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even encouraged feminine practices among the elites (Beleza, 2010), but there was a 
distinguishment between creating art in the private, domestic space versus in the public space 
(exhibiting or publishing). When suffragism and feminism were ideas and practices that circulated 
internationally, how did Portuguese and Brazilian people who had access to painting, music, and 
literature position themselves in the face of these debates? Was the language sharing reflected in 
the same artistic expression, or were there differences? Given the socioeconomic and highly 
patriarchal context of each country, how did these women distinguish themselves through the arts? 
Considering art as a means of questioning, the objective of this study is to investigate the areas in 
which women have excelled as artivists and how they have achieved greater visibility through their 
works. 
 
 
Methodology 
  Our methodology concerns the relationship between thinking and researching: “The key 
concern here is the impact of the organization of the investigation and the structure of the data 
analysis on how the investigator thinks about the subject” (Ragin, 1987:165). 
This research is a diachronic comparative study with a qualitative methodology. According to 
Denzin & Lincoln (1994: 4), qualitative research is many things simultaneously: “it is an 
interdisciplinary, transdisciplinary, and sometimes counterdisciplinary field”.  
The units of analysis in this study are painting, music, and literature production from Portuguese 
and Brazilian women artivists. This study highlights the possibilities and limits of artistic creation 
in Portugal and Brazil through an analysis of case studies as well as specific women’s initiatives 
in education, legislation, and equal rights policies. 

The analysed data is visualised through a timeline. Timelines are a visual, arts-based data 
collection method, derived from a broader framework of graphic elicitation designs (Bagnoli, 
2009) and are created from life events arranged chronologically, with a visual indication of the 
highlighted facts. Lor (2019) points out that case studies may take on many forms and can be used 
within any paradigm. Within the chronological period of the study, there are more examples of 
feminist artistic activism in the two countries than those marked on the timeline. However, only 
those who had a more active and visible role in feminist activism were considered.  
 
 
The Sociocultural Context in the Transition from the 19th Century to the 20th Century 
Portuguese Context  

In the second half of the 19th Century, with the development of the national economy 
(mercantilization of the economy), the upper bourgeoisie acquired greater political and economic 
importance at a time when the middle classes were growing. The bourgeoisie's class consciousness 
began to emerge. The affirmation of the bourgeoisie that had dominated government since 1870 
(during the period of expansion of liberalism) coincided on a cultural and intellectual level with 
the appearance of the Romantic Movement, marked by the appreciation of imagination, feelings, 
and individual freedom (Pimentel & Melo, 2015).  

At the beginning of the 20th Century, Portugal was marked by some important events that 
would change the sociocultural and political paradigm of Portuguese society. Portugal was already 
facing economic difficulties with the Monarchy when it began the 1st Republic in 1910 (1910-
1926), and with its participation in the Great War of 1914-1918, its economic situation worsened 
and gave way to uncontrolled public accounts. There was a disproportional asymmetry between 
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Figure 1:  Timeline (1865-1930) of production and artists who were outstanding in painting
 

 
One way to study women’s artistic practices during this period is to analyse the catalogues of the 
annual exhibition that took place in the National Society of Fine Arts. In 1906, the number of 
women artists exhibited in the oil painting section was significant: out of 57 artists, there were 20 
women featured. In the 12th edition in 1915, 16 women out of 78 total artists were featured in the 
exhibition’s main category, oil painting. This was a significant number that contrasted with their 
invisibility as artists during this period.  

