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CHAPTER 17

Gender, the Ideal, and the Real 
(c. 1871–1900)

The Rise of Aestheticism

As the interiors of the homes of the nation’s wealthy became 
more profusely decorated, many of the paintings that hung 
within them became more decidedly decorative. The late 1870s 
and 1880s saw the return of a generation of young artists who 
had gone to Europe to take advantage of the more extensive art 
training offered there, especially in the cities of Paris and Munich. 
A shift in emphasis had taken place in the European art world, 
particularly in the academies and ateliers of Paris. The heroic 
male ideals and masculine virtues celebrated in the early part of 
the century in the paintings of Jacques-Louis David (1748–1825) 
and Baron Jean-Antoine Gros (1771–1835) had been replaced by 
the feminine ideals of beauty expressed in the female nudes of 
William-Adolphe Bouguereau (1825–1905), Alexandre Cabanel 
(1823–89), and Jean-Léon Gérôme (1824-1904), three artists 
with whom many American painters studied. Thus, the focus of 
much of their training was the female figure.

When these artists returned to the US they continued this 
emphasis, which marked a notable shift from the earlier focus on 
men in American painting (see pp. 186–91). It also marked what 
many saw as the growing cosmopolitanism of the American 
art world. The new female figures were not, however, women 
taking part in a nationalist narrative of westward expansion or 
economic transformation. They were, on the contrary, often in 
groups but seldom conversing. They did not engage in any appar-
ently meaningful activity, not even domestic work. Sometimes 
the female figures were naked or dressed in classical garb; more 
often they appeared in contemporary dress. But almost always 
they were situated in interior spaces or vaguely defined land-
scapes, and most often, if not always, they were white. When 
the interior spaces were recognizably of the nineteenth century, 
they were also recognizably middle- or upper-class.

Just as “culture” had been elevated to a position above and 
separate from the materialism of everyday life, so too were 
women. They were an ideal force, allotted a role outside of this 
materialistic world, even as they were simultaneously charged 
with countering its effects within the home (see p. 285). Culture 
and women were both portrayed in lengthy commentaries by 
learned men—and several learned women—as refining and civi-
lizing forces. In order to perform these functions, women—and 
culture—needed to be protected and isolated, ensconced in a 

world of ideal truth and beauty. This world, not surprisingly, was 
full of references to middle- and upper-class lifestyles, thus con-
flating women, art, and the economic elite. As the art historian 
Bailey Van Hook writes, these idealized women “could fulfill 
the artists’ prescriptions for art…because their flesh-and-blood 
female counterparts were perceived as occupying a position 
analogous to art itself.” The definition of art, she continues, as 
well as culture in general, “coincided with the construction of 
the feminine gender in the Gilded Age, making the resulting 
imaging of women inevitable.”

Accompanying this movement from male-dominated history 
and genre scenes to female-dominated interiors and landscapes 
was a shift in artistic discourse. The British critic John Ruskin 
(1819–1900), with his emphasis on moral narrative and truth to 
nature, was particularly popular in the third quarter of the nine-
teenth century in the US. He was a strong supporter of a group 
of artists in England who called themselves the Pre-Raphaelite 
Brotherhood, and whose narrative paintings were based on 
historical or contemporary literary texts (by such authors as 
William Shakespeare, John Keats, and Alfred Lord Tennyson). 
Among the most notable of these artists were Dante Gabriel 
Rossetti (1828–1882) and Edward Burne-Jones (1833–1898). 

Many American painters were familiar with the work of 
the Pre-Raphaelites, and admired its decorative qualities. They 
tended to reject, however, its anecdotal, sometimes moralizing, 
narratives (also found in many American genre paintings of the 
mid-nineteenth century [3.9.19; p. 187]). Instead, they favored 
more generalized scenes that could be categorized in terms of 
formal or aesthetic considerations rather than content. Many 
artists, according to Van Hook, “had consciously shifted the 
language of their written and pictorial discourses to substitute 
beauty for Ruskin’s emphasis on truth, art for nature, and aes-
thetics for morality.”

One of the leading proponents of the attack on Ruskin, and 
on narrative realism in general, was the American expatriate 
artist James Abbott McNeill Whistler (1834–1903). Whistler’s 
work was well known in the US by the end of the nineteenth 
century, particularly after the exhibition of his Symphony in 
White No. 1: The White Girl (1862) [5.17.1] in New York City at 
The Metropolitan Museum of Art and the Union League Club 
in 1881. Whistler also gained notoriety as a result of a much-
publicized lawsuit. In referring to Whistler’s painting Nocturne 
in Black and Gold: The Falling Rocket of c. 1874, Ruskin had com-
mented that the artist had flung “a pot of paint in the public’s 
face.” Whistler sued for libel and won, but was awarded only 
a farthing. His legal expenses forced him into bankruptcy. This 
legal victory, and the publicity it generated, helped spread his 
opinions, which quickly supplanted those of Ruskin in the US. 

In a collection of essays entitled The Gentle Art of Making 
Enemies, published in 1890, Whistler wrote that art

should be independent of all clap-trap—should stand 
alone and appeal to the artistic sense of ear or eye, without 
confounding this with emotions entirely foreign to it, 
as devotion, pity, love, patriotism and the like. All these 
have no kind of concern with it, and that is why I insist 
on calling my works “arrangements” and “harmonies.”

The best-known of the former is a painting exhibited in 1872 
at London’s Royal Academy under the title Arrangement in Grey 
and Black No. 1: The Artist’s Mother [5.17.2]. While it is a portrait 
of his mother, the identity of the woman, according to Whistler, 
should be of no interest to the viewer, only the formal arrange-
ment of grays and blacks. Art was not about moral instruction or 
storytelling but, instead, about formal perfection—the flat areas 

of gray and black, the echoing of the picture frame in the framed 
print on the wall, the contrast between the delicate patterning of 
the curtain and the stark black of the woman’s dress. 

According to Whistler, to use art as a morally uplifting device 
in the service of social reform would only result in it succumb-
ing to the materialistic concerns of an industrial, consumer 
society. Artists should produce not what they see in nature but 
their emotional response to it. Their work should be filled with 
sentiment, not sentimentality. Art should be about art, not the 
world around it. These ideas formed the basis of the Aesthetic 
Movement of the 1870s and 1880s in Europe and influenced 
several American artists then studying there.

While many returning from Europe turned their attention to 
the female nude, their nudes were much less voluptuous than 
those of the academic painters with whom they had studied, 
for the subject in general still met with a cool reception. As late 
as 1906 Anthony Comstock, secretary of the New York Society 
for the Suppression of Vice, ordered a raid on the offices of 
the American Student of Art because the publication included 
illustrations of nudes. When Americans did paint nudes, they 
attempted to downplay the sexual implications by making 
the women more youthful and thus more “innocent,” as well 

5.17.1 (left) James Abbott McNeill Whistler: Symphony in White No. 1:  
The White Girl, 1862.
Oil on canvas, 841⁄2 x 421⁄2 in. (214.7 x 108 cm.) 
National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C.

5.17.2 (above) James Abbott McNeill Whistler: Arrangement in Grey  
and Black No. 1: The Artist’s Mother, 1871–72.
Oil on canvas, 57 x 641⁄2 in. (144.6 x 163.8 cm.) 
Musée d’Orsay, Paris
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Critics sometimes interpreted the youth and innocence of 
the female figures of Cox and Thayer as particularly “American” 
qualities. They contrasted them not only with the more volup-
tuous, and thus more lascivious, nudes and semi-clothed 
women in paintings by Europeans, but also with the very real 
female immigrants entering the US at this time, whose poverty 
and foreignness marked them as less than ideal. By the end of 
the century an image of the “American Girl” emerged that func-
tioned, in the words of Van Hook, both at home and abroad as 
a symbol of “national innocence, independence, and naiveté…
a child compared to her European forebears, uncorrupted by 
jaded European decadence.” The American Girl was decidedly 
white, if not necessarily Anglo-Saxon, and decidedly pure, 
despite her increased visibility in the public sphere. Her ascen-
dancy would be short-lived, however, for at the beginning of the 
twentieth century culture and femaleness would part company 
and new, more masculine ideals would displace the feminine 
qualities of purity and beauty (see V. 2, p. 339).

