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WOMEN WRITING ART HISTORY IN
THE NINETEENTH CENTURY

This book sets out to correct received accounts of the emergence
of art history as a masculine field. It investigates the importance of
female writers from Anna Jameson, Elizabeth Eastlake and George
Eliot to Alice Meynell, Vernon Lee and Michael Field in developing
a discourse of art notable for its complexity and cultural power, its
increasing professionalism and reach, and its integration with other
discourses of modernity. Proposing a more flexible and inclusive
model of what constitutes art historical writing, including fiction,
poetry and travel literature, this book offers a radically revisionist
account of the genealogy of a discipline and a profession. It shows
how women experienced forms of professional exclusion that, while
detrimental to their careers, could be aesthetically formative; how
working from the margins of established institutional structures gave
women the freedom to be audaciously experimental in their writing
about art in ways that resonate with modern readers.

HILARY FRASER is Executive Dean of Arts and Geoffrey Tillotson
Professor of Nineteenth-Century Studies at Birkbeck, University of
London. Her publications include Beauty and Belief: Aesthetics and
Religion in Victorian Literature (Cambridge, 1986), The Victorians and
Renaissance Italy (1992), Gender and the Victorian Periodical (with
Judith Johnston and Stephanie Green, Cambridge, 2003) and Minds,
Bodies, Machines, 1770—1930 (co-edited with Deirdre Coleman, 20r1).
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Introduction

In 1893, Bernard Berenson wrote from Venice to his friend, the poet Edith
Cooper. Berenson was then at the very beginning of his career as a con-
noisseur and art historian, and he expresses his admiration for the estab-
lished writer’s perceptive appreciation of art: “There is perhaps no person
living whose company before a work of art I covet so much as I do yours’,
he writes. He finds ‘something so profound, & earnest in the effort you
make to suck out the soul of a picture that it really makes me feel as if my
own powers of appreciation had received a new set of feelers. In Venice
more than anywhere, he declares, he would find her ‘sympathy stimulat-
ing’ to his own ability to respond to the city’s art: ‘Before the best Bellinis
& Carpaccios, the best Tintorettos, & Veroneses you would make me feel
as [ have felt these days having had the luck to see mirrors throwing a light
upon them which revealed in them whole tracts I had not seen before.’
The effect of the warm Italian light reflected on the Venetian paintings
puts him in mind of Cooper’s own power to illuminate and transform
his experience of art: “The mere addition of warmth given by the light
was in itself something never to be forgotten when looking again at these
pictures. Well, you have in a subtle way, & emotionally, nearly the same
effect on a picture, for me, that these mirrors had.” In the previous year
Edith Cooper and Katharine Bradley, writing under their authorial signa-
ture Michael Field, had published a volume of ekphrastic poetry entitled
Sight and Song, based on their collaborative response to a series of paint-
ings in British and Continental public galleries. Cooper was an experi-
enced art critic, yet in Berenson’s account she is assigned a wholly reflexive
role. She figures as a ‘mirror’ that enables the connoisseur to see more,
and more profoundly, what is present in the picture. She is valued for
her sympathy and her warmth, qualities that enhance his own emotional
encounter with these art works in the same way that the mirrors do. The

I



2 Women Writing Art History in the Nineteenth Century

letter nicely exemplifies how a woman’s talent as an art critic could be at
once acknowledged and complimented, and at the same time regarded as
inevitably subsidiary to a man’s expertise. It is an attitude expressed more
succinctly in a private comment Berenson made to his partner (later wife)
Mary Costelloe about another female writer more established than him-
self, the art historian and critic Vernon Lee: “Vernon said something wor-
thy of me yesterday ... she somehow makes you feel that she is intelligent.”
Anna Jameson did not merit even such equivocal praise from John Ruskin,
who confided contemptuously to his father that the popular critic ‘has
some tact & cleverness, & knows as much of art as the cat’ .3

My aim in what follows is to correct the partial and distorted view of
the emergent discipline of art history, formulated in the nineteenth cen-
tury and recapitulated in most modern accounts, that art criticism was a
masculine intellectual field in which a handful of women played a merely
secondary role. In fact, according to the nineteenth-century French art
historian Alexis-Francois Rio, Jameson had a greater influence on the
artistic education of the British public than any of her contemporaries,
including Ruskin.*

