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Introduction
When Linda Nochlin queried “Why have there been no great 
women artists” over forty years ago, she prompted many scholars 
to address this question and to amend the historical record.1 
Feminist historians of American art such as Kirsten Swinth 
pointed out that “thousands upon thousands of girl art students” 
attended art academies right after the Civil War to meet the growing  
industrial and cultural demands for illustrators, engravers, print-
makers, miniaturists and portrait painters (implying that we should  
have been able to find a few “greats”).2 According to historian 
April Masten, mid-nineteenth century America had a fluid culture 
in which women artists prospered.3 Yet, despite the fact that 
hundreds of women became professional artists during this period,  
few of them have secured a place in the modern art historical canon.

Even as recently as 2016, The New York Times’ Holland Cotter 
lamented the dearth of notable women artists in both museums 
and historical texts.4 As Laura Prieto asserts, “With the notable 
exception of the two painters Mary Cassatt and Georgia O’Keefe 
and one sculptor, Louise Nevelson, female American artists still 
remain largely unrecognized.”5 Women’s art has been confined to 
the artistic and historic sidelines because, as many of these critics 
note, it does not conform to a canonical art history in which “good”  
style is assumed to progress from nineteenth century impressionism  
to early twentieth century abstraction. UMass Dartmouth’s 
Making Her Mark seeks to refute this viewpoint.

Nevertheless, our exhibit is not an effort to simply recover “old 
mistresses.” Rather, we wish to situate nineteenth century women 
artists’ stories in an expanded modernist narrative—one that will 
help reshape our understanding of male artists’ histories as well. 
We challenge the still influential Greenbergian formalist history 
that valorizes abstraction over representation and excludes many 
American male and female representational artists who were active  
before World War II. Women, in particular, employed a conservative,  
realist aesthetic in order to procure commissions and commercial 
work. Our exhibition relates the stories of professional women 
flower painters, academic artists, and book illustrators who were 
successful because they challenged the institutional and gender 
norms that constrained them. We suggest these artists both 
employed and subverted stereotypes associated with the period’s 
female “cult of domesticity.” For instance, by choosing to become 
flower and still-life painters, women effectively co-opted the flower’s  
association with femininity to frame a nineteenth century woman’s  
space—one that mirrored and supported each of their experiences.  
Female artists of this era could also use the flower to freely 
experiment with form and color and to covertly explore abstraction  
and sensuality, while still painting “appropriate” subject matter.

To become successful artists, they also created new networks, 
joined progressive organizations and established new educational 
institutions to further their professional development. This was  
crucial, because although many American women artists matriculated  
at art schools and exhibited at some notable venues during the  
late nineteenth century, there were significant structural impediments 

to their professional success. It was, for example, especially 
difficult for women to gain access to galleries and other venues 
where they could sell their work.

Consequently, they founded organizations such as The Plastic 
Club in Philadelphia or joined groups that welcomed women—
including the Providence Art Club. The latter, founded by six  
women and ten men in 1880, was also one of the first clubs to admit  
women. Early members included Etta Belcher, Mary Louise 
Chapin, Sarah J. Eddy, Helen Watson Phelps, Emily McGary Selinger,  
Emma Swan, Rosa Peckham, Sophia Pitman, Eleanor W. Talbot 
and Mary Colman Wheeler. Our exhibition is dedicated to this 
community of women. Each of them, as Michael Rose notes,  

“is a force to be reckoned with; a pioneer who still inspires.”6

Though socially contrived cultural norms did structure the works 
of many of these artists, their images did not represent a retreat 
from the modern. Many of them depicted gendered places that  
empowered them as both women and as creators. With their paintings,  
photographs and illustrations, they disrupted conventional 
narratives regarding home and family, and the boundary which 
separated the domestic from the public. These women artists altered  
the American cultural discourse and created artistic communities 
that eventually challenged the dominant power structure, making  
a clear contribution to the modern American cultural narrative.

—Anna Dempsey
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Etta Belcher was an American portrait painter who worked 
primarily in Providence, Rhode Island during the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries. During this period, many of the city’s  
prominent citizens commissioned her to paint their likenesses. 
Belcher’s portrait of the Providence mayor William S. Hayward 
still hangs in the City Hall’s Mayoral Portrait Gallery. She was 
selected through a highly competitive process to paint the mayor. 
Her other portraits can be viewed at the Rhode Island Historical 
Society. Despite her professional success, like many other women 
artists who worked at this time, Belcher has been largely erased 
from the historical record. This may seem surprising given that 
nineteenth century women began to play a more active role in the 
arts as painters, designers, illustrators and engravers. Indeed, they 
represented half the artists counted in the census of 1890.1

Moreover, these women collaborated with men, occupied the 
same exhibition spaces, belonged to some of the same art clubs, and  
earned commissions comparable to their male counterparts. 
However, in the canon of art history, their contributions have been  
omitted. Women artists, such as Belcher, were oftentimes derided  
as hobbyists and amateurs, even when evidence pointed to the  
contrary. This suggests that successful women were subject to 
the same restrictive conventions that affected their non-working 
sisters. For example, painter Edward Simmons asserted: “‘no 
genius is or has been a woman. It was folly, he cried, for a woman 
to take up a serious career in art in a vain attempt to rival men.”2 
Some writers, primarily twentieth century critics such as Clement 
Greenberg, used gendered terms such as “feminine” to critique  
art they viewed as decorative, even kitsch.

Etta Belcher was born in November of 1848 to Walter and Henrietta  
Sherrod. In June of 1870, she married Newell Warren Belcher who  
operated and owned Belcher Brothers Hardware with his family. 
The couple remained married until Newell’s death in September of  
1898. Despite this domestic commitment, Belcher maintained 
several studios in Providence, Rhode Island.3 This suggests that she  
was highly regarded as a professional artist. Notable Providence 
families chose Belcher to paint their portraits because she was 
renowned for her technical skill.

Belcher was also very involved with the art community. She was 
one of the 16 founders of the Providence Art Club. Founded in  
1880, the club sought to create, nurture and sustain a community  
of artists, art dealers, and art enthusiasts. The founders, including 
Belcher, wished to promote culture and reach out to all the citizens  
of Providence. She was known to be “at all events a good citizen  
and behind a movement [she] believed in”.3 The Providence Art 

Club was unique, in that its members included men and women 
who sought to share their passion for artmaking and artworks 
with all.

Belcher exhibited at least twice in exhibitions at the Providence 
Art Club, as well as in other national venues such as the World’s  
Cotton Centennial.4 Centennial exhibitions were extremely 
popular in the United States and contributed to the success of many  
artists who exhibited in them. These exhibitions sometimes had 
women’s pavilions, which served to showcase the contribution of  
women. In a similar Centennial Exhibition, Belcher’s con-
temporary, Cecelia Beaux, showed her works. Though Beaux is 
more well-known than Belcher, the work of the two share  
many similarities: most notably in their portraits’ subtle subversion  
of conventional, gendered norms. Although Etta Belcher  
is a largely unknown artist, she and her Providence Art Club 
colleagues contributed to modern American visual culture. 
Indeed, it was women such as Belcher and Beaux who helped pave 
the way for women artists of today.

