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A Preface

Élisabeth Louise Vigée Le Brun

(1755–1842)

Angelica Kauffman

(1741–1807)


Rome 1789. As November drew to a close, a youngish woman climbed the Spanish Steps. Thirty-four-year-old Élisabeth Louise Vigée Le Brun had only just arrived in the city. Thin from anxiety, and still reeling after her perilous escape from a Paris in revolution, nevertheless she barely settled in her lodgings before hurrying to pay her compliments to the greatest artist living there.

Vigée Le Brun’s pilgrimage was one that many painters had already made. Literary luminaries, members of the aristocracy, politicians, antiquarians, in fact the cultural great and good of Europe had also climbed those steps that led to 72 Via Sistina. Here was the home of a truly international celebrity. After Vigée Le Brun was ushered in, one imagines she prepared herself to meet someone whose work she had admired from afar, and whose stellar career she had followed. Finally, she stood face to face with Angelica Kauffman, a woman she described as one of the ‘glories of our sex’. In this extraordinary moment, the two most famous women painters of their era found themselves together under one roof. Although they were born in different countries, and had made their names in different cities, they nevertheless had much in common.

This is the story of two groundbreaking women who led exceptional lives in revolutionary times. Set against the backdrop of the eighteenth century, it is the tale of two painters who, by their sheer talent, achieved a level of fame, wealth and international recognition that was matched by only the most successful of their male counterparts. The brilliance of their careers shone far more brightly than those of nearly all of their contemporaries in their field.

These two women burst through the strictly defined and often impenetrable social structures of their day, and they challenged a professional world monopolized by men. Their careers were allowed to flourish under the unique circumstances of the second half of the eighteenth century: a moment that offered opportunity to women bold and talented enough to take it, and one that heard women’s voices emerge across the arts, allowing them to achieve professional recognition. It was a moment that would not last.

Both Élisabeth Louise Vigée Le Brun and the woman she admired, Angelica Kauffman, paid high prices for their success. Both overcame prejudice and scandal to achieve deserved celebrity. Both were indomitable travellers, their respective journeys across Europe driven as much by ambition as by the huge and often violent political forces sweeping across the continent. And both produced a body of innovative and often extremely beautiful work that spoke to the condition of their sex in their society. Through their eyes we see female icons such as Marie Antoinette and Catherine the Great. We get a glimpse of the women writers, actresses, musicians and performers who contributed so fully to the cultural climate of their era, from the model and muse Emma Hamilton to the novelist, political theorist and philosopher Madame de Staël. In Vigée Le Brun’s work, we are shown the now haunting faces of those who, caught up in the bloody Terror that followed the French Revolution, faced the guillotine. And of course, these women painted some of the most notable men of their time too – monarchs, statesmen, aristocrats, artists and others.

I have to confess that when I tell my friends about this book, I am met by blank looks. One cannot ignore the fact that, with the exception of those ‘in the business’ (art historians, curators and fine-art dealers) many of my smart, culturally informed and enquiring chums have heard of neither Vigée Le Brun (arguably better known) nor Kauffman. The complexities of how and why women fall through history’s gaps requires a book in itself.

However, academics and a handful of dedicated authors have had these painters in their sights for some time. As the eminent historian Simon Schama acknowledged in Citizens, his chronicle of the French Revolution: ‘Though much of her work is of manifestly spectacular quality, Vigée Le Brun has, until quite recently, been written off as just another light entertainer of the ancien régime: a lady in waiting with brush and palette […] But in her time she was correctly recognized as a phenomenon.’1 And the French historian Marc Fumaroli has noted of Kauffman that she was Vigée Le Brun’s ‘only comparable rival in the whole of Europe’.2

In looking more closely at Vigée Le Brun and Kauffman, the cultural nuances of the moment in which they lived become clearer. One begins to realize how their unjustified omission from the popular histories of the eighteenth century and its painters has meant we have been left with only a partial view of the era. A greater appreciation of their important contributions to the cultural debate of the period brings that past to life all the more fully, and with greater attention to its complexities.

Both women operated at a time when huge cultural cross-currents were reshaping Europe. And before one dives into their biographies and work it is important to grasp the intellectual and societal events that shaped their experience. These women were children of the Enlightenment, that Age of Reason that defined a long eighteenth century widely seen as beginning at the end of the seventeenth century and stretching through to the end of the Napoleonic regime. This was the era of the encyclopaedia, of the dictionary, of the individual and the dissemination of ideas via the press.

In addition, three momentous political beats across this long century were those of revolution. One was England’s so-called Glorious Revolution of 1688, another France’s far less glorious one a century later. In both, absolute monarchy was swept aside, with the former formalising an embryonic constitutional one, and the latter ultimately doing away with it altogether, though not before exploring a range of political models before settling into a new democracy. The third revolution was in the former colonies in North America, which wrested themselves from British rule with the aid of Britain’s age-old enemy – France.

