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Painting Family Life: Historical Context for a Contemporary Practice

Introduction


It is not surprising that art about the domestic does not occupy a major place in the canon of art history, since the domestic is the realm of the female.  The most significant body of work within the genre can be found within 19th century painting. This harkening back to a safer time brings some comfort in these troubling days.  But, beyond this comfort there is a psychological dynamic inherent in any depiction of life within even the happiest of homes.  The conflation of the woman with the home is also an important factor in painting the domestic sphere.  I - like most women my age - was socialized to become a housewife and mother – and not much else.  In this way, home is both a comfort and a confine for women.  From this place, comes my art. Throughout my tenure at Vermont College, I have struggled to find a way that was specifically my own to depict this interior world of the domestic. 

Virgin and Child Paintings

Of the earliest images of family life, paintings of the Virgin and Child are the most important and influential on my work. I was brought up in the Roman Catholic Church; images of the Madonna and Child were everywhere – especially at Christmastime.  At home, we had a little nativity scene with a barn and pose-able figurines.  I used to love to rearrange the holy family.  The iconography of the Virgin and Child sanctifies motherhood and as such is perhaps the first known attempts at putting women on a pedestal - putting forth the propaganda that ‘the hand that rocks the cradle’ has the real power.  This idealization of motherhood was/is really a way to keep women in the home and out of the larger culture – where all real power lies.  Yet, I am still drawn to this imagery.  The home and family draw me in and captivate me.

Virgin and Child paintings influenced many artists. Who can look at a painting by Mary Cassatt without thinking of Virgin and Child paintings?  Yet one reason Cassatt may have chosen such imagery was that as a 19th century woman, she did not have the freedom to occupy public spaces such as cafés. While her male counterparts – painters such as Monet, Degas, etc. - did.  And yet at the same time, Cassatt was not alone in her choice of imagery.  Many of her male contemporaries also chose to focus on life at home – most notably Vuillard and Bonnard, as well as several male Impressionists.  Whitney Chadwick writes, “ Some women were drawn to Impressionism precisely because the new painting legitimized the subject-matter of domestic social life of which women had intimate knowledge, even as they were excluded from imagery of the bourgeois social sphere of the boulevard, café, and dance hall.” 

Home as Female Arena

To better understand why this occurred, we can look to the effects of early industrialization on life in the city (as well as the home).  Industry moved out of the home/shop and into factories.  When this happened women of a certain class were effectively shut out of the workplace.  Even to be seen out in public alone was scandalous.  In her book Vision and Difference, Griselda Pollock states that “ For bourgeois women, going into town mingling with crowds of mixed social composition was not only frightening because it became increasingly unfamiliar, but because it was morally dangerous.  It has been argued that to maintain one’s respectability, closely identified with femininity, meant not exposing oneself in public.  The public space was officially the realm of and for men; for women to enter it entailed unforeseen risks.”
 Women who did work (lower class women) were thought to be morally suspect.  But, again in order to reinforce the dominance of women, the homebound position – the feminine position – needed to be glorified.  With few exceptions, these paintings helped to do that.  

The Domestic Dutch


The best place to see the beginnings of the domestic genre is 17th century Holland.  It is here that the idea of ‘home’ where a mother, father and children living in privacy first began.
  “That we are able to know so much about the appearance of Dutch homes is thanks to two happy accidents: the predominance of painting in seventeenth-century Holland, and the popularity of domestic scenes as a subject of these paintings.  The Dutch loved paintings” 
  --  and their homes. Paintings of warm family life are abundant.  De Witte, De Hooch, and especially Vermeer were known for paintings of domestic scenes. 

Contemporary Art

Although I have only discussed the domestic genre in the past, contemporary artists are addressing these themes.  Mary Kelly’s “Post-Partum Document” (1973-1979) is all about the fetishization of ‘baby’ by women/mothers.  Kelly [American, b. 1941] painstakingly (lovingly) documented everything from the diaper liner stains to the first words of her son – revealing the immense amount of labor involved in child care.  Her close up photographs of his baby face can stir maternal longings in almost anyone.  Besides which they are very beautiful.  This method of documentation demythologizes the position of mother while at the same time revealing the deep longing for babies which women feel.


