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women artists were rarely found within the
power centre of art, the Royal Academy of
Painting and Sculpture in Paris. From the
mid NUth century to the Academy’s abolition in NTVP, only five women were elected
as members. Despite this, the male power
elite felt so threatened that, in NTTM, a decision was taken to formalise the unwritten
rule limiting the number of female academicians at any one time to four. Consequently, there was an unusually long delay in
admitting two of the most prominent women
artists of the period, Élisabeth Vigée-Lebrun
(NTRRÓNUQO) and Adélaïde Labille-Guiard
(NTQVÓNUMP). Finally though, in NTUP, a
combination of artistic virtuosity and royal
patronage cleared the way for their election.
Vigée-Lebrun was favoured by Queen MarieAntoinette, while Labille-Guiard counted the
king’s aunts among her patrons. At the same
time, the two were each other’s rivals,
though with slightly different specialities
and circles of clients. Both of them worked
in pastels and oils, but Labille-Guiard also
emerged early on as a portrait miniaturist.

Fig. N Adélaïde Labille-Guiard (NTQVÓNUMP),
Madame Lefranc Painting a Portrait of her
Husband Charles Lefranc, NTTV.
Watercolour and gouache on ivory,
Diam. SKS cm, ormolu mounting.
Purchase: Hjalmar and Anna Wicander Fund.
Nationalmuseum, åãÄ OSORK
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Fig. O Marie-Gabrielle Capet (NTSNÓNUNU), Stéphanie Félicité Ducrest de St-Aubin (NTQSÓNUPN), married
Comtesse de Genlis. Purchase: Hjalmar and Anna Wicander Fund. Nationalmuseum, åãÄ ORSNK

At the age of OR, Adélaïde Labille-Guiard
was one of the first female artists to publicly exhibit a portrait miniature. This was
at the Salon de Saint Luc in NTTQ, where,
with evident pride, she presented a selfportrait. The choice of art form was strategic. It was possible to make a living from
portrait miniatures, painting them required little space, and, as with pastels,
there were no strong smells involved.
What is more, they were quick to produce.
Labille-Guiard’s teacher was a neighbour
of her father’s fashion shop, the Swiss
enamellist François-Elié Vincent. Admittedly, none of his work has been identified, but we can be fairly sure that it consisted of enamels reproducing paintings
by the great portraitists of the day. The
need for such miniatures was linked, not
least, to perhaps the most exclusive form
of official gift at this time, gold boxes bear-
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ing a portrait of the monarch or other
members of the royal family. Public commissions abounded, creating considerable
demand for royal portraits in miniature.
Private clients, too, often wanted versions
in a smaller format. In Labille-Guiard’s
pre-Revolutionary output, we thus find
several examples of such work.
Five years after her debut, Adélaïde Labille-Guiard produced an unusually interesting portrait miniature of Madame Lefranc
Painting the Portrait of her Husband Charles
Lefranc (Fig. N). The work is of interest for
its subject alone, in that it shows a woman,
albeit an amateur, in the role of an artist.
Labille-Guiard was previously unrepresented in the collections of the Nationalmuseum, which has now been able to acquire
one of her very rare miniatures. One reason for their rarity is that, four years after
being elected to the Academy of Painting
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and Sculpture, Labille-Guiard basically
gave up painting portraits in this format. By
then, she had attracted pupils such as
Marie-Gabrielle Capet and Marie-Thérèse
de Noireterre. It now fell to their lot to turn
her portraits into miniatures, all to satisfy
the varying wishes of her customers.
Quite apart from Labille-Guiard’s altruism in helping less well-to-do female art students, she no doubt also appreciated the
advantages in having them copy her portraits in a small format. We know of several
miniatures by Marie-Gabrielle Capet in particular, reproducing portraits painted by
her teacher. Others are to be seen more as
variations, as with Capet’s NTVT miniature
of the Comtesse de Genlis (Fig. O), which in
turn alluded to Labille-Guiard’s portrait of
the same sitter from NTVM (now in the Los
Angeles County Museum).
Unlike her teacher, Marie-Gabrielle
Capet remained unmarried. For the rest of
her life, she was to be part of Adélaïde
Labille-Guiard’s household, even after the
latter was remarried to fellow artist
François-André Vincent. The family, as the
archetype of the artistic workshop, is central to an understanding of the role of
women artists, and especially of those active
as miniaturists. They were dependent for
their position on their husbands or fathers.
The degree of independence or even
emancipation which they enjoyed was entirely contingent on their status within the
family and on the workings of the market.
In that sense, the household was a production unit comprising different specialists
and capable of meeting the ever-changing
wishes of customers. The interesting thing
in the case of Labille-Guiard was that she, as
a woman, headed the family studio and
took only female pupils under her wing.
The acquisition of this spectacular
work by Adélaïde Labille-Guiard, made
possible by funding from the Hjalmar and
Anna Wicander Foundation, fills an important gap in the Nationalmuseum’s worldfamous collection of miniatures. At the
same time, Madame Lefranc Painting the Portrait of her Husband Charles Lefranc is testament to an age in which women were
emerging in earnest as significant artists
and, in the field of miniature painting, finally became the leading exponents.

