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Chapter One

A Craze

A word was coined in the 1770s or early 1780s to describe the condition of people stricken with a fever that was sweeping like an epidemic across London and places further afield. Nearly everyone succumbed to its effects, but almost no one wanted to be cured of them. The cause of the outbreak was a continental artist who had come to England in 1766 with the self-styled Lady Wentworth, a diplomat’s wife who had decided to be her patron and chaperone, inviting the young woman to live in her house just off Berkeley Square, introducing her to polite society and singing her praises in all the elegant drawing-rooms of London’s West End. To judge by her existing reputation at home and abroad, however, the protégée was already as good at self-promotion as she was at painting. She had sent a portrait of David Garrick to be exhibited in London ahead of her arrival, an event which led one critic to declare that at the age of twenty-five she had ‘burst upon the hemisphere of painting as a luminous wonder’.1 Yet Angelica Kauffman,2 as the meteor was called, had been dazzling Europe for years, and it took her very little time to add England to her conquests. An engraver who spent his days preparing plates from her work found a term for the general delirium: ‘The whole world,’ he remarked, ‘is Angelicamad.’3

Despite her youth she was used to being celebrated, but she had never known such adulation before. She quickly became such a vital part of fashionable London life that, according to one witness, she shared ‘with hoops of extra magnitude, toupees of superabundant floweriness, shoe-heels of vividest scarlet and china monsters of superlative ugliness, the privilege of being the rage’.4 Her work was everywhere: in portraits and historical scenes, engravings and etchings, on painted furniture and porcelain, teapots, fans, snuff boxes, commodes and every other accompaniment to civilised Georgian life; and the more diverse the objects stamped with her inimitable mark, the greater her celebrity became. As source and creator she was a superstar before the word was invented, an artistic phenomenon, a woman so adaptable and astute that she could use the technical and industrial developments of the day to multiply her work, sell it cheaply and disseminate it along with her fame and influence across the civilised world. Yet at the same time she was canny enough to realise that a part of her cachet derived from her apparent unworldliness, a devotion to her art seemingly so absolute that the concerns of material and business life barely touched her being. She was, in other words, a living contradiction in a century of paradox, an age of matter as well as mind, of lucre as well as sensibility; for she could be an Angelica and a Kauffman (or Kaufmann, a merchant or businessman) at one and the same time, binding together female mystique and ‘male’ commercial-mindedness in a way that had never been seen before.

A century after her arrival in England, Anne Thackeray, the daughter of William Makepeace Thackeray and future step-aunt of Virginia Woolf (who uses her as the model for Mrs Hilberry in Night and Day), would write a novel about Angelica that showed how powerfully she still appealed to the English imagination. Invited to dinner at the London home of Sir John and Lady Leslie, Stratford Place, Anny was impressed by a painting of a mythological scene on the dining-room ceiling. Her host told her that it was by Angelica Kauffman, though that may have been untrue: most of the interior decoration once attributed to her is now thought to have been executed by other hands. Anny, in any case, cared less about precise authorship than about Angelica herself, whose fascinating and exciting story Sir John proceeded to relate. After that it seemed a matter of course that she should retell it in novel form, even though she felt too dispirited to start work immediately.

What had struck her imagination, apart from a pretty ceiling? In the first place, Angelica’s life was one of drama and romance, the life of a Wunderkind brought up in Switzerland, Austria and North Italy, who as a young woman had painted Grand Tourists in Rome and Naples, followed her clientele to England, engaged in various alleged flirtations, survived a disastrous marriage, enjoyed the protection of George III and Queen Charlotte (and later of Marie-Antoinette’s sister, the Queen of the Two Sicilies), painted a gallery of famous sitters that included Garrick, the Duchess of Devonshire, Emma Hamilton and Goethe, and become a name all over the civilised world. Yet Anny thought she perceived similarities between her own experiences and Angelica’s – their frustrated search for love, their whimsical natures, their recurrent bad judgement and their attempts to find solace in artistic creation.5 Angelica was certainly the greater artist, as Anny would have admitted, but her reputation had declined over the sixty or so years since her death, years in which Georgian elegance gradually gave way to Victorian heaviness and Angelica’s delicate images came to seem fey and frivolous. Nor, as it emerged, was Anny really eager to restore her subject to the rank she had once occupied as an artist, however much she instinctively liked her. Reason, or what appeared to be reason, overcame spontaneous attraction, and Angelica stood condemned for being vapid, too easy on the eye, simply too undemanding for a serious and moralistic age.

Anny’s Miss Angel (the name Sir Joshua Reynolds gave Angelica) starts by describing the meeting in Venice with Lady Wentworth, the semi-detached wife of the British Resident in Venice, John Murray. Angelica is ‘adopted’ by the Resident’s wife, who has decided to return to England without her husband, and who can already see the glory that will be reflected on her as the protector of this talented young woman. Angelica moves around the West End, settles in Soho and starts to enjoy the years of prosperity when, as Anny puts it, she ‘lived and ruled in her May-Fair kingdom’. Miss Angel ends with her triumphant election in 1768 to membership of the fledgling Royal Academy, the only woman founder member apart from the Swiss flower-painter Mary Moser.

It is after this, according to Anny, that things begin to go wrong. Angelica endures ‘a mid-life of storm and shadow’ that anticipates the sad final years, when ‘tears and languor dimmed those bright azure eyes and overmastered the brave spirit that we must all respect and recognise’.6 But this is not Anny’s story. Miss Angel prefers to linger over her phenomenal success among the English upper and middle classes, where countless homes boasted their Kauffmans – a portrait or a picture of nymphs and cupids, perhaps, a print of a scene from Shakespeare or Sterne, a piece of decorated china, a watch case, a length of fabric or a tea-waiter bearing her designs. It all served to show how wrong Anny was to think that she had found a kindred spirit in her heroine. Angelica far outstripped her in public influence and newsworthiness.

This is not to say that she always welcomed the public attention she received. Slander naturally attended women of achievement, particularly if they were attractive: it was society’s way of telling them that their success was a product of their sex and identity, which might turn against them as often as work to their advantage. The proper lady and the woman artist made uneasy bedfellows in the social and commercial world that Angelica and her contemporaries inhabited. Besides, when their adoptive milieu was as strait-laced as the court of King George III and Queen Charlotte, the need for them to check scurrilous rumour by living blameless lives was particularly acute. Yet the importance of self-presentation in fashionable society paradoxically meant trading on advantages such as attractiveness and grace that laid them open to attack by the envious or indiscreet. To be as newsworthy as Angelica wanted to be, one had to play the world at its own game; and the desire to sell oneself, even respectably, inevitably had some unwelcome consequences.

