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Only occasionally have women moved to the forefront of American political, economic and social history.  The long effort to achieve the vote, the ongoing bid for an Equal Rights Amendment, and the 1970s resurgence of feminism are markers in a history filled with male-dominated economic and military events.  Similarly, women artists have often worked in anonymity, with the exception of Mary Cassatt and Georgia O’Keeffe, who serve as just that—exceptions—in a cultural milieu where creativity has been considered masculine.  Art overall was not recognized as a profession in the Colonies or young country, and even male artists struggled to earn respect, as well as a living.   

Women were denied access to training in art academies.  Many of the women artists still remembered today came from remarkable professional artist families, such as the Peale’s of Philadelphia, where they could learn from family members. Artwork by women was often the product of a finishing school education and relegated to the level of amateur craft, such as needlework and even still life painting, art forms at the low end of the Academician-defined hierarchy of noble art.   Despite the obstacles, American women did make all forms of art, including work in the more respected Academic forms of history, genre, and portrait painting.


Bringing that art into the world proved to be another challenge.  With the rise of the market economy and industrialized urban centers early in the 19th century, work moved out of the home for the first time, forcing tremendous social change for men and women alike.  Work in centralized locations that paid a wage supplanted self-sufficiency and barter economies.  A consumer economy was born, as was the idea of Separate Spheres.  Gender roles began to harden, as men left the home to work in the public sphere, and women nurtured a moral sanctuary in the private, domestic sphere.  Professional artists making a living from their work operated in the public sphere, exhibiting to build reputations and cultivating connections to establish patron relationships.  Women artists suddenly had to navigate two spheres, between the domestic world acknowledged as appropriate for their gender and acceptance in the business world of the public sphere.  For some women unable to manage this straddling of two worlds, a choice had to be made between a traditional role centered on domesticity and the ideals and practicalities of the art world.  

Looking at the work of women artists who did dance on the boundaries of the dual sphere ideology reveals subtle strategies for managing societal expectations while also satisfying the creative impulse to realize their artistic talent.  Separate Sphere ideology reached its peak from the mid 19th century to early 20th century, until World War I interrupted the social currents and changed gender roles and relations until the end of the Second World War.
  Looking at paintings by six professional women artists who worked in this period—Lilly Martin Spencer, Alice Barber Stephens, Marie Danforth Page, Theresa Bernstein, Florine Stettheimer, and Isabel Bishop—produces a visual narrative to the changing story of women’s roles and rights.  While the settlement and suffrage movements made good use of imagery to promote their causes, these women generally did not make explicitly political work.  Instead, by painting their everyday worlds, they mirrored its realities while pushing its boundaries.

The emerging middle class becomes part of the story of Lilly Martin Spencer’s genre paintings, works that depict everyday life.  Genre painting enjoyed its greatest success in the mid 19th century, as artists captured in paint the relevant issues of their day, including the social upheaval associated with the Industrial Revolution.  Gender roles were defined by a new class-consciousness that centered on middle class affluence generated by wage income.  Technologies liberated women from menial household tasks, and to further ease the repetitive burden of chores, middle class women could now afford to hire servants, often employing young immigrants desperate for work.  For the affluent, the resulting free time could be devoted to creating a beautiful home and moral upbringing for children.  This devotion gave meaning to the lives of many newly leisured women, supporting the rise of the Cult of True Womanhood.  Godey’s Ladies Book coached its 40,000 subscribers on how to be a True Woman, the etiquette of selfless sacrifice, devotion to family, and development of character in her sons, essential to national well-being.
 

Unlike the Colonial period when women’s labor was essential to building economic success, now men and women were considered opposites, with almost no commonality that transcended difference.  The public and private spheres were independent, exclusive of each other, yet complementary. The home became a refuge from the modern business world and a place of spiritual values and domestic happiness, managed and supervised by the True Woman.  By the 1830s, Alexis de Tocqueville wrote that the entrenched gender divide in white, privileged families was a distinctive American cultural experience.  Many women supported this ideology.  For them, it justified their insulated lifestyles as also worthy of respect.  The True Woman’s emotional steadiness and household management skills stabilized the volatile economics of the public sphere, prone to boom and bust cycles, such as the financial panic of 1837. 

Spencer worked in this context, not as a stereotypical dabbling, amateur artisan, but as a middle-class professional artist.  But unlike the professional men artists who could linearly focus on their careers, Spencer, like women in general, had to maneuver around the interruptions of marriage, and then a growing family.
  She was virtually the only woman painter to make a living in antebellum America, arriving at an unusual agreement with her husband.  Together, they decided that her earning potential was greater than his in the cloth trade, after he lost his job, then fell ill, one year after they were married.  She became the family breadwinner, while he prepared canvases and frames and tended to the household duties, including caring for the surviving seven of their 13 children.  Spencer may have been open to such an unconventional arrangement since she came from a reformist family focused on utopian ideals.
 