This was also a century in which the differences between men and women were much theorized, and the public and private functions of both were debated. The huge influence of the writer and philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau, particularly in his homeland of France, cannot be overstated. In short, Rousseau saw urban and urbane life as corrupt and in need of purification. It was not just his views on countryside and the natural world, which encouraged a re-engagement with the land and rural life, nor solely his ideas of social reform, which lay at the heart of the French Revolution; but also, his belief that a woman’s place was in the home had huge ramifications.

It is in the context of all these over-arching events that my narrative is set. I cannot claim to have delivered a comprehensive double biography. That was never my intention. Rather, I wanted to cherry-pick key moments that highlight the respective stories of these two women, that best illustrate their legacies, and which contextualize their success. I have also offered analysis of their work, drawing together not only recognized readings of their respective paintings, but also adding my own interpretation of works of art that merit greater consideration. I aim to celebrate not just these two great female talents but wherever possible to shine a light on a wider group of exceptional and often overlooked women who sat to them, supported them, inspired them, were encouraged by them and befriended them. And I will give a sense of some of the other women painters who preceded them or followed in their wake.

Above all, I hope this book introduces those not familiar with Vigée Le Brun and Kauffman to two important figures. The cultural pantheon is due an update, and they both deserve a place in it. After all, they shaped their times and the story of art.

On a far more mundane note regarding the text that follows, translations from French are my own, unless otherwise indicated, as too are most of the translations of Kauffman’s letters written in German.

Franny Moyle, April 2025


 


1

Power in the Folds of a Gown


PARIS 1783: a city of some six hundred and fifty thousand people, and the capital of a France presided over by the absolute monarch Louis XVI. On the Rive Droite of the Seine, the triumphal arch Porte Saint-Denis stood as an impressive legacy of the king’s forebear, Louis XIV. Long before the Arc de Triomphe would contribute to Paris’s defining monuments, this was one of just two triumphal arches that the so-called Sun King, or Louis the Great, had built to dignify the city, the other being the nearby Porte Saint-Martin. Over a century after their construction, the arches looked out to the north-east onto a new, sprawling suburbia comprising large houses and factories. But despite the expansion of the capital, little else had changed in France since the Sun King’s reign.

Louis XVI and his Austrian-born queen Marie Antoinette ruled from the sumptuous palace at Versailles, which Louis the Great had constructed in the previous century. Here, France’s royal family and much of the aristocracy remained buried in the pleasures and protocols of the past era. The same rituals and procedures continued, with the court dress and routine frozen in time.

Meanwhile the country was still run on the same feudal basis as it had been a hundred years earlier. Here was a kingdom whose populace was categorized into three ‘estates’, the first estate consisting of the clergy, the second the nobility and the third the rest of the population. And while the first and second estates, accounting for just 1 to 2 per cent of France’s population, enjoyed massive privilege and vast wealth, the less advantaged third estate carried the burden of taxation to support the national purse.

The grandeur and ostentation of Versailles, defined by its dazzling Hall of Mirrors, served as a reminder of the French sovereign’s supreme power. But during the eighteenth century, the symbolic status of Versailles had evolved. If, under Louis XIV, it had been seen as the embodiment of a king’s magnificence, under his successors it had also become associated with the power of the women at the heart of France.

In the mid-century, Louis XV’s mistress Madame de Pompadour had exerted such influence over the king that many considered her akin to a prime minister. In her time as the most powerful woman in France, it was not just her politics that impressed. She also became the figurehead of the rococo or rocaille style, epitomized by the lavish and playful swags that adorned the palace during her tenure, and which encouraged the French elite to similarly indulge in curvilinear excess in their interior schemes and dress.

Meanwhile, the last mistress of that king, Madame du Barry, became the embodiment of different but equally cutting-edge and expensive tastes. Louis XV’s preparedness to clothe this extremely beautiful shop-girl-turned-courtesan in the most expensive silks and jewellery was matched by her preparedness to commission the most exquisite and costly works for her considerable apartments. In 1774, these rooms presented a feminine version of the emerging aesthetic that would dominate French taste well into the nineteenth century – neoclassicism. Here, it was expressed in the gold and white interior scheme commissioned by du Barry. The classical simplicity of white walls with mouldings emblazoned in gold leaf was punctuated by colourful furniture upholstered in the finest silks. Chairs and settees abounded in every room, intended for the artists and musicians she patronized. They would flock to these rooms to entertain and converse, to participate in a carefully curated urbanity, and to engage in France’s unique cultural obsession, ‘art de vivre’.