Anny’s Miss Angel may be married to her brush, but she still toys (as gossip said the real-life Angelica did) with the idea of wedding England’s leading painter Sir Joshua Reynolds, whom she rushes to see within a few days of arriving in London. The scandal-mongers – for a woman artist must always be of particular interest to the gossip industry – have divided opinions about the likely outcome, but when Angelica either is disappointed in her hopes or rejects Reynolds’s advances they find another, juicier story: for she quickly becomes fatally entangled with a different man, a charming adventurer and impostor staying at Claridge’s and calling himself Count de Horn. She marries him in haste and quickly repents of it (not least because her husband is alleged to be a bigamist), but continues to move in elevated circles, as a society portraitist in search of a clientele must do. She meets Dr Johnson and other members of London’s intelligentsia, and mingles with the aristocracy. When she is commissioned to paint the Queen’s portrait, she has arrived: in her mid-twenties she has all, or most, of London at her feet.

Many people speak of her talent, humility and attractiveness, though others deny them all. The art historian Johann Joachim Winckelmann admires her looks (‘I think she can be called a beauty’); the Danish statesman Count Andreas Petrus von Bernsdorff disagrees, but says that her face appears admirable when it is properly attended to; while another Dane, Helfrich Peter Sturz, observes that although she is ‘by no means a perfect beauty’, she is ‘nevertheless captivating in her figure and her entire manner’:

The character of her face belongs to the type Domenichino painted [ … ], shy and full of meaning. [ … ] One is not made fleetingly aware of her, but she holds the observer’s gaze; there are moments, indeed, when she makes a deeper impression, when she is seated at her harmonica [sic], singing Pergolesi’s Stabat Mater, lifting her great soulful eyes to heaven [ … ], and she becomes the mesmerising image of St Cecilia.7

Angelica depicts herself in a range of portraits over the years, usually in an idealised form that makes her seem quite untouched by the passage of time. As a result, hostile or disaffected critics attack her self-image as they challenge the other versions of her character that are bruited in society, particularly the notion that she is by nature virtuous. To the rest of society, on the other hand, modesty is her second name.

But if modesty is indeed at the heart of her being, it is not always in quite the way they imagine. The demands of propriety partly explain her apparent ignorance of anatomy, traditionally regarded as a great weakness in her work; for women were forbidden to study from the living model, and so seemed condemned to inferiority as artists of the human form (traditionally the focus of the ‘highest’ genre of painting). Zoffany’s famous picture of the London Royal Academicians gives a graphic image of this systematic exclusion. It shows the male academicians gathered round a nude life model – the professor of anatomy, Dr William Hunter, is scanning the model’s muscles with particular attention – while the two female members, Mary Moser and Angelica Kauffman, are allowed to be present only as portraits hanging on the wall. Moreover, the women’s faces are so blurred as to be virtually unrecognisable, reduced almost to the status of studio furniture, whereas the men’s are so clearly delineated that they can all be identified. Zoffany is unambiguous both about the irrelevance of the opposite sex to such occasions and about the superior status men were automatically accorded,8 although the fact that he gives Angelica an uncharacteristically harsh expression may possibly signal his (as well as her) indignation at this exclusion.

When she came to live in London in 1766 the rumour spread that Angelica had brazenly hired an employee of the Royal Academy to pose privately for her to overcome this professional disadvantage, although when he was asked about the matter many years later the eighty-year-old former model, Mr Charles Cranmer, replied that he had never exposed more than his arms, shoulders and legs, and that Angelica’s father had anyway been in constant attendance.9 Such deprivation may explain why Anny should call Angelica’s nymphs ‘somewhat dislocated beings’; she never, as far as we know, had sight of the whole living male body, whose naked appearance Hunter is examining so intently in Zoffany’s picture.

Perhaps she could have been less conformist, especially since other women artists seem to have responded more boldly to restrictive convention. The venturesome ways of the Prussian artist Anna Therbusch, for instance, are described in Diderot’s 1767 Salon:

She said to herself, I want to paint, and she said it well. She formed a notion of modesty that was just, she placed herself intrepidly before the nude model; she did not believe that vice has the exclusive privilege of undressing a man.

Then she attempted a portrait of Diderot himself. ‘When the head was done it was a question of doing the neck, and my collar concealed it, which rather irritated her.’

To stop her being irritated I went behind a curtain, undressed and appeared before her like an academy model. I wouldn’t have dared to suggest it to you, she said, but you have done well, and I thank you. I was naked, stark naked. She painted me, and we chatted with a simplicity and an innocence worthy of primeval times.

Since, given the sin of Adam, one cannot control all the parts of one’s body as one does one’s arm, and there are parts that want to do things when the son of Adam doesn’t want to, and don’t want to do things when the son of Adam does; in the event of such an accident I should have remembered what Diogenes said to the young wrestler: My dear boy, fear nothing, I am not as wicked as that.10

One might have thought that, as a German speaker, Angelica, like Anna Therbusch, had particular reason to feel the iniquity of excluding women from life classes, since the German word for life study, Akt (from the Latin actus), underlines the essential function of potential movement in all such study. In so doing, of course, it also inevitably highlights the inadequacies of the statues and other inanimate models that were regularly used in teaching the physiology and anatomy of the human form to both sexes. When Angelica, after sketching Raphael’s naked Adam in the Vatican, incorporated the study into her 1773 picture of Telemachus at the Court of Sparta, she cannot but have been dissatisfied with the deadening process of making art out of other bits of art in this way, rather than making it (as Diderot wanted it made) out of life. Equally, the gift of life drawings that she received as a young woman from Pompeo Batoni could do no more than supplement her existing limited store of frozen images, not act as a substitute for copying from real beings.

One of Angelica’s contemporaries, the journalist Anthony Pasquin, remarked in connection with this overall difficulty:

[Women’s] situation in life, and compulsive delicacy, prevents them from studying nudities, and comparing these studies with muscular motion, though without such aid, they cannot do more than this lady has effected, which is, to design pretty faces and graceful attitudes, without any authority from nature to warrant the transaction …11

(Anna Therbusch’s delicacy was obviously less ‘compulsive’, whatever compulsive means in this context.) The poet Peter Pindar, reflecting on Angelica’s tendency to paint feminine-looking men, declared: ‘Her dames, so Grecian, give me such delight!/But, were she married to such gentle males/As figure in her painted tales,/I fear she’d find a stupid wedding-night’12 – lines that incidentally seem an uncanny anticipation of Angelica’s allegedly unconsummated first marriage to the soi-disant Horn. Friedrich von Schlegel13 observed in the same spirit that her youths looked as though they were yearning for bosoms and maidens’ hips,14 and Goethe’s friend Johann Heinrich Meyer simply called them girls in disguise.15

Like other Victorians, Anny regarded Angelica as ‘over-praised, over-loved, deceived and satisfied’, declaring that she

was no great genius, as people once thought, no inspired painter of gods and men. Her heroes stand in satin pumps and feathered toques [ … ]; one laughs at them, but one loves them too …

The final concessive clause presumably explains how, despite everything, she came to be seduced by a dining-room ceiling and Sir John Leslie’s story into writing a Kauffman novel, though not a very good one.

