, in its assertion of her complete difference from (and perhaps also
surpassing of) her father, the task was nonetheless accomplished. It is perhaps a sign of
her independence that she was only once listed as her father’s student – in the livret for
the Salon of 1799, her last before her death in 180242.

22

Fathers and father-figures had long been essential to the formation of women artists 43. No
doubt Joseph Ducreux was similarly important in his daughter’s training as a professional
artist44. Yet, her known portraits and self-portraits, all painted in oil and on an ambitious
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scale, suggest closer affinities with other artists of her time, particularly with Antoine
Vestier, and perhaps also with Louis David, to whom her works have been mis-attributed.
23

Rose Ducreux’s earlier self-portrait seated at a piano-forte (c. 1785, untraced, formerly
Erlanger Collection) is a case in point. Attributed to David by Ducreux family tradition,
the painting has been convincingly ascribed to Mlle Ducreux. It has been suggested also
that this self-portrait was inspired by Vestier’s main submission to the Salon of 1785 45.
Vestier’s picture represented his daughter, Nicole, palette and brushes in hand, before an
easel, a piano-forte just behind her. Given the similarities in style and composition, it
might very well have offered an appealing model for Ducreux, who, like Nicole Vestier,
was both musician and painter.

24

Like her later self-portrait, Rose Ducreux’s ambitious self-portrait at the piano-forte
demonstrated that she could vie with her more privileged Academic contemporaries: not
only could she too produce a large scale composition, she could beautifully depict the
fashionable female figure, and dazzlingly capture a range of textures and surfaces – white
and yellow satin, lace, ribbon, coiffed hair, flawless complexions, marble, ivory, gilt and
polished wood. Like the Met self-portrait, it presents an image of a professional artist who
displays ideal feminine graces and disarmingly radiates civilized pleasures 46. What it does
not do, however, is present her as a daughter. Perhaps her own delicate form of revolt,
this is one way that the Erlanger portrait differs from the Vestier, which actually includes
representations of both of the sitter’s parents47. On this point the Ducreux differs too
from the other major portrait of a woman artist shown at the Salon of 1785, Adélaïde
Labille-Guiard’s Self-Portrait with Students, which also takes up the theme of daughterly
filiation48.

25

By the late eighteenth century, the Parisian public was far more accustomed to seeing
portraits and self-portraits of women artists than it had been theretofore, thanks to the
Exposition de la Jeunesse, the Salon de la Correspondance, and the Salon of the Académie
de St Luc49. But in 1785 the woman artist was still unusual iconography at the Salon du
Louvre; the full-length format of the Vestier and Labille-Guiard portraits was virtually
without precedent, which could be why they caught the eye of so many commentators50.
The marked visual affinities between these two works, which hung within sight of one
another, undoubtedly account for the comparisons that contemporaries drew between
them, even if none of them commented on the unusual subject matter per se51.

26

Both were works of signal importance for their authors. Vestier’s portrait was one of the
paintings he presented for his agrégation into the Académie that year, and it was the
“chef d’œuvre qui allait décider sa carrière”52. Though Labille-Guiard had been admitted
two years earlier, hers was the first large-scale work she had presented to the public, and
one that clearly aimed and succeeded in promoting her career to a new level, as Laura
Auricchio has shown in her study of Labille-Guiard. In comparing Labille-Guiard’s
magisterial work to the Vestier picture, Auricchio has also argued that Vestier’s portrait
frames the representation of his daughter by his patriarchal gaze, and she contrasts this
with the nuances and complexities of the Labille-Guiard portrait53. Vestier’s portrait is
seen a celebration of his daughter’s talents in a way that is couched entirely in terms of
his own abilities; Labille-Guiard’s is an image of the transmission of artistic knowledge
from one artist to another of the kind traditionally associated with fathers/sons. By
showing Nicole in a domestic interior (and not in the act of painting) rather than in a
studio, by alluding to her talents as a musician as well as a painter, Vestier is said to
highlight his daughter’s accomplishments as elegant pastimes, not a profession. In sum,
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Vestier figures Marie-Nicole as a vision of proper bourgeois femininity, as a well-bred
hobbyist, rather than a professional woman artist54.
27