By 1783, the year in which this story begins, feminine puissance was embodied by Marie Antoinette. A queen doted on by a supplicant husband, she had carried on where du Barry had left off. Her indulgence in fashion was well known, her taste a matter of national interest, and her sway over the king recognized as a fait accompli. She was the latest consort to manipulate the levers of a French society that had become perceived, as one academic suggests, as a Mundus Muliebris, or a woman’s world.1

The influence of women – political and cultural – was not confined to Versailles. Paris, too, was seen as a city where life took on the tenor and complexion of the powerful women living in its midst. The situation on the Rive Droite was no exception. To its south-west, the Porte Sainte-Denis looked towards the ancient and densely populated part of the city. It cast its glance over rue de Cléry, one of the veins feeding into Paris’s beating heart. Here another powerful tastemaker and luminary of French culture was based. Her name was Élisabeth Louise Vigée Le Brun. In 1783, she was just twenty-eight and looked much younger. With a fresh complexion, large brown eyes and mouse-coloured hair, her understated prettiness and girlish appearance went against the grain of a traditional presentation of success. But she had already enjoyed much of it. For half a decade, Paris’s elite and those associated with the court at Versailles had been keen to pay the significant sums a portrait from her hand commanded.2

1783 would prove to be a seminal year for Vigée Le Brun. It would be a year in which her exceptional work – particularly her commissions from Marie Antoinette herself – would be recognized by her membership of France’s most important and prestigious institution for artists, the Académie royale de peinture et de sculpture. It would also be the year in which her latest work – bold, innovative and unconventional – would create a controversy with vast and unexpected political consequences.

Entry to rue de Cléry, where Vigée Le Brun was based, was famously marked by a picturesque hill climbing gently to the Pointe Trigano, a building of just a window’s width, which still boasts the narrowest habitable accommodation in Paris. Like many streets in the city, rue de Cléry needed to be negotiated with care. Having no pavements, it presented considerable danger to those unable to afford the safe and sanitary transport that carriages provided. It was just wide enough for two such vehicles to pass and shaded by tall five-storey buildings on either side.

Today, it is a little down at heel, serving the Parisian rag trade with fabric and trimming shops. But in 1783, rue de Cléry was home to Paris’s powerful folk, and the attraction of an address there was its proximity to some of the city’s foremost cultural, and royal, institutions. Not far away was the Palais du Louvre, housing the Académie royale. Meanwhile, a few minutes bumping over its cobbles, crossing the Place des Petits-Pères, past the modest Augustin convent of Notre-Dame-des-Victoires, one would find oneself at the Palais-Royal, where luxury was available not only to those living under the roof of the king’s cousin Louis-Philippe II, duc d’Orléans, but where the consumption of delight was encouraged more generally. The duke, who had inherited the palace in 1780, had built arcades around its public gardens housing luxury boutiques, coffee houses and booksellers. Paris’s moneyed residents could not only enjoy the palace grounds, but also indulge in some light consumerism while sheltered from the weather. With a newly built theatre also part of the palace complex, and bordered by the rue Saint-Honoré, where the emporia and showrooms of dressmakers, jewellers and goldsmiths were situated, it was a hub of amusement. Then, having crossed the rue Saint-Honoré one would arrive at the Palais des Tuileries and the attendant Jardin des Tuileries, where fashionable Parisians promenaded in their finery.
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Élisabeth Louise Vigée Le Brun, Self-portrait with Cerise Ribbons, oil on canvas, c.1782



 Delight was the tenor of that period in the 1780s – for the privileged at least. In this last breath of France’s ancien régime, when royalty and nobility held the reins of power and its attendant wealth, and when their material needs could be instantly sated, transitory pleasure was all that was left. As the contemporary French philosopher Élisabeth Badinter has summed up: ‘Entirely materially satisfied in life, these privileged folk often found themselves cruelly frustrated – by the absence of desire […] they suffered the illness of being too gratified.’3 This illness expressed itself in different forms. The elite suffered l’ennui, or la mélancolie. Women in particular apparently succumbed to les vapeurs.4 Some dragged themselves from their maladies de l’âme with delights such as purchasing jewellery; eating macarons, chocolate, ice cream and marzipan; dancing; playing cards; watching fireworks and taking lovers. Others seized the opportunity to invest in intellectual pursuits, be they political discussion, cultural investment, or both. Of course, pleasure and intellect were not mutually exclusive.

