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Mary Cassatt



The Artist

Mary Cassatt 

Born Allegheny City, PA, 1844; died Château de Beaufresne, France 1926 

Mary Cassatt spent her early years in France and Germany with her family. Upon returning to Pennsylvania, Cassatt attended the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts from 1860–1862. From 1865–1870, Cassatt convinced her parents to allow her to continue her studies in Paris under the academic painter Jean-Léon Gérôme, Édouard Frère, and Paul Soyer copying works of the old masters and sketching. Before she was forced to return to Philadelphia because of the Franco-Prussian War, Cassatt’s painting The Mandolin Player was accepted at the Paris Salon. 

In 1871, Cassatt returned to Europe and traveled to Parma, Italy, Spain, Belguim, and Holland, studying different styles and artists on her journey. Finally, she settled in Paris in 1874 where she began showing regularly. Three years later her family joined her in Paris and Cassatt was invited by Edgar Degas to join the independent painters known as the Impressionists. She was the only American and one of two women ever officially associated with the group. Under their tutelage, Cassatt experimented in printmaking. Unfortunately her health did not allow her to continue her art her entire life, her eyesight began to fail, and by 1904 she’d stopped painting altogether. During the war years, Cassatt stayed at her country home where she passed away. Mary Cassatt was an important figure as an advisor for art collectors that positively impacted public and private collections in the U.S., including her shaping of Mr. and Mrs. Havemeyer’s private collection which is now in the Metropolitan Museum.   
Art Movement

Impressionism 

The artistic movement of Impressionism stemmed from a group of artists called the Anonymous Society of Painters, Sculptors, Printmakers, etc. This group held an exhibition in Paris, 1874 that launched the movement. The style is characterized by short and broken brushstrokes barely conveying a form, bright-unblended colors, and showcasing the effects of light. The casual style they painted in using loose brushwork gave an effect of spontaneity and effortlessness. Most paintings in the Impressionism movement were set and painted outdoors (plein-air compositions). The Impressionists organized their own exhibitions and received little support from the public.  

The Artwork

Young Girl at a Window 
Young Girl at a Window was one of Cassatt’s contributions to the Eighth Impressionist exhibition in 1886. This painting, in which an unidentified subject (possibly the artist’s sister, Lydia) sits pensively at the large window of Cassatt’s Paris studio. The sitter’s blue- and lavender-tinged white dress and hat convincingly convey the coloristic effects of changing natural light. The work divides into three large color masses, green treetops, slate blue Parisian buildings, the white dress and hat of the sitter. The mood of the portrait is subdued, very lady-like, possibly a little sad.  
Discussion Suggestions

Discuss the Painting:

· What is the lady’s mood in the portrait? What is the dogs’?
· Where do you see large masses of one color in this painting? What colors do you see within those colors (Hint: The white has colors showing changing sunlight)
Activity Idea

Chalk Portraits: 
· Review the color wheel with students. 
· Take a photograph of each student posed in a seated position, print it.  
· Have each student experiment with different kinds of strokes and pressures with the drawing chalk on a scrap piece of paper. 
·  Have them try cross-hatching and scrambling where light tones are applied over dark tones in an irregular fashion. 
· Try blending colors; be careful the work doesn’t get too ‘muddy’ by smearing to many colors together. 
· Next have the students attempt to create a portrait of themselves on the white paper, using the drawing chalk. Encourage them to use loose long strokes and to experiment with colors. 
· Alternatively, have students attempt to copy one of Cassatt’s works. 
Materials Needed:

· Drawing Chalk (different than normal chalkboard chalk)
· Paper

· Camera/printer
Portrait of the Artist, 1878


watercolor, gouache on wove paper laid down to buff-colored wood-pulp paper, 23 5/8 x 16 3/16 in


The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York 





Young Girl in a Window (Woman with Dog), 1883–1884


oil on canvas, 39 9/16 x 25 1/2 in


Corcoran Museum, Washington, D.C. 





   








