Art in the Time of Pandemic: Elisabetta Sirani,
Artistic Agency, and Capitalist Social Reproduction

DanNa V. HogaN

here has been much speculation about how the historical phenomena of the

COVID-19 pandemic will change women’s careers in the future. Yet to be
considered is how the economic consequences of this event have the potential to
affect women’s artistic production through compounding factors of economic re-
cession, travel bans, and shifting cultural needs." If we accept that artistic autonomy
is dependent on institutional security and that globalization has made international
mobility a condition of artistic success, we rightly become concerned about the path
ahead for women artists’ work and prospects because they can be disproportionately
affected by capitalist pressures.” As an art historian, I turn to the case of a baroque
artist who lived through cycles of plague and market collapse for insights about
what could happen to women’s artistic agency during and following a pandemic.
As an example, following epidemics in seventeenth-century Italy, economic insecu-
rity and cultural conservatism led to increased market demand for images of pro-
tection and salvation reinforcing existing social hierarchies. In this essay I evaluate
the trajectory of Elisabetta Sirani (1638-1665) with a focus on the aspects of her
artistic choices, career opportunities, and legacy likely affected by epidemics, including
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