The female elite who spent time and considerable financial resource on literature, music, theatre and painting managed to achieve considerable influence in eighteenth-century Paris. Although they had not waited for such approbation, their intellectual credentials had nevertheless been endorsed by important figures. In the previous century, the philosopher Descartes had declared that intellect was independent of the body, thus opening the possibility that women might just be as intelligent as men. Meanwhile, writer and philosopher François Poullain de la Barre had gone so far as to propose that men and women might actually be equal. But beyond these philosophical statements, eighteenth-century Paris, before the Revolution of 1789, was a crucible in which various factors combined to create a moment of liberty, creativity and cultural puissance for some women. Badinter points out that:

The idealized courtesy between men and women continued while women’s domestic duties were devalued. Women suddenly benefited from a prosperous period where they were able to express their ambitions. Not that they were officially recognized in this right. But there was a sort of ideological vacuum which […] made great freedom possible. Women from dominant classes were respected and often had a decisive and unprecedented influence on the course of things. Society fell into the habit of consulting them as equals.5

It is also perhaps no coincidence that women gained significant influence in a century in which queens, empresses and consorts presided over Europe. Where they led, their elite female subjects followed. France witnessed Marie Antoinette leveraging her position, and so setting the tone for an entire nation. But then Marie Antoinette was also the daughter of the extraordinary Maria Theresa of Austria, whose reign over the vast Hapsburg Empire would last four decades. Austria, Hungary, Croatia, Bohemia, Transylvania, swathes of Italy, the Austrian Netherlands and more fell under her dominion. Maria Theresa married her daughters into Europe’s royal families. Maria Carolina of Naples, Marie Antoinette’s older sister, had become de facto ruler of the then independent kingdoms of Naples and Sicily, holding the reins of power while her hunting-mad husband held the reins of his horse. Their sister Maria Amalia had also become de facto ruler of Parma when her husband also declined his monarchical duties, while another sister, Maria Christina, was the joint governor of Hungary and the Austrian Netherlands. Meanwhile, another woman, Catherine the Great, had presided over Russia’s vast territories since 1762.

The nineteenth-century writers Jules and Edmond de Goncourt dedicated a whole book to the influence of women in the eighteenth century. ‘Woman was the governing principle, the directing reason and the commanding voice of the eighteenth century,’ they jealously admitted; ‘she held the revolutions of alliances and political systems, peace and war, the literature, the arts and the fashions of the eighteenth century, as well as its destiny, in the folds of her gown’.6

The de Goncourts conceded the cultural agency that women enjoyed, even if in doing so one senses a resentful tone:

The woman of the eighteenth century does not only represent the favour and fortune of letters: she also personifies fashion and the success of the arts [...] She sets their tone, she encourages them and smiles at them [...] From 1700 until 1789 woman is not only the magnificent resort which sets everything in motion; she seems to be a supreme being, the queen of France’s intellectual life [...] She is the figure before whom we must kneel, the form we adore.7

Of course, such exuberant claims must be placed within a wider and far less positive context. These female icons suffered, like all women, a lack of enfranchisement and rights. Although glittering, they were excluded from holding public offices and professional roles, and by and large they had not benefited from an education comparable to their male peers. Even the most elite women, in France but also in England, were essentially commodities. Initially under the control of fathers, brothers or uncles, they would be married off, often unhappily, and consequently dispossessed. After all, a woman’s property became her spouse’s, and any control over financial matters was legally removed from her. Add the grim qualification that many lower-class women lived in miserable poverty and the de Goncourts’ claims might seem a little more hollow.

Nevertheless, despite significant constraints, the observation stands that the super elite women in France achieved significant cultural status. And they enabled other women to do so by drawing the less entitled but talented into their circles. If there was ever an age of matronage, it was now. Women could enjoy careers in the arts in a manner that, though there had always been some precedent, felt newly possible. And it was not just female benefactors who supported them. It must also be recognized that men’s indulgence of female talent was at a new high, and in many cases men were their significant patrons.

Vigée Le Brun had been a beneficiary of this moment, as a nineteenth century writer in the French Journal des débats politiques et littéraires noted:

Although improvident and frivolous, high society also showed itself to be generous, benevolent and enthusiastic. […] the end of the eighteenth century seemed keen to consecrate the ennoblement of the liberal professions. The greatest lords, the most vain and elite women, eagerly welcomed those who cultivated letters and the fine arts. Merit was a title, talent made one an aristocrat.8

But to return to the subject of rue de Cléry, Vigée Le Brun, a deserved beneficiary of both patronage and matronage, and most certainly elevated by merit, lived about half way along it. Between the statue of St Catherine, perched in a niche overlooking the junction with the rue Poissonière, and the point where the street meets rue Réaumur (through a pair of huge double doors, wide enough for a small carriage to slip through) stood the Hôtel de Lubert. Its entrance-way was typical of Paris’s grand townhouses. Since 1776, this had been home to Madame Le Brun, Marie Anoinette’s court painter. She was also an artist who had portrayed a great number of France’s Mundus Muliebris – the influential courtiers at the heart of the queen’s circle, as well as the other women shaping conversation in Paris.