Ever practical, Spencer moved away from making history paintings and instead gave the public what they wanted.  Her acclaim and financial success grew.  The new middle class had surplus income that could be used to beautify the home.  But original art was expensive.  Art Unions, modestly priced membership organizations, grew out of the need to decorate the home.  Each month, the Union provided comparatively inexpensive prints to subscribers, as well as a lottery-based chance to win an original work of art.  In 1849, one of Spencer’s paintings was selected for engraving by the Western Art Union in Cincinnati, and the resulting print of a genre scene, depicting a happy family in domestic bliss, achieved remarkable popularity.
  Her career was launched.  

She painted subjects that would sell well to support her business of both raising a family and making art.  This obvious devotion to her children and the need to support them financially made her career acceptable.  While she may have wanted to paint landscapes, which did sell well, that form also took more time than a portrait or genre painting, and generally required periods in nature, away from the home.  She was not painting for pleasure, but as an economic necessity, and therefore chose the subjects and forms she could generate more quickly.  She used gender-based stereotypes to her own advantage, generating images of sentimental, unquestioning views of child-centered domestic life.  General recognition of these choices helped her avoid challenging the propriety embedded in Separate Sphere ideology.

But the viewer can read a nuanced social commentary in her work.  Several of her well-known paintings imply subtle, yet knowing nods toward the burgeoning women’s suffrage movement and rising tensions at the boundary of the public-private sphere divide.  One painting in particular comments on her personal situation and her own ability to subvert the spheres.  Young Husband, First Marketing painted in 1854 (Fig. 1) wittily portrays her untraditional, companionate marriage, with a portrait of her husband Benjamin Spencer.  The painting was made after ten years of marriage and the couple’s 1848 move to New York to boost Spencer’s career success with better patronage.  After only two years, she was exhibiting at and was an honorary member of the prestigious National Academy of Design, where this painting was launched.  As a result, Young Husband, First Marketing would have been widely seen.  The painting was so popular that it and a companion piece, now lost, were copied onto the base of metal candlesticks.

The work focuses on a young man returning home after shopping.  He literally has his hands full, with a basket overflowing with food, and carrots, cabbage, and a tomato splattered on the pavement below.  Although other pedestrians have their umbrellas overhead, the shopper seems oblivious to the weather, closed umbrella clutched in one hand as the other grabs for a slippery chicken tumbling out of the basket.  The painting has been read as a failure of his wife to successfully manage her kitchen, so that the young husband rather than a servant has to venture through the streets to do the shopping.  Out of his normal sphere, his lack of competence and gentility are parodied by Spencer.
   But reading his facial features more closely, another story may be told.  An obvious humorous situation, he himself seems oblivious to anything other than holding his shopping together.  

He ignores or is unaware of the three other figures in the painting.  Most prominent is a leering gentleman, dressed in his top hat, in contrast to the low- slung crown of the middle class hat sported by the protagonist.  The gentleman seems to jeer at the ‘hen-pecked’ husband.  On the sidewalk across the street, a young woman, possibly a servant, tip toes through puddles caused by the rain.  With her skirts hiked to reveal her petticoat and stockings, she could have been a sight of greater pleasure to the upper class gentleman had he looked the other way.  The third figure, also across the street, is another male shopper, basket slung over his shoulder, leaning diagonally against the rain.  Although the details of his costume are harder to read, he appears to be coatless, with the ubiquitous, yet worn top hat, perhaps indicating that he, like the young woman, is working class.

The protagonist links these two separate worlds, two different classes in this case, as well as the Separate Spheres.  He is nattily attired, in a three-piece suit with cravat beautifully tied.  His shoes are heeled and polished, mirrored by the gentleman behind him, not like the working boots of the man in the background.  Yet his task of domestic shopping links him to the figures across the street.  He personifies the middle class, aspiring to rise to the affluent strata, wearing tailored stylish clothing, yet performing household tasks that would be performed by servants in the upper class household.  That bridge and its implied aspirations may be the source of the gentleman’s sneer, in addition to the sight of a man in public performing a task linked to the domestic sphere.

Spencer is walking her own middle ground here, providing a figure men could relate to—the leering gentleman—with a situation women could understand—over-zealously packing the grocery basket.  She also provides a picture of how the middle class marriage could be, equal in domestic responsibility and equally partnered in ways that blur the distinctive spheres.  The protagonist finds himself in a humorous situation, but he himself is not really a laughable character or caricature.  The image of manhood Spencer depicts is as focused, serious, and responsible, if at times clumsy and undignified, all with a relatable light-heartedness.  The lack of grace is what disturbed one male critic, not the actual task of shopping.  Men did shop to prevent respectable women from having to enter crowded, dirty streets and shop stalls.  But to depict this worthy task with other than dignity upset the critic of The Crayon.
  