But Angelica seemed to most of London and English society in the second half of the eighteenth century unquestionably the real thing. Her continental reputation, first as a child prodigy and then as an accomplished Grand Tour portraitist and history painter, preceded her, and she intended to exploit it to the full. If that meant suffering the effects of jealous and malicious tattle, she would still have the consolation of money, fame and excellent connections. Her haste to visit Reynolds so soon after she arrived in London may have been a faux pas to set tongues wagging, but a painting by the artist Nathaniel Hone that seemed to lampoon their relationship could have been more damaging still. However, it was swiftly removed from the walls of the Royal Academy when Angelica declared herself mortally offended by it, because then, as later, she made people want to look after her. After the débâcle of her first marriage – or, again, because of it – when the scale of Horn’s deception emerged and he had to flee the country, she continued to meet with enormous public and private support. Resolving to mend matters by doing what she knew best, she worked harder than ever to maintain an unblemished reputation, and the adoration she provoked suggests that she largely succeeded.

As a young girl, the apple of her widowed father’s eye, she had led a narrow and protected life, which explains at least part of her ingenuous nature. The protectiveness had continued during the years abroad when she was regularly accused – by jealous rivals or disappointed lovers? – of being a flirt. In England the accusations continued, and perhaps she should have paid more attention to them. But, cherished as she was, the complexity of human relations seemed to pass her by.

There remain serious questions to ask about the craze she inspired. What made her seem so remarkable that people wanted to adopt and care for her? Where is the real woman to be found beneath the layers of Georgian adulation and Victorian mockery? Was she genuinely outstanding as a painter at a time when few women were professional artists, let alone successful ones, or was she found seductive simply because (as Goethe seems to have thought) she did surprisingly well what her sex was meant to be relatively unskilled at? Was there more to her than modishness, the ability to stay ahead of the game? The Kauffman look came to seem as definitive of her age as the style of Robert Adam did, but appeared more vulnerable to the passing years. If Angelica was as popular a decorative designer as she was a portraitist, particularly beloved of well-born women whose domestic interiors she adorned and whose faces she painted (and probably adorned too), was she ever more than decorative? And did her success condemn her in the eyes of her detractors simply because graceful, decorative painting seemed ‘merely’ female – though many men, including her second husband, were outstandingly good at it too – rather than positively and ‘intellectually’ male? In other words, was her work undervalued or critically dismissed for being pretty and charming, as beguiling as her person was said to be, but with no real substance to it?

If so, she was the victim of injustice. As an artist she was bold and adventurous enough to succeed in creating an entire industry from what she did, an industry based on the new techniques of mass production and replication that enabled the eighteenth century to bring the good taste of an elite to the multitude. This modest woman seems never to have worried that broadcasting her work might cheapen it, because there was nothing self-admiring about the pride she took in her art. On the contrary, she appeared to rejoice in possessing popularising instincts that could so happily be harnessed to the technological developments of the day, for although she lived and worked at the start of the machine age, her graceful images seemed to palliate its deadening effects. But she knew too that there had to be more than popular acclaim to her artistic and social acceptance. She understood that a special contract also bound her to an elevated and exclusive adoptive world, the world of those who could actually commission and afford original art, and that she must provide it with decorous images that were pleasing to the noble eye. For this she would receive the appropriate fee as well as the homage due to her person. Clients and sitters seemed more than pleased with the arrangement.

Yet it is difficult to believe that she did all this with quite the gentle yieldingness that was normally attributed to her. Must there not have been an iron fist inside her velvet glove, a ruthless professionalism half-hidden behind her apparent docility? Was she perhaps a secret egotist, banishing from her emotional and practical world everyone who could not be useful to her, subordinating everything to her obsessive need to create? Was she governed by a self-concern that overrode mere self-belief, driven by something resembling the bad amour-propre that her Swiss compatriot Rousseau contrasted with good, life-affirming amour de soi? Why does the image of Angelica left by her first biographer, the writer, collector and connoisseur Giovanni Gherardo De Rossi, sometimes unsettle as it tries to exalt? Nomen est omen: for if there is an Angelica myth to match the invented worlds of her art, a myth about superhuman gifts, goodness, beauty and spiritual purity, there is also a Kauffman reality, which lies rather (or equally) in her commercial instincts, imperfect looks, opportunism and undeniable artistic weaknesses. She should be viewed dispassionately as well as forgivingly or rapturously.

After all, she never captivated everyone. There were always dissenters among the Angelicamad, people who thought the craze for her work as absurd as it was aesthetically indefensible. James Northcote, who could not get over the disabling fact of her gender, seems to be damning more than the predictable deficiencies of her training when he remarks:

It was not [ … ] that women were not often very clever (cleverer than many men), but there was a point of excellence which they never reached. Yet the greatest pains had been taken with several. Angelica Kauffman had been brought up from a child to the art, and had been taken by her father (in boy’s clothes) to the Academy to learn to draw [a story that seems to be apocryphal]; but there was an effeminate and feeble look in all her works, though not without merit. There was not the man’s hand, or what Fuseli used to call a ‘fist’ in them; that is, something coarse and clumsy enough, perhaps, but still with strength and muscle. Even in common things you would see a carpenter drive a nail in a way that a woman never would; or if you had a suit of clothes made by a woman, they would hang quite loose about you and seem ready to fall off.16

This helps to explain the common view of her work as quintessentially feminine, precious and slightly amateurish, possessing a charm that made her devotees excuse technical ineptness, but encouraged non-devotees to launch personal and sometimes savage attacks. It would have been strange, after all, if the fairytale fragility of her world had always provoked compliance, or if the dissection of her weaknesses had always led to the mild conclusion that she could not be expected to succeed at certain things that her sex debarred her from studying. Yet she was manifestly not what Northcote described as one of those ‘meteors of fashion which we see suddenly rise and as suddenly fall’;17 she benefited more than she suffered from being a prolonged craze, as the creators of new and exciting pleasures often do.

Besides, even Pasquin, who thought her work monotonous and implausible, still judged her ‘perhaps the most fascinating woman in Europe’;18 the besotted philosopher and writer Johann Gottfried Herder, almost echoing him, called her ‘perhaps the most cultivated female in Europe’;19 and the parliamentarian and ‘friend of the people’ John Wilkes assured his daughter Fanny that Angelica was ‘the first painter in Europe; and her paintings are allowed to have the grace of Raphael, the warmth of Correggio’s colouring, and the delicacy of Guido [Reni]’.20 If she herself was a byword for moderation, extravagant praise was heaped on her wherever she went. In the 1780s one of her self-portraits would be hung next to Michelangelo’s in the Uffizi, yet as early as the mid-1760s England thought it knew exactly what her exalted rank was:

Holbein, Van Dyck, Rubens and Lely came

To present fortune and immortal fame;

But none e’er crossed my all-surrounding sea

So dear to my fair daughters and to me.21

But may she be dear rather than immortal, dear because not immortal?