Etta Belcher
1848–1913

Providence’s Lost Artist
By Mariah Tarentino

Marie Chapin
1843–1898

Providence Portraitist and Still-Life Painter
By Anna Dempsey

Marie Louise Chapin, a well-regarded member of the art 
community, was born in Providence, Rhode Island in 1843.1 
Her father was Dr. Joshua B. Chapin, a commissioner of the 
state’s public schools and trustee of the State Normal School 
(now Rhode Island College). Her mother, noted art teacher 
and portrait painter Jane Louise Value Chapin, provided the 
young artist with a strong creative and aesthetic foundation. 
Chapin continued her studies in New York with the acclaimed 
impressionist painter William Merritt Chase. After her studies,  
she began her professional career in Providence and soon obtained  
numerous commissions for artwork. In 1885, Chapin opened  
a studio at Three College Street and in the following year secured 
one of the coveted studios in S. R. Burleigh’s newly built arts  
and crafts artist studio, the Fleur de Lys. Here she lived, worked  
and socialized with fellow Providence Art Club artists including 
Charles Walter Stetson. Stetson’s diaries tell of life within the Fleur  
de Lys studio, the “place where Chapin and her artist friends 
painted, stood in as models for each other, debated art issues  
or just relaxed amidst the aesthetic surroundings.”2

In 1887, Chapin was selected to exhibit in the “Old and  
New Masters” show at the Providence Art Club, an exhibit  
that highlighted a range of prominent Rhode Island artists— 
from the eighteenth century Gilbert Stuart (George  
Washington’s most well-known portraitist) to contemporary 
painters Edward Bannister and Sidney Burleigh. This 
distinguished company also included Chapin’s female colleagues: 
Helen Phelps, Emma Swan, Rosa Peckham, Emily Selinger  
and Louise Torrey. In addition, Chapin also exhibited her work  
in Boston and in New York at the National Academy of  
Design between 1881 and 1884.

Like several other artists in this exhibition catalog, Chapin produced  
floral still-lifes, such as the Study of Pinks (1880) reproduced in 
this catalog. According the Providence Art Journal (1891):

Miss Chapin’s delicate feeling for tones and line and rich color 
are very apparent in nearly all the 16 pieces of her group. Most 
ambitious among these are two portraits… both of which are  
accurate and life-like. Miss Chapin’s group includes two studies in  
the nude, the only ones in the exhibition.… This group as a whole,  
shows that Miss Chapin has made marked improvement.3

Chapin did not live long enough to see the profound changes 
the new century wrought on the world of art. Her career had 
flourished along with the Providence art community in which  
she had lived and worked in the last years of the nineteenth century.

1 | The authors of this catalog would like to thank Cathy Bert and Nancy 
Grinnell for sharing their research with us. Please see the exhibition  
Making Her Mark at the Providence Art Club (March 2017).

2 | See records at the Providence Art Club Archive for more biographical 
information on Marie Louise Chapin.

3 | As noted in Cathy Bert’s and Nancy Grinnell’s Exhibition Panel at the 
Making Her Mark exhibit at the Providence Art Club (March 2017).

1 | Kirsten Swinth, “Introduction,” Painting Professionals Women Artists & 
the Development of Modern American Art, 1870-1930 (Chapel Hill, NC: 
University of North Carolina, 2001), p. 28.

2 |  Cited in Laura Prieto, At Home in the Studio (Cambridge MA: Harvard 
University Press, 2001), p. 179.

3 | Providence Art Club, Exhibition Catalog for Making Her Mark (Providence, 
RI: March 2017).

4 |  Lois D Atwood, W. Chesley Worthington, and George Leland Miner,  
“The Founding of the Club,” Providence Art Club, 1880-2005 (Providence, 
RI: Providence Art Club, 2007), p. 135.
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Sarah J. Eddy was an American photographer, painter, and 
sculptor who was primarily known for her platinum photographic 
prints of political activists, local Rhode Island workers and 

“ordinary” American citizens. Eddy was a social activist who supported  
women’s suffrage, abolition, expansive hands-on free education, 
humane treatment of animals, and worker’s basic human rights.  
More importantly, she lived her life in accordance with her strongly  
held beliefs. Sarah J. Eddy serves as a role model for those who espoused  
progressive values. Her art functioned as the mechanism through 
which she disseminated her progressive values.

Eddy was born in Boston, Massachusetts in May, 1851 into  
a prominent family, one distinguished by a strong social and 
humanitarian conscience. During the early 1870s, she attended 
the Pennsylvania Academy of Fine Arts and the New York Art 
Students League.1 She studied under Christian Schussele, an 
American artist known for his portrait of George Washington 
and for his design of the American Medal of Honor.2 Eddy  
spent most of her life in Portsmouth, Rhode Island, where she 
took photos of everyday farm life and created the charming 
sculptures she gave away for free (see the Girl in a Bonnet, ca. 
1900).3 As a true educator who provided free art lessons at her  
home, she hoped to ignite a passion in the arts in each person she met.

Like Eddy, sisters Frances and Mary Allen also became 
professional photographers. They too were celebrated for their 
images of local New England residents (in this case Deerfield,  
MA). During the late nineteenth century, interest in photography 
surged due to the reduction in the size and complexity of the 
camera and the simplification of the production process. By the  
1880s, with the appearance of the Kodak camera, women were 
drawn to photography by the thousands.4 Like sketching and  
embroidery, picture-taking was believed to be a congenial 
pursuit for women.5 Like Sarah Eddy, the Allen sisters used their  
photography to document the lives of the local residents in the  
towns in which they lived. As such, all three women photographers  
left an important pictorial record of life in Rhode Island and 
Massachusetts.

Eddy also created portraits (both photographs and paintings) of 
individuals who spent their lives dedicated to human rights. One 
of these includes a well-known work of Susan B. Anthony located  
in the Smithsonian National Museum of American History. The  
painting depicts her dear friend at the age of eighty, seated with 
several children by her side. Over a three-and-a-half-week period 
in 1901, Anthony visited Eddy’s home in Portsmouth to sit  
for the study. She also painted a portrait of Frederick Douglass 

(1883), which is housed at the National Park Service. 6 In it, Eddy 
portrays Douglass with a baton, a symbol of his role as Marshal of the  
District of Columbia. Douglass sat for this portrait during two 
visits to Rhode Island in the spring and summer of 1883. Eddy 
represented Douglass as powerful with a stern look on his face 
and a strong grasp on the baton that he is holding; Douglass was  
a key figure in the human rights movements, especially in Rhode 
Island and in New Bedford, Massachusetts. Eddy was very involved  
in human rights movements. She was a true activist who used  
her art to support her causes. Indeed, her painting of Frederick 
Douglass represents only one of the highlights—albeit a significant  
one—of Eddy’s remarkable life.

Sarah J. Eddy
1851–1945

Activist and Artist
By Kimberly Thompson

1 | Alan Griffiths, “Getting around: Luminous-Lint - Photographer - Sarah 
J. Eddy,” 2013. http://www.luminous-lint.com/app/photographer/
Sarah_J__Eddy/ABCDEF/. Accessed 19 February 2017.

2 | Christopher J. Wickham, “Painters, Nineteenth-Century German, 
Adelbert von Chamisso Wied, Franz Boas, and Karl Bodmer, Yearbook  
of German-American Studies 31 (1996), p. 63.

3 | See presentation “Sarah J. Eddy: Hidden in Plain Sight,” at the Portsmouth 
Historical Society, http://portsmouthhistorical.org/wp-content/uploads/ 
2015/12/sje-presentation-for-web.pdf, Accessed March 15, 2017.

4 | See Kirsten Swinth, Painting Professionals: Women Artists and the Development 
of modern American Art, 1870-1930 (Chapel Hill and London: The University  
of North Carolina Press, 2001), p. 12 and passim.