Contemporary photographers like Tina Barney [American, b. 1945] have been mining the rich loam of family life.  But, these photos seldom idealize the family.  Rather, they reveal the psychological underpinnings, sometimes dark, often unsettling -  inherent in any complex relationship – as family life certainly is. Barney writes, "The insignificance of humanity and of life frightens me. And the sense of doubt, the question of the purpose of our existence, compels me to continuously seek the essence; the depth and value of life. I wish to know what other people feel, else life is too lonely." 
  Like Barney, I paint family members in an attempt to understand what other people feel.  And, I use snapshots as source material.  I am greatly influenced by the ubiquitous family snapshot.  These images if looked at closely reveal so much more than the “myth” of the happy family.  As Marianne Hirsch writes in her book, Family Frames: photography, narrative and postmemory, “The familial gaze emerges out of the elements of family photography.  The illusion that photographs simply record a preexisting external reality, the fact that still photographs freeze particular moments in time, and the ambiguity that results from the still picture’s absent context all help to perpetuate a mythology of the family as stable and united, static and monolithic.” 
  If you think about what pictures make it into the family albums, it’s always the ones that show the family in the most positive light.  People are always smiling.  You never see photos of the huge argument that inevitably happens at the Thanksgiving dinner table.

Mary Ellen Best

When I first arrived at Vermont College, I was repeatedly advised by faculty to expand upon the narrative elements in my work. In searching for art historical references to domestic life I discovered the work of Mary Ellen Best – a 19th century British watercolorist who documented her home life in detailed paintings that were kept in albums and passed down through the generations.
  I was immediately captivated. What attracts me to her work is the details that are so lovingly depicted – everything from wallpaper to fabric design.  Through her reserved and ladylike paintings, Best reveals what her life was like.  In her book, Women’s World: The Life and Art of Mary Ellen Best, Caroline Davidson writes, “Indeed Mary Ellen Best stands out among her contemporaries in having deliberately set out to ‘paint’ her autobiography.” 

In Anthony and the three children, Worms, 1857, Best’s husband is sitting at a delicately wood grained piano in a room decorated with yellow patterned wallpaper, a red border along the ceiling, and white moldings and beams.  The children are entering the room to hear the music.  There is a violin on the sofa that is upholstered in a patterned fabric and a table set for two – presumably for the adults’ dinner.  The walls are tastefully decorated with paintings, bookshelves, and a china cabinet set into the wall with glass doors – one slightly ajar.  The open cabinet and the newspaper carelessly left on the sofa are the only evidence that people actually live in this tidy room.  All details are carefully depicted right down to the paisley pattern on Mr. Best’s robes.  The children seem quietly eager to listen to their father play the piano, although wary not to be too excited or animated lest they should create havoc in this lovely room. It's a warm family scene even if it is a bit restrained. (My kids were never this placid.) 
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Mary Ellen Best drew her perspective lines very carefully – it looks as if she used a straight edge.  In most of her paintings, the rooms look like boxes in that you can see the back of the room and the floor, ceiling, and side walls.  All are drawn using strict linear perspective rules.  They remind me of rooms in a dollhouse, partly because her figures often look doll-like.  In Anthony and the three children, Worms, 1857, Best limits our view to just one corner of the room. The action all takes place in the far corner of the painting.  The viewer must traverse across the carpet and take in the table as well as notice the other objects in the room before really looking at the children and their father.  This creates a feeling of psychological distance from the viewer (as well as the artist) – who is mother and wife to those depicted.

