
Mary Cassatt A Life 1

Mary Cassatt A Life

Mary Cassatt A Life Downloaded from www.remodelicious.com by Sawyer & Finley

MARY CASSATT: A LIFE OF ART, INDEPENDENCE, AND IMPRESSIONISM

In the pantheon of great American painters, few names resonate with the same quiet power and enduring grace as Mary Cassatt. To understand
Mary Cassatt a life is to trace the arc of a woman who defied the conventions of her era, carved a space for herself in the male-dominated world of
French Impressionism, and produced some of the most tender and technically masterful works of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.
Her story is not merely one of artistic achievement; it is a narrative of persistent courage, transatlantic identity, and a deep, abiding commitment to
capturing the private, often overlooked moments of domestic life. This article explores the full trajectory of her existence, from her privileged
upbringing in Pennsylvania to her final years in France, examining the experiences, relationships, and innovations that defined her remarkable career.

The Formative Years: An American Beginning
Mary Stevenson Cassatt was born on May 22, 1844, in Allegheny City, Pennsylvania, which is now part of Pittsburgh. She was born into a well-to-do
family; her father, Robert Simpson Cassatt, was a successful stockbroker and land speculator, while her mother, Katherine Kelso Johnston, came from
a banking family. This background of financial comfort and cultural expectation shaped the early contours of her life. The Cassatt family believed in
education and travel,  exposing young Mary to the great capitals of Europe during her childhood. She spent five years abroad, learning French and
German and absorbing the art of the Old Masters in London, Paris, and Berlin. This early exposure planted seeds that would later bloom into a lifelong
vocation.
Returning to the United States, the teenage Cassatt began her formal art training at the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts in Philadelphia. This
was a bold step. In mid-nineteenth-century America, the notion of a woman pursuing a serious career as a professional artist was still met with
skepticism. The Academy offered a solid,  if  conservative,  curriculum that emphasized drawing from classical  casts and live models,  though female
students were often treated as second-class citizens. Cassatt chafed against the slow pace and the condescending attitudes of her male instructors
and peers. She grew impatient with the Academy's reluctance to embrace modern trends and its insistence on a rigid, academic style. She knew that
to become the artist she envisioned, she needed to return to the source of artistic innovation: Paris.

Declaration of Independence: The Move to Paris
In 1866, against her father's initial objections, Mary Cassatt moved to Paris. Her father famously declared that he would rather see his daughter dead
than living abroad as a bohemian artist. But Cassatt was resolute. She was determined to study under the masters and to immerse herself in the
vibrant art scene of the French capital. Because women were not allowed to enroll at the prestigious École des Beaux-Arts, she took private lessons
with masters from the school and copied paintings at the Louvre, as was the custom for art students of the day. She studied under Jean-Léon Gérôme,
a respected academic painter, and later with Charles Chaplin. She worked diligently, submitting her works to the conservative Paris Salon, the official
art exhibition of the Académie des Beaux-Arts. Her early Salon entries were accepted, a significant achievement that validated her technical skill.
However,  Cassatt  soon  found  the  Salon  system  stifling.  The  jury  was  notoriously  conservative,  favoring  mythological  scenes  and  highly  polished,
sentimental works. Cassatt's style was evolving towards greater naturalism and a more direct engagement with modern life, tendencies that did not
always find favor with the Salon judges. The outbreak of the Franco-Prussian War in 1870 forced her to return briefly to the United States, where she
struggled to find patrons and a receptive audience for her work. She felt isolated and frustrated, nearly giving up painting altogether. Yet, the pull of
Europe was too strong. In 1871, she returned to the Continent, eventually settling permanently in Paris in 1874. This was a pivotal moment in Mary
Cassatt a life, marking her final break with American artistic conventions and her full embrace of the European avant-garde.

The Turning Point: Joining the Impressionists
The most  consequential  event  in  Cassatt's  professional  life  occurred in  1877.  Edgar Degas,  already a leading figure of  the emerging Impressionist
movement, saw one of Cassatt's portraits at the Salon and was struck by its strength and draftsmanship. He reportedly remarked, "There is someone
who feels as I do." He invited her to exhibit with the Impressionists, a group of artists who were radically rethinking the purpose of painting. They
rejected the historical and mythological grandiosity of the Academy in favor of scenes of contemporary urban life, painted with loose brushwork and
an interest in capturing the fleeting effects of light and atmosphere.
Cassatt accepted without hesitation. She later said, "I accepted with joy. At last, I could work with absolute independence without worrying about the
eventual judgment of a jury." Joining the Impressionists was a professional liberation. She exhibited with them in four of their eight landmark
exhibitions  between  1879  and  1886.  Her  work  was  immediately  noted  for  its  solid  draftsmanship,  its  delicate  yet  confident  color  palette,  and  its
intelligent compositions. She developed a particularly close friendship and professional rivalry with Degas. He mentored her, introduced her to the

techniques of pastel and printmaking, and pushed her to be bolder. Their relationship was complex, marked by mutual respect, artistic sparring, and a
deep understanding of each other's creative processes. He was a profound influence on her life, and she was one of the few women he treated as a
true professional equal.