5 |  Jane Gover, The Positive Image: Women Photographers in Turn of the Century 
America (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1988), p. 7.

6 | National Parks Service, “Museum Management Program,” 2016. https://
www.nps.gov/museum/exhibits/douglass/exb/visionary/FRDO125_
FrederickDouglassPainting.html. Accessed February 20, 2017.
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Charlotte Perkins Gilman was a well-known writer and advocate  
for women’s rights—as were many other middle and upper middle  
class women who founded organizations to champion children’s, 
women’s, and worker’s rights. Gilman’s life spans a tumultuous 
time in American history. Just a year after she was born, the 
rumblings of revolution turned to civil war. In her youth, the financial  
Panic of 1873 (bank failures) and the Panic of 1893 (marked by 
the overbuilding of railroads and more bank failures) occurred. 
These were serious economic depressions which resulted in cultural  
instability and created fear in the citizens of the young country.1 
Many Americans, particularly women, became activists in an 
effort to relieve this suffering.

Charlotte Perkins Gilman was born on July 3, 1860 in Hartford, 
Connecticut into a family of well-connected social reformers. 
She was the first cousin of Ellen Day Hale, an activist who 
lobbied on behalf of women’s rights and was a founder of the 
Congressional Union for Women’s Suffrage.2 Due to her  
father’s absence early in life, Gilman spent her formative years 
with her great aunts: Harriet Beecher Stowe, Catharine  
Beecher, and Isabella Beecher Hooker. Beecher Stowe is well-
known for her abolitionist activism, and especially for her 
influential novel, Uncle Tom’s Cabin. Catharine Beecher was  
an advocate for female education and was a founder of the 
Hartford Female Seminary. Isabella Beecher Hooker, a co-founder  
of the New England Women’s Suffrage Association, co-authored 
(with her husband) and helped to pass a legislative bill that granted  
women property rights—rights that had heretofore been denied  
to them. She was also known for her public speaking engagements  
in which she promoted her progressive values.3

Gilman married Charles Walter Stetson, who founded the 
Providence Art Club in 1880 with Edward Bannister, George 
Whitaker and six women.4 Gilman and Stetson had one child, 
Katharine Beecher Stetson. After the birth, Gilman experienced 
postpartum psychosis for which she sought treatment (although  
the painting of her nursing her daughter is a remarkably tender 
one and shows no indication of Gilman’s suffering). This 
experience provided the foundation for her most famous work, 
The Yellow Wallpaper. In “Why I Wrote the Yellow Wallpaper”  
she stated that her doctor wanted her to give up writing and  
remain at home, completely passive. Gilman followed his 
instructions for 3 months before spurning the doctor’s advice.  
She stated: 

Then, using the remnants of intelligence that remained, and helped  
by a wise friend, I cast the noted specialist’s advice to the winds and 

went to work again—work, the normal life of every human being; 
work, in which is joy and growth and service, without which one is a 
pauper and a parasite—ultimately recovering some measure of power.5 

Gilman’s struggle to reclaim her voice and place in society was 
precipitated by the unsubstantiated belief that women were inferior. 
They were not necessarily thought to be weak, but were perceived 
as less able than men to function outside the home.

Gilman and Stetson separated and then divorced—a rather 
unusual occurrence for this time. In 1894, Gilman sent her 
daughter to live with Stetson and his second wife, Grace Ellery 
Channing, a close friend of Gilman’s. Gilman recognized that 
Katharine should “know and love her father”, and that her  
father should get to know Katharine. Indeed, Gilman stated  
that Channing was “better in some ways” than she as a mother.6 
Gilman was extremely progressive for her day, not just in the  
ways that she pushed for reform and change, but in her own  
life. She later married her first cousin Houghton Gilman, and  
the pair enjoyed a very healthy relationship.7

Gilman was remarkable in that she very publicly lived according  
to her beliefs, despite the oftentimes great personal and professional  
cost. Of the repercussions she faced, she noted: 

Regarding consequences I had no illusions. No one who sets out to 
make the world better should expect people to enjoy it, all history 
shows what happens to would-be improvers… What I had to expect 
was mostly misunderstanding.8 

This was perhaps one of her greatest contributions to feminism. 
Although her writings and lectures were significant, arguably it 
was the way Gilman lived her life that paved the way for women 
to enjoy many of the freedoms we [women] now take for granted.

Charlotte Perkins Gilman
1860–1935

Advocating for and Writing About Women
By Jonathan Alumbaugh

1 | Leon Fink, The Long Gilded Age, (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania 
Press, 1948), p. 27.

2 | Tracy Fitzpatrick, “Ellen Day Hale: Painting the Self, Fashioning Identity,” 
Woman’s Art Journal, 31: 1 (2010), pp. 28-34.

3 |  James Grant Wilson and John Fiske, Eds, “Beecher, Lyman,” Appletons’ 
Cyclopædia of American Biography (New York: D. Appleton, 1900).

4 | Dr. John A. Worsley, “Inductee Details,” Rhode Island Heritage Hall of 
Fame (2011). http://www.riheritagehalloffame.org/inductees_detail.
cfm?iid=642 Accessed March 10, 2017. See also “Christopher Ratcliffe:  
The Art of Women’s Equality,” The Providence Journal (11 March 2017).

5 | Charlotte Perkins Gilman, “Why I Wrote the Yellow Wallpaper”,  
The Forerunner, October, 1913.

6 | Charlotte Perkins Gilman, The Living of Charlotte Perkins Gilman: An 
Autobiography, (1935), pp. 73-74, cited in Denise D. Knight, The Diaries  
of Charlotte Perkins Gilman, (Charlottesville, VA: University of Virginia  
Press, 1994), p. 163

7 | Denise D. Knight, The Diaries of Charlotte Perkins Gilman, pp. 648-666.

8 | Charlotte Perkins Gilman, The Living of Charlotte Perkins Gilman, pp. 73-74.
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Portrait and landscape painter Rosa Peckham was a leading 
woman artist during the late nineteenth century. Although she  
was born in Providence, Rhode Island, Peckham traveled to 
Europe to receive an art education which was unavailable to her,  
as a woman, in the United States. During the mid-nineteenth 
century American women struggled to earn a living as professional  
artists. Although drawing and sketching were considered  
genteel, women were not supposed to use their skills to become  
publicly recognized painters. Indeed, few of them could  
acquire the education and skills they needed to become skilled 
artists. Thus, many of them traveled to Europe to attend art 
academies, though often at a much greater cost than what their  
male counter-parts had to pay. Like other women, Rosa 
Peckham (along with her sister Katherine) was one of those  
who journeyed to Paris to pursue new educational and  
artistic opportunities.

Born in 1842 in Killingly, Connecticut, Peckham moved to 
Providence in 1854 with her physician father, Dr. Fenner Harris 
Peckham, and her mother, Catherine Davis Torrey Peckham. She 
attended Providence High School where she graduated in 1862. 
After her mother’s death, Peckham enrolled at the Cooper Institute  
in New York City in 1868. When she completed her education in 
New York, she left for Paris to continue her studies.

In Paris, Rosa Peckham studied at the Académie Julian with  
Jules Lefèbvre. In 1878 she was one of thirty women to exhibit her  
work in the Paris Salon. In fact, “a surprising number of local 
Rhode Island women artists were accepted to exhibit at the salon.”1  
Peckham displayed her portrait of May Alcott, Peckham’s room-
mate, which she painted in 1877. The work is now owned by the  
Louisa May Alcott’s Orchard House, a museum in Concord, 
Massachusetts. After exhibiting in the Salon, Peckham returned 
to Providence where she continued her career with her new- 
found reputation as a successful artist. Her success inspired other 
women artists to reject gender conventions of the time to pursue  
their dreams of becoming professional artists.