There remain many reasons other than artistic ones to be interested in Angelica, as she herself reluctantly acknowledged. When her first marriage collapsed in extraordinary circumstances22 she was left poorer and emotionally scarred, but remarkably undamaged in social and professional terms. A reputation for maidenliness and even virginity clung to her throughout her life, partly, perhaps, because of the allegation that her first husband was impotent as well as a bigamist, yet in her youth she had been publicly linked with the painters Nathaniel Dance and Henry Fuseli (who himself was also linked with Mary Wollstonecraft) as well as Reynolds, and would later be similarly associated with the future revolutionary Jean-Paul Marat and many others. Since she was both pious and fastidious, these stories are unlikely to be true, or if true to have meant very much.

Yet she was too constantly in the public eye, and too consistently presented herself in her portraits as ravishing, to escape all imaginative scrutiny. Indeed, perhaps the very ambiguity of some of her best portraits encourages such speculation – the knowing way she painted the secretive, psychologically complex Winckelmann, the jolie laide bluestocking Cornelia Knight, or the charming and misleadingly innocent-looking Lady Elizabeth Foster, a member of the eighteenth century’s most famous ménage à trois. Certainly the popularity of Angelica’s ‘life’ in more or less openly fictionalised treatments from the early nineteenth century to our own day suggests that many enthusiasts have felt drawn and intrigued by the apparent straightforwardness, but actual complexity, of her person.

However, this very popularity prompts a degree of caution in anyone who attempts to write about her now. First of all, the legacy of obloquy both bequeathed by and heaped upon her early twentieth-century biographers Lady Victoria Manners and Dr G. C. Williamson must be faced up to, since views on art in general – and women’s art in particular – have greatly evolved since their book was published. Yet the relevance of biography to our understanding of female artists should still be insisted on, however questionable such an approach may seem in the light of post-modern trends in criticism – almost as quaint, old-fashioned and whimsical, in fact, as some of Angelica’s own creations. One reason why the art of women painters has traditionally been interpreted, and may continue to be interpreted, in the light of their characters and lives (Louise Vigée Le Brun’s23 coquettishness and snobbery, for example, or Angelica’s dedicated virginity) is simply that the constraining or occasionally liberating facts of personal circumstance mattered and matter more to women bent on artistic greatness than they did and do to men, shaping their achievement in ways that are specific to their sex.

In the eighty years since the publication of Manners and Williamson’s work – probably still the best-known book about Kauffman in English – a great deal has been discovered about her activities as a painter, her employment or otherwise as an interior decorator and designer, her relations with leading figures of the day, and the economic and other professional realities that a woman of her class and ambition faced in the eighteenth century, particularly in the context of incipient industrial revolution. Far from striking the civilised world like a bolt from the blue, she had been thoroughly prepared for her grand entrance, both trained (in so far as that was possible at the time for a woman) and managed by a proud father who was himself a lesser artist but an effective promoter, and who directed his energies at drawing his gifted daughter to public attention. The conditions that made her what she was have become more visible in the twenty-first century than ever before, and it seems the right moment to attempt a fresh account of them.

Yet there is another constraining circumstance, one that affects her biographer as its reverse did Angelica herself. The inviolability of her person was so important to her – paradoxically, given the public dimensions of her career – that many facts relating to her life remain frustratingly obscure. She complained bitterly about biographical distortion (burning nearly all her papers before she died), and for a sociable creature with a wide circle of friends and acquaintances seemed tantalisingly elusive even to those who were closest to her. On the face of it, seeking the space where her life met her art may seem a rash as well as hopelessly traditional enterprise, particularly since Angelica painted a number of pictures showing people and situations quite foreign to her own experience. But her art did not emerge from outside herself, however greatly it was shaped by external conditions. It was a collaboration (or, as Goethe complained apropos of her ‘effeminate’ portrait of him, a collusion) between reality and her imagination. This is the foundation of the phenomenal world I wish to explore.


Chapter Two

Father and Daughter

In 1780, after fourteen lucrative years in England, Angelica decided to move back to Italy. Although her public mourned her as they might have done a wayward daughter, a lost icon or a wandering star, some of them also felt betrayed. Their shock or indignation seems to have arisen from the belief that Angelica was really theirs, an asset of whom they could justly be proud, almost an honorary native; and yet the precise nationality of this glamorous journeywoman remained a matter of dispute. The German travel writer and poet Johann Isaac von Gerning observed in 1802, two decades after Angelica had left England for good, that ‘Most of her paintings go to England, and the British honour her as a second compatriot’,1 and to this day the Dictionary of National Biography endows her with British citizenship. On the other hand, the fact that her face appeared on the hundred-schilling note until the mid-1970s suggests that there must be an Austrian connection too, even though the nearest she ever came to living in Austria itself was to settle from time to time in Habsburg dominions of what is now Italy.

She had actually been born in Switzerland of a Swiss mother and an Austrian father, but received most of her artistic education on Italian soil. As early as 1769 the critic and polygraph Giuseppe Baretti, denying the charge that eighteenth-century Italy was devoid of artistic talent, announced: ‘Nor have yet the Italians any urgent need to rush abroad for improvement [ … ] as long as they can spare for England their Angelicas, Ciprianis, Bartolozzis and Zuccarellis’2 (all of whom had by then found employment in London). Accordingly, the British remained reluctant to let her go. In a letter of 1 January 1773 Reynolds wrote to the diplomat Sir William Hamilton, apropos of a project to decorate St Paul’s Cathedral with religious paintings by native painters, that she was ‘looked upon as an English artist’,3 although the doggerel from the Public Advertiser that likened her to Holbein, Van Dyck, Rubens and Lely called her a ‘pleasing guest’ in the country. Mrs Piozzi, the former Mrs Thrale, was sure both of what Angelica was not, nationally speaking, and of her appeal to races apart from her own. ‘I must not quit Rome,’ she resolved in April 1786, ‘[ … ] without a word of Angelica Kauffman, who, though neither English nor Italian, has contrived to charm both nations.’4

To the founder of modern art history, Winckelmann, the matter seemed more straightforward. ‘My portrait,’ he wrote in 1764, ‘is being painted by a strange person, a German paintress.’5 This is the same description of Angelica as the Rome-based antiquarian Daniel Crespin had given a year before to a Scottish correspondent, James Grant: ‘We have a little German paintress lately come here from Florence, where she had acquired great fame and whose pencil, they say, would merit no less patronage than her person, her voice, her manner and her sense are sure to please’.6 Winckelmann’s letter inaccurately claims that Angelica was born in Costnitz, but goes on to observe that since she accompanied her father to Italy at an early age she is equally fluent in Italian and German, despite speaking the latter like a Saxon. He was obviously unfamiliar with the sing-song accent of Switzerland.

