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“Greatness” and the Myth of the Woman Artist

YONEMURA, Noriko

The year 2011 marks the fortieth anniversary of Linda Nochlin’s essay
“Why Have There Been No Great Women Artists?” If feminism and gender
have been staked out within the field of art history, this seminal essay was
the first stake. Nochlin believed that, in art education, as in other fields,
women did not begin from the same start line as men, and so it is natural
that no “great women artists” exist. The essay is an elegant dissertation, but
the notion that it is fruitless to question the nonexistence of great women
artists because men and women had different starting points seems to
beg the question, what is “greatness”? In her speech at the conference
commemorating the thirtieth anniversary of her essay in 2001, Nochlin
said that in post-modern art, “greatness” is not so important. However, the
“greatness” problem persists. Even if the word “greatness” is no longer used
to indicate outstanding excellence, in pre-modern western art, the word is
probably still an effective standard of judgment. Have we successfully ended
our obsession with “greatness”?

After Nochlin, in the 1970s, unknown women artists were discovered,
and many exhibitions, dissertations, and books focused primarily on making
their existence known and increasing their visibility. One artist who received
considerable attention through the process was the seventeenth century
Italian painter Artemisia Gentileschi. Through her painter father, Orazio,
she was connected to Caravaggio. Gentileschi, who was involved in history
painting, is most likely to be considered a “great artist” within the canon of
traditional art. By studying the change in the evaluation of Gentileschi, this
paper aims to examine the mythologizing of women artists and the canon of
art history, which is characterized by “greatness.”
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Considering “great” artists and their influence in the discussion on art
history has become the norm after Vasari’s Lives. Raffaello and Michelangelo
are revered as geniuses, and their work as the canon of art. Art history is
the legacy of a few men who belong to this canon, and in the process of
gleaning from their lives the secrets of becoming an artist, these artists are
mythologized. In this context, “greatness” symbolizes the “genius” myth of
men artists.

Works in the Vasari biographical style that considered only women
artists started to appear in the mid-nineteenth century. In these works,
“greatness” is mentioned intermittently, but at that time, it was unattainable.
The documentation of this type of literature has been increasing since the
1970s, but scholarly research on Gentileschi rarely considered it. This was
because, in the nineteenth century, which was when art history began to
be pursued academically, this literature was primarily meant for the general
public. Gentileschi’s value was gleaned from these texts after feminist art
history began to gain momentum, and Mary Garrard was a major contributor
to the studies on Artemisia Gentileschi studies. However, Garrard lionized
Gentileschi as a “great” female painter, as she sought to fight myth with myth.

We are made aware of the dilemma, which is evident in Garrard’s
research on Gentileschi, to a great or small degree every time we discuss
women artists. After the emergence of New Art History, which includes some
aspects of feminist art history, “greatness” as a canon has been relativized,
but we are still not completely free from the concept. The transition of
Gentileschi’s value shows just how deeply rooted the canonical system,
which is symbolized by “greatness,” is and at the same time throws into
stark relief a fundamental question: can we conduct art history research
without some sort of canon? Possibly, the best we can do is to refrain from
mythologizing those who we attribute with “greatness.”
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