The high value placed on art writing by the Victorians makes the
neglect of women’s contributions especially egregious. Art criticism had
an unprecedentedly important public function in nineteenth-century
Britain. Writers such as Ruskin and Walter Pater formulated and dissemi-
nated an entirely new concept of the cultural and moral value of looking
at art. The capacity to respond critically to paintings, sculpture and archi-
tectural forms was enshrined as a crucial dimension of human experience.’
So my book will investigate the part female writers played in developing a
discourse of art notable for its complexity and cultural power, its increas-
ing professionalism and reach, and its integration with other discourses of
modernity. It will ask how women looked at art in the nineteenth century
and how they participated in the mainstream writing of art criticism and
art’s histories. The past few decades have witnessed a growing intellectual
preoccupation with vision and visuality, and with the related issue of the
gendered gaze. There has been a steady scholarly interest in the art-his-
torical work of writers such as Charles Eastlake, Walter Pater, and Ruskin
and Berenson themselves. But relatively little attention has been paid to
women'’s art criticism and history and to what it can tell us about female
visual experience, in all its diversity, and about the patterns and strate-
gies of women’s cultural engagement in the nineteenth century.® The sub-
merged history of women’s relationship to art offers a compelling instance
of Deborah Cherry’s observation that ‘feminine spectators have remained
beneath the surface of historical discourse’.”
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History has frequently been identified as the ‘master’ discourse of the
nineteenth century, while vision has been described by Martin Jay as ‘the
master sense of the modern era.® The emergence of the new discipline
of art history in Victorian Britain combined both. It became uniquely
eloquent of the cultural moment and it cast new light on the gender poli-
tics of both visuality and history. Because my book is concerned with the
intersection of vision, art and history in writing by women, it focuses some
of the most momentous questions about how gender shapes ideology in
Victorian cultural history. How could women claim visual agency and
make space for themselves as observers under the Victorian gender order?
In what ways were the female observer’s relations to institutions, profes-
sions and discourses regulated and circumscribed? And how did female
art historians, in particular, participate in the epistemic shift identified
by Jonathan Crary, who argues that a new kind of observer took shape in
the nineteenth century? Crary’s influential study of vision and modernity,
Techniques of the Observer, speaks of a new understanding of the physiol-
ogy of human perception, and new interests in the ways in which optical
phenomena are mediated by the body. Female art historians and critics
provide, as a category, a good example against which to test his theory.? To
what extent are their experiences as observers marked by gender in ways
that distinguish them from the homogeneous ‘dominant model’ of the
modern observer that he proposes? My aim is to re-evaluate the large body
of generically diverse art-historical writing by Victorian women that has
been written out of literary and art history. My hope is that this will allow
the recovery of what Elspeth Probyn calls ““submerged” knowledges’, and
that in reading these women writers alongside the more mainstream male
authors ‘we can begin to trace out what is sayable at any one moment’, to
develop a sense of their differences, and hence of our own.”

My focus, then, is on nineteenth-century women observers and specifi-
cally on women who looked at and wrote about art. These women, I sug-
gest, have become invisible to the modern gaze. They have barely crossed
the sightline even of second-wave feminist art historians who were so con-
cerned with reconceptualising how we write the past that they had little
patience for what they saw as the deficiencies of first-wave critical inter-
ventions and the putative collusion of their grandmothers in the establish-
ment of a male canon.” Yet it is undoubtedly the case that Victorian women
wrote about art in ways that anticipate the more systematic approach of
twentieth-century feminist scholarship, and which lend themselves to ana-
lysis using the tools and concepts of modern gender theory. In the course of
my work on the relationship between modern feminist scholarship on the
gendered gaze and nineteenth-century art-critical practice, I encountered a
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suggestive genealogy grounded in a particular family history. Laura Mulvey,
Professor of Film and Media at Birkbeck, whose work has done so much to
expand our thinking about gender and visuality, is the great-granddaughter
of the prominent Victorian poet, journalist and art critic Alice Meynell.
Although it must be said that Meynell herself had little time for ‘Professors
[who] have written of the mental habits of women as though they accu-
mulated generation by generation upon women, and passed over their
sons. Professors [who seem to] take it for granted ... that women derive
from their mothers and grandmothers, and men from their fathers and
grandfathers’,” I do find this particular line of descent irresistible. It seems
wonderfully apt that Alice Meynell’s pioneering excursions into the realms
of visual pleasure should have been renewed three generations on. Laura
Mulvey’s groundbreaking article in Screen, ‘Visual Pleasure and Narrative
Cinema, is an essay that has generated much debate around the question of
the gender of the gaze. Mulvey’s work helps frame the questions we might
ask about how people looked in the nineteenth century. Her own focus is
on Hollywood film, but her argument about its enshrinement of ‘woman as
image, man as bearer of the look’, and about the ““masculinisation” of the
spectator position’, has been extended into other visual and textual fields.”
We might similarly ask to what extent patriarchal ideologies, conventional
interpretations of sexual difference and heterosexual desire structured the
form and discourse of art history and criticism in the nineteenth century.
How can such work help the modern reader approach the work of her own
great-grandmother, for example?

Alice Meynell, one of numerous women who looked at and wrote
professionally about art and aesthetic matters in the nineteenth century,
was matried to the writer and journalist Wilfred Meynell and mother of
their eight children. She was loved by (among others) the poet Coventry
Patmore, who gave her the manuscript of his poem 7he Angel in the House.
She came to be regarded as a real-life model for this domestic paragon,
despite her actual professional identity as an energetic and high-profile
figure in the busy world of Victorian journalism and letters. How did
such a woman write about art? Why, having commanded a considerable
reputation in her own day, is she now so neglected?

In her introduction to the Centenary Volume of essays and poems by
Alice Meynell, published in 1947, Vita Sackville-West describes the dif-
ficulty of writing about someone whom one never knew, when ‘a multi-
tude of the personally well-informed exists to ululate in protest’. ‘Like an
army of friends and relations invited to view a posthumous painting’, she
writes, ‘they fill the artist’s studio with their cries of objection.”™ Although