Other nineteenth century women artists, such as Mary Cassatt, 
Emily McGary Selinger, and Mary Louise Chapin, did not allow  
conventional norms to circumscribe their choices and activities. 
Indeed, these women served as role models for women who wished  
to become professional artists rather than “hobbyists.” Many  
of them also worked together to form organizations and clubs  
that supported women artists. The Providence Art Club 
represents one of the first clubs to allow women to participate 
not only as members but to occupy leadership positions as well. 

Rosa Peckham, a founder of the Club, served as secretary and 
eventually vice president. According to scholar Amanda C. Burdan: 

Small-scale mixed-sex endeavors like the Providence Art Club 
expanded the scope of American women in the arts, gradually 
leaning towards professionalism.2

Landscape Painting (1869) represents one of Peckham’s earliest 
known works. Even at this age, we can see that she is a skilled artist.  
Her later facility with color and detail is clearly evident in this 
youthful representation. Much like Cassatt, Peckham often depicted  
women and children. Despite such conventional subject matter, 
she created scenes that reflect a genuine emotion.

In sum: female artists during the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries faced many obstacles. According to Nicole Myers, 

“Unlike their male counterparts, women seeking professional 
careers in the fine arts were restricted in their opportunities to 
receive an artistic education.”3 They were expected to marry and 
maintain a home. If not, they had to conduct themselves (the way 
they dressed, where they lived, which companions they sought) 
with the utmost propriety. On the other hand, women’s roles were  
changing. Because of the growth of the middle-class and the 
demand for new products (including women’s magazines), many 
women artists could now enter the workforce or attend the 
new design schools that had opened to train skilled engravers, 
typographers, bookbinders, illustrators and other creative 
workers. Nonetheless, they were still largely seen as “guardians” 
of the home. While a few women rejected traditional gendered 
conventions, many such as Rosa Peckham tried to negotiate the  
contradictory messages they received. Peckham eventually 
married George Whitman Danielson. Though she continued to 
paint, she did not avidly pursue a professional career.

Rosa Peckham (Danielson)
1842–1922

Becoming a Professional Woman Artist During the Nineteenth Century
By Marc Arbitelle

1 | Bert Gallery – Providence Rhode Island: Paris Salon Essays, #2. http://
www.bertgallery.com/gallery/exhibit/2007/parisessay/paris_essay2.php. 
Accessed April 1, 2017.

2 | Amanda Burdan, Amèricaines in Paris: The Role of Women Artists in  
the Formation of America’s Cultural Identity, 1865-1880. Unpublished 
dissertation, Brown University, 2006, p. 128.

3 | Nicole Myers, Women Artists in Nineteenth-Century France (New York: 
Institute of Fine Arts, New York University Press, 2008). http://www.
metmuseum.org/toah/hd/19wa/hd_19wa.htm. Accessed April 1 2017.
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Helen Watson Phelps, a painter from Attleboro, Massachusetts, was 
one of the many American women to study art at the Académie  
Julian in Paris.1 Like her contemporaries, she wished to receive 
the same foundational artistic training as her male counterparts. 
Unlike most American art schools, the progressive Académie 
curriculum included life drawing classes for women—an important  
component of any artist’s training.2 Nevertheless, the Académie 
Julian charged female students double what male students paid  
(100 francs per month, instead of 50).3 In addition, the women’s 
course of study was also far less demanding than that of the men.4  
Thus, Phelps, Rosa Peckham and the many other women who 
traveled to France for an art education, were still not accorded the 
access they deserved. Given this situation, Phelps’ professional 
success is indeed noteworthy.

After her studies, the artist continued her education (albeit with 
private lessons) at Raphael Collin’s Studios. Ultimately, Phelps 
developed a mastery of color and control of the human form.  
She was particularly skilled in producing vivid color combinations 
in her paintings and received several awards for her work.5  
She exhibited her work in Boston, New York and at the Salons  
in Paris—a notable accomplishment for a young American  
female artist. One of her paintings (titled Abandon, 1892) was 
exhibited in the Chicago World’s Fair of 1893.6 Her color  
palette, quiet subject matter and delicate brushwork appealed to  
many collectors during the late nineteenth century. This elegant 
and graceful signature style is also evident in the The Purple Bowl 
(ca. 1911), reproduced in this catalog. In both Abandon and 
The Purple Bowl, we see the artist’s representational skill and her 
facility with multiple genres.

The Purple Bowl is an impressionistic work that exemplifies an 
“acceptable” subject for a woman to paint. The scene is pleasant 
and non-threatening, the color palette is bright but muted to 
almost-pastel shades, and the composition has no harsh lines or  
bold blocks of color. In addition, the work also showcases the 
period’s fascination with Japanese culture. Both the woman’s kimono  
and flattened space, suggest Phelps may have seen Japanese wood- 
block prints or the work of Mary Cassatt (who was also influenced  
by Japanese art). Abandon, on the other hand, is a representation  
of a reclining nude. This painting stands in a long line of traditional  
art historical renditions of the female figure—and is clearly 
distinct from The Purple Bowl. We can only speculate as to why  
Phelps would choose to paint the female nude. Perhaps she 
wished to show that, like her male contemporaries, she too could 
masterfully render the female form.

Nonetheless, she also painted strong women. For example, in 
Woman with Gold Necklace (1893) and Woman with Coral Necklace  
(1893), she depicts “exotically” dressed women of African descent 
as proud, bold individuals with clear and confident countenances. 
Phelps uses simple backgrounds with a limited palette of one or 
two mottled colors. That is, she focuses solely on the women who 
posed for her. Their self-assured and fearless personalities seem 
to shine through, and perhaps we are also seeing something of 
Phelps herself in these women.

Women artists such as Phelps clearly made the transition from 
amateur to professional painter and educator. She represented 
the new professional woman—one who helped to reconfigure 
gendered cultural conventions in the early twentieth century. Her 
professional success led to her teaching position at RISD, a role  
in which she could function as a mentor to other young artists. 
Her large studio in the Hoppin Homestead Building was both  
a workplace and social gathering site. Visitors came to the studio 
to admire her work or to spend leisurely hours with her. Phelps, who  
was known for her mastery of technique, should also be remembered  
as a singular teacher and mentor to countless young men and 
women from southern New England.

Helen Watson Phelps
1864–1944

Student, Professional, Artist, Educator
By Jocelyn Pacheco
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York Times, (March 19, 1989), www.nytimes. com/1989/03/19/arts/art-
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Emily McGary Selinger, one of the founders of the Providence Art  
Club, was a nineteenth century poet and still-life painter primarily  
known for her colorful floral arrangements. Her chosen genre—
the still life—has existed for centuries and is often associated with 
the everyday, the insignificant, and with the feminine. According  
to Griselda Pollock, “the codification of still life as ‘low’ within the  
hierarchy of the genres was a response to the large number of  
women practitioners.”1 Even during the 1950s, critics still regarded  
this as a decorative, uninteresting, “low” form of art. “Flower 
painting demands no genius of a mental or spiritual kind, but only  
the genius of taking pains and supreme craftsmanship.”2 
Interestingly, Matisse was also later accused of being a decorative artist.

