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Marie BashkinsefT, o.fin tie .siede Russian a11ist. produced 
most of her artwork in France. She was thought to be '"la dame 
en blanche" and lhis theme became interwoven with her lifo. 
This motif appears 1hroughoul her later yc.ars in different fonns: 
her descriptions of her appearance in her journal. accounts of 
her, and studio pho1ographs 1ha1 she commissioned to be taken 
of herself. 

Bashkinseff was born in 1858 in 1he Ukraine to aristo• 
cratic parents, Maiic Babanine and Constantin Bashkin.scva. 
Three years later her parents separated. In I 870 her mo1hcr 
changed her name 10 BashkirL..clT and left Russia with her two 
children 10 travel 1hrough Europe. In 1871, 1he family settled 
in Nice. where they were shunned by mos1 of the Russian expa­
triate community because Marie Babaninc had lcfl her husband. 
As Leo Tolstoy wri1es in his short s1ory. "TI1e Kreutzer So­
na1a," nineteenth-century upper-class Russian maniages were 
usually :ui-anged. and although divorce rarely occurred. unhappy 
marriages were common.1 

Many of Bashkir1seft's marriage hopes were thwaned by 
discovery of her family situation. Indeed, in her journal. she 
often worries about the ambiguous social position of her fam­
ily ttnd how it will innuence her marriage hopes. In 1877, the 
family moved 10 Paris and Bashkirtseffbcgan her anis1ic s1ud­
ics al the Academic Julian. The Parisian artistic community 
was more accepting of 1he Bashkirtse!Ts. Her oeuvre consists 
of paintings. drawings. and sculpture. The prodigious outpul 
of the...c final years is evidenced in the excensivc collections of 
her work in Paris, Nice and SL Petersburg. While Bashkinseff 
exhibited in four Salons. from 188010 1884, she is best known 
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for her lengthy journal. begun at age seventeen and her seJf. 
ponraits in which she presented herself as a professional anisl 
(Figure I). She bauled consumption during her final years and 
died of tuberculosis in 1884.' 

Bashkirtscff's associalion with white reveals how she con­
ceived of herself and was viewed by society. Her repeated ,-ef­
erences 10 while in her clothing and works ponrny a cornpli­
c~lled relationship to nineteenth-century feminine s1crco1ypcs. 
She did not believe herself 10 be pure, but rather adopted a 
while mask of femininity 10 obscure her unconven1ional per• 
sonality and profe.~sional aspiracions. In the nineteenth-cen­
tury, whiteness of clothing and skin suggested purity, but ac1u­
ally veiled darker meanings of chaos connected with the fe. 
male body. Mary Poovey in "Scenes of an Indelicate Charac­
ter" describes 1hc fears of nineteenth-century physicians that 
hys1c1ia and uncontrolled passion lurked beneath the chaste ap­
pearance of women. Poovey explains 1ha1 physicians felt in• 
tense anx icty about the cmde sexual language that sometimC-'> 
erupted from women in 1abor. when they were anesthetized with 
chloroform.' 

Bashkirtseff's persona of femininity fit into nineteen1h­
ccn1ury expectations that women should be child-like and in­
nocent. Joan Riviere, a colleague of Sigmund Freud explains 
in her anicle entitled "Womanliness as Masquerade" (1930) 
why women create such masks. She describes a female subject', 
feminine clo1hing and 0ir1a1ious behavior. following the 
woman's lecture, as a "mask of \VOmanlincss." These qualities 
are meant 10 reassure the subject and her 1nale audience that 
she poses no 1h1-ea1 10 their in1ellectual position.' I extend 1he 
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mask of femininity 10 include Bashkinseffs mask of whiteness. 
She wore white 10 appear like an innocent child, both religious 
and chaste, but also ultimately available 10 men. Seen as his­
torical documents, her photographs both sustain and subvert 
nineteenth-century Prcnch expectations of women's roles and 
behavior. As shown in Oashkirtscfrs journal, she both identi­
fied with and fell removed from these images. In a journal 
entry from 1877, she describes her distance from this otl1er self: 

Indeed the woman who is writing and her 
whom l describe, are really two persons. 
Whal arc all her troubles 10 me? I tabulate. 
analyze, and copy the daily Ii fe of my per­
son; bul 10 me myself. all that is very indif­
ferent. II is my pride, my self-love, my inter­
ests, my envelope, my eye.~, which suffer, 
weep or rejoice; but/ myself. am there only 
to watch, to write. to relate and to reason 
calmly about these great miseries, just as 
Gulliver must have looked at the Lilliputians.' 