Thomas Wilmer Dewing (1851–1938), like Cox, was also known 
in the 1880s for painting female figures draped in classical garb. 

as more idealized, as can be seen in Eclogue (1890) [5.17.3] by 
Kenyon Cox (1856–1919). Cox had studied with Cabanel and 
Gérôme in Paris in the late 1870s and early 1880s, before return-
ing home in 1882. An eclogue is an idyllic pastoral poem, and he 
has arranged his figures in poses reminiscent of classical proto-
types, although this does not totally remove the erotic charge 
of the painting. He also adds a male figure and his dog in the 
background, both looking in the women’s direction, confirming 
the purpose of this display of female flesh.

Despite his attempt at idealization through the adoption of 
classical poses, Cox’s inclusion of the individual features of his 
live models inserts a touch of naturalism, as does the striped 
dressing gown of the standing woman on the right. This combin-
a tion of the ideal and the real also appears in works of Abbott 
H. Thayer (1849–1921) such as his Angel (c. 1889) [5.17.4], for 
which his daughter Mary posed. Thayer studied under Gérôme, 

and chose to seek the feminine ideal in the world of Christianity 
rather than the classical world. His figures were often described 
as exuding a divine or spiritual beauty, in addition or opposed 
to a mere physical beauty. Thayer insisted that he was searching 
for a transcendent beauty, one that would impart to the physical 
body a moral quality. For the art historian Ross Anderson, Thayer 
perceived “woman as a being whose purity was constantly 
menaced, who if not enshrined by art might easily fall into an 
abyss of materialistic degradations.” Thayer saw himself as a 
transformative agent, taking the real female body in front of him 
and, through the processes of artistic creation—the addition of 
wings or a white gown—turning her into a purer, higher creature. 

5.17.4 Abbott H. Thayer: Angel, c. 1889. 
Oil on canvas, 361⁄4 x 281⁄8 in. (92 x 71.5 cm.) 
Smithsonian American Art Museum, Washington, D.C. 

5.17.3 Kenyon Cox: Eclogue, 1890.
Oil on canvas, 48 x 601⁄2 in. (121.9 x 153.7 cm.) 
Smithsonian American Art Museum, Washington, D.C.

The influence of his studies in Paris at the Académie Julien, 
with Jules-Joseph Lefebvre (1836–1911) and Gustave-Rodolphe 
Boulanger (1824–1888), is evident in the artworks he created 
in the decade after returning to Boston in 1878. In the 1890s, 
however, his stylistic approach changed in favour of composi-
tions filled with subtle tonalities and mists or hazes (he would 
later be categorized as one of a group of landscape artists known 
as Tonalists). These works were populated by figures who were 
decidedly contemporary, yet still anonymous and idealized. 

Summer of c. 1890 [5.17.5] reflects Dewing’s new style. Here, 
two elegantly dressed women move through a vaguely defined 
landscape; one extends a long, slim pole in front of her, sug-
gesting the act of fishing, or perhaps butterfly-catching. Their 
actions and identities are not important to Dewing: what he 
wants to convey is a mood, one suggested by the title Summer. 
Indeed, artists often gave their paintings emblematic or evoca-
tive titles—Morning, Spring, Summer, Lilies—that denied the 
specificity of the setting and the figures, thus encouraging the 
viewer to focus on the aesthetic aspect of the work.

The art historian Kathleen Pyne argues that the women in 
Dewing’s paintings “encapsulated the late 19th-century defi-
nition of America as an Anglo-Saxon nation that promised to 
be the culmination of world civilization.” Dewing was one of 
many in the US who subscribed to the theories of the British 
philosopher Herbert Spencer, who offered a more palatable 
alternative to Charles Darwin’s seemingly grim, survival-of-the-
fittest theory of evolution. In Pyne’s words, Spencer “held that 
nature advanced harmoniously in an inherently moral universe 
toward higher forms of life. In his scheme, evolution impelled 

5.17.5 Thomas Wilmer Dewing: Summer, c. 1890.
Oil on canvas, 421⁄8 x 541⁄4 in. (107 x 138 cm.) 
Smithsonian American Art Museum, Washington, D.C.
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human life toward a peaceful, utopian state.” This theory was 
particularly popular with those of Anglo-Saxon descent, who 
felt embattled and threatened by the latest waves of immigra-
tion. Within Spencer’s theory, they could envision themselves 
as the most advanced state of life. Spencer also believed that 
environment played a key role in evolution. Hence, “cultured” 
environments would civilize “darker” immigrants, and advance 
those of lighter complexion even further in their progression 
toward utopia. Furthermore, Spencer’s emphasis on unity, 
harmony, and repose fit well with the new aesthetic theories 
espoused by Whistler and his supporters.

Dewing’s paintings, according to Pyne, present the idea of 
evolutionary self-refinement in two ways. The first “centered 
on the turning inward of the self to the nurturing world of the 
psyche and the imagination; the other involved the release of 
the self into the sustenance and boundlessness of nature.” Thus 
the women in his paintings who dissolve into nature and/or into 
self-reflection are furthering the progress of civilization. They 
are, in Pyne’s words, “distillations of intellect and aesthetic sen-
sibility; their physical bodies have been devalued and sloughed 
away.” Yet these bodies are of a decidedly Anglo-Saxon cast,  
with their elongated limbs, pale skin, and aquiline facial fea-
tures: they are simultaneously not of this world in their aesthetic 
contemplation, and very much of it in their upper-class physical 
and cultural characteristics. 

This utopian world of long-necked women in elegant attire 
baffled most art viewers, who still wanted “the facts.” The more 
such works were criticized as unintelligible, the more their cre-
ators pointed to the need to maintain a distance between their 
art and the undiscerning public, be it conservative art critics or 
the person in the street. Having to compete with a proliferation 
of image-makers, from producers of popular prints to portrait 

photographers, many felt compelled to distinguish themselves 
clearly from this mass-produced culture. They created paintings 
marked by formal effects that mechanical reproduction had yet 
to master—visible brushstrokes, subtle gradations of color, fog-
shrouded hills. Photographers like William B. Post (1857–1925), 
though, easily replicated their subject matter and mood, if not 
their color [5.17.6]. While the idealized women would soon 
almost disappear, the emphasis on formal innovation and the 
disdain for mass culture and mass audiences would continue 
apace into the twentieth century.

American Impressionism and Consumer Culture: 
William Merritt Chase’s In the Studio 

While some of the artists who returned from Europe depicted 
women in clothing or settings evoking the worlds of ancient 
Greece or Rome, others rejected this vision and instead por-
trayed the female figure dressed in contemporary garb and 
located in urban spaces, domestic interiors, gardens, or land-
scapes. In subject and style, their paintings echoed the work 
of the French Impressionists (for example, Edgar Degas 
[1834–1917], Camille Pissarro [1830–1903], and Claude Monet 
[1840–1926]), and because of this they came to be known 
as American Impressionists. Their works received the great-
est critical attention in the 1890s and the first decade of the  
twentieth century.