Spencer’s humor emerged pictorially only after moving to New York in 1848, perhaps to distinguish her work in the highly competitive art market there.
  Humor can be tricky, and Spencer sprinkled humorous works like Young Husband, First Marketing in with more sentimental, earnest imagery.  While her humor may have pushed boundaries of the Separate Sphere ideology to touch on the social anxieties of gender roles, the sentimental approach was reassuring.  Spencer relied on this moderation, balancing the conventions of her day and the need to make a living with her own more progressive outlook.

The Progressive Movement of the latter half of the 19th century emerged out of growing social anxiety.  The Woman’s Sphere was becoming both a point of oppression and a point of departure for women who wanted to influence their worlds.
  These early feminists began to leave the home to participate in clubs as moral and cultural guardians, focused on cleaning up cities and helping African Americans, impoverished women, working children, immigrants, and other previously ignored groups.  These social improvement efforts were not the only agendas taking women of leisure out of their homes.  

With the boom-bust Industrialized economy, women assumed new duties and responsibilities.  If they were leaving the domestic sphere, they could bring their skills as stabilizers for the chaotic public sphere with them.  They could assume the role of consumer, whose spending was tinged with the moral certitude of contributing a calming influence on temperamental economic markets.
  To further encourage consumerism, Godey’s Lady’s Book even started a shopping service for readers, selling their advertisers’ products.

Women artists played a role in the rise of the consumer, too.  After the Civil War, the literate middle class consumed a new entertainment economy that included newspapers and magazines.  With advancement in technology, these publications featured stories that could be illustrated.  Periodicals proliferated to over 2000 publications per week or month, each demanding professional illustrations, creating recognition and a new, stable, income generating career-path for artists.  Becoming an illustrator was a smart business choice, and many of America’s most famous artists, such as Winslow Homer, began and sustained their careers as illustrators.
  

Although commercial art did not have the cache of easel art, created as luxury goods for the high-end patron, illustration increasingly became an acceptable career choice for women.  Mores about art education loosened enough to allow schools targeted toward women artists to emerge.  Because exposure to art was considered morally uplifting and women were thought to have innate sensitivity to art, the idea of a career that could be conducted at home actually supported the Separate Sphere ideology rather than challenged it.

Alice Barber Stephens was one artist who took advantage of both the trend toward women’s art education and the explosion of illustration opportunities.  After attending the Philadelphia School of Design for Women, in 1876, she was one of the first women to attend the prestigious Pennsylvania Academy of Fine Arts (to preserve propriety, PAFA maintained gender-segregated life drawing classes where nude models were present).  That same year, she published her first engravings.  Like many women artists, she married a fellow classmate, Charles Hallowell Stephens, and continued to her work as an illustrator, even after having children.  Her subjects ranged widely from the romantic to Quaker meetinghouses to almshouse residents, demonstrating sensitivity to social issues.
  

The Woman in Business (Fig. 2) was part of a six part “American Woman” painting series for Ladies’ Home Journal in 1897.  The series illuminated the expanded Woman’s Sphere by focusing not only on middle-class Philadelphia women at home, as a mother, at church, and at leisure, but also in the economic world.  The Woman in Business is set at John Wanamaker’s Store, elegant with its stained glass window, like a cathedral of consumption, and the store is crowded with customers and clerks.
  

The sumptuous tones of brown and black soften what is a stark depiction of class separation.  The counter divides the clerks, squeezed by circumstance against shelves, filled with goods, from the customers in a wide-open space.  The counter is spot lit by the bright white bolt of fabric under consideration by a customer, accompanied by her well-groomed dog, whose fanciness reinforces her leisure class.  As with Spencer’s painting, viewers can read the class difference in the attire of the figures arranged along the long diagonal of the shop’s counter.  Seated at the center of the diagonal, the woman consumer wears the latest fashion of mutton chop sleeves and high-collared, crisp white shirtwaist and with gloved hands, fingers the goods presented her.  

On either end of the diagonal is a girl.  Pushed all the way to the extreme foreground of the picture plane is the antithesis of the fancy dog and well-heeled consumer.  The hollow-eyed child, perhaps an immigrant, is already at work as a shop assistant.  Her workaday clothes contrast with the pampered young lady dressed in her pinafore and bonnet, shadowed in the rear, at the far end of the diagonal.  Stephens’ emphasis on the poor child forces the viewer to consider the economic system that creates such disparity, while the affluent child almost blends into the background, minimizing her importance for contemplation.

The store is crowded and the faces blurred, except for the highlighted face of the deferential shop clerk.  The title references a woman in business, but which central figure does it reference—the woman with the economic upper hand or the highlighted clerk?  Both were women in business in their day.  The woman forced to work for a living as a salesclerk had to learn to maneuver in the public sphere of the business world.  Only white, privileged women were spared the necessity to work.  In the hierarchy of labor choices for women in the late 19th century, this salesclerk was relatively well off.  The affluent woman is also a woman in business, enacting her moral duty to consume the products manufactured or imported, to participate in the economic engine that fueled America’s prosperity.

