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Elisabeth Vigée-Lebrun. Portrait of 

the Artist and her Daughter, 1789, oil 

on canvas 

 

The artist Elisabeth Vigée-Lebrun 

(1755-1842) made her career by 

painting several portraits of Marie 

Antoinette, the Austrian-born queen 

of Louis XVI. She is also known 

however, for her many self-portraits, 

such as this one with her daughter. 

 

Vigee-Lebrun did not cast her subjects 

as goddesses, but she imparted to 

them a chic sweetness and artless 

simplicity.  These talents earned her 

the equivalent of over $200,000 a year 

and allowed her an independence 

uncommon among eighteenth-century 

women. 



Elisabeth Vigée-Lebrun. Marie Antoinette 

and her Children, 1787, oil on canvas  

 

Her 1788 portrait of Marie Antoinette 

and her Children depicts the Queen of 

France in an elegant, regal setting, 

oblivious to the social, political, and 

economic unrest among her subjects that 

would erupt the following year and 

culminate in the French Revolution.   

 

The variety of rich textures- silks, laces, 

and brocades, and Marie Antoinette’s 

enormous feathered hat- emphasize the 

wealth and position of the sitters.  At the 

same time, the Queen shows her ease 

with motherhood. One daughter nestles 

against her shoulder and the toddler 

squirms on her lap.  The boy introduces a 

somber note as he pulls aside the crib 

cover to reveal the empty bed, denoting 

the death of one of Marie Antoinette’s 

children. 



Elisabeth Vigée-Lebrun. Marie 

Antoinette en chemise, 1783, oil on 

canvas 

 

Her portrait of Marie-Antoinette en 

chemise raised a few eyebrows at 

the Salon in 1783; indeed, under 

pressure she withdrew the painting 

from the exhibition.  Because this 

expensive, casual clothing- known 

as a chemise en robe- was 

associated by many with lingerie, 

the artist was perceived as having 

broken rules of decorum.  But we 

know that the Queen loved this 

relaxed, even intimate, portrait of 

herself.  What the cult of sensibility 

has done, perhaps without either 

the Queen or her artist being very 

conscious of the fact, was to 

undermine, or compromise, the 

power of the monarchical portrait. 



Elisabeth Vigée-Lebrun. Self-Portrait,  c. 

1781, oil on canvas 

 

This youthful self-portrait depicts Elisabeth 

Louise Vigée Le Brun at the age of about 

twenty-six, several years after she painted 

the first of her many portraits of Queen 

Marie-Antoinette. Here she presents herself 

not as an artist, with palette and brushes, 

but as a charming and attractive lady of 

society––indistinguishable from her own 

patrons, including the queen and 

aristocratic ladies, whom she sometimes 

painted in similar informal attire.  

 

Largely self-taught, Vigée Le Brun was 

recommended by the queen for membership 

in the Royal Academy in 1783 and soon 

acquired considerable fame and renown. 

When shown at the Salon her paintings 

were “the most highly praised . . . the topics 

of conversation at court and in Paris, in 

suppers, in literary circles.” 



Elisabeth Vigée-Lebrun. Self-Portrait,  c. 

1790, oil on canvas 

 

The painter looks directly at viewers and 

pauses in her work to return their gaze. 

Although her mood is lighthearted and her 

costume’s details echo the serpentine curve 

Rococo artists and wealthy patrons loved, 

nothing about Vigée-Lebrun’s pose or her 

mood speaks of Rococo frivolity. Hers is the 

self-confident stance of a woman whose art 

has won her an independent role in society.  

 

She portrayed herself in a closeup, intimate 

view at work on one of the many portraits 

she painted of her most important patron, 

Queen Marie Antoinette. Like many of her 

contemporaries, Vigée-Lebrun lived a life of 

extraordinary personal and economic 

independence, working for the nobility 

throughout Europe. She was famous for the 

force and grace of her portraits, especially 

those of highborn ladies and royalty.  



Judith Leyster. Self-

Portrait, c. 1630, oil on 

canvas 

 

Vigée-Lebrun’s self-portraits 

can be compared with  a 

famous self-portrait, 

executed 150 years earlier, 

by Judith Leyster (1609-

1660), a Netherlandish 

artist from the province of 

Utrecht, whose canvases 

until the twentieth century 

were usually attributed to 

her colleague, Frans Hals.  

Leyster established a 

workshop in Haarlem and 

was elected to the painters’ 

guild of that city.  Almost all 

her known paintings date 

from before her marriage at 

the age of twenty-six.  



Leyster’s Self-Portrait achieves 

a sense of informality through 

the casual manner in which the 

artist turns away from her 

canvas as if to greet the viewer.   

 

The laughing violinist that is 

the subject of the painting-

within-the-painting provides an 

exuberant counterpoint to 

Leyster’s robust visage, which 

conveys the self-confidence of a 

middle-class woman who held 

membership in the largely male 

artists’ guild, trained students, 

and turned her art to profit. 



