
Breaking With Tradition: Ohio Women Painters, 1870–1950 
 
American women entered the professional ranks as artists in great numbers during the 
nineteenth century.  They were important, trendsetting pioneers in their time, increasingly 
exhibiting their work.  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 
contemporaries.  As Laura Prieto explains, “Out of necessity, women artists painstakingly 
developed a distinct identity and separate route to professionalization in the course of the 
nineteenth century.”1  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-nineteenth 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.  It coalesced with the expectations for women artists 
who chose to focus on the subject matter of gardens and floral still lifes.  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—particularly artists like George Inness and William Merritt Chase—
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.2  As the new century began, America was in the 
throes of transition and ripe for revolutions in politics, social systems and art.  The style 
and subject represented in art shifted from genteel themes to the vitality of the streets, a 
decidedly public sphere.  A new way of seeing and new attitudes of painting were being 
developed and exhibited. 
 
An artist’s lifestyle was reserved for the dedicated, and according to Kirsten Swinth, 
“women supposedly embodied the antithesis of the professional—dependent, imitative, 
and merely accomplished.”3  Throughout their careers, women artists struggled for 
training and recognition.   
 
Prior to the 1870s, women artists were often limited to careers as decorative painters. 
 American art academies did not initially accept women, and in the few instances when 
they did, the women were often segregated from the men.  Their work was not taken as 



seriously as were the efforts of their male contemporaries.  As Prieto succinctly explains, 
“women never lived or worked in a world isolated from men, and women artists always 
sought to associate with men in the art world as well as with women.”4  However, 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 nineteenth century.  They were 
not given access to the nude figure or the study of life drawing, since portraiture and still-
life were considered the only appropriate subjects for women painters.   
 
As schooling became one of the foundations of professionalism, women sought entry into 
the art academies and enrollment began to rise.  By the 1880s, women art students were 
receiving a rigorous education, albeit on a strictly segregated basis.  Eventually, women 
were permitted to draw from draped models.  Separate male and female life drawing 
classes were offered, but remained segregated through the available models.  In other 
words, men would see both male and female models while women were only allowed 
access to females. 
 
Study abroad would, by the 1870s, offer 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 than for a man.  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.5  Some women artists were able to stretch their money and remain longer. 
 Regardless, once they were overseas, women artists faced a number of challenges.  In 
Paris, they would discover that the segregation experienced in American academies was 
no different in Europe.  As a result, women artists formed networks of colleagues and 
friends which provided informal support and feedback and made a significant impact on 
each other’s formal training. These networks offered the advice, companionship and 
support that was not available in the male-dominated academies. 
 
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 the First World War 
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—Schille for two or three summers. 
 According to Peter Hastings Falk and Audrey Lewis, “Part of Gloucester’s appeal was 
the promise of camaraderie and the sense of dedication that came from working side-by-
side with artists who shared similar aesthetic goals.”6  Part of the summer travel included 
attending art colonies and training with established artists.  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.   
 
Travels were often taken with other artist friends, especially in the instance of 
Mendenhall and Selden, who were frequent companions.  Caroline Bradley traveled to 
Mexico in 1934 with a group of artists which included Schille.  In 1937, she spent three 
months in Guatemala, returned the next three summers, and in 1946 spent twelve months 
in Chile.7  The opportunity to paint while traveling served two purposes:  to devote time 
to painting without distractions of work and home and to network with and learn from 
colleagues. 
 
Nineteenth and early twentieth century artists, both male and female, found it difficult to 
make a living on art production alone.  Add to that the social stigma of being a single 
female artist and sustainability seems even more unattainable.  Many artists—May Ames, 
Grace Kelly, Clara Deike, Alice Schille and Carolyn Bradley—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, Dixie 
Selden, Bessie Hoover Wessel and Edith Stevenson Wright, were able to support 
themselves without having to take up a second career.  Nourse supported herself solely 
through the sale of her paintings.  According to James Keny, “She was the first American 
woman painter to be admitted to the Société Nationale des Beaux-Arts and the first 
whose work was purchased by the French government for the Luxembourg Galleries.”8 
 Selden and Wessel painted portraits to supplement their income while painting other 
subject matter in the summers when they traveled.  Portraiture was Selden’s specialty and 
the means with which she claimed her professional status.9  Selden was fortunate to have 
received an independent income when her parents passed away in 1907–1908.  Edith 
Stevenson Wright focused solely on portraiture and made her living by painting many 
important industrialists in Cleveland. 
 
Between 1870 and 1950, the art market favored men.  Male artists had a better chance of 
having their work exhibited and represented in galleries while women, particularly in the 
late nineteenth 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.  Dealers would promote female painters as women artists.  As 
Swinth explains, “dealers sold the distinctive artist, with distinctive implicitly the 
masculine, American stylist rather than the woman artist.”10  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 
reviewer’s response to Dixie Selden’s summer work in the early 1900s, which stated that 
Selden painted like a man.11  The climate of the gallery system in the early twentieth 
century favored male artists, and therefore motivated women to organize female art 
associations.  According to Swinth, “by shaping themselves as exhibition societies, these 
organizations struggled to continue to place women artists in the market—even at the 



center of the market—balancing the merit-based promise of juried shows with the 
special-interest approach of small artists’ groups and galleries.”12  As Prieto concurs, 
“Separate women’s associations and exhibitions could have the same functions as 
general, dominantly male associations and exhibitions, while at the same time creating a 
protective female sphere.”  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.  These clubs provided the necessary exposure for many 
artists who would otherwise not be presented with opportunities to be recognized in what 
was, by this time, an expansive art market.  Alice Schille had, however, a long series of 
one-woman shows in Cincinnati and Columbus during her lifetime and later 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. 
 
Another factor involved in a woman’s life as an artist was the decision to marry or remain 
single.  As mentioned earlier, women were expected to live traditional, domestic lives 
prior to the twentieth century.  The independent life of an artist did not fit into this ideal, 
and therefore the decision to marry required a negotiation of costs versus benefits.  Some 
artists did marry, but often at the expense of sacrificing their careers.  It was often hard to 
create a balance between family and professional demands.  A male artist could rely on 
his wife to provide the support needed at home, while a female artist was still expected to 
maintain her domestic duties.  It seemed to help somewhat when a woman married a 
fellow artist; but often, as in the case of Bessie Hoover Wessel, the success of a female 
artist was overshadowed by that of her husband’s.   
 
Wessel was a teacher at the Art Academy of Cincinnati where she met her future husband 
and fellow teacher, Henry Wessel. Upon marrying in 1917, she quit the teaching 
profession.  Natalie Grauer married a fellow artist, William C. Grauer.  Annie Sykes and 
Harriet Kirkpatrick also married and had  
families.  Marriage did not necessarily affect their work in a negative manner, but the 
demands of marriage and children would force their training and artistic production to be 
secondary at times.  An unmarried artist, such as Alice Schille or Clara Deike, had more 
opportunities to travel and study. 
 
By the twentieth century, women artists were gaining confidence as professionals, which 
in turn gave them the courage to remain independent.  As Prieto explains, “Women’s new 
emphasis on art and training, instead of art and domesticity, made marriage seem 
increasingly incompatible with an artistic career.”14  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 an 
independent income from family members, having made their artistic careers a priority.   
 
One of the common threads among women artists was friendship.  As Prieto states, 
“Their group identity as women enabled them to form valuable peer networks with other 
women artists.”15  These 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.  This exhibition and catalog 
highlight the professional careers of a group of women artists from Ohio.  It depicts the 
struggles they faced as well as the triumphs they encountered.   
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