Adelaide Labille-Guiard, Self-portrait with Two Pupils
In 1785, celebrated artist Adelaide Labille-Guiard painted what would become one of her most famous works, the oil on canvas Self-Portrait with Two Pupils , Mademoiselle Marie Gabrielle Capet and Mademoiselle. The painting is noteworthy in a variety of ways, not the least of which is the gender of the artist (she was one of the few women invited to the French Academie Royale) and her subjects within the work, but also the unusual compositional choices.

The size of the painting is fairly striking in comparison to an adult viewer. The painting is over two meters tall, and about 1.5 meters in width, far larger than most viewers and also larger than most paintings of the era that depicted women. One of the effects of the choice of canvas size is that the women in the picture appear larger than they would in real life. There is a power psychology to this, in that it puts the observer in an inferior position to the work being observed, much in the same way a tall man naturally intimidates those shorter than he.

Labille-Guiard was and is well-known for the incredible detail of her brushwork. It was often said by her peers in the art world that her paintings captured the likenesses of her subjects almost perfectly. In this particular painting, the viewer can see every wrinkle in Labille-Guiard’s and her two students’ dresses; the grain of the wood floor beneath them is specific and subtly colored, and each shadow and reflection of the lighting is precise. Other impressive details include the artist’s name, as if it were a brand, visible on the wood rear of the canvas; the grain in the wood of the lid of the chest to the left of Labille-Guiard; the velvet/velour texture and small brass beads on the seatback of the chair on which she sits; and the diaphanous delicacy of her students’ hairpieces.

The painting comes across as well-organized due to the considerable number of precise shapes and angles. There are numerous rectangular shapes, including the canvas and the wooden chest to the right of the canvas; Labille-Guiard has also chosen to emphasize the rectangular or right angles on many elements within the painting, including the canvas and chest edges, and particularly the wood planks on the floor. The painting is progressively more bright as the viewer looks from the background of the painting towards its foreground; Labille-Guiard highlights a previous work of hers, an unidentified bust of a male figure in the left mid-space. She has chosen to present herself in a bright, lively colour, and the majority of the bright light focuses on her; her students are dressed in more dour hues and pose somewhat more in the shadows. The lively green of her chair back stands out, as does the rich ruby red of her footstool/ottoman in the bottom right of the painting.

Labille-Guiard has made an interesting choice in posing herself wearing an ornate dress and a regal plumed hat, the sort of garb an artist would never actually wear while working, though her students are dressed more commonly. She has made the painting appear as if she were captured accidentally, or at least casually in the midst of the creation of this or another of her great works one of her students looks at the viewer almost as if surprised — though there is little chance in the precision with which she has staged the elements in the painting. The focus is unquestionably on Labille-Guiard’s regal stature and visage, and the ease with which she commands her easel and wields a multiplicity of brushes. Her students appear devoted, if not outright fawning. All three women bear a mischievous facial expression, conveying perhaps their enjoyment of the work and belying the seriousness with which Labille-Guiard’s work was regarded and the high stature of those who commissioned her pieces (usually French royalty).

Lastly, though it certainly has never been unusual for artists to do self-portraits, Labille-Guiard’s decision to include two of her students in this painting likely carried with it the intent to impress upon viewers of the work that women deserved to be taken seriously as artists; it was also an interesting expression of egalitarianism and disregard for social class, given that apprentices of the time were most likely expected to remain in the shadows, literally and figuratively, of their masters. Self-Portrait with Two Pupils as a title is in itself significant, as it left no doubt that the other women in the painting were also artists, and not merely servants or handmaidens.

In all, Labille-Guiard continued her fine reputation with this painting and also accomplished an element of subversion and social commentary in the process of doing so.
