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BREAKING WITH TRADITION: 

American women entered the professional ranks as artists in great numbers during the 
19th century. They were important, trendsetting pioneers in their time, exhibiting their 
work with increasing frequency. With the exception of a few, such as Mary Cassatt and 
Berthe Morisot, art history has failed to recognize them. They were known not as 
professional artists but as amateurs and hobbyists. Move away from the metropolitan art 
centers of New York or Paris and the critical silence is palpable. Yet women were exhibiting 
their work frequently and successfully, albeit in ways different from their male counterparts. 
They strove to be acknowledged and respected as equals to their male contemporaries 
through the establishment of art clubs and organizations that represented their work and 
through their entrance into art academies. In addition, they traveled throughout their 
careers to enhance their training. 

In the mid-19th century, most women artists led traditional, domestic lives. A woman's 
home was her private sphere, a place where she was able to create freely, focusing on 
accessible subject matter such as family and gardens. The last third of the century, known 
as the Gilded Age, was a period of increased industrialization, immigration and wealth 
in the United States. This period also embodied the idealized vision of beauty and nature 
in art. Their confinement to the domestic, or private sphere, oftentimes limited their 
subject matter to those which came to be categorized as feminine. Male artists also focused 
on these feminine subjects which in turn made it easier for female artists to align with the 
expectations of the time. 

By the turn of the century, the pressures of the modern world began to blur the boundaries 
between public and private spaces. The new art being developed captured the raw power 
of the new century, a rippling muscle that seemed decidedly male. Women had to adapt 
to new concepts of gender, and were forced to develop their own spaces in what was 
becoming a larger world. 

Prior to the 1870s, women artists were often limited to careers as decorative painters. 
American art academies did not initially accept them, and in the few instances when they 
did, women were often segregated from the men. Their training was seen as separate from 
the training of their male colleagues and a first-rate education was not made available to 
them until the late 19th century. 

Study abroad offered freedom from a woman's daily life and would be a crucial step toward 
her independence. Women saw that the successful male artist often completed his training 
in Europe, and they too desired an opportunity to travel. Study abroad would, however, 
present more of a challenge for a woman. She would need to leave her family behind and 
deal with financial concerns that she would not have faced at home. It would cost 
approximately $800 to $1000 for one year's study abroad. They would discover that the 
segregation experienced in American academies was no different in Europe. 

Not unlike their contemporaries working in more metropolitan art hubs, travel was an 
important aspect to the artistic training of many Ohio women artists. Elizabeth Nourse 
made Paris her home, and Alice Schille visited there frequently until World War I forced 
her to study elsewhere. Schille began traveling in 1902 to the East Coast, the American 
West, Latin America, Mexico, Europe and North Africa. New England was another popular 
destination for the women in this exhibition. Annie Sykes painted along the coast every 
summer from Maine to Massachusetts. Bessie Hoover Wessel frequently painted in 
Gloucester at the summer home of Frank Duveneck and his sister. Alice Schille and Clara 
Deike also visited Gloucester for two or three summers. Clara Deike studied under Hans 
Hoffman, at the Thun School in Gloucester, and, earlier, in Munich, Germany. She also 
spent one summer with Diego Rivera in Mexico. Emma Mendenhall studied with William 
Merritt Chase in Shinnecock, Long Island. Dixie Selden was also coached by Chase, in 
Venice in 1910. In 1914., both Selden and Mendenhall began taking lessons from Henry 
B. Snell, a well-known American Impressionist, at St. Ives in England. When Snell moved
his school to Gloucester, Mendenhall continued to study with him.

Yeteve Smith, a Columbus native, studied privately at Alfredo Gail in New York and John 
Hopkins at The Ohio State University after she completed her studies at the Potsdammer 
Schuler in Berlin and the Washington (D.C.) Art School. 

Both male and female artists in the 19th and early 20th century found it difficult to make 
a living on art production alone. Many artists taught art to supplement their incomes. 
They worked during the fall, winter and spring, and devoted their summers to studying 
and painting. Some artists, including Elizabeth Nourse, were able to support themselves 
without having to take a second career. Selden and Wessel painted portraits to supplement 
their income while painting other subject matter in the summers when they traveled. 

Between 1870 and 1950, the art market continued to favor men. Male artists had a better 
chance of having their work exhibited and represented in galleries while women, particularly 
in the late 19th century, found the gallery system inhospitable. Although the galleries did 
favor distinctive styles, women's artwork was distinguished from men's not based on style, 
but on gender. In the 1870s and 1880s, critics expected American artists to create 
academically skilled and refined art, qualities of which both men and women were capable. 
In the 1890s, this ideal shifted and a gendered language became more insistent. The 
critics became accustomed to considering art as more absolute and explicitly aligned with 
gender. An example of this was an art 1·eviewer's response to Dixie Selden's summer work 
in the early 1900s, which stated that Selden painted like a man. 