In tl1is quotation, Bashkirtseff presents herself as having two 
personae. As the writer, she records the daily life of her per­
son, transcending her existence. Oashkirtsefrs admiued dual­
ity in her journal also appears in its constant vacillation from 
chi ld-like naivete 10 profound self-knowledge and awareness. 
Bashkirtseff writes in an 1876 journal entry that she was known 
by her European admirers as "la dame en blanc he." In lhis 
entry, she divulges when she was first called this name at a 
masked ball in Rome. Pinding her dressed in black lace, her 
admirers inquiJe "why are you not in white?" A young Roman. 
Pietro Antonelli , confides that he wo1·ships the "woman in 
white," who resembles BashkirtselT. All hough she wears a black 
and silver dress to the ball, he can conceive of her only in white.• 
Oashkirtscff may have violated a social norm by not wearing 
white 10 the ball, for young women were expected 10 wear white 
10 a val blanc (a "white ball," a ball for young women).' 

However, Bashki11seff often wears whi1edrc.~ses in her pho­
tographs and mentions wearing them in her journal. For ex­
ample. in one photograph (Pigure 2), she wears a white ball­
gown adorned with a garland of nowers reaching from her bod­
ice to her train. The white dress and flowers acccmuatc her fair 
skin. She poses, self-consciously looking to her right. provid­
ing no resistance to the viewer's ga,,..c. The ob"ious artjfice of 
the photograph, taken in a studio. reveals iL~ purpose, IO show 
Oashkirtsefrs beauty. Griselda Pollock in Vision and Differ-
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ence discusses how a female subject's gaze can allow or ob­
struct the viewer's appropriation of her. Oashkirtsefrs ga,,c and 
the centrality of her figure in the composition closely resemble 
1ha1 of the young girl in Auguste Renoir's painting entitled The 
First 0111i11g ( 1876). According to Pollock, the girl's position 
in the cornposition invilcs the viewer to appreciate her as a 
pretty framed image.• Unlike Renoir's subject, Bashkirtseff 
expected an audience and with her photographer fabricated the 
photograph for their consumption. Tamar Garb agrees that 
Bashkirtseff frequently created her photographs 10 be pretty 
pictures, noting that her "obsession with her own physical ap­
pearance" appears in the many photographs commissioned by 
her.9 

In a senti mental photograph (Figure 3) BashkirtSeff poses 
as a beautiful and sweet "innocent.·· Her sincere look and simple 
white house dress convey a child-like purity. Although she is 
framed as a beautiful subject, she directly addresses the viewer 
with her gaze. This photograph might be understood in the 
context of self-portraits of other female artists, such as that of 
Elisabeth-Louise Vigee-Lebrun (n.d.) inspired by Peter Paul 
Rubens' Chapeau de Paille (1620-25). Like Vigcc-Lcbrun, 
Oashk:utseff "directly engages the gaze of the spectator" and 
"offers herself as a beautiful object 10 be enjoyed and admired. "10 

Tiirough a direct gaze, the female subject can both entice and 
accost the viewer. Timothy J. Clark desciibes the effect of the 
gaze of the subject of Edouard Manet's Olympia ( 1863). He 
explains that Olympia compose.~ her look, which is "candid but 
guarded, poised between address and resistance," to show her 
status as prostitute 10 her viewer/client." Oashkirtseff ha.~ also 
composed her own look for 1he viewer, but merely to convince 
them of her beauty and pu1ity. 

In an 1881 journal entry, Bashkinseff explains how sne 
constmcts herself as a vision in white. She describes her rou­
tine of returning from the studio. bathing, clothing herself in a 
white dress and draping her head "with a fichu of Indian muslin 
and lace. like Chardin's old women and Greuze's little girls." 
This veil hides her "sad thoughts" and makes her feel "more at 
home, more at rest." Yet. this passage evidence.~ the dichotomy 
in Oashkirtscfrs personality between disclooure and conceal­
ment. for while the fichu covers her hair, she admits that it sets 
off her face. making it "magnificent."" Perhaps she believed 
that mystery emphasized her beauty. 