Despite this pejorative categorization, many late nineteenth and 
early twentieth century artists experimented with the flower or 
the still life as a way to explore form, color, shape, and abstraction. 
Indeed, the still life “is related to a way of seeing that emphasizes 
observation, description, and seeing.”3 Thus, Emily Selinger  
and other women artists likely chose flowers for their color, 
texture, and liveliness—and for the freedom it allowed them  
to experiment with form and color. In the words of the Providence 
Art Journal of 1885, Selinger’s work represents:

…A tangle of luxuriant loveliness, all depicted with a richness, a 
brilliancy in coloring, a charming composition which has placed 
her[Selinger] in the front rank of flower painters.4

Emily McGary Selinger was born in 1848 in Wilmington, North 
Carolina to James P. McGary and Elizabeth Payne Keller McGary. 
When her father died, she moved to Providence where she studied 
music and art at Providence High school. After she graduated, 
Selinger continued her art education and studied first with E.C. 
Leavitt and then at the Cooper Institute School of Design in New  
York. Like other nineteenth century women artists, she went to 
Europe to further her education. Unlike many of the women artists  
in this exhibition, Selinger traveled to Germany and Italy.  
When she returned to the United States, she moved into a studio 
and apartment on Boylston Street in Boston. While there, she 
painted watercolors and oils of fruits and flowers.5

Although a successful painter and poet, Selinger was also an 
“informal” educator. She joined the Women’s 1876 Centennial 
Committee, the group responsible for founding the Rhode 
Island School of Design. Selinger was also an early member of 
the Providence Art Club, and exhibited there during the  
1880s. According to the Providence Art Club archival records, 
men and women artists frequently sought her advice about 

exhibition practices. Selinger later traveled to Germany and Italy, 
where she served as the special art correspondent for the Boston 
Evening Transcript.6 Indeed, Selinger should be considered to be  
a part of the “long” nineteenth century group of modern women  
artists whose work, like Mary Cassatt’s, represents the foundation 
of American nineteenth century visual culture. With her many 
accomplishments both at school and in the gallery, the artist 
represents the consummate modern professional artist.

1 | Rozsika Parker and Griselda Pollock, Old Mistresses: Women, Art and Ideology 
(New York: Pantheon, 1981), p. 54.

2 | Maurice Grant, “Flower Painting Through Four Centuries” (Leigh-on Sea: 
F. Lewis, 1952), p. 21, quoted in Parker and Pollock, Old Mistresses, p. 54.

3 | Hanneke Grootenboer, The Rhetoric of Perspective (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2005), p. 165.

4 | See Exhibition Making Her Mark, Providence Art Club (March 2017). Our 
thanks to Cathy Bert and Nancy Grinnell for sharing their research with 
the authors of this catalog.

5 | Our thanks to Cathy Bert and the Providence Art Club for this 
biographical information about Selinger.

6 | Ibid.

Emily McGary Selinger
1848–1927

Transforming Flowers
By Anna Dempsey and Colleen Schofield

Sophia L. Pitman
1855–1943

A Role Model for Female Artists
By Amanda Ward

Sophia Lord Pitman was a nineteenth century American painter 
and teacher who was very active in professional art clubs. In order 
to be successful during this period, women joined informal  
arts organizations because these spaces offered a place for them to  
congregate and flourish artistically. Pitman, for example, joined  
the Providence Art Club, which was one of the few clubs to admit 
women as members. She was also active in the Providence Water 
Color Club, the Copley Society and several other professional 
organizations. Such activity underscores the importance of the 
artistic community in the creative process, as Michele Bogart 
suggests.1 In effect, Sophia Pitman and other women who 
founded supportive art communities helped to change the 
American cultural landscape. Yet, despite their contributions,  
these women artists’ stories are part of the “hidden” American 
history—something this exhibition hopes to change.2

Sophia Pitman was born on March 2, 1855 and lived in 
Providence, Rhode Island. She studied at the Rhode Island 
School of Design and the Massachusetts Normal School  
(now the Massachusetts College of Art and Design). Pitman  
also attended the Art Students League in New York.3  
While at the Art Students League, she worked with W. M. Chase,  
F. DuMond, J. Twachtman, and J. A. Weir. Georgia O’Keefe  
and Blanche Lazzell attended this school at the same time as 
Pitman. Historians do not know if they knew each other.  
Pitman’s and Lazzell’s early paintings suggest that they responded 
to their teachers’ instruction with similar student works, and 
thus were at least acquaintances. Both created pastel landscapes 
that recall Chase’s and Twachtman’s impressionistic colors and 
scumbled landscapes. One of Pitman’s pieces, Untitled (ca 1890), 
depicts a watercolor landscape. Possibly influenced by Blanche 
Lazzell, she used rich colors and soft strokes to show the opulent 
beauty of nature.

As these artists matured, each found their own artistic voice. 
Nonetheless, it was significant that Pitman and Lazzell studied 
in New York because art academia was still seen as a “gentleman’s 
club”—one in which women were denied the same education as  
their male counterparts. To become professional artists, Pitman, 
Lazzell, and O’Keefe had to challenge conventions that pushed 
them to the margins of the art world.4 They did so by founding 
clubs and teaching at schools that supported women artists.

Pitman, for example, was an instructor at the Friends School  
in Providence and the Massachusetts College of Art and Design. 
As an instructor, she served as a role model for her young 
female students.5 She not only taught them in the classroom, 

but instructed them about how to become professional artists. 
Because she exhibited her work at the Pettaquamscutt Historical 
Society in Kingston, Rhode Island, local students could learn 
about the connection between the gallery and professional art world.

Pitman also contributed to the transformation of American 
culture in other ways. She was a good friend of Eleanor Norcross, 
an American painter from Fitchburg, Massachusetts. Norcross’ 
paintings were exhibited at the Louvre in Paris and at the Museum  
of Fine Arts in Boston. When she wished to build a cultural 
center in Fitchburg, Norcross asked Pitman to be one of its trustees.  
Although Norcross died before she could commence with 
construction, Pitman and another friend built the museum. In her 
will, Norcross had provided a $100,000 trust fund to be used for  
its construction. The trustees employed female architects to finish 
the project and did so again when they remodeled an old stable 
that would eventually become the Fitchburg Art Museum.

Women artists and their patrons are not commonly referenced in 
art history. Sophia Lord Pitman is an example of a talented, largely 
forgotten artist and educator who certainly deserves more study.

1 | See Michele Bogart, Artists, Advertising and the Borders of Art (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1995).

2 | Kirsten Swinth, Painting Professionals: Women Artists and the Development of 
Modern American Art (Chapel Hill and London: The University of North 
Carolina Press), p.2.

3 |  John I. H. Baur, Unknown American Painters of the 19th Century (New York: 
College Art Association, 1947), p. 28.

4 | “The History of the Art Students League of New York– The Art Students 
League.” The Art Students League, https://www.theartstudentsleague.org/
history-art-students-league-new-york/. Accessed March 09, 2017.

