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Marie-Gabrielle Capet [Lyon 1761 - Paris 1818]
Self-portrait (L artiste occupée a dessiner)

c.1783

Oil on canvas

77.5%59.5cm

Provenance:
Collection Saint-Alary, Paris; collection particuliere, New York.

Exhibition:
Salon de la jeunesse, Paris, 1783 (presumed).
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Capet was born in Lyon on September 6, 1761, the daughter of a family
of modest means. She is known to have traveled to Paris around 1780,
intent upon becoming a painter. In Paris, Capet entered the studio of
Adélaide Labille-Guiard (1749-1803), one of the rare female members of
the Royal Academy. Capet became Labille-Guiard’s most accomplished
disciple, and Capet became a direct participant and assistant in works
created by her teacher and her teacher’s husband, the famous painter
Francois André Vincent (1746-1816). Capet was a devoted member of
the Labille-Guiard household, and from 1782 through her teacher’s
death in 1803, and then Vincent's death in 1816, Capet did not leave
their studio. Labille-Guiard’s most famous work, Autoportrait avec deux
eleves, Mile Marie-Gabrielle Capet et Mile Carreaux de Rosemond (1785,
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York), records Capet’s lovely form at
the age of 24, pictured with her studio mate.

Capet displayed talent in both oil and pastel, with her particular
specialty the creation of miniature portraits. In order to avoid
competition with her own teacher, Capet immersed herself fully in
miniature work, but in fact, she also created oil paintings throughout
her life.”

Capet is thought to have first displayed her oil painting in 1781 at the
Salon de la jeunesse, and she continued to display works in that Salon
until 1785.
immediately after the Revolution, the Salon libre was opened to female
painters, and Capet was one of 21 women who displayed works in that

In 1787 she received a royal commission, and in 1791,

salon. She continued to display works in that Salon until 1814.

While confirmed extant pastel and miniature works by Capet are few,
French and American public collections include pastels and miniatures
by Capet (in France, at the Louvre, Marmottan, Ecole des Beaux-Arts,
Versailles and Caen, and in America, at Cleveland and Stanford) and
the majority of her other extant works in these media are in private
collections. Capet’s extant oil paintings are even fewer in number. Two
oil paintings are of special note, her female portrait in the Dijon
museum and the Neue Pinakotek, Munich’s relatively recently acquired
Madame Labille-Guiard executant le portrait de peintre Vien, sénateur et
comte de I'Empire (exhibited in 1808 Salon, 68 X 83cm, auctioned in
1991 at Hotel Drouot, Paris). The Munich work which takes up a scene
from the time of Labille-Guiard’s nomination to the Academy in 1783,
shows Capet herself, Pico, Mérimée senior, and others seated around
Labille-Guiard and Vien. Capet is seen holding a palette primed with
pigments, an able assistant to her teacher.

The NMWA Capet is a fascinating work that shows Capet grasping a
chalk holder before a canvas. Thus she is in the guise of “painter.” The
Salon de la jeunesse, held each year on the day of the Féte-Dieu holiday
in Place Dauphine near the Pont-Neuf, was one of the main exhibitions,
along with the Salon de I'’Academie Saint-Luc, which was open to
painters who were not members of the Academy. Along with her fellow
Labille-Guiard pupils, Mlle d’Avril and Mlle Frémy, Capet began to
exhibit in the Salon du jeunesse in 1781. It is said that Capet’s self-
portrait in pastels in that first exhibition was eye-catching and attracted
critical attention.?



Two years later, 9 of Labille-Guiard’s female students exhibited
works together in the 1783 Salon de la jeunesse. It is thought that Capet
exhibited the NMWA Self-Portrait in that 1783 exhibition. One of the
many printed records of reactions by those who saw this exhibition

comments on Capet's work in the exhibition:

“Les artistes qui se sont le plus distinguées dans le genre (du
portrait), Mlle Capet parait plus forte que ses rivales. Le portrait
de la Demoiselle qui dessine est agréablement pose.”"

Further, in the journal Nouvelles de la République des Lettres et des
Ants, Pahin de la Blancherie makes special note of Capet’s self-portrait,
along with comments on the work exhibited by Mlle d'Avril.”

The NMWA self-portrait’s depiction of the artist's animated figure
exudes a keen sense of life. Capet has a chalk holder in her right hand,
with a canvas on easel as her background, and her large blue eyes
turned towards the viewer. Capet’s Flemish style of detailed brushwork
ably renders the lustrous feel of her satin gown, with its boldly low
decolletage reflecting the fashionable vivacity of women’s clothing
during that period. The blue ribbons wrapped around Capet’s head
seem to be made of the same satin fabric and provide an effective
accent against the dark background. The face of the painter, still a
young 22 years old, is somewhat fuller than that seen in Labille-Guiard’s
work painted two years later, but it conveys without question Capet’s
facial features. The painting surface overall reveals a strong lingering of
18th century carnal sensibilities, while also conveying a simplicity and
directness that foretell the coming of a new age.

Attention has focused on the appearance of women artists during
this period. Of the 180 artists who displayed work in the 1800 Salon, 25
of them were women, and in the 1808 Salon that number had increased
to 46 women amongst the total of 311 artists displaying works.”

Capet occupied an extremely important position as a woman painter
alive during this period. Since the NMWA's newly acquired self-portrait
is one of Capet's major works, the painting not only strengthens the
NMWA's collection of 18th century art, it also stands as an important
example of the “artist self-portrait” theme overlooked in the NMWA’s
permanent collection galleries.”

The NMWA Capet is in particularly good condition, and with the
exception of slight touches of repainting in the eyebrows and other
areas, we can say that there is almost no reworking visible in this
painting. However, each edge of the canvas, top, bottom, right and left,
has been extended by approximately 2cm, and there we can see traces
of additional painting. (Akiya Takahashi)

Notes
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York, 1989, p.195.
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3) Le comte Arnaud Doria as quoted in op.cit., p.10.
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5)  Walter Shaw Sparrow, Women Painters of the World, New York, 1976,
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6) Another rare self-portrait by a female artist, Marie Genevieve Bouliard's
Self-Portrait (D.1977-1) is found in the NMWA's Prints and Drawings
Collection.