Alice Neel


While I was looking at Best’s paintings, I was also looking at Alice Neel’s (American 1900-1984) somewhat naughty watercolors which often depict a devilish narrative of Neel and her lovers.  Her paintings give a much more frank depiction of her life. In Untitled (Alice Neel and John Rothschild in the Bathroom) [1935], a man with an erect penis urinates into a sink.  Wearing only red slippers, he holds a condom in his left hand. Alice, who is naked, sits on the toilet and relieves herself while seductively holding her long red hair above her head.  The couple is clearly preparing to have intercourse.  She looks happy, he seems to be reluctantly contemplating applying the condom.


Like Best, Neel limits the view to the corner of the bathroom.  She does not reveal any of the ceiling.  Where the sidewall meets the floor is drawn at a diagonal, to imply depth.   The corner line comes straight down into the green part of the floor, which at first makes it difficult to read as floor.  It seems to stand up with the wall. The floor has black and white checkered tiles that are not drawn straight.  This dizzying pattern flattens out this part of the painting.  The sink and toilet are too far from the wall to be viably connected by pipes, which adds to the confusion as to where the floor ends and where the walls begin.  The figures of Neel and Rothschild are drawn in a caricaturist manner – perhaps more as they felt to the artist than as they look.  They are certainly drawn from memory. Neel draws her large breasts right under her armpits.  All this adds to the whimsical feeling of the painting. 
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The Introduction of Narrative


The influence of Best and Neel can be seen in As the Cat Watches. In the left panel, I am washing my husband’s back behind a fishy shower curtain while the cat watches from the vantagepoint of the sink.  In the next panel, the shower is empty and the cat is walking across the tiled floor.  The sink and the toilet seat are visible. And, in the last panel,
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As the Cat Watches, 2002, Oil on Wood, 3 panels (4 x 4 inches each.)

I am in the shower (this time alone) behind the fish patterned shower curtain while the cat looks up at the viewer from the sink.  Her tail is curving around the lip of the sink.  In all three panels, there is a lot of detail in the shower curtain as well as in the tiled walls and floor. In this way it incorporates aspects of Best’s work. The bathing adds a touch of Alice Neel’s more personal and frank depiction of the everyday life of a couple. 

In the first and third panels, the space is very shallow.  The shower curtain is clear with bright tropical fish painted on it. This allows the viewer to see the bathers beyond the curtain but the space of the tub is not clearly shown. In the first and third panels, the cat in the sink seems to be coming off the panel (out of the pictorial space) or at least threatening to.  In the center panel, the angle of vision is changed and the toilet seat, sink, pipes, and bathtub are visible.  Unlike the other two panels, here there is a ground line.  The viewer is given a better idea of what the bathroom looks like. There are no people in this panel – only the cat.  In all three panels, the cat is the primary viewer.  The first panel (if read from left to right) indicates this and if we follow along, the last panel has a smiling cat looking back at us.  Or, perhaps we are the cat/voyeur.  My cats are very voyeuristic. 

“In a lecture in 1997, French philosopher Jacques Derrida explored the uneasiness in the scholarly acknowledgement of the colonization of animals, describing his shame (and his shame for being ashamed) when a cat gazes upon his naked body.”   

Éduoard Vuillard  and The Domestic Uncanny


A criticism that has continually dogged me during my tenure at Vermont College is that my work borders on just being pretty pictures.  Certain members of the faculty want to see more: more psychological tension. 


In response to this, I began to look more closely at the work of Éduoard Vuillard (French 1868-1940). On the surface, his paintings seem very light and pleasant – even pretty.  But, beyond the surface beauty, they reveal the everyday drama of family life.  Vuillard carefully and intelligently employed colorful patterned surfaces and subtle simplified forms to enliven his small yet highly intense oil paintings. As Guy Cogeval says, “Vuillard’s interiors may be intimate (it has been said often), but they are first and foremost disturbing, artificial, stamped with strangeness --- the Unheimlich that so preoccupied Freud.” 

