Séverine Sofio 
  
TO WOMEN DURING THE FRENCH REVOLUTION : A NATIONAL ISSUE ?

From the 1780s to the 1830s, approximately, in France, the art world 1 opened to women, and welcomed them as professional artists in unprecedented ways. This is not to say that a perfect equality suddenly prevailed among artists -the art world, at that time, was still a part of a deeply patriarchal society, and, as such, imbued by the structuring principle of a hierarchy between the sexes. However, I have been able to show that, in this general patriarchal frame, a certain number of gender constraints were temporarily loosened in the art world and gave women, for a few decades, unique opportunities to become recognized professional artists -unique in the sense that there were no such opportunities either before or after this specific moment in the history of fine arts, that I have called, for this reason, a parenthèse enchantée (which is the title of my forthcoming book 2 ). Of course, I won't have the time, here, to explain the complex and intricate set of social, cultural and political conditions that made this parenthesis possible. I would like, nevertheless, to address one element in particular of this broad and multifactorial phenomenon : I would like to focus here on the major shift that resulted not only in opening art education to girls, but also, eventually, in making it a "naturally" suitable domain for women. This shift, which is both a social and a cultural evolution (as I will try to show), took less than thirty years -which is quite fast for such a radical practical and discursive evolution -and happened during the last two decades of the 18 th century.

1 i.e. the network of people and organizations involved in the production, promotion and preservation of artworks

I actually identified three stages in the changing perception of art education between the 1780s and the 1800s. These three stages are also three moments in the progressive integration of women in the educational system of the 18 th --century art world.

(1) Women can be taught art with profit (for the sake of the French School)

In the 1770s, before the "enchanted parenthesis", women were few but they were everywhere in the art world. They were generally daughters, sisters and/or wives of artists, and their names were rarely known, as were the names of every other member of the atelier (male and female kins, apprentices, companions, etc.), in the logic of the corporation. Work in the atelier was, then, inherently collaborative, but under the name of the master who was the only one authorized, by the corporation, to receive commissions and sell artworks in the name of his whole atelier. Few women were masters - less than 15% of the population of masters in painting and sculpting.

This context was deeply disrupted after the end of the corporation system and the creation, in 1777, of the legal status of artiste libre, open to everyone, as long as the "artistic" nature of one's work was officially recognized by the Académie royale de peinture et de sculpture.

From now on, and for the first time in history, in France, female artists were legally equal to their male counterparts. The end of the 1770s was also a moment of important transformations regarding the emergence of a public for the arts, as Thomas Crow has shown, and the extreme popularity of fine arts in the literate fractions of the Parisian society. In wealthy families, drawing and painting became part of the required education for both boys and girls. As familiarity with fine arts was becoming a distinctive resource of the bourgeoisie, and a highly valued one on the matrimonial market, the demand for art lessons for young women, as a consequence, was growing. Looking for masters for their daughters, therefore, rich families started to go to the most fashionable places, of course -at that time, these places were the studios of those we called the "Neoclassical" painters. Most of them were young famous history painters, coming back from Rome at the time and in need of commissions and rich clients. David, Suvée, Ménageot, then Meynier, Regnault, Lethière… started to take women as students, as soon as the beginning of the 1780s. Soon, this first generation of wealthy and literate young women, born outside the art world but trained by the most famous and edgy masters of their time, began to show their first works in public exhibitions.

Of course, they were immediately a sensation. Every commentary had to mention these talented young female history & portrait painters, especially as, at the same moment, two women were elected at the Académie on the same day. Suddenly, women artists were visible, and, for the first time, not as exceptions (they were too numerous at the same time for that). Their existence was a fascinating phenonemon, that commentators used to relate to the new dynamism of the French School, to which, through their masters, these female painters completely belong.

So between 1783 and 1787, women artists were definitely a "hot topic" in Paris. To illustrate this, I would like to emphasize a public controversy which occurred in the press during the summer 1785, and caused a lot of discussions (it was even mentioned in the Mémoires secrets)3 . Besides, this particular debate dealt directly with the question of gender & artistic education.