While not discounting the merits of these arguments, I do think there is more going on in
the Vestier painting than this reading allows. To begin with, rules of painterly bienséance
called for a fit between what is represented and how it is represented. Thus the scale, and
the solemnity (verging on theatricality) of the Vestier portrait, endows Nicole Vestier
with a dignity and importance that would seem to be out of step with an image of a
merely accomplished young woman. Listed in the Salon livret as Full-length portrait of
Mlle Vestier Painting the Portrait of her Father, the work showcased Nicole Vestier’s
talents as a painter, as well as her father’s. What is more, it so vividly evokes the visual
language of a self-portrait, that it looks like Nicole represented herself at work. So here
then, is a father’s portrait of his daughter which looks like her self-portrait, but isn’t 55.
The plot thickens when we look at “her” picture of him on the easel. She is doing work
that perfectly emulates Vestier’s own. But, in fact, the painting on the easel is actually
recognizable as one of Antoine Vestier’s own self-portraits.

28

Even more than his émule, Nicole is so closely identified with her father that she can
substitute for Vestier himself. Is Mlle Vestier here perhaps a “real” allegory of her
father’s artistic practice? That is how he depicted her at the next Salon, in which he again
depicts her as an artist and as a Vestier (in every sense) under the title of Allegory of
Painting (Horvitz Collection, Boston). And yet, the fact that Nicole was herself an actual
painter suggests the possibility of another relation or dynamic here; one that involves a
father’s identification with the daughter as artist or a blurring of their two identities.
Might we see here a manifestation of the process of intersubjective exchange that is
intrinsic to the operations of portraiture itself56? If so, does Vestier’s ventriloquized “my
daughter/myself” approach leave any room for Nicole Vestier to be an artist in her own
right? I prefer to think that it does, for although no commentators remarked on her
status as a woman and an artist, the picture did prompt the Mercure de France to refer to
her as the “painter” in the portrait, and at the very least made her visible (then as now)
as an artist in a way that she would not otherwise have been. In essence, Antoine Vestier
made it possible for Nicole to exhibit at the Salon du Louvre, something Rose Ducreux
would not be able to do until the Revolutionary Salon of 179157.

29

As to how Nicole Vestier conceived of her own status as an artist, we can glean some idea
from her own self-portrait, which was shown at the Salon of 1793. Entitled The Artist at
her Occupations, she painted it not long after the birth of her first child – the happy
result of her marriage to the miniaturist François Dumont58. From the title it appears that
her primary identity is that of “the artist”. In the picture itself she is still also musician,
and daughter – it is again a portrait of the father on the canvas behind her. But she is also
of course, mother. Though she appears equally divided between her occupations, one gets
the sense that the needy child in the cradle will soon win out. And indeed, Nicole Dumont
seems to have stopped painting in her own right after 1793, following the birth of her
other children.

III.
30

Though Salon critics in 1785 declared Labille-Guiard’s self-portrait to be “inferior” to
Vestier’s, in our own time, it is the académicienne’s painting that has garnered most of the
scholarly attention. For feminist art historians, it holds particular interest because it
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appears to be the first portrait (or self-portrait) that shows a woman artist with her
students/artistic progeny. In so doing, it evokes a more familiar model of filiation
(usually of fathers who pass on their knowledge to sons) than that presented by Vestier’s
“self-portrait of another”. By way of conclusion, it seems right to ask whether the
dynamics of filiation are the same for women artists as teachers and/or as students.
31

Even a cursory sampling of representations of mothers and their biological daughters
reveals how often female offspring are figured as miniature versions of their mothers –
almost as mirror reflections of them, in fact59. This idea had broad cultural currency. It
was, as Katherine Jensen has argued, an ideal particularly embraced by ambitious women
in early modern France who “were preoccupied with representing a certain kind of
mother-daughter bond: one in which a daughter was supposed to mirror her mother”60.
Among others, she cites the examples of Mme de Sévigné, Isabelle de Charrière and
Vigée-Lebrun. One might also add to the list, Mme Geoffrin and also Mme Necker whose
critics (including her daughter, Germaine de Staël), said “she only sought to form her
daughter in her own image”61.