According to the art historians H. Barbara Weinberg, Doreen 
Bolger, and David Park Curry, Impressionism resisted “estab-
lished hierarchies of subject, order and finish.” Rather than 
clear narratives, it favoured the spontaneous and the trivial. 
It “empower[ed] the ordinary viewer, insisting on his or her 
engagement with and esteem for fragments of familiar—specifi-
cally local and national—experience.” In 1892 Childe Hassam, 
a member of the American Impressionist circle, commented on 
Impressionism’s focus on the present. Instead of “always depict-
ing the manners, customs, dress and life of an epoch of which he 
knew nothing,” a “true historical painter, it seems to me, is one 
who paints the life he sees about him, and so makes a record 
of his own epoch.” Hassam’s words echo those of the art critic 
Eugene Benson who, in a review of Winslow Homer’s Prisoners 
from the Front of 1866 [4.13.1; p. 237], argued that history paint-
ing should give us “art that shall become historical, not art that 
is intended to be so.” 

One of the most popular American Impressionists was 
William Merritt Chase (1849–1916). While most within this 
group studied in Paris, Chase instead chose Munich. The heavy, 
visible brushstrokes and dark tones in his early paintings reflect 
the influence of this training (the tones and paint application are 
generally much lighter in the work of Paris-trained artists). These 

qualities can be found in Chase’s In the Studio (1880) [5.17.7]. The 
painting is dominated by the deep browns of the floor and fur-
niture and the rich golds of the silk hanging and picture frames. 
The paint-laden brushstrokes are visible in the clothing of the 
elegantly dressed woman sitting on the bench, the portfolio 
she examines, and the rug on which the portfolio rests. In fact, 
the woman is painted as another of the richly textured objects 
that adorn this artist’s studio—the Japanese fabrics, brass plant-
holder, and ornately carved Renaissance-Baroque credenza. The 
woman both looks at art and is presented as art by the painter.

Chase’s painting is one of several by the artist and his contem-
poraries that locate women within lavish artists’ studios. While 
these works may speak to the material success of their creators, 
the art historian Sarah Burns suggests that they, and the women 
within them, represent a more complex change in the material 
world of the late nineteenth century. They represent, she argues, 
part of the emergent consumer culture that was displacing the 

Victorian moralities of work, thrift, and self-denial with a focus 
on self-gratification through the acquisition of material goods. In 
this context, the elaborately decorated artist’s studio is a sales-
room intended to display the artist’s wares “and to create desire 
among potential clientele by seducing their senses through the 
romantic associations of the aesthetic commodities on show.” 
The emphasis of Chase and others on the surface quality of 
paintings, and on the experiencing of emotion or sentiment, 
increased the association between the object being viewed and 
the immediate visual pleasure. This association was effectively 
used to sell not just artworks, but also commercial products in 
the new palaces of consumption of this era—department stores.

This merging of the displays of art and commerce (de -
part ment stores also often included art galleries) created an 
ambi valence and anxiety among artists and critics, writes Burns. 
Older celebrations of art’s “elevating moral and ideological 
functions” now came up against new, market-driven discourses, 
which directly addressed “the commercial dimensions of 
artworks produced as luxury consumer goods promising indi-
vidual self-gratification, both sensual and spiritual.” 

5.17.6 William B. Post: Summer Days, 1895. 
Photograph 
George Eastman House, Rochester, New York

5.17.7 William Merritt Chase: In the Studio, 1880. 
Oil on canvas, 281⁄8 x 401⁄16 in. (71.4 x 101.8 cm.) 
Brooklyn Museum of Art, New York
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In both realms—the department store and the studio—
gender played a crucial role. Women had been identified early 
on in the development of the department store as its major cus-
tomers; they were the ones who perused the goods on display 
and made the family purchases. According to contemporary 
accounts, women also constituted the majority of visitors to 
the open houses held by artists, such as Chase, in their studios. 
Thus, Burns suggests that the women in paintings of studio inte-
riors may be read as “cultural shoppers,” “engaged in a drama of 
cultural consumption.” 

At the same time, women were seldom the nominal  
purchasers of major artworks (their fathers or husbands 
would assume this role). Rather, they functioned as “mediators 
between raw money from the arenas of commerce and capital 
and the pure, transcendent spheres of art.” Their presence aided 
in the feminizing of the studio, inserting a passive, yet sensual 
quality into a world ultimately dependent on industrial or 
commercial wealth, which was coded inevitably as male. By 
the early twentieth century many male artists were stripping 
their studios of opulent clutter in an attempt to reassert their 
masculinity and distance themselves from the excesses of 
material consumption.

The prominence of objects from Japan in Chase’s painting 
reflects a well-established association between the Far East and 
the exotic or sensual. It also indicates an increased interest in the 
region in both America and Europe after a US Navy expedition 
led by Commodore Matthew C. Perry forced Japan to open trade 
with the West in 1854, thus ending the country’s 220-year-old 
policy of national seclusion. In 1856, Perry published a report 
on his journey that contained facsimiles of Japanese prints; by 
1860 prints by Katsushika Hokusai (1760–1849) were circulat-
ing in major cities in the eastern US, just as Japan was setting up 
its first embassy in New York City. 

Painters began featuring objects from Japan (Japonaiserie) 
in their work and adopting the formal qualities of Japanese 
prints, with their shallow spaces and large areas of unmodu-
lated color (Japonisme) (Whistler did both). Wealthy individuals 
also began acquiring Japanese art objects (for an example of 
Japanese influence in colonial American homes see p. 72). The 
railroad magnate William H. Vanderbilt, one of the richest 
men in the US in the late nineteenth century, had a Japanese 
Room constructed in which to display his collection [5.17.8]. It 
was marked by red-lacquered beams, ebonized wood cabinets, 
gold brocade wall-hangings, and a woven bamboo ceiling. In 
addition, Japanese motifs were taken up in the decorative arts 
[5.18.11, 5.18.12; p. 326]. This fascination with the artistic products 
of Asia was accompanied by an interest in the region’s poten-
tial for economic investment. Soon the US would become a 

neighboring colonial power, with the expulsion of Spain and 
the US occupation of the Philippines in 1898 as a result of the 
Spanish-American War.

American Impressionism and the Nostalgic Landscape: 
J. Alden Weir and John Twachtman 

Impressionist painters were interested in capturing, through 
exacting observation, the transient aspects of the contemporary 
world, in particular the qualities of light, color, and atmo-
sphere. As did many American artists before them, American 
Impressionists turned to the landscape for subject matter. 
Their approach, however, was radically different. The art his-
torian William H. Gerdts sums up the history of American 
landscape painting during the nineteenth century “as a shift 
from the solid and substantial to the ephemeral, from forests 
and mountains to light and atmosphere, from the timelessness 
of classical art to the transience of Impressionism.” While the 
American Impressionists, like their Hudson River School prede-
cessors (see p. 157), were committed to depicting the American 
landscape, they used a cosmopolitan visual language grounded 
in the experiments of contemporary French artists. They also 

tended to paint more personal spaces—the family farms or small 
villages in New England where many of these artists settled.

Like Kenyon Cox and Thomas Wilmer Dewing [5.17.3, 
p. 302; 5.17.5, p. 303], several American Impressionists combined 
women and landscape in their paintings. One case in point is 
Obweebetuck (c. 1908) [5.17.9] by J. Alden Weir (1852–1919), who 
spent several years studying in Paris before returning to the US 
and settling in New York City. The title of this painting refers to 
the mountain in the background located in the northeast corner 
of Connecticut, near the village of Windham (“Obweebetuck” is 
an Algonquin word meaning “the place you see the river”). His 
wife’s family owned a country home near Windham, and the 
artist often painted there during the summer. According to the 
art historian Anne E. Dawson, the building visible in the upper 
right, with the three women located on or near the porch, is the 
lye house on the Baker family’s property. The painting is filled 
with bright greens, yellow, and lime green, with the blue-gray 
mountain in the background set off against an almost white sky. 
The leaves and branches of the trees to the left and right provide 
a canopy of shade to protect the house and the figures from the 
strong rays of the sun, which fall on the white picket fence and 
trees in the middle distance. 

