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The depiction of women during the Art Nouveau period 
[bookmark: _Int_M2XDDsx0][bookmark: _Int_UGUdXpk5]The Art Nouveau movement took place during the 19th century, bridging the Victorian and Edwardian era. As a response to the rise of factories and the industrial revolution, Art Nouveau seeked to revive the beauty in everyday life, that mass produced products did not possess. Inspired by the arts and crafts movement, Art Nouveau’s aim was to reintroduce the beauty of craftmanship since it was facing a decline with mass production rising in popularity. “Art Nouveau’s significance lies in its break from tradition... emphasizing functionality and beauty in everyday objects” (Solar 2.0, 2024). With a focus on beauty, Art Nouveau was known for its constant stylistic imagery of nature, flowing lines, and women. Women seemed to be featured the most in art nouveau which can be due to the fact that majority of the models were actresses or music hall singers. French actress Sarah Bernhardt for example hired Alphonso Mucha in 1894 “on a six-year contract” (Le Carton Voyageur, no date), which paved the way in his career to fame after he designed a poster for her play, Gismonda.
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                                                                                         Fig1, Spring
[bookmark: _Int_NN0bsY2M]Czech painter and illustrator Alphonso Mucha was a major figure within the art nouveau movement. He typically depicts women within his work draped in folds of fabric, often surrounded by flowers, and is known for his distinctive ‘macaroni’ styling of hair. Alphonso Mucha paints women in a good light, honing on their femininity and the soft power women have. ‘Spring’, is one of Alphonso Mucha’s many colour lithograph posters, published by F. Champenois advertising the printing service. Spring is known as the season of life, when trees start blossoming, and animals emerge from hibernation. The image personifies spring as a young woman amongst nature, stood in front of a tree with a musical instrument that resembles the shape of a lyre. The instrument itself seeming to be fashioned from a branch, holds 5 songbirds perched on each string, glancing up towards the young woman. Examining the woman's body language, she’s expressed as open and welcoming, with soft features and a gentle smile, handling the birds with care. The fabric of her dress being translucent at parts adds to that sense of openness we feel from her. Made in 1986, “during this period, ... Art Nouveau fashion designers developed female clothing with less restrictive, lighter and easier to wear designs” (Maher, 2011), which explains why there is a perpetual theme of the same soft gauzy fabric being used within his work. Art Nouveau moved away from Victorian constraints regarding fashion and predominantly hair.
Whenever a woman is portrayed in art nouveau, they make a feature of her hair, long, straight, flowing around her figure, which can be seen in Mucha’s ‘Spring’. The effect of the hair, makes the woman appear elegant and otherworldly, helping the eyes trail over the image. During the Victorian era, women were expected to grow their hair great lengths, making it easier to style pinned up which was fashionable at the time. Considering it was the norm for women to have their hair up, it begs the question as to why the women portrayed in the art had their long hair hung loose. “Loose hair wasn’t something that “respectable” women would wear in public and was mostly a style used for the sake of art” (rarehistoricalphotos, 2022). Art Nouveau artists rebelled by breaking the social norm of the time, with the loose long hair, being symbolic of freedom. 
[image: ]Fig2, Water Serpents II
Gustav Klimt is famously known for his application of gold leaf within his paintings, surrounding the women he would so often depict. Klimt has expressed before “I am not interested in myself as a subject for painting, but in others, particularly women…” (Rogoyska, and Bade, 2022, p. 8). Gustav Klimt presented women as Femme Fatales. His concentration on women is evident throughout his work, exceeding the amount of art he has created of men by far. Art Nouveau focuses on beauty, life and sensuality, which the female form embodies. Klimt’s ‘Water Serpents I’ features naked women with flushed cheeks, in water surrounded by marine life. Signs of underwater organisms in the image, range from the many small fish and the barnacles scattered around the women. There is a red water serpent positioned around one of the women along with golden thread that spreads across the image in a sinuous line. These choices of imagery encapsulate what the Art Nouveau movement stands for by introducing fluidity into the picture. The decision of nudist figures without the busy background of sea life and a fantastical theme would have been viewed differently by the public. By “renaming the work and giving it an allegorical theme… Klimt was able to show the painting to Vienna without fear of censorship” (gustav-klimt.com, no date). Klimt understood that his work would not have been perceived well if he had not included the underwater scene. 