Her depictions of these women have been described as allegories of the ‘authorité feminine’ that prevailed at the time.9 As a group, the paintings form a vision of a kind of Parisian Parnassus, populated by muses and matrons that included the queen’s favourite, the beautiful and notorious Yolande Gabrielle de Polastron, duchesse de Polignac, and her daughter, the duchesse de Guiche. Then there was the princesse de Lamballe, the queen’s confidante and companion. Vigée Le Brun had also captured the ever fashionable and impressive Madame du Barry, by now the mistress of the military commander and governor of Paris, the duc de Brissac. She painted the comtesses de Provence and d’Artois, wives of the king’s brothers, and the king’s sister Madame Élisabeth. As the painter of choice for this group, Vigée Le Brun had in turn become a woman in the spotlight. Here indeed was one of those women who, as described by the de Goncourts, ‘led society’, and who was one of those ‘figures of adulation’. Madame Le Brun lived with her husband, the leading Parisian art dealer Jean-Baptiste-Pierre Le Brun. Together, they were a cultural power couple, professionally associated not only with the entourage surrounding the queen, but also with that of the king’s younger brother, the comte d’Artois.

The doors to the Hôtel de Lubert still stand today, surmounted by a large oval cartouche around which oak and acanthus leaves weave rather lazily. Once, this must have borne the name of the establishment to which the Le Bruns would admit entry. In 1783, when those large heavy doors swung open, they would have revealed an arch cutting through the Hôtel de Lubert leading to a considerable garden. And it was through that arch that carriages would surge once a week, carrying those attending Vigée Le Brun’s extremely famous ‘salon’ – a weekly event, which had become one of the most celebrated cultural aspects of Paris.

Salons were held in all major European capitals and had evolved during the eighteenth century as the arena of female soft power. Named after the drawing rooms in which people met to enjoy one another’s company and conversation, they became incubators of taste and opinion, places of political debate and cultural experiment. There were gatherings in drawing rooms in London, and conversazione were held in Rome, Naples and elsewhere in Italy, but nowhere were these meetings, held by hostesses, as numerous or as influential as those in France. Here, the salonnière presided over a space where smart, but technically un-enfranchised women, could exert considerable cultural or political influence in private, despite having no overt public agency. The rue de Cléry was not just home to Vigée Le Brun’s salon, but also to that of Madame Necker, wife of the financier Jacques Necker, who would in due course play a significant role in events leading to the French Revolution. Madame Necker held an extremely high-profile literary salon, which had in its earlier days been attended by the ‘Encyclopédistes’, that is, the group of men and women who developed the French Encyclopédie under the editorship of Denis Diderot and Jean le Rond d’Alembert.
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Élisabeth Louise Vigée Le Brun, Anne Catherine Le Preudhomme de Chatenoy, comtesse de Verdun, Dressed as a Gardener, oil on canvas, c.1780
 


Chez Hôtel de Lubert the tone was a little different. In 1783, Vigée Le Brun’s reputation in Paris had grown to more than that of an exceptional painter. She had become a tastemaker, a fashion icon, a muse to whom plays and musical compositions were dedicated and who was celebrated in poetry. Furthermore, she was a living expression of l’art de vivre who – in same manner as Oscar Wilde or Salvador Dalí in subsequent centuries – used her dress, her home and behaviour as expressions of her creative intellect. And this intellect was one fired by spontaneity. Quickly reactive, hers was a mind open to new ideas yet tethered to firmly held opinions. She embraced the performing arts with particular vigour. The salon of Madame Le Brun was where the latest music and poetry could be heard, and where there was much discussion of theatre.

Vigée Le Brun used just two rooms to entertain. Informality and understatement were her signature values. These rooms had none of the ostentation of Versailles. Instead her curtains were made from toile de Jouy,* and her walls, rather than covered with fabric, were largely papered.

Her weekly salon assembled around nine o’clock in the evening and guests would then sit down to eat a simple meal together at around ten o’clock. Regular guests were drawn from friends and neighbours, though the salon could often embrace Paris’s wider artistic community. Alongside performances of music and poetry, evenings would sometimes offer more frivolous pastimes, such as charades and tableaux vivants. At Madame Le Brun’s salon, fun and intellect were not deemed mutually exclusive. Vigée Le Brun’s indulgence in the occasional trivial pursuit was by no means indicative of a lack of seriousness as a person. Nor was her gaiety to be mistaken for shallowness.