32

Jensen notes that the mother-daughter mirror metaphor is one that figured in conduct
books for women. She cites a seventeenth-century example that is particularly apposite
in the present context because of the way it evokes the metaphor of mother as artist and
daughter as self-portrait:
Les femmes ne servent pas seulement à les [les honnêtes filles] former, mais comme
elles en prennent le dessein sur elles-mêmes, et que pour produire une fille la mère
fait son image; on peut encore dire qu’elles ont le même droit sur leur ouvrage
qu’un Peintre sur son portrait.62

33

The works by Anguissola and Vestier that I have discussed here both identify the portrait
of the artist-daughter as the “self”-portrait of an artist-father (whether elective or
biological), rather than as his émule. But this self-reflective model more typically
describes or relates to artist-mother/daughter relations. Jensen convincingly makes the
case for its importance in Vigée-Lebrun’s Souvenirs, where the artist was very much
invested in the idea of her daughter as a reflection of herself. Vigée-Lebrun wanted Julie
to frequent the same social circles as she did, and evidently wished that Julie would also
become an artist. At one point when she is enumerating Julie’s charms and talents, VigéeLebrun comments “ce qui me charmait par-dessus tout, c’étaient ses heureuses
dispositions pour la peinture”63. Mary Sheriff and others have discussed Vigée-Lebrun’s
self-portraits with her daughter in terms of how the artist figures the relationships
between biological and artistic production64. Perhaps these self-portraits can be
understood also to give visual form to the idea that to have a daughter is to make a selfportrait. However, as Jensen has shown, in “real life” the mother/daughter mirror
metaphor creates an overdetermined confusion between the mother’s identity and the
daughter’s. This “identity confusion, born of mother’s and daughter’s profound and
vexed dependence on one another for self-definition, produces painful
misunderstandings and separation anxiety for both women” 65. The result in the case of
Vigée-Lebrun, and indeed of Mme Necker and Mme Geoffrin, was complete filial rebellion
66
. Julie never became an artist and there was a painful rupture in the relationship
between mother and daughter as she asserted her own will and insisted upon her own,
separate identity.

34

Daughter-as-self-portrait is a markedly different model of filiation from the one defined
by the conventionally “masculine” ideal of emulation, where sons wrestle anxiously with
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the burden of the father’s influence. In that model, the tension between “the wish to
follow and the desire to out-do the great master sets into motion a productive interaction
between sameness and difference”67. As anxiety-ridden as that model is, it is predicated
on the expectation that difference was the desired goal. When women were in the
position of émule, it was perhaps easier for them to assert that difference in their selfportraits (viz. Mme Roslin, Rose Ducreux), because women were always already different
from their male teachers. But difference rarely translated into independence or
“greatness,” as these women seem so often to have been relegated by critics, by art
history, to the status of permanent students, denied an artistic identity of their own68.
35

But what of the daughter (natural or symbolic) who elects to emulate or mirror her
mother? How does she (or does she?) become an independent self? Haudebourt-Lescot’s
choice to exhibit her self-portrait along with a portrait of her mother at the Salon of 1827
is suggestive here – as are other examples of artists who in some way evoked their
mothers in their work. (The first self portrait Constance Mayer exhibited at the Salon – in
1796 – was entitled Portrait de la citoyenne Mayer présentant une esquisse du portrait de sa mère
69
.) These alas are questions that must wait for another time70. But I do want to suggest
that Labille-Guiard’s student Gabrielle Capet falls into this category and seems to have
grappled with these questions in her early self-portraits. In them, she seeks to define
herself as an artist in terms very similar to those used by Labille-Guiard for her own selfimages. But Capet’s version of emulation seems not to have involved competition with
her teacher or the desire to outdo her. In the end, Capet became a real daughter to
Labille-Guiard. She never wed, but lived and worked with Labille-Guiard, and continued
to do so after Labille-Guiard and François Vincent married in 1800. In 1808 Capet would
paint a poignant and moving homage to her teacher (Alte Pinakotek, Munich) – a picture
that is yet one more example of a self-portrait of another. Yet Capet’s “self” here is
defined not just in terms of her teacher/mother-figure, but also in terms of a world that
includes men as well as women; a world where identity is collective, collaborative and
communal – a reminder that no artist really ever paints by him (or her)self.
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ABSTRACTS
This essay considers what portraits and self-portraits of several women artists can tell us about
problems of authorship and artistic identity as well as relationships between female students and
their teachers often represented on the paintings. These relationships, though not usually
defined by the Oedipal dramas that feature so prominently in narratives of filiation about male
artists, are no less complex, and in many cases are fraught with their own tensions and conflicts.
Cet article analyse ce que les portraits et autoportraits de plusieurs artistes femmes peuvent nous
dire au sujet des problèmes d’attribution et d’identité artistique en même temps que sur les
relations entre les élèves féminines et leurs maîtres en peinture qui sont souvent représentées
par les autoportraits. Si ces relations ne sont pas marquées par les drames œdipiens qui émaillent
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