A Signature Subject: Mothers and Children
While Cassatt painted a variety of subjects—portraits, theater scenes, women at tea—she is best known for her intimate depictions of mothers and
children. This theme became her signature, and it is the lens through which most people view her art today. But these paintings are not sentimental
or saccharine in the Victorian sense. Instead, they are quiet, observant, and psychologically complex. Cassatt captured the physical closeness and
unspoken bond between mother and child with a realism that was unusual for the time. She showed mothers bathing their children, reading to them,
holding them, and tending to them with a natural, unposed dignity.
It is important to note that Cassatt herself never married and had no children of her own. This has led to much speculation about why she focused so
intensely on this theme. Some scholars argue that she was drawn to the subject as a way of exploring the private, hidden world of women—a world
that male artists often idealized or ignored. By painting mothers and children, Cassatt was asserting the importance of this domestic sphere as a
subject  worthy of  serious artistic  treatment.  She painted her  friends,  her  nieces and nephews,  and professional  models,  always striving for
authenticity over sentimentality. Works like The Child's Bath  and Mother and Child  (often called The Oval Mirror) demonstrate her mastery of
composition,  her  use  of  flattened pictorial  space influenced by  Japanese woodblock  prints,  and her  ability  to  find monumental  beauty  in  the  most
ordinary of moments.

Technical Mastery: Pastels and Printmaking
Cassatt was not only a painter but also a consummate printmaker and pastellist. Her technical range was one of her greatest strengths. She learned
printmaking techniques from Degas and began experimenting with drypoint, aquatint, and etching. In the late 1880s and early 1890s, she created a
remarkable series of color prints that are considered masterpieces of the medium. These works, such as The Letter and The Coiffure, show a strong
influence of Japanese ukiyo-e prints, with their bold outlines, flattened color fields, and unconventional cropping. She was also a virtuoso of pastel, a
medium that allowed her to combine drawing and painting in a single, luminous stroke. Her pastels of mothers and children are among the most
tender and technically accomplished works in her oeuvre, characterized by soft, glowing light and an almost tactile sense of fabric and skin.

Later Years, Advocacy, and Legacy
As the twentieth century dawned, Cassatt's eyesight began to fail. She was diagnosed with cataracts, and despite several surgeries, her vision
deteriorated, eventually forcing her to stop painting entirely by 1915. This was a devastating blow to a woman whose entire identity was bound up in
her art. However, she remained active in other ways. She became a vocal advocate for women's suffrage, using her status and wealth to support the
movement. She also served as a crucial advisor to American art collectors, helping to introduce Impressionist art into the United States. She
persuaded  wealthy  friends  like  the  Havemeyers  to  purchase  works  by  Degas,  Manet,  and  Monet,  effectively  shaping  the  collection  of  what  would
become the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York. In this sense, her influence extends far beyond her own canvases; she helped to change the
taste of a nation.
During World War I, she remained in France, increasingly isolated by her blindness and the loss of many friends. She died on June 14, 1926, at the
Château de Beaufresne, her country home in Le Mesnil-Théribus, north of Paris. She was buried in the family vault at Mesnil-Théribus, a final resting
place in the country that had become her home.

Understanding Her Place in Art History
To fully appreciate Mary Cassatt a life is to recognize her as a bridge between two worlds. She was an American who became a pillar of the French
avant-garde. She was a woman who navigated a profession that was largely hostile to her sex, and she did so without sacrificing her femininity or her
integrity. She was a formal innovator who drew on Japanese art and Impressionist color theory to create a unique visual language. And she was a
feminist in the truest sense of the word—not through strident proclamation, but through the quiet, powerful assertion that the lives of women and
children were worthy of the highest artistic attention.
Her legacy is secure. Her works hang in every major museum in the world, from the Art Institute of Chicago to the Musée d'Orsay in Paris. She is no
longer viewed merely as "the woman Impressionist" or "Degas's friend," but as a major artist in her own right—a master of composition, color, and
human emotion. Her paintings continue to resonate with audiences today because they speak to universal experiences: the bond between a parent
and child, the quiet dignity of everyday life, and the struggle for creative independence.
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Key Themes in Cassatt's Work
The Private Sphere: She focused on the intimate, domestic world of women, elevating scenes of bathing, reading, and childcare to the level
of high art.
Modernity: Like her Impressionist colleagues, she was interested in capturing contemporary life, but she did so through the lens of the private
home rather than the public boulevard.
Postural Realism: She was meticulous in depicting how mothers actually held, bathed, and played with children, avoiding stiff, classical poses.
Influence of Japanese Art: Her compositions often feature asymmetrical balance, high viewpoints, and bold, flat patterns derived from
Japanese woodblock prints.
Technical Virtuosity: She was equally accomplished in oil, pastel, and printmaking, and she constantly pushed the boundaries of each
medium.

Essential Works to Know
The Child's Bath (1893): Perhaps her most famous painting. It shows a mother bathing a child, viewed from above, with a masterful use of1.
pattern and intimate gesture.
Little Girl in a Blue Armchair (1878): One of her early Impressionist triumphs. A young girl slouches in an oversized armchair, capturing the2.
ennui of childhood with remarkable psychological insight.
The Boating Party (1893-94): A bold, compositionally daring scene of a man, woman, and child in a sailboat, heavily influenced by Japanese3.
prints.
Women in a Loge (1878): A brilliant portrait of a woman at the opera, observing the social spectacle around her. It is a study of looking and4.
being looked at.
Mother and Child (The Oval Mirror) (c. 1905): A late, tender pastel that showcases her ability to combine intimacy with formal elegance.5.

Conclusion: The Enduring relevance of Mary Cassatt's


