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Series Editor’s Introduction

In their exploration of the social, financial, and creative frameworks in which art markets come into being and operate, books in the Contextualizing Art Markets series often debate macro-economic issues and large-scale historical trends. Much can, however, be discovered about the business of art when examined through the lens of an individual life. Such is the case in the present collection of essays. The contributors to this volume investigate the life and art of American portraitist Ellen Emmet Rand (1875–1941), an artist whose works and career have long been a neglected topic in scholarship.

This book unearths a range of new archival material about Rand’s creative and professional life, including information found in diaries, studio files, sketchbooks, and accounts. Together the essays present a compelling image of Rand as an artist who operated in wealthy social circles, but also as an individual who had to concern herself with practical questions of how to make a living in a competitive art environment. Cultivating patrons and seeking out exhibition opportunities are obvious examples of the type of self-promotion needed to sustain a professional career. This book, however, delves more deeply into the business environments in which artists operate by examining subtler issues. These range from the mechanisms by which Rand determined the prices of her paintings to her negotiation of complex social networks, use of mentors, and interaction with power brokers in the museum world.

By locating Rand’s career against changing examples of, and popular attitudes to, visual culture—and, in particular, portraiture—in the United States from the turn of the century to the end of the 1930s, contributors reveal the combination of patronage, class, and gender issues that shaped Rand’s professional development and legacy. Rand did not enjoy many of the benefits that were available to her male counterparts. She could only access a restricted range of educational opportunities and needed to be mindful of the social expectations that determined her avenues for self-presentation as a professional artist. These were issues that also affected Rand’s posthumous reputation. As this volume makes clear, in the absence of professional writers, family members, and dealers willing to promote an artist’s legacy, the narrative of an individual’s contribution to histories of art is liable to be erased.

As this book’s editor, Alexis L. Boylan, makes clear in her Introduction, Rand’s story also has a complicated relation to histories of feminism. As a society portraitist, Rand’s art sits uneasily in narratives of aesthetic modernism. The fact that historians of twentieth-century art have privileged women’s contribution to the development of the avant-garde reveals important aspects of the discipline of art history and of the lives that are, as Boylan puts it, “suited to feminist recovery.” The example of Rand’s personal and creative life exemplifies the point that narratives of “modernity” move at different paces and in variable ways within contrasting spheres of individual and collective life. The recognizably modern aspects of Rand’s business acumen and professional self-fashioning may, in some respects, be understood as a counterpoint to some of the more conventional aspects of her portraiture. Taken together, they offer a compelling account of the tensions and fissures that shape narratives of modern art in early twentieth-century America.

Boylan is also clear, however, that this book is not an attempt to “reclaim” an artist or to interpret Rand’s career as a static piece of history. Instead, through an engaging use of the metaphor of “rewilding,” the authors seek to set free Rand’s life, creativity, and legacy in all of the latter’s “unruliness.” This gives the volume a welcome feeling of openness and sets the stage for other scholars to extend the conversation about the works of this fascinating and independent-minded artist.

Art markets do not exist independently of the people who make and inhabit them. For this reason, the following study of Ellen Emmet Rand’s professional, personal, and creative life is an important contribution to our understanding of the history and business of art.

Kathryn Brown

Loughborough, Spring 2020
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Introduction: The Rewilding of Ellen Emmet Rand

Alexis L. Boylan

How do we forget a life? How does a life get lost in the mass tumble of lives lived? It is easy, in fact, to find one’s life historically disappeared and swept away. So much colludes to have most people and all their stories lost; all that remains on this planet from most of us are a few strands of DNA, which were borrowed to begin with. Add in the issues of race, class, gender, sexuality, and ability, and most lives just drift away. So much is forgotten, that the call to remember seems folly, almost an impossible arrogance.

Yet, we do so much to stem the tide of this loss, to stop the forgetting, and demand that a life be remembered. Ellen Emmet Rand, for example, was in the business of not forgetting, of making objects that would make people remember. As a portrait painter, her weekly work—her life’s work—was to ensure that people would be seen in perpetuity. Portraits created with the intension of being proudly hung, passed down to children and grandchildren, or placed in offices of the government or businesses and meant to last for the ages. In this way, the patrons, if not fully remembered, would never be totally forgotten. The portrait was a talisman, bought likely with the wish that it would protect one from all the malice and indignities that threaten the remembrance of a person.

Odds were in
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