The mountain and lye house indicate the specific locale of 
the painting (although Weir moved the mountain to the right 
to achieve what he felt was a more pleasing composition). The 
women lack such specificity. While we can surmise that they are 
Weir’s daughters, the quick paint-laden brushstrokes that make 
up the figures provide no evidence of their individual identity. 

They are primarily compositional devices that allow Weir to 
capture the quality of the light and the relaxed mood, while also 
unifying the work. The white of the fence is echoed in the white 
of the women’s dresses and their small dog; the posts of the lye 
house porch mimic the fence’s pickets.  

Weir also locates the three female figures in a liminal space 
between the domestic sphere and the world of nature. The lye 
house was initially a place of labor (lye was used to make soap), 
yet had been transformed into a playhouse by his daughters. 
The women do not engage in labor; instead they survey a land-
scape that has been marked by the labor of others. Originally 
the home of the Algonquin peoples who named the mountain in 
the distance, the land was claimed, cleared, and marked off with 
white picket fences by European settler colonists for their farms. 

The inclusion of the large framing trees and the forested 
area in the background indicate not only Weir’s desire to create 
a contemporary pastoral landscape, but also his commitment 
to preserving what tree cover remained in the surrounding area 
(the region around Windham had been largely deforested to 
accommodate agricultural pursuits). He was known to buy trees 
near his farm in Branchville, Connecticut in order to prevent 
them from being cut down. The area near Windham was also 
home to the Willimantic Linen Company, which Weir painted in 
a similar pastoral manner, nestled in the tree-filled small town 
with no factory workers in sight. Other textile factories were also 
located in the valley, drawn by the rivers and the ready access to 
the railroads. As H. Barbara Weinberg, Doreen Bolger, and David 
Park Curry note, the landscapes of the American Impressionists 
often “appealed to a new American audience that increasingly 
valued landscape because its beauty was at once threatened and 
made more accessible by progress.”

Weir’s friend, John Twachtman (1853-1902), also located 
his women in such a liminal space in his On the Terrace of 
c. 1897 [5.17.10; p. 308]. In Paris from 1883 to 1885, he studied 
at the Académie Julian with Jules-Joseph Lefebvre and Gustave-
Rodolphe Boulanger. Here, we know for certain that the figures 
are Twachtman’s wife Martha and their three children, and that 
the setting is the Twachtman farm in Greenwich, Connecticut. 
Once again, however, the identity of the figures is not the 
focus of the artist, for their faces are only vaguely demarcated. 
Instead, as in Weir’s painting, they stand out because of their 
bright white dresses, which allow Twachtman to capture certain 
reflective qualities of light. These dresses, in fact, serve to hide 
rather than demarcate the bodies, which seem to float in space. 
As in Obweebetuck, they are not situated in bright sunlight, 
but in a soft light, the top left corner of the farmhouse in the 
background catching the stronger rays of the sun. The cultivated 
garden, with its flowerbeds and arbor, encloses the figures. 

5.17.8 The Japanese Room in the house of Cornelius Vanderbilt II, New York; 
From Edward Strahan (Earl Shinn), Mr. Vanderbilt’s House and Collection,  
New York, 1883–84. 
Morris Library, University of Delaware, Newark

5.17.9 J. Alden Weir: Obweebetuck, c. 1908. 
Oil on canvas, 19"1⁄2 x 23"1⁄4 in. (49.5 x 59.1 cm.) 
Private collection
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While a scene of contemporary life, it is imbued with a strong 
sense of the romantic and nostalgic.

This presentation of the Twachtman farm as an idyllic rural 
hideaway is what brought increasing numbers of New Yorkers 
the short distance by train to Greenwich and the nearby fishing 
village of Cos Cob. As the fishing industry declined, the region 
became the site of summer homes or vacation stays for wealthy 
city residents, with recreational yachts replacing fishing boats. 
When not staying at his farm, Twachtman often commuted 
between New York City, where he taught, and Cos Cob. Many of 
the American Impressionists who worked and exhibited with 
Twachtman in the city joined him in these picturesque country 
retreats. They preferred, in the words of Weinberg, Bolger, and 
Curry, to escape the “social and visual ills” of the urban environ-
ment in order to be “close to the memories of bygone days and 
far removed from the realities of modern life.” When these reali-
ties intruded, they were made more palatable through insertion 
into light-filled pastoral landscapes. 

American Impressionism and Portraiture 
One category of Impressionist painting where the distinctive 
features of human figures come into focus is that of portraiture. 
This is evident when William Merritt Chase’s In the Studio [5.17.7; 
p. 305] and his Portrait of Miss Dora Wheeler (1883) [5.17.11] are 
compared. Each depicts a woman seated in an interior. Each is 
marked by rich silk Japanese fabrics, elegant dark furniture, and 
finely decorated ceramics. In each the artist has unified the com-
position through the use of color. The deep browns and golds 
that permeate In the Studio are broken up by the brilliant whites 

of the woman’s dress, the pages of the portfolio she examines, 
the mattes of the pictures on the credenza, and the paper  or 
cloth under the painting on the chair to the right. In Portrait 
of Miss Dora Wheeler, the muted brown floor is overwhelmed 
by the brilliant yellows of the silk and flowers, and the striking 
blues of the vase and Wheeler’s gown. 

Yet there are also significant differences between the two 
paintings. While In the Studio is dominated by horizontals and 
verticals, Portrait of Miss Dora Wheeler is organized around 
two intersecting diagonals. One is composed of Wheeler’s rel-
axed body, while the other begins with the cat in the upper 
left and runs through the yellow daffodils and the blue ties of 
Wheeler’s gown that hang over the edge of the chair. One figure 
looks down, absorbed in the portfolio, whereas the other looks 
directly at the viewer. The strong design, shallow composition, 
and careful placement of yellows and blues together enhance 
the decorative quality of Chase’s portrait. Yet the viewer’s eye 
is continually drawn to the least decorative element—the self-
confident gaze and strong features of Dora Wheeler, an artist 
who had studied at the Académie Julian in Paris. In composi-
tion and subject matter Chase’s painting also echoes that of 
James Abbott McNeill Whistler’s Arrangement in Grey and Black 
No. 1: The Artist’s Mother [5.17.2; p. 301]. Yet in Chase’s work the 
woman turns to confront the viewer, making it next to impos-
sible to ignore her identity in favor of the formal aspects of 
the composition.

This self-confident gaze also appears in Self-Portrait of 1885 
[5.17.12] by the American Impressionist Ellen Day Hale (1855–
1940). Hale came from a prominent Boston family whose lineage 
included Nathan Hale the patriot, Lyman Beecher the preacher, 
Harriet Beecher Stowe the author, and Catherine Beecher the 
educator. Many of her living relatives were also authors and 
painters, and her art instruction began early in Boston, culmi-
nating in several trips to Europe in the early 1880s to study with 
various artists and at the Académie Colarossi and the Académie 
Julian. In her self-portrait, Hale adopts the floral patterned 
backdrop and shallow space that mark so many of the interior 
scenes painted by Impressionists and artists of the Aesthetic 
Movement. Again, however, the gaze and strong personality of 
the artist are striking. Hale has increased the emphasis on her 
face and hand by portraying herself in dark clothing; even her 
ostrich-feather fan is dark. Her prominence in the painting—she 
is located at the front of the picture plane and takes up almost 
half of the canvas—ensures that her presence and her identity 
will take precedence over, and be enhanced by, the formal quali-
ties of the work.

