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Angelica Kauffman was born the daughter of a local painter in a small
Swiss village. Trained in painting by her father, she traveled to Florence
in 1762 and then Rome in 1764 where she was recognized as a talented
young female painter. In Rome, she created portraits and history paintings
in the Neoclassical style. International artist circles gathered in the city
at that time including Johann Joachim Winckelmann, Anton Raphael
Mengs, Benjamin West, Gavin Hamilton and Pompeo Batoni, along
with other artists from Germany, America and Italy. Kauffman’s fame
was based on the fact that her knowledge of the classics, antiquity and
Renaissance arts essential for the creation of history paintings equalled
or surpassed that of her male contemporaries. She produced paintings for
the English upper-class visitors to Rome, and in 1766 one of her clients
invited her to England. There she became acquainted with the renowned
painter Sir Joshua Reynolds and became one of the founding members
of the newly established Royal Academy. Thus she is a rare example of a
female painter who built an international reputation in the field of history
paintings.

Kauffman painted this work in London in the 1770s, her most mature
period. The subject was inspired by tale of the Trojan War as recounted
in the /liad. Paris, held in thrall by his love for Helen, wife of the Spartan
king Menelaus whom he had abducted, is berated and called to war by
Hector, his older brother and leader of the Trojan army. Hector is seen
in full armor in the right foreground, while Paris, the famous archer, is
seated in the center, and Helen, dressed in a white robe, stands beside
him. She is accompanied by three maids, each holding one of the symbols
a woman’s work in the home — an embroidery stand, a spinning wheel
and a spindle. Kauffman displayed another work of the same subject
at the Royal Academy, and a similar work, albeit reversed left to right,
Hector Calling Up Paris to a Battle, is today in the Hermitage Museum.

In London, many members of the British aristocracy had participated
in the Seven Years War (1756 —1763) on the Continent, and this meant
that Trojan War painting subjects, which they could relate to their own
war experiences, were continuously popular. As here, many of these
narrative works with clear gender division— men at war, women on
the home front— were created at the time, but Kauffman’s depiction
of Trojan War themes from the female vantage point (Penelope at her
Loom, the Return of Telemachus, Paris and Helen, etc.) were particularly
popular. This work can be seen within this context. Here not only is
Helen shown as feminine, so too is Paris, and with the inclusion of the
maids there is overall a sense of noncombatants being depicted. In 1781

Kauffman married an Italian painter named Zucchi and returned to Italy,
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where she was active in both Naples and Rome, all while continuing to
send works to her patrons in London.

Prior to acquiring this work by Kauffman, the NMWA 18th century
Italian painting collection consisted solely of mid-century works, such as
those by Panini and Tiepolo, with none from the latter half of the century
when Neoclassicism rose to power. Fuseli, another Swiss painter also
active in London, barely extends into this time period, but Kauffman,
with her focus on classical themes, particularly the Trojan War, differed
from Fuseli’s strongly Romantic tendencies. This work is also a rare
example of a painting by a female artist in the NMWA collection. Thus
this work is an important addition to the collection, not only as it speaks
of the international spread of Neoclassicism, but also in terms of the
current reconsideration of art history in terms of gender.

(Megumi Jingaoka)