In The Cup of Chocolate, (c. 1893), two women sit at a table with white cups and cakes on plates - all on a patterned tablecloth.  These forms are softly brushed, only the cups are clearly defined. The wall behind the woman in the center of the painting is dark with a shelf or picture frame (a horizontal fixture) a few inches above her head.  It exerts a downward pressure upon her – like a plunger.  The younger woman next to her is wearing a lighter colored striped dress and she is meekly looking down at her cup.  Behind her the wall is covered with busily patterned wallpaper and above her is a picture – again exerting downward force.  Her downward gaze seems to indicate that she feels this oppressive force even more than does her mother.  Her dress appears to be pressed right up against the picture plane – which flattens out the space.  All the women are thus pushed down and forward in the domestic space of the breakfast room.  The sister looks down - seems unhappy.  It’s as though she is being pushed out of the nest.  Does she want to leave home?  Does her mother want her out? The mother who looks back at us is active; she has power in this space whereas the daughter has none. The sister seems to shrink down in her chair.  She clearly does not have even a little room to breathe.  We can feel her discomfort.  
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Eduoard Vuillard, The Cup of Chocolate, c.1893, Oil on board, 12” x 12 1/2.”

Medieval Illuminations and the Use of Pattern

Medieval Illuminations also use of pattern to indicate depth.  Often a checkered or a honeycomb pattern with dark blues, reds, and gold leaf as in “The Nativity” denotes the background.  As John White states in his Birth and Rebirth of Pictorial Space the use of patterned background “stress(es) the decorative qualities of the centralized and foreshortened frontal structures which provide the major spatial accents.”
  In “The Nativity” [fig.  ], all attention is thus focussed on the softened oblique space of the stable where this domestic scene occurs. The figure of Mary is lying at an angle almost as though she is using the donkey for support. The donkey and cow look both curious and amused by the placement of baby Jesus in their manger. Joseph looks weary and concerned while he sits at the end of Mary’s bed. The pattern within the stable is smaller.  Therefore, it is further away from the viewer. The other pattern feels like wallpaper.  It’s as though the Nativity scene is an inset.  There is no ground plane, which leads to some uncertainty as to altitude and equilibrium.
   It’s as though this castle is floating in some unknown space.  I’m not sure which is stranger, the human family in the stable or the animals in the bedroom?
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“The Nativity,” Ghent Missal, dated 1366, fol. 22.


I used a photo taken from a low position as the source for Wedding Day in order to obtain an odd perspective.  The figures tower over the viewer as if she/he were a child.  The painting depicts the moment after my recent wedding.  There are four people in the foreground and the head of the priest is barely visible over my shoulder.  My palette is mostly orange and green.  There is a lot of activity in this painting: my dress is light orange with specks of green and red; the groom’s jacket is actively painted with green and gold dots; my son wears a striped sweater; and my daughter is wearing a lacey black dress.  On top of all of that, the ceiling is a checkerboard pattern much like those used in Medieval Illuminations.  Not only does this seem to exert a downward and forward pressure upon the people, but also it distracts the viewer from the main event – the wedding party that hovers uncertainly above an unseen floor.  
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Wedding Day, Oil on wood, 8” x 8,” 2003.

Final Semester


I end my work here with paintings revolving almost totally around my granddaughter Celia.  She is two years old. I use snapshots as sources for these paintings for two reasons: one – children cannot sit still and two – the camera can reveal an expression or posture that is fleeting.  Celia is fascinated by the camera and is always trying to get it – rather than posing nicely.  Like most children, she has not learned to hide her feelings.  So, her face reveals things she can never express – desire, curiosity, longing.  As Walter Benjamin said, “the camera introduces us to unconscious optics as does psychoanalysis to unconscious impulses.” 
 