In eighteenth-century terms, of course, she was indeed German, since the word ‘deutsch’ referred as much to language as to geography and culture. (Paradoxically, Angelica would later be described as much more fluent in Italian and English than in her first language.) In any case, the art world then recognised few national boundaries. Angelica’s pan-European success was a product of her linguistic and cultural adaptability as well as of her undoubted talent, and her cosmopolitanism was typical of her enlightened times.

Yet for some reason she disliked owning up to her Swiss roots. The first lines of the will she drafted in 1803 made her birth in Chur, her mother’s home town, sound like something she was ashamed of: ‘I, Maria, Anna, Angelica Kauffman from Schwarzenberg in the Bregenz Woods, [ … ] (accidentally born in Chur in Graubünden) …’7 Not only is the qualification disingenuous; the statement ‘from Schwarzenberg’ is as close to fiction as the transformations she routinely effected on canvas, since the plain fact is that she had scarcely ever been to her father’s birthplace, a small village in the north-west corner of Austria. Given that one’s last testament is rarely the best place for propagating half-truths, one wonders what Angelica was trying to say.

Whatever it was, it clearly mattered to her. The story of her Austrian origins is one that she continued to embroider over the years of her celebrity, painting portraits of herself in regional costume and proclaiming an affinity that was real only in sentimental and imaginative terms. Moreover, with the passage of time what had once seemed an insignificant detail about her past acquired a depth of psychological meaning that gave it an importance out of all proportion to the facts or untruths recollected. Thus the Danish poet Friederike Brun mentioned how upset Angelica had been at the modernisation of access to ‘her’ village (that is, the village that she seems to have visited only three times in her life):

she was sad at discovering that there was now a road to Schwarzenberg instead of the narrow footpath of old. ‘Let us pray that innocence and truth do not hasten out of the country by that route!’ she added with a sigh.8

From her glorious house in Rome by the church of Trinità dei Monti Angelica wrote to her cousin Casimir about how she longed to taste the plain, healthy food of the homeland again: ‘Oh! How often I wish I could have some good Bregenz Woods butter – but sadly we are too far away …’9 And, as a point of accuracy, she always had been too far away.

There must be more to this than mere idealisation. It is true that Angelica was experiencing an artistically enhanced version of the homesickness that Germaine de Staël’s De l’Allemagne ironically attributes to Swiss-born exiles forced to earn their living away from their native land:

People talk a great deal about an air played on alpine horns, and which made such a powerful impression on the Swiss that they would leave their regiments when they heard it to return to their homeland. [ … ] If it were sung by Italian voices, one’s imagination would be quite intoxicated by it; but perhaps such a pleasure would generate ideas that were foreign to the simplicity of the country. One would start wanting the arts, poetry, love, whereas one actually needs to be satisfied with rest and rustic life.10

‘Ironically’, because Germaine no more wanted to re-embrace her Swiss origins than Angelica did, though the reasons for their reluctance differed. Germaine was an intellectual and a society hostess, banished by Napoleon from her beloved Paris and confined to a country whose torpor she could not help contrasting with the brilliant culture she had known before her exile. This was true and searing grief, whereas Angelica’s Heimweh for Austria, not Switzerland, was obviously unreal in all but figurative terms. The concept of native ‘belonging’ that she cultivated, like many of the images she presented in her work, was heightened and intensified for the purpose of self-affirmation as well as artistic persuasion. It may not have been precisely calculated, but it was still less transparent than she wanted it to appear.

Most of her acquaintances respected the fiction, and some were entirely taken in by it. Again, Friederike Brun states categorically that ‘Angelika Kauffmann was born in the Bregenz Woods’, and after retailing other inaccuracies continues:

she would love to end her days there, if the climate were less raw: ‘for people live as innocently as children there!’ she added, describing in heartfelt tones the habits of the simple mountain people and their picturesque costumes …11

Angelica had made a roughly similar claim to her English friend Cornelia Knight about retiring to England, and both should be taken with a pinch of salt. The nostalgia seems of a piece with other aspects of her manufactured world, where upset is tempered and decorous fantasy prevails. Such memories had little to do with the hard realities of professional life to which she also subscribed, and in whose midst she flourished.

The account Rossi gives of Angelica’s early promise could have been taken from any eighteenth-century ‘life’ of an artist – of Rosalba Carriera, Anton Raphael Mengs or Louise Vigée Le Brun, for instance. Its model is Vasari’s sixteenth-century Lives of the Artists, where the dawning of genius is regularly detected in childhood scribbling and sketching. Rossi’s account of the way the young Angelica doodled, or how she adorned with flourishes and motifs the letters of the alphabet her artist father taught her, is simply a statement of the norm in ‘prodigy’ literature, where it foretells a promising artistic future. All children scribble, of course; only with hindsight does it indicate that a vocation has been sealed. Unless he was a fanciful man, Johann Joseph Kauffman probably concluded no more from these early signs than that his daughter might be a useful assistant to him sometime in the future.

Louise Vigée Le Brun’s memoirs recall an exactly similar situation in her own childhood, describing how she sketched as though her life depended on it:

I doodled constantly and everywhere; my exercise books, and even those of my companions, were filled in the margins with little heads either face-on or in profile; on the dormitory walls [of her convent] I sketched figures and landscapes in charcoal, which, as you may imagine, meant that I was often in disgrace. Then at break-time I would draw on the sand everything that entered my head. I remember at the age of seven or eight drawing by lamplight a bearded man, which I have always kept. I showed it to my father, who exclaimed in transports of joy, ‘You are to be a painter, my child, if ever there was one’.12

Eventually there came a time when Johann Joseph, faced with the same realisation as Louis Vigée, decided to train his daughter seriously.

A self-portrait Angelica painted at the age of twelve, an image which in its solemn-faced plumpness is extremely winning, is the earliest direct evidence we have of her talent. She shows herself holding a sheet of music that bears the legend ‘MDCCLI [ … ] In my thirteenth year I painted this and the picture of my father and lady mother, Morbegno, Valtellina’. (‘MDCCLI’ must be an incomplete notation, as Angelica turned twelve only in 1753.) The picture of her parents has been lost, and although other images of Johann Joseph Kauffman survive, none can be found of his wife Cleofea Luz (or Lutz, or Lucin). Whether or not this is pure accident, in poetic terms the loss of her mother’s likeness seems almost as inevitable as the preservation of her father’s. To Johann Joseph, Angelica owed not just her preliminary training as an artist, but also her later marketing as a star. Cleofea, on the other hand, disappeared from her daughter’s life before the glory days began, and is unmentioned in any of Angelica’s surviving letters. Furthermore, Angelica’s will bequeathed nothing to any of her mother’s surviving relatives, if indeed there were any; the main beneficiaries of her generosity throughout her life as well as after her death were either Kauffmans by birth or marriage or members of her second husband’s family.