Vigée Le Brun made portraits of many of the salon regulars. Her depictions of the female attendees suggest a group of friends with shared values and approaches. Through her vivid and characterful paintings, one can imagine what it was to be a privileged and intelligent woman in the Paris of the 1780s. The sculptor Jean-Baptiste Le Moyne described these women as Vigée Le Brun’s femmes fortes or ‘strong women’.10

Anne Catherine, comtesse de Verdun was Vigée Le Brun’s proclaimed oldest and dearest friend. There was a considerable difference in social status between the two, since the former was the daughter of a count and married to a powerful fermier général, a privileged tax official, while the latter was the child of a moderately successful painter, Louis Vigée.

Yet the women had known each other since childhood. Vigée Le Brun’s portrait of Verdun, painted in around 1780, describes the young woman dressed in a gardening outfit, wearing a robe en bergère. Based on the simple clothing worn by rural women working in the fields, this outfit comprised a plain skirt and an equally simple blouse, with a corset laced over it. She is also wearing a wide-brimmed straw hat adorned with flowers, also similar to those used by field workers.

Anne Catherine’s blouse is so loose that it has slipped from her right shoulder. This informality – one that sails close to impropriety – adds a carefree aspect to the work, as if the sitter is detached momentarily from any wider social concerns or constrictions. Like the fresh flowers placed inside the blue ribbon of her hat, with their cut stems visible, Anne Catherine is caught radiant and blooming, to be appreciated for nothing more than this very essence of her fleeting self.

Meanwhile, Geneviève-Sophie Le Couteulx du Molay was the wife of a hugely powerful merchant banker, who lived at the Château Malmaison, a beautiful mansion and estate that would later be sold to Napoleon’s wife, Joséphine Bonaparte. Another prestigious salonnière, this was a woman who, like Vigée Le Brun, could summon nobility to her doors. Vigée Le Brun paints Geneviève wearing not only a ‘natural’ frizzée hairstyle – a relaxed informal style that was a far cry from the complex coiffures popular at that time - but also a type of gown known as a demi-redingote, which was considered both casual and controversial.

Then there was the Eléonore comtesse de Sabran who, like so many women of her class and generation, had been forced into a loveless marriage. At just nineteen she had been wed to a sixty-six-year-old aristocrat and was widowed by the time she became friendly with Vigée Le Brun. A celebrated letter writer in an era when that was considered a literary genre, she was a lover of art and literature who, according to Vigée Le Brun, wrote fine verse and could tell a compelling story. By the early 1780s she was quite openly involved in a relationship with Stanislas de Boufflers, another literary figure, who would eventually become her husband. Vigée Le Brun saw her regularly, and her depiction of this woman is one of her most characterful. After all, she was someone ‘with whom you were never going to be bored’.11

Her arms crossed, Eléonore de Sabran sits relaxed yet challenging the viewer. Her head is cocked to one side and slightly turned, as if to engage with someone sitting to her left. She wears a soft wry smile and an expression that seems to ask ‘so what do you think?’ – though one gets the sense that the answer might be of no consequence to her. And she is clad in a robe en chemise, an extremely loose-fitting white dress, tied simply at the waist with a sash.
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Élisabeth Louise Vigée Le Brun, Geneviève-Sophie Le Couteulx du Molay, oil on canvas, 1788
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Élisabeth Louise Vigée Le Brun, Françoise Eléonore Dejean de Manville, comtesse de Sabran, oil on canvas, 1786



 These women, along with their male companions, practised a type of conversation that was light and charming, and considered a skill that defined salon society. One had to be witty, informed and spontaneous. Repartee was important. There was a reason why it was known as the art of conversation. Being up to date with matters was crucial. The latest poetry would be discussed as would the most recent plays, the most significant works of art, the most popular compositions. The desired tone was one of gaiety and gallantry. But it was not a facile or superficial exercise. These women had strong views. They held their own intellectually. The salon was a safe space for women, where their voices were heard equally with those of their male companions.

To modern eyes, the images of this group of women seem to offer little more than delightful, perceptive likenesses. Indeed, Vigée Le Brun is often described as a society painter whose work brilliantly captures the graceful, urbane women of her era. And she does. Yet the artist’s contemporary audience would have understood the sartorial signalling these portraits also delivered.

For a start, that robe en bergère worn by Anne Catherine de Verdun offered several interpretations. Apparently a ‘costume’, on one level the dress may suggest the times that the artist and her sitter spent together in the countryside at de Verdun’s Château de Colombes. Vigée Le Brun recounts joining house parties there alongside ‘the most loveable people comprising artists, literary folk, and men of the clergy’.12 But the informality of the robe en bergère worn by de Verdun, and its reference to garments worn by field workers, also suggests the influence of the writings of Jean-Jacques Rousseau, whose literature had ignited a reconnection with the countryside and the natural world. Rousseau encouraged French society – for years bent on tailoring gardens with pathways and geometric parterres – to allow nature more freedom. He encouraged the French to fall in love with wilder rural landscapes, and to practise a new kind of horticulture at home, where the gardener was less the architect and more the assistant.