Adélaïde Labille-Guiard. Self-Portrait 

with Two Pupils, 1785, oil on canvas 

 

Also reflecting the revolutionary spirit 

of the age, the painter Adélaïde 

Labille-Guiard (1749-1803) 

championed the rights of women 

artists. Elected to the French Royal 

Academy of Painting and Sculpture in 

the same year as Vigée-Lebrun, 

Labille-Guiard asserted her worthiness 

for this honor in a Self-Portrait with 

Two Pupils that she submitted for the 

Salon of 1785. 

 

The painting was a response to sexist 

rumors that her work, and that of 

Vigée-Lebrun, had actually been 

painted by men. In a witty role 

reversal, the only male in this 

monumental painting of the artist at 

her easel is her father, shown in a bust 

behind her canvas, as her muse, a role 

usually played by women.  



While the self-portrait flatters the 

painter, it also portrays Labille-Guiard 

as a force to be reckoned with, a 

woman who engages our gaze 

uncompromisingly, and whose students 

are serious and intent on their study.  

 

In the year following the French 

Revolution, Labille-Guiard successfully 

petitioned the French Academy of 

Painting and Sculpture to end the 

restriction that limited its membership 

to four women. The reform was later 

reversed by the revolutionary 

government as it became more 

authoritarian. 



Angelica Kauffmann. Self-Portrait, 

1784, oil on canvas 

 

One of the leading Neoclassical 

history painters in Britain was 

Angelica Kauffmann (1741-1807).  

Born in Switzerland but trained in 

Italy, she was introduced to 

Neoclassicism by Johann Joachim 

Winckelmann (1719-68), whose 

portrait she painted in 1763.  

Winckelmann She was invited to 

England in 1766 by one of her 

wealthy British clients, and there 

she became a member of Reyonlds’s 

circle. In 1768, Kauffmann was one 

of two women artists among the 

founding members of the Royal 

Academy. 



Based on his publication in 1764 of 

The History of Ancient Art, 

Winckelmann has been called the 

father of art history, because he 

believed that styles of art were 

determined by their cultures.  He 

thus expanded the study of art 

beyond the more biographical 

approach of Vasari and the 

Classical tradition, and beyond the 

philosophical views of Plato and 

Aristotle.   

 

Beauty, for Winckelmann, was a 

matter of intuition and spirit, and 

the height of esthetic beauty had 

been attained by Greece in the 

fifth and fourth centuries BC 

Roman art, he said, was derivative 

of Greek art, which was noble, 

restrained, and ideal. 



Angelica Kauffmann. Cornelia Presenting her Children as 

Her Treasures, c. 1785, oil on canvas 



This work takes place in the second century BCE, during the Republican era 

of Rome.  A woman visitor has been showing Cornelia her jewels and then 

requests to see those of her hostess.  In response, Cornelia turns to her two 

sons and states, “These are my jewels!” The lesson in motherhood is made 

stronger by the fact that under her loving care, the sons, Tiberius and Gaius 

Grachus, grew up to be political reformers.  Although the setting of the work 

is as severely simple as the message, the effect of the whole is softened by the 

warm, subdued lighting and by the tranquil grace of the leading characters. 



Louis-Michel van Loo. Denis 

Diderot, 1767, oil on canvas 

 

Denis Diderot (1713 – 1784) was a 

French philosopher, art critic and 

writer. He was a prominent person 

during the Enlightenment, and is 

best known for serving as co-

founder, chief editor and 

contributor to the Encyclopédie 

along with Jean le Rond 

d'Alembert. 

 

Diderot also contributed to 

literature, notably with Jacques le 

fataliste et son maître (Jacques the 

Fatalist and his Master), which 

emulated Laurence Sterne in 

challenging conventions regarding 

novels and their structure and 

content, while also examining 

philosophical ideas about free will. 



Jean-Baptiste Greuze. The 

Dead Bird, 1800, oil on canvas 

 

Jean-Baptiste Greuze was 

Diderot's favorite 

contemporary artist. Greuze's 

most characteristic pictures 

were the rendering in colour of 

the same sentiments of 

domestic virtue and the 

pathos of common life, which 

Diderot had attempted to 

represent upon the stage. 



Jean-Baptiste Greuze. The Village Bride, 1761, oil on canvas 



 

Diderot’s highest praise went to Jean-Baptiste Greuze (1725-1805)- which is hardly 

surprising, because Greuze’s major source of inspiration came from the kind of drame 

bourgeois (‘middle-class drama’) that Diderot had inaugurated in France in 1757.  In 

addition to comedy and tragedy, Diderot felt there should be a ‘middle tragedy’ that 

taught useful lessons to the public with clear, simple stories of ordinary life. 



Here in a unadorned rustic setting, an elderly father has passed his daughter’s 

dowry to her youthful husband-to-be and blesses the pair, who gently take each 

other’s arms.  The old mother tearfully gives her daughter’s arm a farewell caress, 

while the youngest sister melts in tears on the shoulder of the demure bride.  An 

envious older sister broods behinds her father’s chair.  The picture’s moral is that 

happiness is the reward of “natural” virtue.  At the Salon (the annual academy 

exhibition) this picture received enormous attention for its sentimental cultivation 

of sincere, sympathetic, and tender emotions. 



