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Dissertation Proposal
‘For Most of History, Anonymous was a Woman.’ Virginia Woolf
This quote has both annoyed me and puzzled me. Which has made me ask: How did we get this far in life? As history said being born a woman meant being anonymous. The journey has not been easy and still continues. I have discovered it is full of interest and obstacles that haven’t really hindered us but has spurred us on to greater things. I have also found the journey a catalyst. It makes an interesting story and has changed the way that people and society perceive women today.
Anonymous
In France during the 19th century a group of mavericks were changing the art scene. Impressionism was born. It was a form of spontaneous painting. Painting  landscapes and everyday life. Impressionism discarded tradition. The main body of painters were, of course, men. Claude Monet lead the way. He captured the effects of natural light quickly, on the spot, rather than in the studio. Together with Renoir, Degas and Cezanne the group held many exhibitions up until 1886. Much of their work was met with ridicule but this did not perturb the revolutionaries with their work. In amongst the group was a female artist called Mary Cassatt. Mary was born in Pennsylvania, America. She was a painter and a printmaker, living for most of her adult life in France where she met and became friends with Edgar Degas. She attended the Pennsylvania Academy of fine Arts in Philadelphia when she was 15. Cassatt’s friends were champions of equal rights and had a major affect on her. Cassatt was fed up with the condescending attitude of some of her fellow male students and  was disillusioned with the Academy as there was structure to the teaching and the female students weren’t allowed to use live models. This spurred her on to make a move to Paris. Here as artists women were still classed as non-entities, anonymous. Cassatt fought against the establishment and portrayed the 19th century woman from a woman’s perspective.  Influenced by her intelligent and active mother, who believed in education for women and actively encouraged Mary with her work and art. Even though Cassatt was not politically active, her work was suggestive, her painting of ‘Reading Le Figaro’ below, portrays a strong intelligent woman.

. 
‘Reading Le Figaro’ Mary Cassatt

She became a supporter of women’s suffrage and showed eighteen works in an exhibition supporting the movement in 1915. Her relationship with Degas was mainly about a mutual love and admiration of art and literature. He showed her pastels and engraving and she helped him sell his paintings. 
“When people are thrust into history and forced to participate in the work and struggles that constitute history, they find themselves obliged to view their relationship in a clear and disabused manner. This history has no object distinct from what it creates from out of itself, although the final unconscious metaphysical vision of the historical era considered the productive progression through which history had unfolded as itself the object of history. As for the subject of history, it can be nothing other than the self-production of the living – living people becoming masters and possessors of their own historical world and of their own fully conscious adventures.”
This is a quote from Society of the Spectacle by Guy De Bord. For me this is what the relationship between Cassatt and Degas was and also describes how Cassatt ceased being anonymous.

Catalyst

I have been researching Amy Dillwyn. A novelist,industrialist and a champion of female emancipation. She inherited an almost bankrupt spelter works after the death of her father and then her brother.  She was born into the wealthy Dillwyn Llewelyn family of Swansea. Her uncle was the photographer John Dillwyn Llewelyn. She was lucky to be born into a family that encouraged the children to thrive and was surrounded by talented people most of whom were men.  Amy wasn’t named on her birth certificate it simply stated, a girl born to Lewis Dillwyn Llewelyn (Gentleman) and Elizabeth Dillwyn (formally De la beche). The Virginia Woolf quote “for most of history, anonymous was a woman”, reminds me of Amy Dillwyn as she disguised herself and her femininity for most of her life. The Catalyst for Amy’s extraordinary life was the death of her fiancé just before their wedding. This had a profound effect on her and I believe that this untimely passing in a way saved her. She became a strong independent woman and because of her inheritance she became one of the first female industrialists. She decided to dress less feminine as she was becoming a man of business, she’d walk from her home at West Cross in Mumbles to the spelter works in Llansamlet to save money, this was a journey of about ten miles there and back and for this journey she would also wear a sturdy pair of men’s boots, she managed to save the works and the 200 jobs of the people who worked there. At the Moon and Smile exhibition at the Glynn Vivian there was a video installation by the artist Helen Sear called ‘Moments of Capture’, the film follows the footsteps of John Dillwyn Llewelyn, who set out on a photographic campaign of the sea coast. Taking the first instantaneous photographs that captured fleeting moments of passing time. Like her famous uncle, Amy also journeyed throughout her .She was a talented woman who wrote for the spectator and also wrote several novels. In her novels she writes of unrequited love between women, which seems to be based on her love for a woman called Olive Talbot, whom she referred to as her ‘wife’ in her diaries. 
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Belgravia by Karen Knorr.
In the above work, called Belgravia by Karen Knorr, the artist uses images and text. The people are not named and remain anonymous as Amy was. They are non-portraits where the artist explores the issues of class and power during a time in history. Amy herself could not bear idleness amongst the privileged classes and at times felt defeated by obstacles that society put in her way. 