5 | Swinth, Painting Professionals, p. 3.
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Emma Lavinia Swan, a nineteenth century painter, was a Rhode  
Island native who held an “enviable position” among the “leading  
artists of the country.”1 Despite the difficulties women encountered,  
they enrolled in droves in new art schools such as the Rhode Island  
School of Design (founded by Jesse Metcalf in 1878). To support 
each other and to create exhibition opportunities for themselves, 
they also helped to establish organizations such as the Providence 
Art Club—one of the first to include women. Swan was, in fact, 
one of six women who established the Club. As noted in the club 
archive, she enjoyed the “full breadth of the PAC’s activities, from 
social occasions to the more professionally minded sketch class 
begun in 1883.”2

Emma Lavinia Swan was born in 1853 in Providence, Rhode Island.  
Like many other aspiring women artists, her father taught his young  
daughter to draw and instilled in her a love for art. Although 
she did not go to school as a youth, she passionately pursued her  
creative interests. When she was older, she studied with Abbot 
Thayer, a leading American artist and teacher. Swan’s “truth and  
purity of color” is thought by critics to be a direct result of her 
training with the older artist, as both used saturated color to capture  
the essence of their painted objects.3 Although Swan learned  
a great deal from Thayer, she decided to study in Germany and 
Holland to perfect her skills. Swan traveled alone, despite the 
difficulty for a woman to do so at the time.

After she finished her academic training in Europe, she returned 
to New England and went “directly to nature for her knowledge 
and inspiration.”4 Swan wanted to create floral artwork with  

“a soft tone that captures the delicate nature of the flowers and 
fruits.”5 Indeed, it would seem that Swan wanted to recreate— 
or give birth to—the actual flower and used different brush tech-
niques so that each stroke would be visible on the canvas. The 
artist chose flowers for her subject because of the “gentleness in 
both their colors and in the paint application.”6

Today, Swan is best known for her still life and flower paintings. 
Like Manet’s luscious fruit, we can almost smell Swan’s detailed  
and delicately rendered flowers. In her work, her multi-hued  
white roses and violets vibrate between layers of color. Though she 
preferred to depict flowers, she also painted many commissioned 
portraits. Nevertheless, Swan still managed to incorporate delicate 
floral motifs in them (sometimes as part of the room décor).

Arguably, women artists like Swan chose to paint flowers 
because—somewhat paradoxically—they could “assert control 
over this wayward definition of femininity by inventing a genre 

that upheld the floral type in the face of great societal change.”7 
They could use a traditional genre to explore “composition, color,  
texture, and form”8 without fear of being accused of being  

“non-feminine.” In this regard, their work paradoxically expressed  
“feminine talents that were somehow peculiar either by under-
representing their work or by overstating traditional feminine 
roles and attributes.”9 That is, these flower paintings materialized  
the “interlocking tensions” and contradictions that characterized 
a rapidly industrializing United States—and women’s roles in  
this transforming country.10 Although Swan and her contemporaries  
painted appropriate feminine subjects, by doing so, they could 
establish themselves as successful professional artists.

Emma Swan also had a successful career as teacher and was the 
Dean of Rhode Island Women’s Arts. According to Who was Who 
in American Art 1564-1975 “she held annual exhibitions in her 
studio, and upon her death, she was regarded as a ‘leading flower 
painter’ and the ‘dean of Rhode Island Women Artists.’” She 
received so many “commissions and was financially independent 
in the painting profession.”11 Although Swan’s name has been 
omitted from art historical texts, her work is popular among Rhode  
Island collectors today. As evidenced by her Roses, ca. 1890, this  
is hardly surprising.

Emma Swan
1853–1927

Floral Painter: Successful Professional Artist
By Jessica Lappin
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Eleanor Talbot is an American illustrator who worked primarily on  
children’s books. Some of her notable artwork includes illustrations  
for The Mother Goose Goslings (1882), Wonder Eyes and What  
For (1880), and My Lady’s Casket: Jewels and Flowers for Her Adorning  
(1885). In addition, she was one of the founding members of the 
Providence Art Club and served on the Rhode Island School of 
Design (RISD) Board of Management from 1885–1887.

Talbot was born in Smithfield, Rhode Island in 1852. She was 
a lifelong advocate for women and children and taught at the 
Fielden-Chase School for Girls. Later in her life, she became 
the president of The Children’s Friends Society, a home for 
impoverished children.1 Although historians do not know  
her educational background, we do know she was talented—as 
evidenced by her accomplished, richly detailed children’s  
book illustrations.

Talbot, like many other women artists of this time period, has 
been largely forgotten. This has occurred, in part, because many  
of them worked as professional illustrators. Like Talbot, these 
women contributed countless images to children’s books, magazines, 
 and advertisements in order to earn a living as artists. Jessie 
Willcox Smith, a contemporary of Talbot, was one of the highest  
paid artists during the early twentieth century—even surpassing  
her male contemporaries. Others included Rose O’Neill, Elizabeth  
Shippen Green, Violet Oakley, Neysa McMein, and many  
more. Unfortunately, women illustrators (along with their male  
counterparts) have largely disappeared from the art historical 
record. As Michelle Bogart notes, the absence of the commercial 
illustrator from the modernist narrative reflects the tacit 
acceptance of conventional ‘high/low’ distinctions that characterize  
traditional art history. “Commercial art” has been dismissed 
because of the overemphasis on “fine arts” and on the devaluation 
of the work produced by women artists—including textile arts, 
ceramic functional objects, as well as illustration. Indeed, by 1900 
the latter was considered as feminine (more like a “craft”), and 
therefore not a “true” art form.2

Looking closely at women’s illustration, one can see that it is indeed  
“art.” For example, Eleanor Talbot’s illustrations are similar to those  
produced by Mary Cassatt and Jessie Willcox Smith. All three 
depicted mothers and children in ordinary domestic settings. All 
three were representational artists. Smith and Talbot, however, 
were commercial artists who also produced images solely for children.  
Both provided artwork for versions of Mother Goose. Willcox 
Smith is especially famous for her illustrations for Little Miss 
Muffet and Heidi.3

Willcox Smith’s illustrations are very painterly with a wide range  
of values and intricate details, while Talbot’s are simpler with visible  
ink outlines and cross-hatching techniques combined with flat 
colors to imitate depth. Smith offers a comprehensive window 
into her imaginary world. Her characters exist in complete 
settings that exist as full page illustrations. Talbot takes a different 
approach. Her images occupy the same plane as the text within  
the book. Often, multiple images exist on the page at a time to 
display a narrative (much like a contemporary graphic novel)  
for children to follow as their parents translate the words for them.  
In this way, the children can engage with the visual progression  
of the story.

Talbot’s professional career proved that women could be 
successful artists and pursue art as a career and not just a hobby. 
Even though illustration has never been viewed as seriously as 
painting, it has laid the foundation for other lucrative fields such 
as graphic design, animation, graphic novels, and more. Graphic 
designers and animators owe a great deal to these pioneering 
nineteenth century illustrators—not only for the art they 
produced but for their dedication to mentoring their younger 
sisters. By encouraging young women to pursue professional  
art careers, for example, Eleanor Talbot ensured that her legacy 
would live on, even though her artwork faded into obscurity.