Stephens gives the viewer a knowing portrayal of the ways in which women had to navigate the divided spheres of American culture.  By the latter part of the 19th century, most women were engaged in some way with the public sphere, with their role class determined.  Stephens, too, was complicit in the woman in business moniker.  Over her 50-year career, she made illustrations for pay, as a commercial artist, engaged in the business of boosting sales, whether of magazines or products her illustrations advertised.  In this subtle way, the Separate Sphere ideology was being tampered with—acting in an acceptable home-based occupation of commercial artist, yet using public sphere strategies of marketing and salesmanship—in  alignment with broader ways that women were becoming more visible in the social and political world of America’s Gilded Age.  By the 1890s, radical activist women suggested that the Separate Spheres ideology was an invention by men threatened by increasing numbers of women entering the workplace,
 well beyond the salesclerk role illustrated by Stephens.  

At odds with this emerging New Woman, the Gilded Age, which stretched from the 1870s until the start of the First World War, featured a backlash, with attempts to harden then old-fashioned gender roles.  In art, displays of manly virility, discipline, athleticism, and bigness were celebrated, making stars out of men artists. True Womanhood values of domesticity, piety, purity, and submission were revived.  Women were to be treasured as decoration, as cherished possessions.  Their role as a consumer was to create and nurture a beautiful environment in the Victorian home, creating their very own gilded birdcage, one way the era was named.

Marie Danforth Page painted during this transitional era, building a successful career, after studying at the Museum of Fine Arts School in Boston.  Dr. Calvin Page, a research bacteriologist, supported her career as a portrait artist, after they married in 1896, and her earnings provided a substantial portion of the family income.  She became a part of a Boston School of women and men artists focused on creating works of great beauty, loosely inspired by French Impressionism.  Although she thought the subject of mother and child was both a trap and an opportunity, she specialized in these portraits to much acclaim.  Domestic subjects fit a popular demand and could be painted in domestic settings and from studios at home.  Page’s studio was entrenched in the Woman’s Sphere, on the third floor of her Boston home, and her subject was considered both natural and appropriate.  For an artist focused on building a career, this careful selection of subject matter was neither surprising, nor unique to Page.

Her portrait of her husband Calvin Gates Page from 1909 (Fig. 3) was no exception subject-wise, but the style varies dramatically from the bright, colorful palette of her other Boston School work.  The painting is complex both stylistically and psychologically.  She places her husband seated in front of a mirror, a device she employed in several portraits.
  The mirror shows the reflection of Page herself, standing with palette and paintbrush, and a portrait of, presumably, their child hung on the wall.  Portraits typically include elements that suggest something about the character of the sitter.  Dr. Page appears to be looking at and considering his family, suggesting their importance to his identity.  He is dressed plainly, holding a document, perhaps work related, and his face is in harsh highlight, contrasting his dark suit jacket and the darkened background.  His expression is serious, his lips slightly parted as if gently surprised by the artist, yet his eyes are warm, curious, and open, as if Page has caught him just before a smile.

The use of the mirror is not the only demonstration of Page’s mastery of technique.  She renders varying textures with subtlety: Dr. Page’s moustache soft and wispy, the hair-thin frames of his rimless glasses, the starched white collar, the slightly rumpled tie.  Unlike Spencer’s figures, criticized for oversized heads, Page presents her sitter with believable naturalism, while also demonstrating her ability with contemporary styles of brushiness, seen on the contours and folds of her dress and the play of light on her hair.    

The mirror device also gives her the opportunity to demonstrate mastery of complex perspective, while triggering uncertainty and discomfort in the viewer.  Artists use a mirror to symbolize the act of looking, the Gaze that the viewer takes for granted, such as the right to gaze at portrait sitters and nude figures, generally women.
  Dr. Page gazes directly back at the viewer, as if challenging the authority of the viewer Gaze.  The mirror shows the artist gazing at her subject, and the mirror also engages the viewer in a very modern way in understanding the painting.  If the viewer stands in front of Dr. Page, and so does the artist, then the viewer is placed in the position of the artist.   If he is considering her, as his wife and mother of his child, but also looking directly at the viewer, then again, the viewer becomes one with the artist.   The viewer, then, is placed in the vantage point of the artist, as if to ask the question, what would it be like to be married to this man?

Further discomforting is Page’s figure.  She positions herself standing in shadow, with the light source that highlights his face only brightening her painting smock and the side of her neck, while illuminating the child’s portrait on the wall.  Her face is unreadable, no matter how hard the viewer tries to make out her expression.  Rather than mysterious, this shadowing is frustrating.  It also has the effect of making her seem wistful.  No matter her talent as an artist, the warmth and support of her marriage, and passion for her child, Page paints herself as present, yet diminished, living in the shadow of her husband and child, a woman of the Gilded Age.