The controversy originated in the Journal général de France with an anonymous article, probably written par the Abbé de Fontenay, then editor of the Journal. The text starts as a commentary of the last Exposition de la Jeunesse where, like most of the critics, Fontenay noticed the presence of women painters. But then, the article takes another turn. Indeed Fontenay wonders if this "new mania of becoming a woman painter" (cette nouvelle manie de se faire femme peintre) is really as positive a thing as everyone seems to believe4 . Aren't these young painters' parents conscious that they jeopardize their daughters' future by making artists out of them? Because not only are there "already too many artists", but, as they dedicate themselves to their art, these women won't be able to be good wives and good mothers. And above all, female artists are used to the sight of naked men, and this deprives them completely of the possibility of leading a respectable life.

Fontenay's arguments are far from new, but the tone is very aggressive - almost too much, as if he overplayed the part of the indignant guardian of lost virtues. He undoubtedly wrote here a purposively provocative article, because he knew that such a topic would cause controvery and attract readers. And incidentally, Fontenay published a few outraged reactions to his article in the following issues of the Journal (those reactions also possibly written by him).

But something happened that wasn't planned by Fontenay: the Journal de Paris, the most read newspaper of the time with a distribution of 12 000 copies for each issue, published another reaction to his article. And this response was written by none other than the secretary of the Académie himself - Antoine Renou, who wanted to be "the women artists' knight" because they were treated too "discourteously" for him to stay silent5 .

Listing all the famous female painters of the century, Renou sarcastically asks "Is it really necessary to prove that teaching painting to women does not degrade them?" Then, as a professional painter himself, he reminds Fontenay that artists are not "inflamed" by naked models, because seing the human body is part of their job. Hence Renou explains how ludicrous it is, to see evil in such an innocent and noble activity. Lastly, to Fontenay's argument on the already excessive number of artists, Renou answers, first, that "talent has no sex" ; then, he asks a question : "in a tree nursery, which young plant would you dare to uproot? Wouldn't you fear to destroy one that would have made the orchard proud?". This final argument is crucial : for the secretary of the Académie, only fools would prevent women to paint, because the French School needs every talented artist, whether man or woman. So, says Renou, if girls want to learn how to draw, let us teach them: the risk is theirs, anyway -the Nation can only benefit from these newcomers in the art world.

(2) Women must be taught art (because it is good for them AND for the Nation) Following Renou's perspective, different initiatives were developed, in the following years, to increase girls' access to art education.

For instance, one of them is designed by a famous painter from the Académie : Jean--Jacques Bachelier, passionate about artistic pedagogy and founder, in 1766, of the Ecole royale gratuite de dessin, an advanced art school for boys of humble origins. In the 1780s, Bachelier elaborates the huge project of an Ecole gratuite de dessin for girls, exactly like the one he successfully created twenty years earlier.

The School would welcome 200 girls from 7 to 14 years old, for a 2--year curriculum, in which they would learn not only drawing, painting and every possible decorative or industrial art -including metal carving or clockmaking-but also geometry, optics, geography, grammar and a bit of theology. As a matter of fact, "Why --Bachelier writes--leaving in a harmful ignorance women who are equal to us in courage and intelligence, and superior in their persistance in work?"6 To prevent potential accusations of immorality, he had the idea to associate the Church to his project : the girls would be selected, in each parish, by local priests who would guarantee the respectability of both the School and its students. Lastly, Bachelier knew the poor state of royal finances at the time, so he had another idea and appealed to the generosity of the wealthiest ladies in Paris… and it worked! Little by little, Bachelier secured the support of several rich female patrons for his project. But already, the year was 1789… and soon, everyone had other things in mind than providing modest girls with a respectable way of earning their living in the arts. Bachelier's project, despite its being taken over by Adélaïde Labille--Guiard in 1791, was buried for a few more years… Until, in 1803, a woman, Thérèse Frère--Montizon, succeeded in the foundation of the Ecole gratuite de dessin pour les jeunes personnes, which still exists today as a part of the Ecole nationale des arts décoratifs.

In spite of what we could guess from Bachelier's example, the Revolution was actually a very important period for women's artistic education. Several private initiatives were developed during the first half of the 1790s in this perspective. To take only one example, as history painting was attracting more and more young male & female painters, new anatomy courses, intended for both sexes, opened in Revolutionary Paris.

One of the most famous is the one proposed by the surgeon Jean--Joseph Süe le Jeune. He opened his course of anatomie pittoresque (anatomy for painters) in 1792: young men and women used to learn there how to draw the human body in all its muscles and sinews, using engravings of skinned anatomical figures or dissections. The course attracted so many students that Süe had to open another one, a few years later, on natural history and human anatomy 7 .

