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Elisabeth Louise Vigee Le Brun 
Elisabeth Louise Vigee Le Brun, often known by her last name, was one of the few female artists 

to achieve great standing and fame in the art world of Enlightenment-era Europe. 
 

For centuries, women could be models, patrons, or dealers of art, but they were not accepted for 
instruction or membership in art guilds. With the revolutionary world of the Enlightenment, 

many things changed. This was one of them. 

Vigee Le Brun, Self Portrait in a Straw Hat, 
painted after 1782. National Gallery.

Vigee Le Brun was the daughter of a French portraitist, Louis Vigee, who taught her his 
techniques and skill.  Her talent, however, spoke for itself. At the age of 15, she was earning 
enough money for her work that she was able to support herself, her widowed mother, and 

her younger brother. 
 

She joined the Academy of St. Luke in Paris at the age of 19, and two years later married the 
famed painter and art dealer Jean-Pierre-Baptiste Le Brun. His connections in the art world 

helped her career grow quickly. 
 

Her skill and temperament with clients made her one of the most sought-after portrait artists 
in France. She was Marie Antoinette's favored portraitist for ten years! She also painted many 

other notable people of her time. 

Sa
mp

le



The Portraits of Vigee Le Brun 
In 18th century France, things were changing at a rapid pace. This was the era of Louis XVI and 

Marie Antoinette, of Enlightenment philosophy and thoughts of revolution. Books were plentiful, 
people discussed a wide variety of ideas, and the upper ranks of society were prosperous. 

In this world, members of the nobility and royalty loved to have their portraits made. Because 
cameras were not yet advanced enough, these portraits were created by painters such as Vigee 

Le Brun. Her ability to set her subject at ease and create a beautiful portrait was very much 
sought after. It brought her to many of the prominent courts in Europe. 

Vigee Le Brun, Portrait of Marie Antoinette. 
Private Collection.

Vigee Le Brun, Portrait of Countess 
Skavronskaia (Russia), 1796. Louvre Museum.

Her fame made her the center of much attention in pre-Revolutionary France. At this time, it 
was popular for noble women to hold "salons," or academic meetings in their homes. During 
the salons, noted philosophers, intellectuals, and artists would come to present and discuss 

ideas with other members of nobility. 
 

When the French Revolution broke out, though, her close association with Marie Antoinette did 
not work in her favor. She escaped France with her 9-year-old daughter and was able to live 

abroad. 
 

Vigee Le Brun's art was indicative of the later Rococo style, moving into Neoclassicism. Can you 
see the similarities and differences between her work and the earlier Rococo artists like 

Poussin? 
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Additional Activities 
Timeline Activities: 

 
Vigee Le Brun lived from 1755 to 1842. During her lifetime, many rapid changes 

happened in both Europe and America. 
 

During her lifetime, America won independence from Britain (1783). France went from 
being a monarchy to trying its hand at being a republic (1799), and then accepted 

Napoleon as emperor from 1804 to 1814. 
 

Frederick the Great was King of Prussia from 1740 to 1786, and Catherine the Great was 
Tsarina of Russia from 1762 to 1796. 

 
History Extensions: 

 
During Le Brun's lifetime, France went through many changes, the largest of which 
centered around the French Revolution (1789-1799). Marie Antoinette, the queen of 

France during this time, was a patron and friend of Le Brun. Learn more about Marie 
Antoinette. 

*What was her childhood like? 
*How did she and her husband rule? 

*Where did this lavish lifestyle come from? (You might want to look back at the life of 
Louis XIV, who you studied during the lesson on Poussin.) 

*She is often portrayed as being indifferent to the needs of her people, many of whom 
were suffering at this time. Do you think this is an accurate portrayal of her? 

 
Also during Le Brun's lifetime, America had close ties with France. 

*France offered quite a bit of help to the colonies during the American Revolution. Do 
some research regarding this. 

*During and after the American Revolution, Ben Franklin spent quite a bit of time in 
France as a diplomat. Find out more about his work there. 

*Thomas Jefferson purchased the Louisiana Territory from France in 1803; this purchase 
greatly increased the landholding of America. (It's much larger than what we know as 

Louisiana today!) Find out more about this event, as well as about the exploration of the 
territory by Lewis and Clark. 

 
Notebook Pages: 

 
 

As you learn about Vigee Le Brun, complete the notebook page included with this unit. 
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