The emerging New Woman artist will begin to depict herself and her world quite differently from Marie Danforth Page.  These women asserted their professional identities, benefitting from preceding generations.  They demanded equal treatment as artists, adopted their own brand of bohemianism, and embraced urban culture.
  Theresa Bernstein, Florine Stettheimer, and Isabel Bishop were each New Woman artists in their own way.  Although each was a white, middle or upper class woman, their backgrounds were more diverse than the Protestant True Woman.  Generally avoiding overt politics, each still contributed to or reflected the vital women’s issues of her day, through visual representations of women’s lives, priorities, and values.

With an art career that lasted over ninety years and spanned the twentieth century, Theresa Bernstein had a passion for depicting scenes of everyday urban life, as encouraged by influential teacher Robert Henri.  She shared the birth city of Philadelphia and the sensibilities of Urban Realism with Henri and seven of his male students who became known as the Eight or the Ashcan School.  But she was not included in exhibitions or in dialogue with this very male group.  A child of Jewish immigrants from Europe, Bernstein grew up in the “modern” urban world, trained at the Philadelphia School of Design for Women, where Stevens also studied, and then moved to New York, the center of the art scene, following the same trajectory as the Eight.  

Although she painted similar subjects as the other avant-garde modern artists in New York and with a powerful expressionistic style, Bernstein’s work was not embraced by either mainstream or radical art groups.  Sensitive to possible discrimination, she signed her work T. Bernstein to conceal her gender, but her anonymity was short-lived.  A male art club, the Salmagundi Club, withdrew an offer of membership when they discovered Bernstein was a woman.  A reviewer for The International Studio said she painted like a man, which meant with a vitality and virility associated with men’s painting.  The comment was a backhanded compliment since women artists were still expected to produce genderized art featuring subject matter reflective of the domestic sphere and a more delicate sensibility.

Like her avant-garde male colleagues, she painted what she saw and lived—the cinema, trolleys, city parks, Coney Island, the employment office, concerts, dances, and July 4th parades, depicting people from all social strata.  Her scenes were often set at night, popular among the Ashcan School artists for demonstrating technical proficiency at evoking mood and painting detail in low light.  Between 1914 and 1916, she painted suffrage parades and meetings, including a soapbox orator in front of a crowd of women and men in a park setting, combining her interests in crowd scenes and women’s rights.
  Another important work from the same period depicts that transitional period from the True Woman to the New Woman in the Urban Realist boundary-pushing style.

In the Elevated, from 1916 (Fig. 4), depicts a new mode of urban transportation, the elevated train, a subject showing the rapid technological and social changes so popular with Urban Realists.
  Unlike Ashcan artist John Sloan’s unpeopled painting of the El from underneath the train tracks, Bernstein takes the viewer inside the elevated train car, right on the seat by the other passengers.  There, at a relatively quiet time of day, likely non-rush hour, the viewer may study the scene.  Immediately in front is a woman in profile, holding her umbrella in one hand and a basket in the other, reminiscent of Spencer’s Young Husband.   Yet rather than clumsy and concerned, she sits quietly and primly, carefully not making eye contact, an etiquette already formed for mass transit.  A man, one of only two apparent on the train, sits opposite, reading a newspaper, and Bernstein does not challenge tradition by showing a woman similarly engaged.  The fact that a well-dressed middle class woman travels alone is enough of a significant demonstration of change for women and their lifestyles.

Now, women were moving out of the private sphere for more than shopping.  Privileged women used their leisure time for social and civic betterment in women’s clubs, and the National Women’s Party organized women to campaign and protest for suffrage.  Many women were entering the workplace in newly proliferating clerical roles.  Bernstein herself regularly rode the El to her studio.
  

In the Elevated suggests a microcosm of those varying agendas, with the women onboard.  Seen only from the back or in profile, the viewer can imagine where these women are going, what their days will be like.  Just as the viewer looks at these passengers, so, too, do they look.  Two, highlighted by sun streaming in the windows, look out at the passing worldview.  Their act of looking is powerful, no longer the prerogative of men solely.  These New Women also know they are not invisible.
  None of the women are in shadow like Page, but are brightly lit and in such great numbers that their facial features, formed by rapid, rough brushstrokes, are not distinct.  

While Page’s shadowy presence is psychological, the anonymity on Bernstein’s El is sociological.  The Separate Spheres are breaking down, as women readily travel on their own to enter the greater world beyond the home.  The transitional venue of the train, the technology that connects the domestic and business spheres, is alive with color, hot reddish orange and vibrant yellow, suggesting the transition is full of energy and verve.  The diagonal lines of the train converge toward the front, emphasizing the rapid forward motion.  Women are moving forward to emancipation with the force and thrust of male progress long associated with the railroad.  A critic in the New York Evening Sun wrote about In the Elevated, “Theresa Bernstein has brought travelling humanity in New York home to the consciousness.”
  Society was absorbing the implications of women’s movement toward increased rights and freedoms.