The primacy of reason was challenged 

by the French philosopher and author 

Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778).  

Rousseau’s thought ran counter to 

that of Voltaire and other 

Enlightenment thinks.  To these 

thinkers, recent advances in science 

and technology were regarded as proof 

of the superiority of the rational 

intellect over instinct and emotion, 

while future advances in science and 

technology were expected to provide 

the basis for material progress.  

Material progress, in turn, was viewed 

by most Enlightenment thinkers as 

the means by which morality and 

happiness could be increased among 

individuals.  

 

In Rousseau’s view, complex 

civilizations corrupted, rather than 

improved, individuals, by introducing 

luxury, avarice, sloth, and decadence. 



Francois-Hubert Drouais. The Comte d’Artois 

and his Sister, Madame Clotilde, c. 1763, oil on 

canvas 

 

Believing that children were inherently good 

until society corrupted them and broke their 

naturally independent, inquisitive spirits, 

Rousseau advised mothers to breast-feed their 

babies themselves, dress them in loose clothing 

with no bonnet, wash them in unheated water, 

give them freedom to crawl about, and never 

rock them, which Rousseau considered harmful.  

As boys grew, they were to be taught to value 

nature, human liberty, and personal valor and 

virtue.   

 

This environment would inevitably produce a 

citizen committed to political freedom and civic 

duty.  Girls were to be educated only as needed 

for their futures as wives and mothers.  Once 

married, women were to stay at home, out of the 

public eye, caring for their households and 

children, which Rousseau saw as ‘the manner of 

living that nature and reason prescribe for the 

sex.”  



Jean-Siméon Chardin. Grace at 

Table, 1740, oil on canvas 

 

A gentle sentiment prevails in all 

of the pictures of the son of a 

furniture maker, Jean-Baptiste-

Simeon Chardin (1699-1779), an 

emotion not contrived and 

artificial but born of the painter’s 

honesty, insight, and sympathy.  

 

The values of simplicity, truth, 

and naturalness were much 

promoted in the seventeenth and 

eighteenth centuries as an 

antidote to the corruption of the 

court and the city. (It is 

interesting that this picture was 

owned by King Louis XV, the 

royal personification of the 

Rococo in his life and tastes.) 



In Saying Grace (at the Salon 

it was called Bénédicité, which 

is the first word of Grace, from 

the Latin benedicite), a mother 

pauses in the process of ladling 

out the meal of her two young 

children, as the smaller of 

these falters over the simple 

prayer, glancing up to her for 

assistance.  His sister looks on, 

not without malice, at his 

difficulty.  

 

The legend on Lepicie’s 

engraving of 1744 suggests 

that the little boy is garbling 

his prayer as fast as possible, 

because his mind is more on 

his food.  



The setting is a simple bourgeois, 

living-room, comfortable with its 

damask tablecloth and a pair of 

good upholstered chairs.  The 

young boy’s toys have been 

placed aside to indicate the 

important role prayer plays in 

this household.   

 

Also, the orderliness of the scene 

alludes to a middle-class tone 

defined by a work ethic that went 

hand in hand with a strong 

attachment to family and the 

pursuit of prosperity. 



Jean-Siméon Chardin. The 

Governess , 1739, oil on canvas 

 

Chardin’s acute awareness of the 

nature of things endowed his 

representations of ordinary objects 

with a serenity and timeless 

dignity that ultimately raised still-

life painting to a new and 

respected plane.  

 

In this work, beyond the door 

another world awaits the young 

boy, listening thoughtfully, his 

lesson books in hand and his toys 

abandoned on the floor. 



He is leaving his childhood toys 

behind.  The cards on the floor 

have been carefully arranged by 

the artist.  The King of hearts 

represent love and the Ace of 

spades – death.  There is a sense of 

fate which is also symbolized by 

the open door.  

 

 The governess brushes the child’s 

tricorn hat before sending the boy 

on his journey into the world.  the 

open workbasket indicates 

industry and the red of the upright 

chair back suggests firmness. 



Jean-Siméon Chardin. The House of Cards, 1736, oil on canvas 

 

A child playing – with cards, bubbles, spinning-top or shuttlecock – was a favorite 

subject of Chardin's. Such scenes, with their intimations of the transitory nature of 

human life, were derived from 16th- and 17th-century Dutch and Flemish vanitas, but 

display a delight in childhood for its own sake. 
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ACTIVITIES and REVIEW 



STUDENT PRESENTATION #1: 

 

After completing your research on these paintings by Elisabeth Vigée-

Lebrun and Adélaïde Labille-Guiard, devise a question to present to and 

answer for the class. Create a five-point rubric in which a ten-minute 

response might be formally assessed. Your question may address either one 

or both of the paintings shown.  



STUDENT PRESENTATION #2: 

 

After completing your research on these works by Chardin and Greuze, 

devise a question to present to and answer for the class. Create a five-point 

rubric in which a ten-minute response might be formally assessed. Your 

question may address either one or both of the paintings shown.  

  