“The work describes the ‘everyday’ of a privileged minority. Historically, portraiture of the upper classes has tended to be flattering but the combination of image and text brings this work is closer to satire and caricature, without losing the strong reality effect specific to photography. The meaning of the work can be found in the space between image and text: neither text nor image illustrate each other, but create a “third meaning” to be completed by the spectator. The text slows down the viewing process as we study the text and return to re-evaluate the image in light of what we have read.. There are key words capitalised and words from conversations are broken up and laid out on the surface of the photographic paper emphasizing its constructed and ironic nature, The people photographed become actors and perform their identities in a collaborative fashion with me. We choose clothes together and decide in which part of their homes would suit the portrait, There is a real complicity between us. They are after all ‘family’.” Karen Knorr.

Susan Sontag writes that ‘photographic recording is always, potentially, a means of control was already recognized when such powers were in their infancy. In 1850, Delacroix noted in his journal the success of some “experiments in photography” being made at Cambridge, where the astronomers were photographing the sun and the moon and had managed to obtain a pin-head impression of the star Vega. He added the following “curious” observation: 

Since the light of the star which was daguerreotyped took twenty years to traverse the space separating it from the earth, the ray which was fixed on the plate had consequently left the celestial sphere a long time before Daguerre had discovered the process by means of which we have just gained control of this light.

Leaving behind such puny notions of control as Delacroix’s photography’s progress has made ever more literal the sense in which a photograph gives control over the thing photographed.’

Perceive

Moving on to how we see that society has changed and is still changing. The journey is ongoing, the way we see things is unique. Whilst looking at the work of Mark Power, The Shipping Forecast, how we recall and record is also a unique journey. Power visited stretches of the British coastline, he originally planned to visit and photograph the 31 areas covered by the shipping forecast as most of them are out at sea this was not possible or practical. His photographs are all titled according to the days shipping forecast of where around the coast he was. A journey which took him four years to produce. His photographs are unique and sometimes mundane but all record a fleeting moment of passing time and as we look at the photograph the caption reminds us how changeable the weather can be. Power’s captures the day to day life of some remote communities around Britain. Giving us a snapshot into other people’s live, changing the way we perceive that people live in these remote communites.
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Tyne

Sunday 25 July 1993

West or southwest 3 or 4 increasing 5 or 6. Showers. Good.

The Shipping Forecast by Mark Power.
During the rebuilding of Paris in 1860, Charles Baudelaire presented a portrait of the flâneur as the artist-poet of the modern metropolis:
The crowd is his element, as the air is that of birds and water of fishes. His passion and his profession are to become one flesh with the crowd. For the perfect flâneur, for the passionate spectator, it is an immense joy to set up house in the heart of the multitude, amid the ebb and flow of movement, in the midst of the fugitive and the infinite. To be away from home and yet to feel oneself everywhere at home; to see the world, to be at the centre of the world, and yet to remain hidden from the world—impartial natures which the tongue can but clumsily define. The spectator is a prince who everywhere rejoices in his incognito. The lover of life makes the whole world his family, just like the lover of the fair sex who builds up his family from all the beautiful women that he has ever found, or that are or are not—to be found; or the lover of pictures who lives in a magical society of dreams painted on canvas. Thus the lover of universal life enters into the crowd as though it were an immense reservoir of electrical energy. Or we might liken him to a mirror as vast as the crowd itself; or to a kaleidoscope gifted with consciousness, responding to each one of its movements and reproducing the multiplicity of life and the flickering grace of all the elements of life.

Charles Baudelaire, "The Painter of Modern Life", (New York: Da Capo Press, 1964). Orig. published in Le Figaro, in 1863.
To conclude, this has led me to ask the question again: 

How did we get here? If, as Virginia Woolf remarked, ‘anonymous was a woman.’ The desire to wander and increase our capacity to learn has been the catalyst to begin many an interesting journey. 
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