At the same time, a similar course was taking place in Versailles : the notorious Ecole du modèle vivant, initially intended for young men only. But in the autumn 1799, a few women asked to follow the courses of this School 8 . Their request followed its way through to the Ministère de l'Intérieur, until it reached the most obvious authority on the question of art education : the "superintendent of national art schools" who, at this moment, was… Antoine Renou, the former secretary of the Académie, who 14 years earlier took the defense of women's right to paint after the naked body, for the French School could not afford to lose potential great history painters. Asked if women could follow the courses at the Ecole du modèle vivant, Renou unsurprisingly gave a favorable opinion. Thanks to him therefore, women were not only officially authorized to learn to draw the naked human body, they were also authorized to do so alongside men.

Feminist historiography on the Revolutionary period, has emphasized several misogynistic discourses on women artists -those discourses were real, of course, but they were discourses and individual ones. If we look at the facts, however, we see that the presence of women in the art world in the 1790s had actually been officialized by a certain number of events -the most visible one was the opening of the Salon libre to every artist, whatever their specialty, their renown or their sex (there were a lot of debates in the 1790s on the Salon, but discussions were about the existence of a free regular exhibition itself, never about the presence of women, even if that kind of debates took place less than 10 years before in the Academy). So, in the mid--1790s, most of the young aspiring artists whom everybody was talking about 10 years before, had become established professional artists.

For them, for the public and even for the administration, as we just saw, the legitimacy of girls'rights to be educated and trained in the arts was obviously not questionable anymore.

The issue now, indeed, was about the right of women to teach art. artists. It is because Mme Quévanne's application was turned down and because she complained about it, that French deputies had to take legal action on the issue.

Many 18 th --century philosophers considered that to appreciate arts, one only needed sensitiviy, which was then considered a universal quality. Yet, at the turn of the 19 th century, if the association of art and sensitivity was still valid, sensitivity had become, in the meantime, specific to young people and to women - two categories equally susceptible to irrational passions. The three--stage process, that we have followed here, shows how art education was suddenly gendered, so much so that, in less than 30 years, women went from invisible professionals to official members of the artists' community; from tolerated students to "natural" art teachers.

( 3 )
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Directoire) 9 . Mme Quévanne was one of 3 candidates for a job of drawing professor open the year before for the Ecole centrale in the city of Chartres. According to Mme Quévanne, her application was refused "because of her sex", which she considered so unfair that she decided to take her complain before the French deputies. This case is particularly interesting for us, because it shows that a woman could, in 1796, not only apply for a teaching job in a school for boys, but also, if she was not selected, see her complaint legitimately received by the legislative corps, so that deputies adjudicate and take legal action on the question.

Victor Chapelain, a member of the assembly, was then asked to produce a report on the case of Mme Quévanne. "I think -he writes-- that we must encourage women's instruction instead of restraining it. They have been too neclected for too long: it is a pleasure to have enlightened women. (…) Their nervous system is not robust enough to grasp the deep combinations of abstract sciences (…) But it is different for the arts, which are proportionate to female composition. Here, they can reach perfection. They have a steady eye, an exquisite taste; they excel in imitation. In the tiniest details, in particular, men don't see a thousand little things that they grasp in a glance : without any doubt, they have the talent to be painters (…) Let us grant them teaching jobs in boys schools... [because] drawing is an institution that is common to both sexes…" 10 In post--revolutionary France, sciences and politics were considered masculine domains, associated with Reason, Culture and Action --as opposed to the arts, more suited for sensitive and intuitive beings. For Chapelain, women were "natural" artists. Besides, as they were sweet and patient, they would make ideal art teachers. For this reason, Chapelain suggested to his fellow members of the parliament to vote in favor of the admission of women as drawing professors in boys schools 11 .

The case of Mme Quévanne illustrates both the radical evolution of collective representations on art and femininity at the end of the 18 th century, and the fact that this discursive evolution was actually deeply rooted in the practical experiences of women Chapelain's report was presented to the assembly, and a debate followed, but no consensual position was reached, so it was decided to differ the vote. But then political events modified the agenda of the Conseil and the vote on Mme Quévanne's case never took place.