The climate of the gallery system motivated women to organize female art associations. 
Unfortunately, these artist clubs were forced to prove their professionalism to critics in 
the field. They offered fellowship, mutual respect and support, and contact with peers 
and provided the necessary exposure for many artists who would otherwise not be presented 
with opportunities to be recognized. Alice Schille had, however, a long series of one
woman shows in Cincinnati and Columbus during her lifetime without having to rely on 
artist clubs to establish connections. As mentioned earlier, Nourse, a highly marketable 
artist, was able to live on the sale of her paintings. Despite the success of Schille and 
Nourse during their lifetimes, the other artists in this exhibition used the artists' clubs 
and organizations as much as possible to promote their work. 

By the 20th century, women artists were gaining confidence as professionals, which in 
turn gave them the courage to remain independent. Some artists would cohabitate and 
travel together, as was the case with Dixie Selden and Emma Mendenhall, who at one time 
shared a home and studio together. In addition, both Selden and Mendenhall had 
independent income from family members, having made their artistic careers a priority. 

One of the common threads among women artists was friendship. Networks generated 
many positive results, from advice and support to travel companions and studio mates. 
Women used whatever means were necessary to succeed in a male dominated art world. 
Breaking T,·aditions and its accompanying catalog highlight the professional careers of a group 
of women artists from their struggles to their triumphs. 

Curator, Christine Fowler Shearer 
Director, Massillon Museum, Massillon, Ohio 

fA:i ARTISTS IN THE EXHIBITION 

MAY AMES (1869 - 1943) 

CAROLYN BRADLEY (1898 - 1954) 

CLARA DEIKE (1881 - 1964) 

NATALIE EYNON GRAUER (1888 - 1955) 

GRACE KELLY (1877 - 1950) 

HARRIET KIRKPATRICK (1877 - 1962) 

CAROLINE LORD (1860 - 1927) 

EMMA MENDENHALL (1873 - 1964) 

ELIZABETH NOURSE (1859 - 1938) 

ALICE SCH ILLE (1869 - 1936) 

DIXIE SELDEN (1871 - 1936) 

YETEVE SMITH (1888 - 1957) 

ANNIE SYKES (1855 - 1931) 

BESSIE HOOVER WESSEL (1889 - 1973) 

EDITH STEVENSON WRIGHT (1883 - 1975) 
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PUBLIC OPENING RECEPTION 
Thw·sday, November 3, 2005 
5-7p.m.

EXHIBITION TOUR WITH CURATOR 

CHRISTINE SHEARER, 

DIRECTOR, MASSILLON MUSEUM 
Friday, November 4, 2005 
r2-rp.m. 
Join curator Christine Shearer for this lunchtime 
tour as she discusses the challenges and stereo9pes 
faced try Ohio women painters on their wqy to 
becoming pioneering and trendsetting artists. 
Shearer will explain Ohio's role in nurturing 
women artists and how these women plqyed an 
important role in art history. 

WOMEN AT PLAY's 

W>man In A Yellow Dress 

Sunday, November 6, 2005 
2 p.m. 
$15 ($10 for students and seniors) 

Woman In A Yellow Dressis a site-specific 
drama written try Columbus' Women At Plqy. 
It centers around a poetry-writing group and 
their quest for the woman in theyellow dress who 
has stolen their most prized photographs which 
thry had planned to use during their poetry 
reading. Tickets are available try calling 
614/4-57-6580. 

WE'RE BUILDING OHJO THROUGH THE ARTS 

The Ohio Arts Council is a state agency that funds and supports 
quality arts experiences to strengthen Ohio communities culturally, 
educationally and economically. 

Bob Taft, Governor 
Susan R. Sofia, OAC Board Chair 
Wayne P. Lawson, Executive Director 

The Ohio Arts Council is an equal opportunity employer. 

lt(t 
The Ohio Arts Council's Riffe Gallery showcases the work of Ohio's 
artists and curators, exhibitions produced by the Ohio Arts Council's 
International Program and the collections of the region's museums 
and galleries. The Riffe Gallery's .Education Program seeks to increase 
public appreciation and understanding of those exhibitions. 
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FRONT IMAGE: YETEVE SMITH, W.ngs offoith, c. 1928-1930, oil 

BACK IMAGE, ALICE SCHILLE, Guatemalan RoofTops, c. 1930-1935, watercolor, 18" x 21" 
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