Two American artists well known for their portraits of elegant 
middle- and upper-class women were John Singer Sargent and 
Cecilia Beaux. Born in Florence of American parents, Sargent 
(1856–1925) spent most of his life in Europe, particularly in 
Paris and London. He was closely associated with the Aesthetic 
Movement in England in the 1880s and 1890s, but has also been 
viewed by art historians as an American Impressionist. Unlike 
Whistler, he believed that rendering the “appearance” of things 
was an honorable goal for an artist, but he also believed that 
appearances needed to be refined and intensified for the viewer. 

His friend Edmund Gosse wrote that Sargent thought “the artist 
ought to know nothing whatever about the nature of the object 
before him…but should concentrate all his powers on a repre-
sentation of its appearance.” Thus, the less one knew about the 
subject, the freer one was to concentrate on its formal qualities.

Sargent was most concerned with creating form through 
the manipulation of light and shadow, and produced brilliant 
paintings marked by luscious skin tones, accents of rich color, 
and subtle plays of light across surfaces. His visible and seem-
ingly effortless brushstrokes provided texture to the surface of 
the canvas. He had learned his lessons well in the Paris studio 
of Emile-Auguste Carolus-Duran, an artist who encouraged his 
students to strive for virtuosity and flair in their work. 

These qualities—feathery brushwork, subtle plays of 
light—are clearly apparent in one of Sargent’s more decora-
tive works, Nonchaloir (Repose) of 1911 [5.17.13]. Like Whistler’s 
Arrangement in Grey and Black No. 1: The Artist’s Mother [5.17.2; 
p. 301], the painting is both a portrait and a study in form and 
color. Sargent’s niece Rose-Marie Ormond was the model for the 
painting, yet her personality does not dominate the composi-
tion. What dominates is the mood of repose or relaxation. The 
woman is integrated into the interior through the green and 
gold tones that permeate everything, from table to sofa to dress 
to skin.

In contrast to this, Sargent’s portrait of 1888 of the wealthy 
Bostonian art patron Isabella Stewart Gardner [5.17.14; p. 310] is 
above all about the sitter’s personality and presence. Yet there is 
a certain tension in the painting between Sargent’s commitment 
to decorative form and his need to capture the features and 

5.17.10 John Twachtman: On the Terrace, c. 1897. 
Oil on canvas, 25 x 301⁄8 in. (63.5 x 76.5 cm.) 
Smithsonian American Art Museum, Washington, D.C.

5.17.11 William Merritt Chase: Portrait of Miss Dora Wheeler, 1883.
Oil on canvas, 621⁄2 x 651⁄4 in. (158.7 x 165.8 cm.)
The Cleveland Museum of Art, Cleveland, Ohio

5.17.12 Ellen Day Hale: Self-Portrait, 1885.
Oil on canvas, 281⁄2 x 383⁄4 in. (72.4 x 98.4 cm.) 
Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, Massachusetts 

5.17.13 John Singer Sargent: Nonchaloir (Repose), 1911.
Oil on canvas, 251⁄8 x 30 in. (63.8 x 76.2 cm.) 
National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C. 
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woman” at the turn of the century. Here was the “femme 
fatale” that populated the work of British and French follow-
ers of Aestheticism, the counterpart to the more passive and 
sexually available female nudes. While she is made possible  
by men’s accomplishments—Gardner’s father was a wealthy 
New York merchant and her husband a prominent Boston 
banker—she also makes them possible. She exerts power over 
men, urges them on in their acquisition of wealth, and directs 
the spending of their fortunes. She will banish the pure and 
innocent American Girl from her position as national icon, and 
take her place as the more aggressive New Woman of the early 
twentieth century, more apt to be criticized than celebrated  
in painting.

The American Impressionist Cecilia Beaux (1855–1942) 
created another version of the New Woman in her portraits. 
Beaux began her art training in the Philadelphia home of her 
maternal grandparents and aunts (her mother died shortly 
after giving birth to her, and her grief-stricken father returned 
to his native France). While recently having suffered financial 
setbacks, they instilled in her the attitudes of the well-to-do, in 
particular an appreciation of the various arts. 

Beaux started her art training by copying lithographs and 
later studied with a relative, the history painter Catharine Ann 
Drinker. She also supplemented her income by painting nearly 
life-size heads of children on porcelain plates. Her biographer 
Tara Leigh Tappert notes that these were so successful that 
“parents nearly wept over them;” by the early 1880s her repu-
tation as a china painter had spread to “mothers in the Far 
West.” Fortunately, a few of these early portraits survive, such 
as Clara Hoopes (1882) [5.17.15]. The image of Clara, the daugh-
ter of a neighbor of Beaux’s in West Philadelphia, was based 
on a daguerreotype of about 1853, when she was eight years 
old, and the stiff pose reflects this origin. Beaux updated the 
portrait by including brown-flowered wallpaper and geometri-
cally patterned wainscoting in the background, marks of the 
Aesthetic-style interior decoration of the 1870s and 1880s. 
Tappert notes that Beaux proudly sent her china portraits to 
the annual exhibitions at the Pennsylvania Academy, but later 
denounced them as the “lowest depth I ever reached in com-
mercial art.”

After several years of further study in Philadelphia, Beaux 
traveled to Paris in the late 1880s and attended the Académie 
Julian, returning to the US in 1889. While in Paris she met 
Sargent, with whom she remained close friends. The stylis-
tic similarities between them, and their common focus on 
por  traiture, caused many critics to compare their work. For 
example, one reviewer wrote of Sita and Sarita (1893–94) 
[5.17.16; p. 312] when it was shown in 1895 at the Society of 

American Artists in New York: “I am going to say that I don’t see 
how even Mr. Sargent could paint a portrait with more distinc-
tion than that of the woman with a black cat by Miss Beaux in 
the present exhibition.” 

Beaux quickly became a much-sought-out portrait painter 
after her return from Paris, building on the reputation she had 
already made for herself. By the turn of the century her clientele 
came not only from Philadelphia, but also from Boston, New 
York, Washington, and many towns in between, causing her 
to move to New York to be more centrally located. Beaux was 
interested in the same problems as many of her male contempo-
raries—how to create a sense of quick execution through heavily 
laden brushstrokes while still maintaining the structural integ-
rity of the figure, and how to give an overall decorative unity to 
the composition. She also focused on similar subject matter—
women and girls in interior settings or generalized landscapes. 

Beaux knew most of her sitters and was successful not only 
in capturing their personalities, but also in devising overall 
unified compositions. In Sita and Sarita, a portrait of her cousin 
Sara Allibone Leavitt with a black cat, the young woman’s 
body dissolves into a series of white slashes and folds (this 
is one of a series of “white” paintings from the 1890s). These 
markings reinforce the shallowness of the space that is initially 
suggested by the dark background. The billowing lines of the 
sleeves are echoed in the curved forms of the upholstery and its 
vegetal designs.

The most compelling elements in the painting, however, are 
the pairs of eyes that echo each other and continually draw the 
viewer’s own gaze. While the woman stares off into the distance, 
the cat stares directly out. It is so close to her head that it blends 

personality of a subject about whom he must, of necessity, know 
something. Sargent has emphasized the decorative through the 
placement of the figure in front of an Italian cut-velvet brocade 
from the sixteenth century owned by the sitter. By placing her 
head in the center of one of the pomegranate motifs, he adds 
a subtle religious connotation, the concentric rings radiating 
outward like a pulsating aura or halo. In fact, the author Henry 
James described the painting as a “Byzantine Madonna with 
a halo.” At the same time, the design directly above her head 
resembles a crown, adding a more secular suggestion of author-
ity. The curved lines of the design are also echoed in the pearls 
around Gardner’s neck and waist and in the position of her 
arms. Yet, unlike the woman in Nonchaloir, Gardner does not 
dissolve into her interior. She stands proudly in the center of 
the image, as if waiting to accept the offerings of her admirers.