Since she was fifteen when Cleofea died, it is hardly likely that Angelica forgot about her. Perhaps she found her memory too painful to preserve, although in an age when mortality rates were high and the familiarity of death was a commonplace, that too may seem improbable. Much stranger is the fact that she also tried to block out the memory of Chur, the town indelibly associated with Cleofea, and where her father had met and married her. The uncompromising reference to Angelica’s ‘accidental’ birth there seems to carry a hint of blame, as if Cleofea, despite being the daughter of a midwife, had planned her confinement carelessly and so imposed a kind of territorial disloyalty on her daughter. Yet there was nothing accidental in Angelica’s birth away from Schwarzenberg. It was all, in fact, her beloved father’s doing.

He was a typical journeyman painter who travelled to wherever he could get work, and who was forced to set practical concerns above regional loyalty. In spring every year men like him went from the Bregenz Woods to Switzerland, France, South Germany and Bohemia to build and decorate churches, monasteries, convents and homes, finding employment as masons, bricklayers, stuccadores, gilders and painters.13 No more than his daughter could Johann Joseph have survived professionally by staying put all his life in an isolated corner of rural Austria, and other members of his immediate family seem to have felt the same: his younger brothers Simon and Anton would settle in Alsace and Lorraine and similarly make names for themselves as artists. But long before they did so Johann Joseph had left for the canton of Graubünden, where he was working from 1736 at the latest, and where he married Cleofea in November 1740.

Chur’s Altstadt still preserves some handsome old buildings dating from the fifteenth to the seventeenth centuries. One of them, the arcaded fifteenth-century town hall, backs onto the Reichsgasse. It was in this street, at number 57, that Angelica was born on 30 October 1741.

It was not dislike for Chur – a town she left as an infant, and of which she cannot have retained any first-hand memories – that made her claim a village in the Vorarlberg as her true home, but a specific sense of indebtedness. Angelica’s desire to emphasise her bond with a father rather than a mother recalls another tradition established in Vasari’s Lives, where the teachers of painting are always men who are honoured for the vital instruction they give the young prodigies in their charge. Vasari’s Life of Raphael anticipates Rossi’s account of Angelica in this way, describing the father who nurtured and advertised his son’s genius effectively despite his own modest skills. Prodigies, Rossi announces in the same spirit, can happily dispense with artistic greatness in their instructor, provided he is a skilled strategist: Johann Joseph’s inferiority as a painter14 did not stop him being a first-class impresario for his daughter. Neither was precisely the case, but the mythic structure of the artist’s ‘life’ made both appear unquestionable facts.

This order of priorities seems to hold in other arts too, for example where the Wunderkind is a musician rather than a painter. Thus Mozart’s mother appears in a picture by Nepomuk della Croce as a mere portrait on a wall, looking down on her musical family just as Angelica and Mary Moser look down on the Royal Academicians in Zoffany’s painting, present only on sufferance and in practical terms effectively denied. In this sense it seemed poetically just, too, that when Frau Mozart did involve herself actively in her son’s musical life by accompanying him to Paris, she died; for symbolically as well as actually, she did not really count. Cleofea Luz was an absence like Frau Mozart, lacking her husband’s and child’s specific talent and dying before her time; and as Mozart ‘had’ to be born in Salzburg rather than in his mother’s native village of St Gilgen, so Angelica ‘should’ have been born in Schwarzenberg. As a result of all these pressures an almost painfully close bond existed between her and her father, and they were reluctant to allow others to intrude upon their union. Perhaps Angelica regarded her will as the right and final place to tell the world, which sometimes doubted it, how much she owed to Johann Joseph, celebrating him with as much devotion as he had brought to celebrating her. It is only a hypothesis, but no less persuasive for the fact that Johann Joseph seems never to have felt the same devotion to Schwarzenberg as his daughter, despite having lived there for years. The important thing is that he did not deny his birthplace as she denies Chur.

In 1739, within three years of leaving his native village, he was offered the job of court painter to the Prince-Bishop of Chur, Josef Benedikt de Rost. There was nothing particularly grand about the title – such positions were quite freely given, and carried no salary – but it shows that he was thought good enough at what he did, mostly painting portraits and copying Old Masters. (If a story told by Mary Moser is true, in London he would occasionally try to pass off copies he had made of Angelica’s paintings as originals by her, but his draughtmanship and use of colour gave the game away.)15 He had a knack for making connections, too, one that Angelica seems to have inherited, though Cleofea’s gentle birth may have played its part too. She belonged to a noble but impoverished family, the de Canobias, and Angelica’s godmother was a Baroness de Rost.

Although Angelica would be given the baroness’s names, Anna and Maria, as tokens of the family’s gratitude to her, the Christian name she used throughout her life was a traditional one in Chur. It was also the name of a nun belonging to the ruling de Salis family, who were influential patrons of Johann Joseph and later of Angelica. Indeed, the de Salises probably helped Johann Joseph to get work when his employment was over, since they were a powerful family in the Valtellina. In the summer of 1742 the Kauffmans moved to this province, which had been ruled as a Graubünden dependency for more than two centuries. They settled in Morbegno – now an industrialised conurbation, then a small, pretty place – where they were still living when Angelica painted her solemn self-portrait in 1753.

As biographical material goes, it is as informative as any of the other records she left behind. For a woman so publicly known by her own age, she took enormous and perverse care to deny others any help in interpreting her life. There are a few letters – mostly those she sent rather than received – but no diary. The remaining evidence is documentary: one birth and two marriage certificates, a list of paintings, the record of various professional honours done to her, and a will. Apart from these there are the paintings themselves and the recollections of others.

The picture of her parents may be lost, but the early self-portrait seems tacitly to recall them both in its dual reference to painting and music, a pairing that would later prove immensely fertile in the construction of Angelica’s own artistic myth. Morbegno was a music-mad town, with a conservatory established by the son of the painter Pietro Ligari, and Angelica, whose singing would be praised by Crespin and Winckelmann, was bound to flourish there. But although she is shown holding a sheet of music, the inscription on its lower half also proclaims her identity as a painter. If music was what she had learnt from her mother, painting was her father’s concern, which means that the portrait may be read as a form of homage to both of them. What seems superfluous information in the picture itself, then, lends it great biographical richness, because the union of painting and music is presented as natural and uncontroversial; only later in Angelica’s life will it be made to appear troubling and problematic.

The way this subject-matter is presented makes it seem all the more conventional. It is a rendering of a distinctly gendered commonplace, for many other self-portraits of female artists with musical attributes or instruments suggest the significance of music as a defining element in the woman painter’s personality. Sophonisba Anguissola (who seems to have invented this theme), Titian’s daughter Marietta Robusti, Catherine van Hermessent and Lavinia Fontana all show themselves at the harpsichord, Rose Ducreux paints herself playing a harp, and a later self-portrait of Angelica at Saltram has her holding a guitar. Very few male self-portraits, by contrast, depict the subject as a practising musician, probably because men were officially allowed to train as painters and nothing else. The 1753 picture calmly announces a happy league – ‘I can paint and sing’ – precisely because no stated preference is yet being demanded. Although as time goes by Angelica’s first talent, her father’s art, will gain her allegiance and win her fame, the other will never be forgotten. While Cleofea is alive, music may happily continue to advance its claims.