White clothing and drapery not on ly heightened 
Bashkir1seffs beauty. but made her appear religious and pure. 
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The Roben Prcnch DicLionary noLes from Isaiah J: 18 how the 
pure in hean are "white a.~ snow." In the French language, 
vltemems blanc were white clothes worn by a child umi I acer­
iain age in honor of 1be Virgin." Perhaps Amonelli 1hinks of 
her in white because he believes her to be pure and holy. He 
tellsh.is mo~ierthat she is "good" and "religious."" BashkirtSCff 
believes 1ha1 Anionelli fell in love with her because of her first 
name. Por when "at death's door six years ago, his mo1ber 
rnade him eat slips of paper, on which this word was wriucn 
over and over again, "Maria, Maria, Maria .. to cure him.15 

The role of martyr overwhelms her, when faced wi1h 
Antonelli's decision not 10 marry her because of her background. 
\Vhen llis parents send him to a monastery to atone for his sins, 
she becomes Ios1 in almos1 sensual monificaiion. In her jour­
nal, Bashkinscff compares her performance of self-sacrifice 10 
the story of Beatrice Cenci, the subject of a popular painting 
then auributed to Guido Reni. Beatrice Cenci murdered her 
father, when he tried 10 molest her, and was condemned to dea1b: 

Do you see that I have been posing as a mar­
lyr! h's 100 silly!.. .. My hair is dressed a Ia 
Venus Capi101ine; I am all in while like a 
Beatrice, wilh a rosary and an ivory cross 
round 1be neck. 

Wha1cver one may say, there is in man a 
cenain need of idolatry, of material sensa­
tions. We must have images to look at and 
crosses 10 kiss. 

Last evening, I counted 1he beads of the 
rosary-there arc sixty- and I pros1rmed my­
self sixty times. each time hilling the noor 
with my forehead. I was qui1e out of breath, 
but it seemed to me I had done something 
pleasing in the sight of God. No doubt it 
was absurd, but the in1en1ion was good. " 

Bashkinseff ponrays herself as a statue like Venus or Beatrice. 
all in white. The Venus/Beatrice connection suggests that al­
though immersed in religious ecstasy, she remains concemed 
with her physical appearance. To perform as Beatrice. she must 
also resemble her. While she considers herself religious, 
Bashkirtseff realizes that like other people, she must express 
her spirituality through materia.1 and physical sensations. Hence, 
she counts the rosary and prostrates herself, hilling her head 
against the floor. 

following 1h.is immersion in religious ecstasy and the cult 
of Beatrice, Ba.~hki rL~clT appraise.~ her behavior, perhaps em-
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barrassed, but proud enough of it to record it in her journal. 
She had read other portions of her journal to Antonelli and may 
have hoped 1hat he would read this sec1ioo, which proved her 
love and religious fervour. But this fit of ecstasy also cleanses 
her of the affair, which ended soon afler. For that same year 
she exclaims: "Poor Pietro! My future fame prevents me of 
thinking seriously abou1 him. h seems 10 rebuke me for 1he 
thou gins which I bestow on him." Comments added to these 
entries in her twen1ies mock her expressions of melancholy for 
Antonelli and explain that she never really loved him." 

Bashkinseffs small size and beauty encouraged others 10 
perceive her as child-like and innocent. Indeed. she e1tjoycd 
adopting this appearance and manner. She writes in her jour­
nal in 1882: 

Itmly believediat R.F. [thepainterTony Roh­
en-Fleury] has a very correct opinion about 
me; he takes me 10 be whai I should like to 
appear, that is to say, perfectly amiable, or, 
to speak more seriously. a very young girl, a 
child even, meaning that while 1alking like a 
woman. I am at my heart's core. and in my 
own sight. of angelic purity. " 

She later nOLCS how she auemp1s 10 charm her colleague Jules 
Bastien-Lepage .. by artificial childishncss."'9 Ba.~hkinscffs 
male friends probably were aware of her artifice. bu1 like her 
1hey enjoyed playing the game. 