Arthur Young, a young agriculturist travelling in France in the 1780s, saw the influence of Rousseau first-hand, and remarked upon the relatively new habit of well-heeled people heading out to the countryside during the summer. Young wrote:

At this time of the year […] Paris is comparatively speaking, empty. Everybody that has country-seats are at them; and those who have none visit others who have. This remarkable revolution in the French manners is certainly one of the best customs they have taken from England; and its introduction was effected the easier, being assisted by the magic of Rousseau’s writings.13

Rousseau happened to be an advocate of looser and simpler dress for women for health reasons. And so the rural robe en bergère also suggested some women’s desire to do away with highly constructed and constrictive garments, for their well-being. But in appropriating this outfit they also discarded – even if in a playful manner – the sartorial protocols that indicated status. Adopting the robe en bergère might be fancy dress in one sense, but in another its provocative understatement and evident functionality offered a symbolic dimension. It might indicate the wearer’s inclination to explore not just new physical liberties, but perhaps other social freedoms traditionally denied to women. At around the same time she painted de Verdun, Vigée Le Brun also portrayed the duchesse de Guiche and the king’s sister Madame Élisabeth en bergère.

The straw hat, like the robe en bergère, was an accessory that became strongly associated with Vigée Le Brun’s work. She painted several of her sitters in these informal sun hats at a time when many society women were investing huge sums in complex millinery confections. Although straw hats, also known as bergère hats, had been worn in the mid-century, renewed interest in them emerged in the early 1780s, thanks to the influence of Vigée Le Brun as well as one of her clients, the fashion designer Rose Bertin.

 Bertin is another example of a woman who was able to enjoy the opportunities offered by this period in the eighteenth century. Although female needleworkers were deployed behind the scenes, front-of-house couture had traditionally been the dominion of men. However, Rose Bertin developed her own leading fashion business and showroom, Le Grand Mogol, which sat in pride of place on the prestigious rue de Faubourg Saint-Honoré. Such was Bertin’s popularity with Marie Antoinette that she was deemed her ‘ministre des modes’.† Bertin is noted as having designed and supplied a straw hat to Madame Élisabeth in 1781, and this hat is probably the one featured in Vigée Le Brun’s portrait mentioned above.14

Whilst the straw hat was hardly controversial, the redingote, worn by Geneviève-Sophie Le Couteulx du Molay, was considered by some to be subversive. Its name derived from the English riding coat worn by men. The redingote’s wide lapels and cape collar were a direct steal from men’s jackets, while its skirt imitated the line of a tailcoat. By the 1780s, some women had adapted the redingote as convenient and practical daywear. What was known as the ‘redingote gown’ could be two things: a demi or half version that retained the buttoned ‘jacket’ element of the riding coat on which it was based, with a back panel, but cut open at the front to reveal a skirt underneath; or an entire gown that covered an underskirt.

By choosing to be portrayed in this gown, not least by a female painter, Le Couteulx du Molay was making a statement that her contemporaries would have grasped far more easily than those of us looking at the portrait through the fog of history. The item of clothing she wore was nothing short of transgressive to more conventional members of French society, because when it was first introduced it was certainly acknowledged as an appropriation of men’s clothing. Akin to those women who wore trousers in the early decades of the twentieth century, the early adopters of the redingote presented an overt challenge to a male preserve. And with this insight, one begins to understand the contemporary observation that Vigée Le Brun’s work indeed delivered a gallery of femmes fortes.

However, the redingote was neither as outré nor as challenging as the robe en chemise. By 1786, when Vigée Le Brun painted Eléonore de Sabran in this type of gown, the appeal of the robe en chemise (also known as the robe en gaulle and the robe à la reine) had spread throughout Europe. It had become highly fashionable, had already featured in Paris’s innovative fashion magazines for two years, and was proudly worn by emboldened women. Yet in 1783, the year we are focusing on, those wearing this garment were extremely avant-garde. At this time it was still considered an extremely controversial piece of clothing.

Part of the appeal of this simple shift dress, literally a shirt dress, was again its practicality. It was comfortable to wear and also easy to put on. Just like a man’s shirt, it could be stepped into, or pulled over the head. There were no complicated laces or panels, it was a single garment (worn without a subsidiary skirt underneath), and it could mould over the waist with ease, since it was brought in by a simple sash. Typically, the robe en chemise was made in white muslin, but sometimes it was made in other lightweight fabrics and might be coloured.