Another way of studying the place occupied by women artists is to analyse how art critics 
identified and described their works. In historical contexts where being a woman and an artist was 
an exception, the way their works were perceived was also marked by gender discrimination. In 
this period, the Portuguese painter Aurélia de Sousa (1866-1922) stood out as a woman in this 
male-dominated field. Critics at the time mentioned that she painted "like a man" because they did 
not want to recognise her as a woman artist (Silva, 2004). Aurélia de Sousa was also one of the 
first women to enter the Academy of Fine Arts in Lisbon, Portugal. Figures 2 and 3 highlight the 
painting Aurélia de Sousa made of Saint Anthony with her face; she painted herself dressed as 
Saint Anthony and represented herself with strong, masculinised hands.  
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Figure 2: Santo António (ca. De 1902). 
Oil on canvas. 175x139cm. Collection 

SOSS, Porto 

Figure 3: Self-portrait of Aurélia de Souza 
(ca. De 1900). Oil on canvas. 45x36cm. 

Soares dos Reis National Museum 
Collection 

  

Source: Silva, 2004. Source: Silva, 2004. 

 
Another Portuguese artist of significant importance in women's activism was Mily Possoz (1888-
1968). She was one of the most prominent artists of the first generation of Portuguese modernist 
painters. Through her art, she exposed the situation of women in the society of her time and the 
inequality of labour opportunities between genders.  
  Georgina de Albuquerque (1885-1962) was a Brazilian painter, designer and teacher. 
Considered one of the first Brazilian women to succeed internationally as an artist, she was also a 
national historical painting pioneer. This artistic genre remained restricted to the male universe 
until 1922, when she exhibited her work at the Council of State Session. Georgina was also the 
first woman to be a director of the National School of Fine Arts in Rio de Janeiro (Brazil), where 
she studied and taught arts. Georgina received the gold medal in the General Exhibition of Fine 
Arts of 1919. In 1920, she became the first Brazilian woman to participate in a painting jury, which 
allowed her to hold a successful Academy position. In 1927, Georgina became part of the National 
School of Fine Arts as a free-teacher.  
  Tarsila do Amaral (1886-1973) was one of the most important painters in the first phase of 
Modernism. She is considered one of the representatives of this movement in all of Latin America. 
Tarsila was also crucial in creating the Anthropophagic movement (1928-1929); her painting 
Abaporu inaugurated the movement (Neto & Malta, 2019). Tarsila do Amaral and the poet 
Oswaldo de Andrade crafted the Brazilian artistic manifesto of the 1920s. Its main objectives were 
to use literary language and assimilate, but not copy other cultures. 
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Music 
  For years, feminine musical practices were confined to the private sphere, especially 
among the bourgeoisie and nobility; girls were allowed to sing or play instruments such as the 
piano at home. However, the passage from the 19th to the 20th Century (Figure 4) marked a change 
in the role of women in society and consequently in music; the first female soloists made an 
appearance, and women began playing “male instruments” like cellos. 
 

Figure 4: Timeline (1865-1930) of production and artists who were outstanding in music 
 

 
In Portugal, Guilhermina Suggia (1885-1950), the first Portuguese solo cellist, stood out. At the 
age of 5, her father, mentor, and protector started her on the cello. Guilhermina began giving 
concerts and received a grant from Queen D. Amelia to continue her studies. She asserted her place 
among other male artists as a soloist on the cello, an instrument considered just for men. 
Regina Pacini (1871-1965) was the first woman soloist and lyrical singer (soprano) to make a 
brilliant international career. In 1888, at the age of 16, she debuted at the Teatro Real de São Carlos 
and was very well received by critics and the public who, at the end of the show, called her fourteen 
times to the stage. She was an excellent soprano who became famous across Europe. 
  In Brazil, music was one of the most important national art manifestations  and reflected 
its cultural diversity. At the turn of the 19th Century, women composers, singers, and 
instrumentalists began to emerge; these women were recognized for their contribution to Brazilian 
music, helping make it a large part of their identity. 
  Chiquinha Gonzaga (1847-1935) was a pioneer in 20th Century Brazilian women's 
composition, a history of struggle and inspiring resilience. She challenged the limits imposed by 
the society of that time, battled for her recognition as a professional, and aside from being a 
composer and pianist of great talent, she was the first woman to conduct an orchestra in the 