The painting created a considerable stir when it was exhib-
ited in 1888 at Boston’s St. Botolph Club. Many thought Gardner 
had been depicted as a goddess. Others debated the signifi-
cance of her pose: was it a flattering likeness or a generic image 
of woman as enigma, much as Ormond was representative of 
woman as repose? Perhaps the most complex response came 
several years later in the French writer Paul Bourget’s Outre- mer 
(Notes sur l’Amérique), published in 1895. Bourget calls Sargent’s 
portrait the “American Idol” and goes on:

Rubies, like drops of blood, sparkle on her shoes…
The head, intellectual and daring, with a countenance as 
of one who had understood everything….The rounded 
arms…are joined by the clasped hands—firm hands…
which might guide four horses with the precision of an 
English coachman. It is the picture of an energy at once 
delicate and invincible, momentarily in repose, and there 
is something of the Byzantine Madonna in that face, with 
its wide-open eyes. Yes, this woman is an idol, for whose 
service man labors, whom he has decked with the jewels 
of a queen, behind each of whose whims lie days and 
days spent in the ardent battle of Wall Street. Frenzy of 
speculation in land, cities undertaken and constructed 
by strokes of millions of dollars, trains launched at full 
speed over bridges built on a Babel-like sweep of arch, 
the creaking of cable cars, the quivering of electric cars, 
sliding along their wires with a crackle and a spark, the 
dizzy ascent of elevators in buildings twenty stories high…
these are what have made possible this woman, this living 
orchid, unexpected masterpiece of this civilization.

The art historian Albert Boime sees this passage as indica-
tive of male anxieties surrounding the emergence of the “new 

5.17.14 John Singer Sargent: Isabella Stewart Gardner, 1888.
Oil on canvas, 743⁄4 x 311⁄2 in. (189.9 x 80 cm.)
Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum, Boston, Massachusetts 

5.17.15 Cecilia Beaux: Clara Hoopes, 1882.
Oil on porcelain, d. 12"1⁄2 in. (31.8 cm.) 
Elizabeth Arthur 
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into her black hair, suggesting it is somehow a manifestation 
of her or her animal “familiar.” While in Paris, Beaux had met 
Edouard Manet (1832–1883), a pivotal figure in the emergence 
of Impressionism, and was undoubtedly aware of his painting 
Olympia (1863) [5.17.17] and the furore it caused when it was 
exhibited at the Paris Salon of 1865. The frankness of Olympia’s 
nudity and her confrontational pose caused many to see her not 
as an inviting nude but as an urban prostitute, whose naked-
ness was an affront to respectable society. The black woman 
with flowers and the black cat at the end of the bed functioned 
as signs of Olympia’s sexual availability, the former associated 
with “savage” Africa, the latter with the unholy world of witches. 

Beaux’s cat, which assumes the same arched pose and direct 
stare as the cat in Olympia, is associated with a fully clothed 
woman, one whose respectability and purity are symbolized by 
her white dress. Yet just as the cat in Olympia darkens the light-
colored shawl beneath it with its shadow, so too does Beaux’s cat 

darken the white shoulder upon which it is perched. In addition, 
the sheer material in the top of the bodice provides a glimpse 
of the skin beneath, just as a slight blue shadow suggests the 
cleavage between her breasts. These details suggest a sexual 
energy behind the reserved exterior. So, too, does the figure’s 
hand that, as in Olympia, is placed firmly over her pubic area. 
The threading of her sash under the first finger of this hand, 
over the next two, and under the fourth creates an additional 
sense of restrained composure. Thus, Beaux’s painting works 
against the denial of sexual feelings in “respectable” women, a 
denial that was a key part of gender discourse at the end of the 
nineteenth century and that was undoubtedly drilled into her 
by her grandmother and aunts, who were of good Puritan New 
England stock. It comments subtly on the connections so often 
made between “uncontrolled” female sexuality, evil witches 
(with their animal “familiars”), and darkness.

An interesting comparison can be made between Sita and 
Sarita and another portrait in which a figure is paired with a 
cat, that of Beaux’s brother-in-law Henry Sturgis Drinker (1898) 
[5.17.18]. Normally, her portraits of professional men show 
figures in dark suits seated in simple wooden chairs with little 
else to identify the location. Drinker, a corporate railroad lawyer, 
is indeed seated in a Windsor chair and located in a shallow 
space, but it is clearly a domestic space, with shutters and cur-
tains visible in the background. The use of an overall color 
scheme of white, green, and gold adds a decorative quality, most 
often associated with images of women. Drinker wears a white, 
not black, suit, which catches the light coming in through the 
window. Again, white clothing is usually worn by women, not 
men, although contemporary viewers would undoubtedly have 
interpreted the white here as an indication of the casualness of 
the moment, rather than the purity of the sitter. The attitudes of cat and human are reversed from those in 

Sita and Sarita, where the cat confronts us and the woman looks 
away. The man gazes out, while the orange tabby cat rests with 
eyes half-closed in his lap. The two bound fingers of Sara’s right 
hand are replaced by the spread fingers of Henry’s left hand. 
The open and unself-conscious manner in which Henry pres-
ents himself to his artist sister-in-law suggests his comfort in 
her presence and his own sense of self-confidence. Yet the self-  
confidence is not total, for the slightly knitted brow and dark-
ened left eye suggest a possibly troubled soul. Tappert describes 
Drinker as a man who loved his wife, Beaux’s sister Etta, “in a 
distracted and somewhat distant manner…a strong-willed patri-
arch who occupied a distinctly male world and firmly believed 
that only men shaped destiny.” Beaux has, in Tappert’s words, 
“domesticated” and “tamed” this distant patriarch, bringing 
him out of the world of law and high finance and into the more 
subdued, female-controlled world of the home.

Beaux also created several portraits of women using the 
conventions commonly adopted for male portraiture—sombre 
palettes, dark and nondescript backgrounds. Such conventions 
were appropriate, for these women occupied important posi-
tions in that male world outside of the home. The subject of 
M Adelaide Nutting (1906) [5.17.19] was superintendent of nurses 
and principal of the training school for nurses at Johns Hopkins 
University Hospital in Baltimore. Just as Dr. Agnew’s students 
commissioned Thomas Eakins to create a portrait of their 
teacher (see p. 280), so, too, did Nutting’s students, along with 
the alumnae association, commission Beaux to commemorate 
the retirement of their beloved teacher in paint. The mottled 
green background lightens somewhat the dark foreground 
marked by Nutting’s black dress. The white hat, collar, and cuffs 
draw attention to the sources of her success—her sharp mind 
and skilled hands. In these hands she holds the red notebook 
that she constantly carried with her on her rounds. She gazes 
past the viewer with assurance, reflecting on her many years of 
work and on what lay ahead for women in the field of medicine.

5.17.17 Edouard Manet: Olympia, 1863. 
Oil on canvas, 513⁄4 x 743⁄4 in. (130.5 x 190 cm.) 
Musée d’Orsay, Paris

5.17.18 Cecilia Beaux: Henry Sturgis Drinker (Man with a Cat), 1898. 
Oil on canvas, 48 x 34 in. (121.9 x 86.4 cm.) 
Smithsonian American Art Museum, Washington, D.C.5.17.16 Cecilia Beaux: Sita and Sarita, 1893–94.

Oil on canvas, 37 x 25 in. (94 x 63.5 cm.) 
Musée d’Orsay, Paris

5.17.19 Cecilia Beaux: M. Adelaide Nutting, 1906. 
Oil on canvas, 37 x 24 in. (94 x 61 cm.) 
Johns Hopkins Hospital, Baltimore, Maryland
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At the same time, Smith continues, while the woman’s identity 
appears to have been overridden by the presentation of her 
body as archive, “one might also imagine that an individual 
identity has been protected from ‘the gaze of the curious’ here, 
hidden by the almost unnerving effect of reflection.”