In addition to social commentary, Bernstein also created a personal portrait.  The woman in the foreground is her mother, and her father reads the newspaper, making the painting an intimate look at her life in New York.  The viewer can even imagine the figures in these same poses in their sitting room at home.  In 1919, Bernstein’s artistic world opened further, when she married fellow artist and Russian immigrant, William Meyerowitz.  While Bernstein maintained her art style independence, as well as her maiden name, she championed his work, painted portraits and wrote poems about him, and enjoyed a supportive, collegial professional life including teaching together.  Meyerowitz also expanded her connections to avant-garde New York, by introducing her to his chess partner Marcel Duchamp.
  Duchamp played an important role in Florine Stetthemer’s world, too.  

Stettheimer represented the New Woman who matured after the passage of the 19th Amendment.  Willful, self-pleasing, strong, politically aware, socially savvy, the Flapper sub-type was growing out of the post World War I prosperous period.  The war had opened up male occupations to women, and they were reluctant to release those positions and the new freedoms and confidence associated with success in the public sphere.  The Flapper rebelled against the restraints of old-fashioned Victorian womanhood.  But the media responded with visual backlashes with satirical cartoons and illustrations, as well as editorial reassurance that the home and family would still be central to American society.  With a barrage of media images, the Flapper evolved to a party-girl image, focused on leisure and consumption, offering no real threat to the status quo.
  

Unlike Bernstein’s family, Stettheimer’s Jewish family was assimilated and wealthy, traveling extensively in Europe, exposing Stettheimer and her sisters to bohemian values.  Neither she nor her younger sisters married, and each was attracted to the arts.  Stettheimer, studied painting, and like Bernstein, she was influenced by Robert Henri, with whom she took class.  When the family returned permanently to New York in 1914, Stettheimer, her two sisters, and their mother established a conversational salon in their large apartment.  The salon became a gathering place of intellectuals and avant-garde artists such as Stettheimer’s close friend Duchamp, to discuss the arts, politics, and social reform.  

In general, salons became a vehicle for female emancipation and sexual mobility, and the Stettheimer New Woman style salon created an in-crowd of women and men with both feminist and feminine energy.  Duchamp famously experimented with embodying both genders and referred to Stettheimer as a bachelor, a pun on her marital status and conferring a bachelor of arts.  The women were independent, unapologetic about their unmarried status, and reminiscent of 19th century aristocratic feminists of the Woman’s Movement.
  

After negative reviews of her 1916 solo show, Stettheimer mostly showed her paintings in small private exhibits or in her studio, and with the protection of wealth, refused to sell her work.  This choice meant her art was easily neglected, which she resented, wanting to blend the impossible—the desire for recognition without the willingness to receive criticism.
   Her well-known demand that any gallery wishing to show her work would need to be redecorated like her home suggests her independent mind and willingness to be both indelicate and flippant toward the art market.  The demand also implies a tension between the public and private spheres, but in reverse from the Gilded Age.  If the art market of the commercial sphere wanted her work, then it must come to her private domain.  She would not meet at the boundary between the spheres.  She would not compromise.  She effectively split the art world she actively participated in from the art market.  But while creating a kind of art mythology, she also risked not being taken seriously.

The boldness of her rejection of the commercial world freed her art to become more eccentric.  Many of her subjects quirkily reflect both public and private concerns.  She recorded events like an observer, neutral and removed.  While Bernstein depicted the gritty realities of New York streets, Stettheimer’s world displayed candy-colored parties, vacations, dinners, and gatherings of well-known avant-garde intellectuals.  Yet her witty paintings are deeply personal, almost diary-like, fanciful and dreamy.  While her later work is satirically full of social commentary about modern life, described by one critic as like a comic opera, an early work like the Picnic at Bedford Hills from 1918 (Fig. 5) shows how Stettheimer blends this public-private sphere melding, from the vantage point of neutral observer and an intellectual insider.

The painting’s seemingly simple depiction of a picnic on a pleasant day painted in Stettheimer’s characteristic decorative, expressionistic style also suggests a world in radical transition.  Unlike with Bernstein’s El, the viewer is placed at a distance from the action, to more easily take in and consider the whole scene.  As characterized by the upside down parasol, this world is unconventional, from the yellow hillside and purple-trunked trees to the boneless, androgynous, doll-like figures.  Stettheimer paints a sprite-like Duchamp in yellow next to her reclining self-portrait.  Also at the picnic are her sister Effie and artist friend Elie Nadelman, attributed to introducing Stettheimer to a simpler folk style.
  