Within the family, children are the most vulnerable and the most trusting. At the age of two, Celia cannot express nor can she understand the complexity of relationships spinning around her. Therefore, she must trust – even though at times, she may fear that this trust could be violated. Hirsch talks about the power and lack of it within the family. “It is in the family, after all, that structures of repression operate most fully and forcefully and that the familial gaze, familial looks, and various screens of familiality intersect in unacknowledged ways both to reinforce and to challenge those structures.”
  When I look back at the snapshots of Celia, her facial expressions are very ambiguous. In these paintings, I try to capture these expressions and reveal some of what it must be like to be  a two-year-old.  We all were two at one time and these feelings can reach beyond childhood.  We all need to trust and we are all vulnerable in this world.  The child’s face best represents these feelings.   


In Blind Shadows, a little girl stands right up against the picture plane, partially blocking the viewer’s entrance in the space of the room behind her. The sun leaves a swath of light on the carpet.  Across the girl’s face are streaks of light and shadows caused by sunlight piercing through blinds.  These highlights both describe and obscure the form of the little girl.  The light and shadows gently follow the contours of her face and upper body, but their complicated design and color scheme prevent the viewer from having a good look at her. She is both seen and unseen, known and unknown due to the light.

David Summers writes that, “Highlights enhance the effect of immediate presence not only by complementing the illusion of three-dimensionality created by modeling and cast shadows, but by making it seem as if there is a source of light, not just outside the painting, but in the space from which we look into the painting.  Highlights thus invite comparison to viewer space.” 
  

The viewer thus thinks: “How does it feel to have sun and shadow streaking across your face?” In this situation, a person would be blinded by the light.  The child is thus blinded, yet appears unfazed. 
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Blind Shadows, gouache on paper, 2003.
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Red Boots, gouache on paper, 2003.


In Red Boots, Celia looks back at the viewer with what seems like a mixture of curiosity and fear.   She seems frozen.  It’s as though she cannot decide whether to stay or go.  She stands on her own. There is an indication of another person’s presence in the second shadow, but this person is unknown to the viewer.  Celia seems unconcerned about this other person, so it would seem that the shadow belongs to someone she knows well and trusts – her parents.  Still, her posture and facial expression is not warm and welcoming.  She is very wary, like a deer in the woods; the slightest movement in her direction and she would run for safety.     

[image: image9.jpg]



Two Doors, gouache on paper, 2003.


Celia looks as if she might start crying in Two Doors.  She stands on a patterned carpet next to a man with his hand on his hip. The man is only partially visible, but the gesture of hand on hip seems to exert power over the child; therefore, this must be her father.  Celia looks back at the viewer as if to solicit help.  We wonder why her father does not help her, and just what is it that she needs. 

Contemporary Photography and Family Life 

In painting my daughter’s daughter, I am once removed from the dilemma mother photographers feel when representing their children.   There’s a kind of cool distancing that occurs when mothers approach their art through their children.  We can even see that in the painting by Mary Ellen Best [fig.1].  In the photographs of Sally Mann we see beautiful children often nude and vulnerable.  By photographing them in this way, Mann is exposed to much criticism for exploiting her own children.  But as Hirsch explains, 

“If this picture, like all family photographs, tells a story, it is the complex, plural, contradictory, and interruptive story of familial relationships.  If telling that story is the task maternal photographers take on, it is no wonder that they do so hesitatingly, and that they evoke such fearful response.  For as much as they might wish to remain unseen, when they snap the shutter they inevitably expose themselves and their own ambivalences about maternity.”
  

Conclusion

I am not only once removed from motherhood in that I am the grandmother of my subject, I am also once removed from photography as a painter.  Painting is not looked at in the same way that photography has been traditionally viewed – as documentary – and unfailingly truthful.  But, even un-doctored photographs are not gospel - especially in family photography.  As I mentioned earlier, snapshots of the family are often performances unconsciously put forth to promote the myth of happy families.  

“Perhaps it is my past I am photographing,” Mann suggests, even as she asserts that she has virtually no memories of her own childhood and thus may be using her camera and her children to create a past and a childhood she never had.
  While looking and painting my granddaughter I do project onto her my own feelings about my own childhood.   I recognize my own fears and insecurities in her facial expressions and postures.  Perhaps it is my own childhood, my own past, I am painting. 
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