While the origin is unclear, it has been suggested that the robe en chemise was inspired by the white, loose-fitting, linen and cotton dresses worn by privileged women in the French colonies of the Caribbean. Perhaps there was some allusion to the antique Greek chiton that was being considered anew in light of the discoveries of statuary around Naples. It could equally have been a development of the informal négligée worn by women at home, in their private boudoirs. It was the first signal of how fashion would move away from the embellished structured garments associated with a previous era towards the simple, often sheer, neoclassical frocks that would become de rigueur by the turn of the century.

Whatever the origins, the adoption of the robe en chemise captured the zeitgeist of the 1780s. Just like the robe en bergère, the simplicity of the robe en chemise chimed with the popular writings of Jean-Jacques Rousseau. And it was not just Vigée Le Brun’s immediate friends who were adopting this kind of frock but those at the very pinnacle of society. Vigée Le Brun had depicted Madame du Barry thus in 1781 and the princesse de Lamballe, the duchesse de Polignac and the comtesse de Provence in the following year. Significantly, however, the informality of this costume at the time meant it was only worn in private, and these intimate portraits dating to the very early 1780s, made for these women by a woman, were most likely destined to be hung in private rooms.

In terms of her own sartorial choices, Vigée Le Brun had also fallen into the habit of wearing the robe en chemise – or something akin to it – not least for practical purposes. Evidence of this is provided by her self-portrait from the early 1780s – showing her clothed in a simple white gown with cerise-coloured ribbons tied around the neckline and acting as a belt across her waist. She was after all a painter, and an extremely hard working one at that, and this kind of garment served as useful workwear. In her Souvenirs – memoirs published towards the end of her life – she recounts that during the working day ‘I always wore a white shift (what today are referred to as chemise dresses)’.15

Vigée Le Brun was in the habit of dressing some of her sitters in outfits drawn from a wardrobe she kept in her studio: ‘I could not abide most of the clothes women were wearing, so I did everything I could to make them more picturesque, and I was delighted when my models began to trust me, and allowed me to dress them in an imaginative way.’ But it is unlikely that this practice would have extended to her close friends or high-ranking members of the French court, who may have demanded more agency in the manner of their depiction. Instead, the femmes fortes portraits suggest a group who shared the liberal thinking of the day regarding their sex. These were the women changing society, leveraging their influence and forging new freedoms. They were privileged people attempting to express new sensibilities in what they wore and how they behaved. The robe en chemise in particular was hugely outré, but their determination to wear it spoke to a supreme confidence in their authority to challenge social convention. If ever power was being truly held in the folds of a gown, as the de Goncourts suggested, here was the evidence.

Although the robe en chemise was a dress initially associated with private and informal encounters, and though paintings of women en chemise were at first intended just for the eyes of friends and family, in 1783 everything changed. In this year, Vigée Le Brun wrested this informal dress from the private domain of women’s boudoirs and hurled it into the wider public arena in a gesture that would have considerable historic consequence.

In May 1783, Vigée Le Brun achieved something quite spectacular – she was admitted as one the very few female members of France’s Académie royale. Becoming an academician was the acme of professional recognition; it represented a huge milestone for men but particularly for the extreme minority of women carving out careers in painting.

 Every other year, around early September, the Académie mounted the ‘Salon’, a prestigious public show at which only its members could exhibit. It was a much-anticipated event that was seen as the moment when France’s most esteemed practitioners set the standard for French painting.‡ Vigée Le Brun’s work was bound to attract attention at that year’s exhibition. After all, she was one of just four women académiciennes, the others being the still-life painters Anne Vallayer-Coster and Marie-Thérèse Reboul, and Vigée Le Brun’s rival portrait painter Adélaïde Labille-Guiard. It was also Labille-Guiard’s inaugural year. But ultimately Vigée Le Brun’s work was going to be scrutinized because she was the queen’s painter, and the Salon offered a rare chance for the public to see first-hand work by the woman who had become so famous.

And it was this momentous public occasion that Vigée Le Brun chose to make a shocking, bold statement. She displayed her portrait of none other than the French queen, clad only in an extremely private, risqué, robe en chemise. In doing so, she was showing the most powerful woman in the land in something akin to a négligée. It was a move that no one could have predicted – and which stunned Paris. A controversy erupted and the queen became engulfed in a scandal that would have lasting consequences. In this moment, Vigée Le Brun’s work made




	* Cotton or linen printed with designs of landscapes and figures from the factory of Jouy-en-Josas, near Versailles.

	† She followed in the footsteps of the other extraordinary designer for whom she worked as a young girl: Madame Pagelle, whose fashion house, Trait Galant, supplied gowns to Madame du Barry and other members of the aristocracy.

	‡ It was named after the Salon Carré in the Palais du Louvre, which served as the main exhibition space. It should not be confused with the salons hosted by Parisian women.
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