Not only does she record herself and friends at leisure, but also the working farm world.  In the background, at the top of the hill, the viewer can just make out an oxen-pulled cart and hint of plowed fields beyond, which the principal characters blithely ignore.  A wry comment at excess also sits in the center of the foreground.  As two figures prepare the picnic spread, one lifts the lid from an enormous pot of food, perhaps made from the raw ingredients being produced in the background.  The viewer has the vantage point of looking down on the scene, creating a journalistic assessment.  Stettheimer seems to comment, this is what the world is like: the relaxed oblivion of the wealthy, who can challenge convention with modern lifestyles—the latest bobbed hair and shortened hemlines, sexual freedom, and excess consumption—all commanding attention even as the worker’s world ensures maintenance of the status quo.

The figure to the left, who sits on her own, face turned away from the scene, disconnects herself from the rest.  She seems bored by the wealthy, leisure class, yet at a loss for how to make meaningful connection.  She appears to embody the ambivalence and disconnection of  the post-war malaise that infiltrated American and European culture.  

Perhaps, with this disengaged figure, Stettheimer is also prophetic about what women would experience after the enactment of suffrage in 1920.  While the issue of the vote unified disparate strands of politically active women, in the 1920s, disparate agendas would re-diversify and splinter energy.  One agenda centered on New Woman ideology like Stettheimer’s intellectual salon, which not only allowed identity experimentation, but also served as a kind of buffer from a world still segregated based on religion.  While the National Woman’s Party slowly reorganized around a new push for an Equal Rights Amendment, numerous other organizations emerged with reform agendas for protecting women in the workplace, child labor, women serving on juries, health insurance, unemployment compensation, hours and wages legislation, education, and other social welfare issues.  Organized feminism lost momentum until the New Deal, as various groups attempted with only modest success to enact their priorities.
 

While Stettheimer depicts this malaise as part of the evolving New Woman, Isabel Bishop reveals a different sensibility about breaking down the old Separate Sphere ideology.  Bishop’s art came of age at the end of the 1920s and into the Depression, the close of Stettheimer’s affluent epoch.  Bishop, who moved to New York at 16 to become a professional artist, made her career and reputation from depicting yet another sub-genre of the New Woman—the Career Girl, specifically, the Office Girl who worked at Union Square.  During the Depression, Union Square became a blending place of office workers, the unemployed and homeless, social activists and soapbox orators, and crowds gathered for political rallies.  Bishop watched the melee from her studio window and also mingled in the Square, sketchbook in hand.
  She, along with 3 male colleagues, including her teacher Kenneth Hayes Miller, became known as the 14th Street School, named for 14th Street that borders Union Square.

Coming from a poor family herself, Bishop had sympathy for the unemployed men who passed their days at the Square, as well as the Office Girls, in their often cheaply made dresses, aspiring to upward mobility of a white collar position or socially-improving marriage.  Bishop was notably interested in these young women.  With four banks, an insurance company, the electric company, and many small organizations, Union Square businesses alone generated 10,000 clerical positions, a major source of employment for single and, increasingly, married women during the Depression.  Although the married women were criticized for taking away jobs from men for miniscule wages, overall these wage-earners were considered exemplars of independent womanhood and saviors of families, when unemployment reached 25% and many men could no longer find work.  Rather than victims of poverty, the working woman became a symbol for women’s place in the larger world.

As with other occupations, as more women became clerical workers, men abandoned the positions, long an entry point for climbing the organizational ladder.  With the invention of the typewriter, the work became more routinized and feminized, no longer offering a responsible starting point for a larger career.
  But Bishop perceived these young women’s fate differently.  She believed in upward social mobility, and she used imagery of the Office Girl to demonstrate that possibility.  Initially, her work shows young women attired in cheap rayon dresses, using their lunch hour to create a kind of domestic separate sphere intimacy in the modern urban environment.  These young women ignore the viewer, taking a respite in their pressured day.  By the 1930s, she shows viewers how the young woman entering the workplace has grown up.  Now the Office Girl displays polish, decorum, and grace, dressed in a tailored, smart business suit, boldly striding into the public sphere.

The hard times of the 1930s created a new egalitarian spirit, and Bishop reflects that energy along with her passionate belief in upward mobility in Dante and Virgil in Union Square (Fig. 6).  In this painting, Bishop demonstrates her interest in Renaissance art by recreating a classical frieze of bodies in action, set against architecture.  But rather than a historical setting, this scene takes place in the contemporary world of Union Square.  Humorously and oddly, the figures of Dante and Virgil, in classical garb, are placed across the street, separated as outsiders from the central action in the Square.   Bishop’s experience of the provocative tableau of Union Square inspired the connection to Dante’s Inferno and the conversation Virgil as guide and mentor has with Dante about the multiplicity of human souls.   From their removed position, they take in the people of modern day New York.  The viewer is placed behind them, even further away, to be able to perceive the whole scene, with Bishop as guide and mentor.  