Perhaps the portrait invokes Cleofea in other ways than simply through the theme of music. While surviving pictures of Johann Joseph Kauffman show him as a thin-faced man with a straight nose, the young Angelica has a round face (Joseph Moser’s memoir describes it as ‘of the Grecian oval, which the reader knows rather inclines to the round’)16 and a tip-tilted nose. Though the chubbiness may simply be a mark of her youth, the roundness is perhaps inherited from her mother. Angelica’s later self-portraits transform her into a regular, even glamorous beauty, but other likenesses – particularly those by artists who were not especially well disposed towards her – suggest that she simply beautified herself on canvas as she matured in real life. Of course, rather than betraying the coquettish penchant for self-flattery that her detractors alleged, this may simply illustrate her belief that painting is properly the domain of ideal representation, as her admirer Catherine II of Russia agreed: idealism, she thought, was an entirely positive feature of Angelica’s art. Goethe, on the other hand, strongly disapproved of Angelica’s preference for fiction over fact in portraiture, despite calling his own autobiographical account Dichtung und Wahrheit, Poetry and Truth. Probably Angelica saw such adaptation as merely symbolic.

Yet for all its apparent openness, the 1753 picture is also vaguely disquieting. Its apparent honesty may be a form of testimony to Cleofea, but there is also something provocatively self-flattering about the image. Apart from anything else, the child seems older than her years in both worldly elegance and artistic accomplishment. Rousseau’s hugely influential pedagogical novel of 1762, Emile, would later caution against the habit of treating children like grown-ups rather than seeing childhood as a discrete stage in itself, but Angelica’s self-portrait unabashedly blends the external signs of maturity with the half-formed features of youth. Or is her painted self simply doing what all children enjoy doing, dressing up? (If so, it would provide one of the very few indications there are that Angelica ever enjoyed playing childish games.) Is she even mocking an incipient female taste for self-beautification as she decks herself out à la Pompadour in a silvery-blue dress decorated with pink ribbons and trimmings, powdering her wig, plucking her eyebrows and wearing rouge? The black band round her neck also echoes the style favoured by Louis XV’s mistress, while the loose-fitting ruffled sleeves are the height of fashion. Overall, there is a degree of sophistication that the artist’s tender years call into question. Perhaps Angelica is saying not just that she is both painter and musician, but also that she is at once young and old.

How good a painting is it? It has been favourably compared with Gainsborough’s self-portrait between the ages of eleven and thirteen, and despite its surface smartness it is a memorably intimate portrayal, disarming and even faintly amusing in its defiant childish seriousness. As evidence of Angelica’s talent it was obviously impressive enough to persuade others to commission their portraits from her, though part of the interest it provoked was undeniably due to the remarkable youth of the artist. There were definite attractions to being painted by a prodigy.

According to Rossi, the industrious and dedicated Angelica liked studying and copying prints, models and pictures in her father’s studio as much as other girls did playing with dolls.17 Why should she have had a childhood at all, he seems to be asking, when so much more could be gained by accelerating her growth to maturity? Whether or not this was her parents’ view, it seems clear that she did not enjoy what is called a normal upbringing. Rossi tries to present it as happy –

When her parents themselves called her for some recreation or relaxation, [ … ] she appeared joyful for a moment; but then, very quickly becoming bored, called for her pencil and brushes and returned to work18

– but it seems to have been remarkably friendless. Later on she would acquire avuncular patrons, a troop of ‘venerable old men’, as Rossi describes them, who sat to her when she was barely in her teens and showered extravagant praise on her, but she very rarely spent any time with her own age group. We may think in this connection of her later sitter Germaine de Staël, another father-adoring and precocious talent whose preferred companions in her girlhood were the middle-aged or elderly philosophers and Encyclopaedists who attended her mother Suzanne Necker’s salon in Paris, and who was finally prescribed a friend of her own age when she fell ill in her mid-teens and was ordered to recuperate in the country. Like Angelica, she was an only child, a prime qualification in the prevailing mythology for genius status, at least in women. When it combined with a father-fixation, sublimity was virtually guaranteed.

Angelica’s comfortable place in the family, the orderliness of her driven young life, might have been threatened by a mysterious event in 1750. Johann Joseph returned from a trip to Lake Constance with a boy whom he introduced as ‘Cousin’ Joseph, and who was to be raised as a member of the family. No one told Angelica at that stage that the sixteen-year-old was really her father’s son by a previous wife, Sibylla Lohrin; nor was she informed that Sibylla had apparently died in 1740, the same year as Johann Joseph remarried.19 Given the length of time that he had been living and working in Graubünden, he must have deserted his first family within two years of his son’s birth.

Although Joseph would later accompany Angelica and her father on their journeys through Austria and Italy, he chose to stay behind in Milan when they travelled further south. In 1767 Johann Joseph invited him to London to live with them, but Joseph, who was then thirty-three, declined. Thereafter all contact between father and son, and half-sister and half-brother, seems to have ceased, and Joseph fades out of Angelica’s story as completely as Cleofea had done.

All this is suggestive of a particular life strategy as well as a narrative angle. The plan conceived by Angelica and her father, at least until her first taste of living alone in London, demanded that they form a partnership in which each could be exclusively devoted to the other. Beyond that they saw only wasted effort and pointless intrusion. Angelica’s habit of working with every particle of her being, of studying with the same intentness an indifferent engraving and a glorious Old Master, meant that she grew up with a philosophy of self-improvement that verged on the obsessive. To spend time unprofitably – whatever that meant – seemed reprehensible to her if it took up a part of the day that could be turned to more constructive use. No matter that the discipline and determination which she brought to copying masterpieces in Florence and fulfilling commissions in Rome and London would eventually make her ill; what counted in the present was achieving, honing, getting things done. Since relaxation and human intercourse could apparently contribute nothing to this, her childhood and adolescence were spent in a sealed-off space that provided her with everything she wanted or thought she needed, and where every achievement was a means to a glorious artistic end. Even at the height of her fame she relied on this same principle, that routine was what mattered and work must brook no interruption.

How could Joseph have competed? Angelica was only eight or nine when he joined the family, but at some point Johann Joseph must have been made aware that his daughter possessed unusual artistic gifts. The fact that his son would become a competent artist himself, employed as a court painter in Mainz and Aschaffenburg, was almost incidental. Whatever Joseph might have learnt from his father, he was obviously never allowed to function as male offspring in a family traditionally did; he was seen as an intruder, unfit to steal his father’s attention away from his half-sister and probably feeling that he was present only on sufferance. He could contribute nothing to Angelica’s brilliant future career, and as a result her biographers barely mention him.

