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Looking Back: Maria van Oosterwyck’s Self Depiction 

and the Blind Spots of Art History
In this paper I consider how cultural institutions erase the identities of women artists.  While it is true that the failure of art museums to collect works by many women artists has contributed to a silencing of their pasts, and many interesting analyses of the narratives present in museums might be made in the context of the ‘Picturing Women’ conference, here I consider this problem from a very different point of view.  My focus will be one case study — a painting by Maria van Oosterwyck, Vanitas Still Life, 1668, Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna, which was immediately collected by Emperor Leopold I, who was so delighted with the painting that he sent the artist a gift of diamond-encrusted portraits of himself and the queen in return.  In the Emperor’s newly acquired painting, Oosterwyck had pictured herself reflected in a bottle of acqua vitae.  The artist shows herself in her studio, reflected in the red liquid, as part of a world of visible objects.  She looks back at the viewer from within a vanitas still life that engages themes of life and death, degeneration and regeneration, self-discipline and folly, time and money.  The image of herself as depicted in the still life has been compelling for contemporary women artists like Audrey Flack, who updated it in her own vanitas meditation on the Holocaust.  

What fascinates me about the Vanitas Still Life is its history as an art object in Vienna; unlike recently discovered works by women artists, it has been present all along, but mislabeled a ‘flower painting’ in the museum’s own inventories.  I will trace the history of this work, which was moved from the royal collections to the public presentation of art history in the Belvedere and then the Kunsthistorisches Museum.  It was exhibited in the first international women’s art retrospective in Vienna in 1910, where it was again categorized as a flower painting.  At the time, Erika Tietze-Conrat, one of the first women Ph.D.’s to graduate from Vienna’s famous school of art history (in 1905) visited the exhibition, writing an essay on it for the Zeitschrift für bildende Kunst.  She was not only a specialist in Baroque art, but also the sister of one of the curators of the show (a sculptor who belonged to the sponsoring union of women artists).  In her essay, however, she concluded that the exhibition of 300 works proved that women were not great artists.  She was not the only significant historian of art to visit that exhibition in Vienna in 1910, and although it was quite similar in content to the 1977 exhibition, Women Artists 1550-1950, curated by Linda Nochlin and Ann Sutherland Harris, which also included the Vanitas Still Life by Oosterwyck, it drew only negative responses from the art historians.  The 1977 exhibition, on the other hand, drew the attention of art historians and artists like Flack, and is widely recognized today to have been a watershed in the history of art, marking a new beginning of questioning of the canon and providing impetus for further feminist scholarship.  Most recently, Oosterwyck’s painting has been included in a survey textbook as an exemplary work of the Baroque period.  

We may conclude from this story that while museums preserve objects, those very same objects can disappear from memory in museum collections.  Such effacement may be seen with many works of art by women.  In her essay ‘Reading Rodney King,’ Judith Butler has suggested that visual evidence can be overridden by social structures of knowing; she even argues that the discursive realm may actually change or eclipse vision.  With my case study on Maria Oosterwyck, I am examining what has been the same problem for women artists.   

There are different ways of explaining this transformation, including the importance of identification in writing history (Joan Scott), but in this paper I want to explore the added role that museum architecture plays in providing meaning.  Gottfried Semper’s decorative program for Vienna’s Art History Museum is a visible example of how museums symbolically fulfilled positivist ideals.  His decorative program did not so much reflect the contents of the collections it contained as fill in the blanks of a world history of art and nature, conferring an air of completeness and authority to what were really idiosyncratic imperial collections.  I investigate whether the structures of knowing presented in the museums of Vienna prevented the historical articulation of a different past.  How can a museum both preserve, yet hide a work of art?

The title of the paper, “Looking Back”, refers to the historians who looked back (or failed to look back properly), as well as to the active role that this act of self-depiction plays in this story.  It is also inspired by the title of Michael Ann Holly’s Past Looking: Historical Imagination and the Rhetoric of the Image, in which she explores “the ways in which past works of art actually work at prefiguring the shape of their subsequent histories.” (p. xiii)  Her book is on classic works of art and the interpretations that are considered definitive.  In this essay, then, I give agency not only to those interpreters who misread or failed to look at Oosterwyck’s Still Life, but also to the framing devices of the museum, and the image itself.    