Eleanor W. Talbot
1852–1943

An American Illustrator
By Meaghan O’Neill
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Mary Coleman Wheeler, American Impressionist painter and 
educator, was born in New England during the mid-nineteenth 
century. Wheeler, who established the Wheeler School in 
Providence, defied many gendered conventions. At this time, the 
purpose of a woman’s education was to make her better suited  
to serve as her husband’s domestic partner.1 Women, who studied 
art (sketching and drawing), did so to become more cultured 
housewives.2 Because society expected them to be meek, dutiful 
mothers and subservient to their husbands, it was “accepted 
without challenge that, since women would do little of the world’s 
work requiring book knowledge, their intellectual education  
could be quite possibly neglected or reduced to a meager minimum.”3

Mary C. Wheeler was born in Concord, Massachusetts on May  
15, 1846. She was fortunate to be born into a family that not only 
placed value on education and the arts but also had the finances  
to enable their children—including their daughters—to acquire 
an education. This was unusual during the nineteenth century, 
because many believed that a woman’s intellectual ability was not  
equivalent to that of a man’s. In addition, an educated woman 
represented opposition to traditional family values, because an  
education gave a women an identity outside of her family.  
Once a young woman was exposed to intellectual ideas or to role 
models that challenged conventional expectations, she would 
refuse to adhere to societal norms. This resulted in resistance to 
the improvement and furthering of a woman’s education by those 
who felt threatened by the possibility of a nontraditional family.4

As a youth, Wheeler spent time with several Transcendentalists, 
including Henry David Thoreau and Ralph Waldo Emerson.5 
Her exposure to these American literary giants and philosophers 
and to their progressive values helped to transform Wheeler into 
a lifelong proponent of women’s equal rights. Wheeler, like the 
Transcendentalists, celebrated self-reliance, women’s rights, the 
abolition of slavery, and other progressive cultural reforms.6

When Wheeler finished her studies in 1866, she began teaching 
Latin and mathematics at Concord High School and then moved  
to Providence to teach at a ladies’ finishing school.7 Dissatisfied 
with the education provided to young women, Mary Wheeler chose  
to pursue painting. She studied with the Boston artist William 
Rimmer, who later instructed Ellen Day Hale—Wheeler’s con-
temporary and fellow New England-born Impressionist. Both 
Mary C. Wheeler and Ellen Day Hale would continue to study 
art abroad in Europe. Wheeler studied in France during the  
1870s, where she learned human anatomy by closely examining 
casts or sculpture, rather than investigating the live, nude figure 

(given that it was not appropriate for women to view the nude). 
While in France, Wheeler experienced professional success. She 
was one of the first forty American women to exhibit her work  
in the Paris Salon of 1880 with her drawing Tète d’Étude. In 1883, 
her friend Ellen Day Hale’s Beppo was also included in the Paris Salon.8

Wheeler employs fluid, visible brushstrokes to carve form from 
vivid color. Her use of gentle contrast between the lightest and 
darkest values in her work creates a sense of ambient, natural  
light in her paintings. As seen in Woman with a Parasol (1890), 
the combination of these elements allows Wheeler’s work to  
have a vibrancy that seems real, as if the blue of the dress and the 
yellow of the parasol actually reflect sunlight.

Despite her Parisian success, Wheeler returned to Providence 
in 1882 in order to teach young women how to paint. She later 
purchased a house and studio and dedicated herself to education.  
In the 1887, Wheeler took her students to Giverny, France, which 
she continued to do for the next twenty years. During these trips, 
she formed close relationships with Claude Monet and other well-
known Impressionists.9 Indeed, Wheeler is possibly the earliest 
American educator to offer students the opportunity to study abroad.10

In 1889, Mary Wheeler decided to add a college preparatory 
curriculum to her school. The same year, she accepted ten girls as  
boarding students and officially founded the Mary C. Wheeler 
School.11 Her school grew from a single building to what is now 
a large campus. Wheeler’s educational efforts were significant 
enough for Brown University to award her an honorary Master’s 
Degree in 1911. Mary Wheeler died at age seventy-three on 
March 10, 1920, after suffering a fall on an icy street. Committed 
to the education of her students, she deeded the school to the 
community in her will, in hopes that her commitment to women’s 
education would continue after her death.12

Mary C. Wheeler
1846–1920

Empowering Future Generations through Women’s Education
By Katherine Harris

1 | Isaiah Smithson, “Introduction: Investigating Gender, Power, and 
Pedagogy,” in Gender in the Classroom: Power and Pedagogy, ed. Susan L. 
Gabriel and Isaiah Smithson (Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1990),  
p. 22-23.

2 | Arthur D. Efland, “Art and Education for Women in 19th Century 
Boston,” Studies in Art Education 26, no. 3 (1985).

3 | Willystine Goodsell, Pioneers of Women’s Education in the United States  
(New York: AMS Press, Inc, 1931), p. 3.

4 | Barbara M. Solomon, In the Company of Educated Women: A History of Women 
and Higher Education in America (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1985), 
p. XVIII.

5 | Roberta Brown Feather, “Rhode Island Heritage Hall of Fame: Mary 
C. Wheeler,” http://www.riheritagehalloffame.org/inductees_detail.
cfm?iid=683. Accessed February 15, 2017.

6 | “Transcendentalism, an American Philosophy,” ushistory.org, 2008,  
http://www.ushistory.org/us/26f.asp Accessed February 22, 2017.

7 | “Founder: Mary Colman Wheeler 1889-1920,” The Wheeler 
School, 2016, https://www.wheelerschool.org/page/list-
detail?pk=73001&fromId=210440. Accessed February 18, 2017.

8 | Claire Angelilli. “The Allure of Paris: Ellen Day Hale and Gabrielle DeVaux 
Clements,” in Inked Impressions: Ellen Day Hale and the Painter-Etcher Movement 
(Trout Gallery at Dickinson College: PA, 2007), pp. 27-32.

9 | Roberta Brown Feather, “Rhode Island Heritage Hall of Fame: Mary 
C. Wheeler,” http://www.riheritagehalloffame.org/inductees_detail.
cfm?iid=683. Accessed February 15, 2017.

10 | “Founder: Mary Colman Wheeler 1889-1920,” The Wheeler 
School, 2016, https://www.wheelerschool.org/page/list-
detail?pk=73001&fromId=210440. Accessed February 18, 2017.

11 | Ibid.

12 | Roberta Brown Feather, “Rhode Island Heritage Hall of Fame: Mary 
C. Wheeler,” http://www.riheritagehalloffame.org/inductees_detail.
cfm?iid=683. Accessed February 15, 2017.



22 23

Marie Louise Value Chapin, American (1843–1898)
Pink Flowers, ca. 1880 
Oil on canvas 
On loan from David DePetrillo

Sarah James Eddy, American (1851–1945)
Sunbonnet Baby, ca. 1915 
Plaster cast 
Private Collection

Sleepy, ca. 1915 
Plaster cast 
Private Collection

Contentment, 1915 
Plaster cast 
Private Collection

Charlotte Perkins Gilman, American (1860–1935)
Charles W. Stetson American (1858–1911) 
Charlotte Perkins Gilman Breastfeeding Her Daughter, ca. 1886–1887 
Oil on canvas 
Private Collection

Charlotte Perkins Stetson (Gilman) 
The Yellow Wallpaper, 1892 
Monograph 
Private Collection

Mrs. Charles Walter Stetson 
Gems of Art for the Home and Fireside, 1892 
Monograph 
Private Collection

Charlotte Perkins Gilman 
Three Ages of Women (Trade Cards), ca. 1880–1884 
Chromolithographs 
Private Collection

Charlotte Perkins Gilman at a Suffrage Movement Protest, 
at Union Square, New York City, NY, ca. 1907 
Reproduction 
Private Collection

Winslow Homer American (1836–1910)
Art–Students and Copyists in the Louvre Gallery, Paris. 
Harper’s Weekly, p. 25, January 11, 1868 
Woodblock Engraving 
On loan from David S. Hendrick III

Rosa Peckham (Danielson) American (1842–1922)
Girl Picking Flower, 1880 
Oil on linen 
On loan from the Brainard Collection

Breton Headdress, 1880 
Oil on canvas 
On loan from the Providence Art Club 
(Gift of Joanne Brainard and Family)

Portrait of Woman, ca. 1880 
Oil on canvas 
On loan from Joanne Brainard and Family

[Schooners at Port], ca. 1880–1900 
Oil on board 
On loan from the Providence Art Club