The difficulty of integrating the families of two marriages is of course notorious, and the residual bitterness felt by the deserted party even more so. Had Joseph’s relation to Angelica been announced to her as soon as the boy arrived in Graubunden, it would have been painfully apparent that Johann Joseph had been a neglectful as well as a good father, an uncaring husband as well as a responsible one. If he had a vested interest in being a better father to Angelica – who seemed likely to be the future breadwinner – than he had been to Joseph, the boy must seem a potential embarrassment to him. In that case one wonders why he had been introduced into the family at all, particularly given the likelihood of his revealing his true origins to his half-sister. Perhaps Cleofea had insisted on her husband’s trip to Lake Constance, and Johann Joseph simply insisted on silence in return.

This hypothesis is given some support by a portrait Angelica painted of her father sometime after 1761, which shows a handsome man, but with a stern look that hints at secretiveness. His decisive nose and clear brow, on the other hand, suggest something else, the determination with which he subordinated everything to steering his daughter’s progress. Although the painted image conveys his daughter’s respect and love for him, neither respect nor love can block her insight into Johann Joseph’s character. And perhaps the insight reflects her distinctive ability as a face-painter, given that intuitive awareness of this kind was often thought to be an essentially feminine quality, something that made women – if they were to paint anything other than flowers – particularly effective as portraitists.20 Men with the meaning look of Johann Joseph do not allow chance circumstance to deflect them from their intention, even at the cost of human suffering, and even though the determination they hope to conceal is apparent to (some) others.

Of course, many of the men Angelica paints in the course of her career are far less robust and single-minded than this, just as some women – such as Angelica herself, despite appearances – are far more determined and forceful than the traditional, passive view of their sex suggests. All the same, it is obvious why she should have been particularly preoccupied in later life with portraying melancholy, deserted and bereft women, including mothers. She knows that even essentially good and well-intentioned men, like her father, treat women badly, even though other men – like her half-brother Joseph – may suffer desertion and desolation too. With such realisations Angelica has already gathered some of the conceptual material that will inform her ambiguous presentation of the sexes in later life, an inclusive view that emphasises their native weaknesses as well as strengths. All the same, she will generally give female suffering priority over male.

Yet it is perfectly possible that she never knew the facts that her half-brother rehearsed in a twelve-page letter written in March 1808, the year after her death, and in which he declared that he had been brought up single-handedly by his mother because her husband was ‘always away’. Joseph received nothing from his father’s estate, and so had had hopes of being a beneficiary of his half-sister’s: ‘she would at least have remembered me as a brother in her will, even if the true relationship had not been known to her’ (an ambiguous formulation that leaves the reader uncertain whether or not she did know). Since there had been no bequest, ‘my hopes and attention are now fixed on my father’s residue, which formed part of Angelica Kauffman’s fortune’.21

On the evidence of his letter, Joseph never discovered the precise circumstances that doomed him a second time to exclusion from the family unit, and they could never have been articulated clearly by father or daughter. Put simply, the son was irrelevant to the grand design. Just as the father’s loyalties remained with his daughter, therefore, so hers remained with him. That meant, among other things, remaining loyal to Schwarzenberg.

In the early 1750s the family moved to Lake Como, where they stayed for more than a year. There was plenty in Como to allure Angelica, although it lacked great works of art. The town was prosperous: it was a centre of silkworm breeding (Como retains a silk-weaving industry to this day), and this was the century of silk – silk for drawing-rooms, silk for hangings, silk for upholstery and silk for costumes. Silk barons had built great villas by the lake, and at this time, before the outbreak of the Seven Years War, the town seemed a haven of prosperity and stability. The Kauffmans must therefore have hoped that it would yield suitable artistic patronage.

Angelica was enchanted by the place. Many years later she would write:

My friend, I realise why Como is always in my thoughts. Como was the place which in my youth made me taste the keenest pleasures. I saw rich palaces, fine coaches, pretty boats, a splendid theatre; I felt I was seeing paradise.22

She was busy in paradise too, apparently with contract work. Rossi mentions the impression she made on the Archbishop of Como, Monsignor Maria Agostino Nevroni, who asked her to do his portrait:

This prelate was a venerable old man of imposing figure, with noble colouring and bright eyes; his chin was adorned with a long white beard; and so he offered the paintress a model of handsome old age, but very difficult to capture.23

Despite this, the portrait – now lost – evidently succeeded, and Nevroni’s praise naturally led to other commissions.

Angelica, Rossi writes, read widely during her time in Como, and listened to the conversation of learned men. But the enthusiasm of benevolent patriarchs proved to be of crucial importance: for when another venerable cleric, the Suffragan Bishop of Milan, Cardinal Pozzobonelli, asked to be painted by her, he became so charmed by her manners and youth that he offered her his protection, ensuring that she had access to the private as well as public collections in Milan itself. This was a vital concession, for Angelica badly needed resources that Como could not supply, Old Masters in particular. Johann Joseph needed a new environment too, no doubt because Angelica’s earnings could not yet support the family. So the Kauffmans moved to Milan in late 1754 or 1755, at a time when the city was experiencing an economic boom. Here Angelica followed the pattern she would observe throughout her industrious life, absorbing new resources by diligent study and copying (the 1767 Künstlerlexikon by the art critic and writer Heinrich Rudolph Füssli remarks, indeed, that by the time she settled in Milan she had already become famous as a copyist). Milan made available the introductions that were essential to her progress.

The grand scheme was working, even though there were elements in life that could not be specifically planned for, experiences that proved vital simply through accumulating and enriching her artistic knowledge. Exposure to masterpieces was gradually teaching her that development might come about by other means than sheer effort: for Angelica there was shock as well as delight, for instance, in finding herself face to face with the gorgeously coloured masterpieces of the Lombard school for the first time. Given the ravages of time, admittedly, they were not always gorgeous. The deterioration of Leonardo’s Last Supper, for example, had first been noticed in the early 1500s, and the work had already undergone several of the inept restorations it would suffer over the following centuries. Many years after Angelica’s stay in Milan, Louise Vigée Le Brun groaned at the sight of such a wonderful painting ‘so altered’:

It was first covered with plaster; then various areas were painted over. Yet one could judge what this beautiful composition had been before these disasters, since viewed from a certain distance it still produced an admirable effect. Since then [1789] I have heard that this masterpiece has been degraded in quite another way. I was told that during Bonaparte’s last wars in Italy the soldiers amused themselves firing bullets at Leonardo da Vinci’s Last Supper! Cursed be the barbarians!24

Napoleon would not seize Milan until 1796, so for the time being great art seemed safe. But as Louise suggests, well-meaning insensitivity could do just as much damage as deliberate vandalism.

Johann Joseph, ever aware of commercial possibilities, knew that his daughter’s potential as the family’s breadwinner meant making a concerted effort to promote her. Courtly favour, he realised, could do much
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