Bashkirtseffs early dea1h only magnified the legend of her 
purity and innocence. Confined 10 her home by tuberculosis 
and ensconced in her chair, she became a vision in white for 
her visitors. Bram Dijkstra argues that the nineteentli-century 
attraction 10 tlicconsumptive look rcprcscnled socie1y's belief 
that women should be helpless, but ultimately led 10 fears of 
whether 1he invalid retained her sexuality and was actually fa. 
tigued from her "soli tary vice."'° 

An 1876 photograph of BashkirtselT dressed a.~ a capuchin 
mo1lk (Figure 4) combines spirituality with otlier meanings. Like 
her white fichu, the robe bo1h obs1ruc1s and emphasizes her 
sexua.lity and femininity. Ba.~hkir1SCIT commissioned this pho­
tograph and ironically bought the habit frQJn a boutique as a 
cover for a dressing gown (robe d'imerieur). While she pre­
tends to be a capuchin monk, eyes turned downwards, her body 
covered completely by the robe, the majority of her audience 
would have recognized her as the subject. Her distinctive eyes 
and face arc clearly visible amidst 1he while cloth. Indeed. she 
undennines the "masculine" effect of the monk's habil with her 
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coy "feminine" gaze.11 Madame Babaninc, a devout member 
of the Russian orthodox church, may not have perceived the 
irony of the photograph, for fo llowing Bashk:irtseffs death from 
consumpLion in I 884. she placed her phoLogrJph as the focal 
point of Bashk:irtseffs shrine in her Paris apartrnenL." 

Bashkirtseff acLUally never lived in the apartment. Yet. 
Mara Witzling writes that Babanine gave tours of this room as 
if it were the one in which her daughter died . She went to 
extreme lengLhS IO preserve a clean image of her daughter. 
Before publishing her journal. sbe removed accounL.s of 
Bashkirtseffs sexual encounters, her association with the 
women's suffrage movement, and her angel' over the oppres­
sion of women. She even placed a later binh date on her iomb 
to emphasize her daughter's early de.ith.23 

Following Marie Bashkirtscffs death, Marie Babaninc and 
the architect Emile Bas1ien-Lepagccons1rncted and decorated 
her Lomb (Figure 5). Located near the entrnnce to the Passy 
cemetery in Paris. the tomb resembles a Russian orthodox 
church, consisting of a chapel and a crypt. On the north-east 
fa~ade (Figure 6) appears Marie Bashk:irtseffs name with its 
French spelling and ber "dmes" ( 1860- 1884) surrounded by a 
pattern of crosses, buuerllies, and palettes. On the northwest 
fa9ade lies a list of her works, including drnwings and sculp­
ture (Figure 7). Most intriguing in light of my topic, however, 
are the verses above this list, created for the tomb by a friend 
Andre TI1eurie1 (Figure 7): 

0 Marie. 0 the white. radiant beauty, 
Your entire being is not somber in the black 

night, 
Your spirit is alive, vibrnnt is your memory, 
And the immortal perfume of the flower re-

majns. 
Thcurict equates the paleness and purity of Marie Bashkirtseff 
with light. He calls her a white beauty, radiating her whiLCncss 
into the black night (death). The light of Marie becomes a meta­
phor for life. Her spirit remains like the "immortal perfume" or 
a nowel'. 

Above the door to 1be tomb, on the side facing the cem­
etery wall sits another poem, created by E. Ducros. Ducros also 
considers the sou1 of Marie to be inuno11al. He wrjtes: 

" 

Her name is immonal and lumimues like a 
candle. 

Throughoul the centuries. I hear her memory 
blessed. 

Because of her precocious genius, 
So that all of the arts, in mourning. cry on 

her tomb. 

The proof of the femininity conveyed despi1e the habi1 appears in Garb's 
mi:,,taken belief that Lhe habit is that of a nun (('i-arb 85). 
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For Ducros, immo11ality of the spiri t comes from divinity and 
genius. Not only does Bashkirtseff live on because of her pu­
rity and sanctity, but because she created beautiful an. 

References to Bashkirtseffs artistic significance and her 
religious faith also appear in the one-room chapel above her 
crypt. Babanine chose Bashkirtscffs insipid Sai111es Femmes 
( 1882) to be placed at the back of the room which she embel­
lished wilh mementoes of the artist and religious objects. Ironi­
cally, people even stoic the mementoes for keepsakes. as if they 
were saints' relics. Bashkirtseffs marble bust on the tomb at 
Passy, beneath which the Salon of Sainte-Marie later met, me­
morializes her sainthood." Today, the interior of the tomb. now 
blocked with a plexigla~s cover, still contains some memen­
toes of the artist. Her bust adorns an altar beneath the St1i111es 
Femmes. A bust of her father is placed 10 the right of the altar 
and one of her mother is placed to the left. A chair. perhaps 
from her studio, also sits to the left of the altar and to its right a 
prie-die11 (a low reading desk with a ledge on which 10 kneel in 
prayer). Photographs of her family and prints of her paintings 
adorn the walls along with crosses. candle holders, and her pal­
eue. 

