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ACQUISITIONS/ WOMEN ARTISTS IN FRANCE IN THE 1880S

The Nationalmuseum has acquired 
four works by women artists, all of whom 
stayed in France during the 1880s, a 
period of intense change in Swedish art. 
In France, the Swedes encountered 
alternatives to the history painting then 
favoured at the Royal Academy of Fine 
Arts at home in Stockholm. Following 
French role models, several began painting 
subjects from contemporary everyday 
life, thus helping lay the foundation of 
modern Swedish art, as established by 
the Opponent Movement that rebelled 
against the Academy of Fine Arts in the 
mid-1880s. 

Young artists experienced more free-
dom of choice in Paris than at home. They 
were able to study at smaller private aca-
demies where they could start pain-ting in 
oils immediately, without first practicing 
drawing for many years. Women students 
were also able to paint naked male life 
models, which was not permitted at the 
official Académie des Beaux-Arts 
in Paris. In many respects, life in the 
French capital was freer, because it was 
possible to live outside the norms of the 
bourgeoisie.1 There were also better 
chances of exhibiting their art. The Salon 
was held every year, to which artists 
could apply with their work; if they were 
accepted this provided the best possible 
exposure to the thousands of visitors that 
came. All four artists whose work the 
Nationalmuseum has now acquired were 
successfully admitted to the Salon. 

Women Artists in France in the 1880s

Carl-Johan Olsson
Curator, Paintings and Sculpture

Fig. 1 Elisabeth Keyser (1851–1898), A Confirmand in Normandy, signed 1889. 
Oil on canvas, 116 x 75 cm. Gift of Ann Stern through the Friends of Nationalmuseum. 
Nationalmuseum, NM 7478.
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Elisabeth Keyser travelled to Paris in 1878 
and studied under Léon Bonnat, among 
others, who was then one of France’s 
leading portrait painters. Keyser would 
also become a successful portrait painter, 
but in France she primarily painted 
pictures of public life in the spirit of 
naturalism. Her Confirmand from 
Normandy (Fig. 1) is a good example of 
how some subjects became fashionable. 
In 1875, Frenchman Jules Bastien-Lepage, 
an idol for many Swedish artists, had 
painted a confirmand and, to judge from 
Keyser’s painting, this subject was still 
relevant in 1889.2

1889 was a successful year for Elisabeth 
Keyser, who showed three paintings at the 
Exposition Universelle in Paris and one at 
the annual Salon. One of the works at the 
Exposition Universelle was a portrait of her 
mother, which was rewarded with a gold 
medal. The portrait was offered to the Na-
tionalmuseum, which declined, motivating 
this with the reasoning that the technique 
was “too French”.3 Instead, it was acquired 
by the Gothenburg Museum of Art in 1897.4 
Judging from the character of the painting, 
it is not unlikely that Keyser submitted 
the Nationalmuseum’s newly acquired 
Confirmand from Normandy to the Salon’s 
jury, but it has not been possible to confirm 
this through documentation. 

Ingeborg Westfelt-Eggertz was in 
France at the same time as Elisabeth 
Keyser and they became friends. The small 
painting of a gate to a boarding house 
(Fig. 2) was a gift to Keyser from Westfelt-
Eggertz, and it is no stretch that it could be 
a reminder of somewhere they both stayed. 
Meudon is just outside Paris and attracted 
many Nordic artists. Together, both artists 
would later run an art school for young 
women in Sweden. 

Jenny Nyström’s watercolour from 
Paris has a similarly informal character 
(Fig. 3). Scenes from Paris’ cityscapes by 
the Swedish artists who travelled there 
are surprisingly unusual. Nyström painted 
the watercolour in 1884, the same year 
she exhibited her famous self-portrait at 

ACQUISITIONS/ WOMEN ARTISTS IN FRANCE IN THE 1880S

Fig. 2 Ingeborg Westfelt-Eggertz (1855–1936), Impression from Meudon, signed 1887. Oil on wood panel, 
31.5 x 20.5 cm. Gift of Ann Stern through the Friends of Nationalmuseum. Nationalmuseum, NM 7479.
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the annual Salon in Paris. The subject is 
possibly from Montmartre, where multiple 
Swedish artists had their studios in the 
1870s and 80s. 

The fourth new acquisition is a 
sensitive study by Gerda Tirén, depicting 
a mother with a child in her arms (Fig. 4). 
The painting is an excellent example of 
how Swedish artists skilfully adopted new 
painting techniques when abroad. The 
brush strokes are reminiscent of some 
paintings by John Singer Sargent and 
Anders Zorn, who did not actually begin 
painting in oils until 1887, three years later. 
Unlike many female artists who married 
and were then expected to prioritise 
that time’s marital duties, Gerda Tirén’s 
creativity did not cease. Among other 
things, she worked successfully as an il-
lustrator. 

Works by women artists are high on 
our wish list, quite simply because we want 
to be able to present a fairer image of the 
situation in the arts in the late 19th cen-
tury. History writing can never be regarded 
as definitive, and we are now changing the 
art history that was written in the 20th 
century by looking at the actual situation. 
There were many women artists, and they 
were visible, but this is rarely apparent in 
overviews of art history published in the 
20th century. 

Notes:
1. Margareta Gynning (ed.), Jenny Nyström – 
målaren och illustratören (exh. cat), Stockholm 
1996, pp. 16–17. 
2. Bastien-Lepage’s painting was titled 
La Communiante and was exhibited at the Salon 
in 1875. 
3. Anna Meister & Karin Sidén (eds.) Ljusets magi 
– Friluftsmåleri från sent 1800-tal, Stockholm 2017, 
p. 145.
4. Elisabeth Keyser (1851–1898), The Author 
Hilda Fredrika Keyser, signed 1889. Oil on canvas, 
114 x 104 cm. Gothenburg Museum of Art, 
GKM 0291.
 

Fig. 3 Jenny Nyström (1854–1946), A Woman Walking in Paris, signed 1884. Watercolour on paper, 
29 x 16.5 cm. Gift of Ann Stern through the Friends of Nationalmuseum. Nationalmuseum, 
NMH 1/2019.
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Fig. 4 Gerda Tirén (1858–1928), A Mother, 1884. Oil on canvas mounted on panel, 41 x 37 cm. Purchase: 
the Magda and Max Ettler Fund. Nationalmuseum, NM 7501.