She creates a kind of charmed universe with the primary colors of red, blue, and yellow.  For all the people crammed in this one place, the atmosphere is calm, achieved through the repeated use of vertical and horizontal lines.  The backdrop of Union Square buildings, used in an arbitrary, not literal way, represents a stage set of the modern world, with emblematic skyscrapers aspiring to new heights, yet rooted to the ground.  The buildings are geometric and strong, established with repeated vertical lines, and stable in the horizontals, coming together to create blocks that push all the figures to the front of the picture plane.  

Hordes of anonymous people fill the Square, with the figures forming a horizontal frieze-like band across the entire foreground of the painting.  Bishop has made the front row a microcosm of types, people in motion, which, for her, represents their social mobility.
  On the far left, with their backs to the viewer are an immigrant woman in her long skirt and shapeless jacket, along with another figure carrying a baby.  They head anonymously into the crowd to assimilate as Americans.  Next to them, a smartly dressed woman in her cloche hat and fur-lined white coat, holds the hand of a boy in an orange coat and knee-length britches.  To their right, a working-class man in cap and loose-fitting brown coat and pants faces the buildings and 19th century equestrian statue, perhaps making his way to hear an orator stationed there.  Other men, more nattily attired in three-piece suits and fedoras, both face toward the viewer and away.  Middle class women shoppers clutching packages mingle with young women working their way up in life.
  At the far right, a man with slightly stooped shoulders holds the arm of a younger woman, perhaps a father and daughter.  In what at first appears to be a static band of figures actually reveals motion in multiple directions and varying walks of life.

Unlike Stettheimer’s class separation, in Union Square, all types of people mix, merge, co-exist, and move among each other.  Men and women, young and older, rich and poor provide souls for Dante and Virgil to contemplate, not in separate universes, but in one mass purgatory of the Depression.  The masses become individuals, purposefully moving this way and that, striving to elevate to a heaven that is beyond economic and social despair.  

The contrived, classical harmony in the painting is warmed with Bishop’s own empathy and aspirations for those she paints.  For Bishop, the Square was a place of beauty and potential, not the hell of lost and doomed souls that the viewer might assume from the presence of Dante and Virgil.
  To reinforce Bishop’s optimism, the cityscape and people are bathed in sunlight, with the literary figures in shadow.  Here, we can believe that the assertive New Woman has achieved lasting equality with men.

American women artists have knowingly or unwittingly woven their beliefs about the possibilities for women into their work.  These beliefs tended to coincide with dominant social, economic, and political trends.  Lilly Martin Spencer supported her husband and family in an arrangement remarkably unusual during the height of the Cult of True Womanhood.  Alice Barber Stephens and Marie Danforth Page both had supportive husbands, who encouraged their careers.  But Page’s work offers a psychologically complex, intimate view in what that marriage might have been like, while Stephens focuses instead on the changing role of women in the public sphere.  The modern artists Theresa Bernstein, Florine Stettheimer, and Isabel Bishop had modern relationships with men.  Bernstein married another artist, and while deferential to his career, enjoyed a colleagueship with him as well.  Stettheimer chose not to marry, instead developing strong relationships with intellectual and artistic leaders of her flamboyant avant-garde world.  Bishop, like Spencer, enjoyed a companionate marriage, although unlike Spencer, Bishop’s financial worries were relieved through her neurologist husband’s financial stability.  

Each of these artists, like many other women colleagues, had to find her own way through the Separate Sphere ideology that dominated in her day.  Like the broader Woman’s Movement, change was made both incrementally and through radical revolution.  Forward steps were not completely eradicated by steps back.  Stephens’ depiction of working class and middle class businesswomen on two different sides of the counter and Page’s mirrored reality showed this evolutionary dance.  More radical change took image with Spencer’s young husband mixing the spheres by doing the shopping, Bernstein propelling women forward with the traditionally male domain of the train, and Stettheimer challenging the commercial market to enter her domestic sphere.  

Bishop portrayed a world in which Separate Sphere ideology not only seems old-fashioned, but also impossible.  No longer is a society that keeps women removed from the movement and vitality of the modern world possible.  While post-World War II media imagery shuttled women out of the workplace back into the home, that myth was never completely the reality.  The resurgence of feminism in the 1970s ensured that women who danced on the boundary of the spheres would only have to do so by their own choice.  Each generation can thank the preceding and its artists who visualized probing and pushing the boundaries of change.
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Fig. 1 Lilly Martin Spencer, Young Husband, First Marketing, 1854
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Fig. 2 Alice Barber Stephens, Woman in Business, 1897 

          Image courtesy of the Brandywine River Museum
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Fig. 3 Marie Danforth Page, Calvin Gates Page, 1909
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Fig. 4 Theresa Bernstein, In the Elevated, 1916
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Fig. 5 Florine Stettheimer, Picnic at Bedford Hills, 1918
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Fig. 6 Isabel Bishop, Dante and Virgil in Union Square, ca. 1932

          Image courtesy of the Delaware Art Museum
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