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                                                                                     Fig3, Fish Blood
[bookmark: _Int_uk2fguq7]The themes of lesbianism were hidden within the context of it being a myth or fairytale. The title ‘Water Serpents’ also played a key part setting the subject of the image, otherwise the public would have deemed the images ‘pornographic’ and unacceptable due to the sexual embrace of the nude women. ‘Fish Blood’ is another work by Klimt with a similar underwater set scene, involving four to five nude entangled women. The various “nudist figures, dark symbolism, and themes of desire lead to controversial opinion and recognition” (Foskett, 2018) for Gustav Klimt. Referring back to the topic of hair, each of the women present in the image have long dark hair that flows with the water alongside their body. At the time, loose, long hair was considered sexual and an expression of femininity. A woman with her hair down was only seen by her maid and husband within the privacy of her bedroom, however here, it is illustrated in black and white for everyone to see.
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[bookmark: _Int_bW6QrDyM]                   Fig4, How a Devil in Woman’s Likeness Would Have Tempted Sir Bors
[bookmark: _Int_ptbFcHtL]In a similar design to Klimt’s ‘Fish Blood’, Aubrey Beardsley’s illustrations encapsulate an erotic essence. “He was greatly influenced by the elegant, curvilinear style of Art Nouveau and the bold sense of design found in Japanese woodcuts” (Britannica, 2019). Drawing inspiration from Japan, he portrayed women in a sensual form, similar to that of Gustav Klimt. Beardsley is recognised for his illustrations within Oscar Wilde’s ‘Salome’ and Thomas Malory’s ‘Le Morte d’Arthur’. ‘How a Devil in Woman’s Likeness Would Have Tempted Sir Bors’ is one of the illustrations by Aubrey Beardsley for ‘Le Morte d’Arthur’. There are multiple women within this image, perched up high on a tower, facing down at Sir Bors, as if they have the upper hand of the situation that's taking place. Pictured as the epitome of beauty, the women seem to be of royal calibre, attempting to seduce Sir Bor. However, they soon reveal their true nature as “they were nothing but demons wearing masks of beautiful ladies to tempt him” (Byron’s Muse, 2023) The women were represented with long thick hair and dressed in good quality garment. When art is presented within books, the imagery and story told effects the viewer subconsciously. Beardsley illustrated the women on the tower as attractive which however small, influences other people's judgement on what should be deemed as an attractive woman. 
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Fig5, Advertisement for Children's Books
[bookmark: _Int_nhb6iyDI]Not only has Beardsley designed illustrations for books, but posters and advertisements as well. In a time before social media’s existence, advertising “played an influential role in determining how the public perceived women and, just as today, they used the female body to sell lifestyles and products to consumers” (Maher, 2011). Knowing how social media affects our lives currently, influencing our thoughts and with the information it feeds us, it creates insecurities, comparing ourselves to others we see online. Without social media or television, posters are how the public received information on products and events. Woman portrayed within the posters “showed them on stage or promoting luxury products” (Le Carton Voyageur, no date). When the working-class women viewed these images, it could have been disheartening, seeing these products too expensive to buy. Alphonso Mucha made many posters for products and would place a beautiful youthful woman on the cover. There seemed to be many circular halos positioned behind the face of the women in Mucha’s art, making the woman appear powerful and of a high status. His signature style of macaroni hair was also a symbol of status since the cost of having long hair meant it needed to be cared for, which the working class did not have the time or facilities to maintain. When the women within the working class look at these posters, feelings of insecurity about the life and the body they will never achieve are inevitable. These posters are the grounds that set standards in society and what is viewed as the perfect life. Compared to today I would say we are more susceptible to these feelings with a broader range of visual communication through social media, and adverts on the tv. 
During the time of Art Nouveau, there were very strict societal expectations, especially for women. The many Art Nouveau artists, predominantly men, hyper focused on women as a muse to their work.  Alphonso Mucha, Gustav Klimt, and Aubrey Beardsley, all played a monumental role in how the Art Nouveau movement was shaped. They presented the women within their work as femme fatales, encircled by flowers, mimicking the beauty of the model. These illustrations in books, posters and advertisements, delivered a message through imagery, curated by the artists at the time. Overall, Art Nouveau depicted women as a prepossessing being to behold, breaking the set norms of society, and bringing back beauty into everyday life.
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