Portrait of Katherine Peckham, ca. 1870 – 1890 
Gouache on paper 
On loan from the Brainard Collection

Portrait of Rosa Peckham, 1879 
Albumen carte de visite 
Private Collection

Portrait of Rosa Peckham, ca. 1885 
Albumen cabinet card 
Private Collection

Two shadow boxes with Rosa Peckham’s personal items including 
Earrings, Handkerchief, Belt Buckle, Pins & Watch, ca. 1878 
Private Collection

[Rosa Peckham’s letter to sister, Katherine Peckham], 1890 
While abroad, Rosa wrote home to her sister, Katherine. She 
comments about her experiences, gossip with Mary Cassatt, and her 
drive as an artist. She states, “I am nearing slowly and steadily the 
goal I have set for myself – namely to be No. 1. in the studio.” 
Private Collection

Helen Watson Phelps American (1864–1944)
The Purple Bowl, ca. 1911 
Oil on canvas 
On loan from the Providence Art Club

Newsboy, 1887 
Oil on canvas 
On loan from the Providence Art Club

Exhibition Checklist

Sophia Lord Pitman American (1855–1943)
Snow Scene at Moses Brown School, ca. 1900–1920 
Watercolor on paper 
On loan from the Providence Art Club

Friends School Pay Stub, 1889 
Sophia L. Pitman was commissioned by the Friend’s School in 
1889 and was paid $128 dollars for her work. 
On loan from the Moses Brown School, Providence, RI

Phoenix Echo (Yearbook), 1891 
On loan from the Moses Brown School, Providence, RI

Friends School Ledger, 1872–1875 
Ledger 
On loan from the Moses Brown School, Providence, RI

Phoenix Echo (Yearbook), 1892 
Sophia L. Pitman taught drawing and painting at the Friends 
School (Moses Brown School) in 1878; her educational career 
spanned decades until she left in 1931. 
On loan from the Moses Brown School, Providence, RI

The Studio of the Three Oaks, Moses Brown School, 1911 
Postcard 
On loan from the Moses Brown School, Providence, RI

Interior view ot the Studio of the Three Oaks, Moses Brown School, ca. 1911 
Postcard 
On loan from the Moses Brown School, Providence, RI

Emily McGary Selinger American (1848–1927)
Yellow Chrysanthemum, ca. 1880 
Oil on canvas 
On loan from Sheila W. and Samuel L. Robbins

Flowers in Venice, 1884 
Oil on canvas 
On loan from Shelia W. and Samuel M. Robbins

Peonies with Pot, Florence, Italy, ca. 1880 
Oil on canvas 
On loan from Shelia W. and Samuel M. Robbins

White and Yellow Chrysanthemums, ca. 1880 
Oil on canvas 
On loan from Shelia W. and Samuel M. Robbins

Golden Gate Roses, 1905 
Oil on canvas 
On loan from Shelia W. and Samuel M. Robbins

Yellow Roses and Teapot, 1900 
Watercolor on paper 
On loan from Shelia W. and Samuel M. Robbins

Emma Lavinia Swan American (1853–1927)
Landscape, ca. 1890 
Oil on canvas 
Private Collection

Currants, ca. 1890 
Oil on canvas 
Private Collection

Game Birds, ca. 1890 
Oil on canvas 
On loan from the Providence Art Club

Roses, ca. 1890 
Oil on canvas 
On loan from the Providence Art Club

Eleanor Wardwell Talbot American (1852–1943)
My Lady’s Casket: Jewels and Flowers for Her Adorning, 1885 
Monograph 
On loan from the Providence Art Club

The Mother Goose Goslings, 1882 
Monograph 
On loan from the Providence Art Club

Wonder–Eyes and What For: Part I, Part II, Part III, 1880 
Monograph 
On loan from the Providence Art Club

Mary C. Wheeler American (1846–1920)
Unknown Model, ca. 1890 
Oil on canvas 
On loan from the Wheeler School, Providence, RI

Nude, ca. 1900 
Oil on canvas 
On loan from Emily Wheeler and Wheeler Family

Woman with Parasol, ca. 1890 
Oil on canvas 
On loan from the Wheeler School, Providence, RI

Aldrich House, 1910 
Oil on canvas 
On loan from the Wheeler School, Providence, RI
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Sketching of Hand by Mary C. Wheeler, ca. 1876–1882 
Pencil on paper 
In the atelier of Jacquesson de la Chevreuse, Wheeler School 
Archives

Sketch of Face by Mary C. Wheeler’s during her time abroad in 
France, ca. 1876–1882 
Pencil on paper 
On loan from the Wheeler School, Providence. RI

Mary C. Wheeler’s Letters, 1871 
Mary C. Wheeler’s Letter, 1889 
Wheeler spent a number of years in London, Germany, and Paris 
studying art. Through her letters written home, her desire to teach 
is clearly expressed. “I have felt my power as a teacher…to train 
youthful minds up to a higher life…” 
On loan from the Wheeler School, Providence, RI

[Interior View of the Wheeler School], ca. 1890–1910 
DOP gelatin print 
On loan from the Wheeler School, Providence, RI

[Girls Studio, 26 Cabot St.], 1903–1904 
DOP gelatin print 
On loan from the Wheeler School, Providence, RI

[Girls Taking an Art Class], ca. 1890–1910 
DOP gelatin print 
On loan from the Wheeler School, Providence, RI

[Wheeler with Students], ca. 1900s 
Scrapbook Page DOP gelatin prints 
On loan from the Wheeler School, Providence, RI

Providence Art Club, Providence, RI
Call for Membership, Providence Art Club, 1880 
On March 12, the Providence Art Club held its’ first call for member- 
ship at the “Ladies Studio” located at the Wayland Building, room 
30. By the end of this meeting, there were seventy–three female 
members of the newly formed Providence Art Club. 
Manuscript 
On loan from the Providence Art Club

First Quartely Meeting Announcement, Providence Art Club, April 5, 1880 
This pamphlet announced numerous measures that were adopted 
by the Providence Art Club members. It was circulated to each 
member of the club along with a copy of the Constitution and 
a list of all members. It was during the first quarterly meeting that 
the club decided to hold its first exhibition. 
Manuscript 
On loan from the Providence Art Club Archives

First Exhibition Catalog, Providence Art Club, May 11, 1880 
First catalog page lists the founding and prominent female artists of 
Rhode Island, such as Etta Belcher, Emma Swan, and Sarah James Eddy. 
Manuscript 
On loan from the Providence Art Club Archives

A Group Portrait of Members in the Cabaret, ca. 1898 
Providence Art Club members in the Cabaret, a room in which 
club members still dine today. 
Reproduction 
Courtsey of the Providence Art Club Archives

Providence City Directory, Business Section, 1892 
Around the time that the Providence Art Club was founded, women 
began to list their professional occupation as “artist” in city directories. 
On loan from the Providence City Archives

Clay Pipes, ca. 1895 
These clay pipes are usually on display in the Cabaret room at the 
Providence Art Club. 
Clay 
On loan from the Providence Art Club Archives

Reproductions
Map of Providence denotes the locations of the first meetings at 
the Providence Art Club and the women artists’ studios, ca. 1875–1882.

Portraits of Providence Women Artists

1. Marie Value Chapin

2. Sophia Pitman

3. Emily Selinger

4. Emma Swan

5. Rosa Peckham

6. Mary C. Wheeler

7. Etta Belcher

All exhibition reproductions were made possible by Audrey 
Monohan.
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