The title of the photograph—The Masquerade—also deflects 
the viewer’s assumption that he or she could “know” the woman 
beneath the photographs and behind the fan. In fact, it also 
suggests that photography itself participates in this masquer-
ade. With the camera on top of her head, the woman, as Smith 
notes, embodies “the whole of the photographic process, sym-
bolically occupying at once all of the positions engendered by 
photography: photographer, photographed, and viewer.” The 
fan, the symbol of masquerade, draws the viewer’s attention 
to the camera. While the camera is celebrated for capturing 
the “real person” through its scientific information-gathering 
process—displayed fulsomely in the photographs attached to 
the woman’s dress—the fan short-circuits that process. While 
the masquerade performed by the woman denies us access to 
her identity, her own vision “remain[s] unimpaired, bettered, in 
fact, by her photographic prosthesis. Indeed, the model, in her 
slightly alarming visage as cyclops, might unnerve the viewer 
with her usurpation of the gaze.”

George Fiske (1835–1918), one of the photographers 
employed by Houseworth, created a different image of female 
resistance to gendered identities with his image of Kitty Tatch 
and Katherine Hazelston of c. 1895, waitresses at hotels in 
Yosemite National Park [5.17.21]. The two women have strayed 
from the paths carefully laid out throughout Yosemite Valley by 
Frederick Law Olmsted (see pp. 296–98). Instead, they stand on 
Overhanging Rock, legs raised in an “unladylike” pose holding 
hands. The precipitous 3,000-foot- (914-meters-) drop into 
the valley below shown in Fiske’s photograph emphasizes the 
daring nature of their act. In the American West, it seems, any-
thing is possible.

Fiske has combined the conventions of two visual traditions 
in this image, landscape and portraiture, while simultaneously 
undermining both. In landscapes, small human figures are often 
placed safely in the foreground to provide a sense of scale or of 
human control over the land [3.8.8, p. 157; 3.8.9, p. 158; 3.9.1, 
p. 172]. Here, the two figures perch precariously in the top right 
corner of the composition, providing the viewer with a vicarious 
thrill. In portraiture, the person is usually close to the front of 
the picture plane, available for inspection by the viewer, who 
is looking for information about the subject’s identity or social 
position. In Fiske’s composition, the women are a con siderable 
distance from the photographer, and thus from the viewer. Their 
identities lie not in the details of their facial features or their 

Performing Identity in Photographic Portraits
While the oil portraits of the American Impressionists filled 
the homes of wealthy Americans, photographic portraits prolif-
erated in the domestic spaces of both rich and poor. In 1850, 
as T. S. Arthur writes, it was “hard to find a man who has not 
gone through the [daguerreotypist’s] hands from once to a 
half-a-dozen times” (see p. 145). By the end of the nineteenth 
century it was even more difficult to find such an individual, 
male or female, who had not accumulated a sizable archive of 
photographs of him- or herself, family and friends. These family 
collections joined other photographic archives—those of gov-
ernment agents, criminologists, sociologists, eugenicists—that 
created hierarchical narratives based on race, gender, and class. 
At the same time, however, photography allowed individuals to 
challenge these hierarchies by disrupting the dominant photo-
graphic narratives circulating within and outside of the home.

The popularity of photographic portraits resulted in an 
explosion of photographers and studios after the Civil War. As 
mentioned earlier, photographers in San Francisco in the 1870s 
and 1880s faced stiff competition for customers (see pp. 298–99) 
and had to increase their advertising to draw attention to their 
products. One form of publicity that emerged in the 1860s was 
the cabinet-card advertisement. Cabinet cards were similar to 
cartes-de-visites (small photographic portraits on cardstock 
given out on social occasions as gifts or used as calling cards), 
only larger at approximately 4 × 6 inches (10.16 × 15.24 cm). A 
precursor of the postcard, they were often mailed to friends. The 
fronts of many of these cards included the name and location 
of the photographer, and thus functioned as a form of publicity. 

Photographers also created cabinet cards specifically to 
advertise their businesses (rather than simply adding their 
names and addresses at the bottom of a commissioned portrait). 
The San Francisco studio of Thomas Houseworth and Company 
produced one such card in the 1880s, titled The Masquerade 
[5.17.20]. A woman stands in the center of the composition in 
front of a wall marked on the right by an engaged pier decorated 
with vaguely classicizing forms. She faces to her left (the view-
er’s right). She holds a fan in her left hand, which covers her face 
below her eyes. To her dress are attached multiple photographic 
portraits of various sizes, and on her head sits a camera. The 
large photographs located at the bottom of her skirt contain, at 
their lower edges, the text “Houseworth’s Celebrities.”

Thomas Houseworth (1828–1916) began as an optical-
instrument maker on the East Coast. He arrived in California in 
1849 along with many others looking to make their fortunes in 
the Gold Rush. After two years with little success, he teamed up 
with the optometrist George Lawrence and opened up an opti-
cian’s office in San Francisco. They also sold camera lenses, and, 

after 1859, stereoscopic photographs. In 1860 the pair began 
producing their own stereoscopic views of the West, for which 
they soon became famous. They also added urban street scenes 
and society portraiture to their portfolio. Houseworth oversaw 
the Western landscape aspect of the business, and hired a team 
of photographers, including Eadweard Muybridge [5.16.1; p. 278]. 
Lawrence retired in 1868, leaving the business to Houseworth. 
In the 1880s, as the demand for western scenery began to wane, 
the studio began to offer celebrity portraiture, as advertised in 
the lower portion of the woman’s dress in The Masquerade.

The literary critic Shawn Michelle Smith’s description of 
a cabinet card containing a similar woman covered in photo-
graphs applies equally well to the Houseworth card:

The photograph presents us with a strangely literal 
image of the body as tabula rasa, representing the body 
itself as a kind of archive. The figure of the woman…
becomes a living display case, a physical frame for 
the images of others….Indeed, her exterior is mapped 
almost entirely by other personages; her face exists 
as one among many. The woman’s body becomes a 
backdrop on which  the photographic process and 
its results are displayed, as she inhabits both the   
studio and the products of the studio advertised.

5.17.21 George Fiske: Kitty Tatch and a friend at Yosemite National Park, c. 1895. 
Photograph 
National Park Service 

5.17.20 Thomas Houseworth and Company: The Masquerade, c. 1880s. 
Cabinet card advertisement 
Private Collection

costumes, but in their audacious act. They are performing their 
gender in a way that marks them as alternatives to the narra-
tives of proper female comportment. They are also performing 
for a broad public. Fiske’s image was transformed into a best-
selling postcard, which circulated widely. Such alternative 
performances would increase as the century ended and the 
women’s rights movement gained momentum.

Another image that resists the conventions of both por-
traiture and female comportment is E. Jane Gay’s self-portrait 
Photographer (after 1893) [5.17.22; p. 316]. Gay (1830–1919) 
began her adult life as a schoolteacher and school administrator 
before becoming a nurse for the Union Army during the Civil 
War. After the war she worked as a children’s tutor and then a 
clerk in the Washington, D.C. Dead Letter Office. She was also an 
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expert cabinetmaker, seamstress, gardener, and gourmet cook. 
Throughout her life she lived with a series of female friends and 
never married. In 1888 she met her old friend Alice Fletcher, an 
anthropologist and agent for the US Department of the Interior’s 
Bureau of Indian Affairs, who had just completed fieldwork 
among the Omahas of Nebraska. Looking for a way out of her 
clerking job, Gay volunteered to accompany Fletcher on her future 
trips in the field as her companion, photographer, and cook. 
Fletcher agreed, and Gay began to teach herself photography.