Bashkirtseff encouraged the romantic image of herself as 
a maiden in white which is projected by the tomb. She asked 10 
be buried like Ophelia. draped in white, hair tangled, arms un­
covered. and bare of foot. 25 This romantic image combined the 
concept of the genius e11 c/esordre with that of the white Ophelia. 
who died for love. Dijkstra explains how Ophelia, the most 
popular subject in the 11ineteen1h century, came 10 represent 
,•irginity combined with madness and suppressed sexuality."' 

A posthumous newspaper article written by Madeleine 
Zillhardt on October 20, 1934 from Le Jo11r fab,icatcs the ro­
mantic notion that Bashkirtscff died from unrcc1uited love. The 
pho1ograph depicts the artist clothed in a white hooded cloak. 
1101 Jong before her death. arising from the waters of the Mont­
Dore spa. Benea1h this seemingly sympaLhetic photograph lies 
a text cnLiUcd "Le.~ fianccs de la mort." It explains that she 
deserved to die for love because she tried 10 seduce married 
men. In essence. the article posits the innocent-looking young 
woman as a whore, explaining that the cloak conceals her dis­
ease-ridden body.21 

The metaphor of the white dress as representative of pu­
rity. but also of veiled seductiveness, recurs throughout her 
works. This metaphor defines the Ii fc and works of Bashkirtseff, 
who frequently posed as the woman in white. The fact thal her 
audience often recogni zed her masquerade leads to Lheconclu­
sion that Bashkirtscff had more complex reasons for wearing 
white- 10 show her purity. but also to allude 10 underlying enig-
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mas. This re.1ding can lead 1oan analysis of all of her works as 
subllc subversions of an adopled mask of femininity because 
they exhibi1 extraordinarily complica1ed p0nrayals of !he fe­
male ide111i1y. 
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Figure I. Marie Basbkir1scff, Au10J10r1rait, drawing. n.d., Mu~ du Pe1i1 P.afois. Photograph taken by the Mu~ de la VilJe de 
Paris/Pierrain. 
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Figure 2. raJ,o,•t!) Commercial Studio Phocog.raphcr. Marie 8,uhkirtsrff 
i,r o 8011-gow,i, photograph. n.d. From Colclle Cosnicr. Morie 
&u·hkir1srff: Un JJ(Jr1r<1il s,m.s rru,11ches. CollCCLions or Cos.nicr. Ed. 
Pierre Horny. or Ivanoff family. 

Figure 4. lri'glat) Studio Photogn1phcr. M,m·e fhMhJ:.ir1uff Dreued tu a 
Cnpuchfo Monk, photograph, 1876. from Colette Cosnicr, Morie 
8ashJ:ir1.srff; Un 1x>rrmi1 s,tns reumdl(S. Colle1.:tions of Cosnier. Ed. Pierre 
Horny.or Ivanoff family. 
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Figure 3. SlUdio Photographer. Morir &,shkirlstfl. photogr.iph. n.d. From 
Colette Cosnicr. Marie Bmhk;m,jf: Un portrait .mm retm1cl1es. 
Collections of Cosnier. Ed. Pierre Horny. or Ivanoff family. 
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Figure 5. Tomb oonslructed by Emile Ba:,,ticn-Lepage. Tomb of Muri'e 
B,,shkirrsef/. 11rchi1cc1urc. r. 1885. Possy Cemetery in Pari,. Phologn,ph 
by author. 
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Figure 6. Tomb cons.tru-cted by Emile Bastien·Leixige. Tomb of Mt1rie 
fJas.lrki'rtself. art"hitecture. c. 1885. P:issy Cemetery in Paris, Photograph 
by author. 
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Figure 7. ·romb constructed by Emile Ba~tien-Lepage. T,;mb of Marie 8Mlrldrtseff. an:hiteoture. c. I 885. P:i.s-sy Cemetery 
in P:iris. Photogrnph by ttuthor. 
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