Fletcher’s next government assignment was to implement 
the Dawes Act of 1887 (see p. 256) among the Nez Perce people 
of Idaho. Reser vation lands were to be divided into 160-acre 
(67-hectares) parcels or allotments assigned to individual Nez 
Perce in exchange for abandoning indigenous culture and 
taking up the ways of the American citizen-farmer. During the 
summers of 1889 to 1892, the two women traveled to Idaho to 
take part in the government-sponsored inventorying, surveying, 
and reshaping of the American West.

The literary scholars Susan Bernardin, Melody Graulich, 
Lisa MacFarlane, and Nicole Tonkovich comment on how 
Fletcher and Gay’s project represents the contradictory and 
entangled nature of many government and scientific agendas. 
While government policies promoted the assimilation of Native 
Americans to white Christian ways, the newly emerging field 
of ethnography focused on the study and recording of the 
indigenous traditions being destroyed. Fletcher and Gay also 
presented a paradox to those they encountered in the field: two 
single middle-aged women doing work normally associated with 
men. Yet women were welcomed into the emerging disciplines 

of anthropology and ethnology by its primarily male founders 
as assistants, in part because their “natural nurturing abilities” 
were assumed to make them suitable for the study of infancy 
and the development of humankind, while “their womanly 
patience and tolerance for repetitive and detailed work quali-
fied them to collect ethnographic [data].” Many, however, moved 
beyond the role of helpmeet and distinguished themselves 
through their own independent research. Photography had also 
become a profession open to more women as new technology 
made cameras lighter and easier to operate. This was particu-
larly important for women like Gay, who wanted to travel to 
regions a considerable distance from towns or cities where sup-
plies and technical assistance were readily available.

Photographer is one of Gay’s few self-portraits. It was created 
after the conclusion of the summer trips to Idaho, and thus can 
be seen, in part, as a reflection on her first experience as a pho-
tographer. For Bernardin, Graulich, MacFarlane, and Tonkovich, 
it functions as a self-conscious critique of the “nexus of camera, 
subject, image, consumer, and viewer.” Gay intentionally chose 
a circular format, rejecting the more common linear, rectangu-
lar frame. She also rejects the frontal gaze and instead presents 
the act of portrait making through an ambiguously gendered 
subject seen from behind. The pocket watch in Gay’s left hand 
introduces a temporal element into the image—the time one 
had to sit still for a photograph, the time it took to develop and 
print it, the time it took to view it. The circular format of Gay’s 
photograph also replicates the lens of the camera, reinforcing 
the position of the viewer as photographer and causing us to 
wonder who, in fact, took the photograph. Who is the “photog-
rapher” referred to in the title? 

As with The Masquerade, the woman in Photographer resists 
the viewer’s gaze, but not by covering her face with a fan and 
diverting her head. Instead, she turns her back. The camera 
perched on the model’s head in the Thomas Houseworth and 
Company photograph positions the woman as photographer 
rather than subject. Photographer was taken by a woman, yet 
the gender identity of the person in the photograph is compli-
cated by the hat and jacket, usually worn by men. 

In her written accounts of her travels with Fletcher, Gay 
created a series of personas: Her Majesty, The Allotting Agent, 
and Miss F. for Fletcher; The Photographer, The Cook, The Friend, 
and I for herself. As Tonkovich notes, she used the persona of 
the Photographer, who is gendered male in her writings, when 
referring to herself in her official capacity as an agent of the 
government. She did not always support the project in which 
she and Fletcher were involved. The Photographer often func-
tioned as the voice of the philosopher/critic, pointing out the 
serious flaws in the Dawes Act and its negative impact on the 

Nez Perce. This criticism also, writes Tonkovich, informed her 
photographs, which “challenge[d] photography’s claims to docu-
mentary realism, often by parodying the conventions of realism 
through emphasizing the banal” or foregrounding “the complic-
ity of image making and image taking with US enterprises of 
imperial expansion in the late nineteenth-century West.” Thus, 
The Photographer in Gay’s self-portrait may embody a critique 
of the medium itself and its ability to provide any meaningful 
evidence of a racial or gendered identity.

Questions of race and gender also inform a series of pho-
tographic portraits compiled by the sociologist and civil rights 
activist W. E. B. Du Bois for the American Negro exhibit at the 
Paris Exposition of 1900. The names of the photographers are 
unknown, but as Du Bois was the individual responsible for col-
lecting, organizing, and presenting the images, they have come 
to be associated with him. 

As Smith notes, these albums included formal studio por-
traits, “informal snapshots of groups outdoors, children playing, 
and people working, images of homes and business establish-
ments, and interior views of elaborately decorated middle-class 
parlors.” Du Bois arranged the photographs into four albums: 
Types of American Negroes; Georgia; USA; and Negro Life in 
Georgia, USA. They were intended to counter claims that African 
Americans were an inferior race. He commented that those 
people who visited the American Negro exhibit would find 
“several volumes of photographs of typical Negro faces, which 
hardly square with conventional American ideas.” 

Formal individual portraits introduced each volume. Each 
individual sat for two photographs, a frontal and profile or 
semi-profile image, as can be seen in the head-and-shoulders 
photographs of an African American girl [5.17.23]. The girl is 
dressed in fashionable attire, attesting to a certain level of mate-
rial prosperity. In the frontal image she looks out confidently at 
the viewer. She sits in front of a plain dark-gray background.

Such photographic pairings and setting echo the poses 
and setting of scientific photographic archives created in the 
nineteenth century that attempted to codify the racial “other” 
through repeated images of similar bodies, often naked from 
the waist up. Yet there is no sameness in the clothed bodies 
of the individuals in Du Bois’s albums. As Smith writes, by  
“[r]eproducing the variations of ‘color, hair and bone’ that were 
legally encompassed by ‘one drop’ of blood identity laws at the 
turn of the century, Du Bois’s albums confront white America’s 
obsession with the color line.” They do so by taking apart ste-
reotypes of African Americans in popular culture [5.16.11, p. 287; 
5.16.15, p. 290], creating instead multiple “types.” They “dispute 
the notion of racial purity upheld by eugenicists and white 
supremacists, and the anti-miscegenation laws that prohibited 

legal, mutually desired unions between whites and blacks, but 
not the rape of African American women by white men.”

Smith argues that Du Bois’s images do not intend to repre-
sent any “real” or “true” blackness. Neither do they attempt to 
record—as did Frances Benjamin Johnston, whose photographs 
of the Hampton Institute were also displayed in 1900 in Paris 
[4.14.14; p. 261]—the transformation of Africans into “Americans.” 
Instead, they are an attempt to enable white viewers “to see the 
cultural logics and privileged practices that reproduce racism.” 
In selecting photographs of people who directly engage the 
viewer, Du Bois creates an archive that individualizes and par-
ticularizes American identity and places it “squarely back on the 
terrain of negotiation, conflict, and ‘race.’”

Review Questions

1 What were the characteristics of the Aesthetic Movement, 
and how did its practitioners contribute to a new image of 
American women?

2 How is William Merritt Chase’s painting In the Studio a 
commentary on the rise of consumer culture in the US?

3 What types of landscapes drew the attention of American 
Impressionists and why?

4 What are the similarities and differences between Cecilia 
Beaux’s portraits of her cousin Sara Allibone Leavitt and her 
brother-in-law Henry Sturgis Drinker?

5 How did E. Jane Gay’s Photographer, Thomas Houseworth 
and Company’s The Masquerade, and W. E. B. Du Bois’s 
African-American girl both utilize and undermine photo-
graphic conventions and narratives of race and/or gender?

5.17.22 E. Jane Gay: Photographer, after 1893. 
Photograph 
The Schlesinger Library, Radcliffe Institute, 
Harvard University, Cambridge,  
Massachusetts  

5.17.23 W. E. B. Du Bois: African-American girl, head-and-shoulders portrait,  
facing front and facing left, 1899. 
Photograph, Library of Congress, Washington, D.C.
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