
Artist Samantha Hahn depicts the triumphs and sorrows of literature’s finest heroines in 
Well-Read Women, her collection of evocative watercolour portraits.

“Once or twice in a generation, a brilliant author will create a kind of masterpiece, unearthing a 
character of such dazzling originality and truth that she will resonate with readers for all time,” says 
painter and fashion illustrator Samantha Hahn. In her book, Well-Read Women: Portraits of Fiction’s 
Most Beloved Heroines, the NYC-based artist merges her fascination with the female form with her 
passion for literature: Hahn immersed herself in the Western canon (and a bit beyond), selecting 50 of 
the most dazzling women for her project. She brought them to life through her sumptuous watercolour 
portraits, accompanied by a hand-lettered quote from each novel that best explains the essence of 
each character. “We sympathize with them, we admire them, we might even hate them,” she says of 
her heroines. “We see ourselves in them.” 
 
Hahn reread her old favourite texts and discovered new novels she loved after querying friends and 
editors about characters that resonated with them. “Painting them in all their captivating beauty and 
pairing them with hand-lettered quotes from their dialogue connected me in a profound way to each 
of them,” she explains. We asked Hahn to share how she chose to depict nine of the unforgettable 
women in her book. SHARON STEEL

FEMININE MYSTIQUE

BLANCHE DUBOIS  
A STREETCAR NAMED DESIRE
Blanche is a woman coming undone. Her expression needed to 
convey the pain and suffering she is feeling inside while trying to 
smile outwardly. The quote I chose expresses the same. Blanche 
realizes that she does not have a place in society unless she 
behaves within its confines, and has the support and love of a 
man—which with her unseemly past, may not be possible.



EMMA WOODHOUSE
EMMA
Emma Woodhouse trifles blithely with the love lives of her friends 
while steadfastly denying herself. She only stops her cheerful 
meddling when she allows herself to discover a love of her own. I 
painted her in profile to portray her interest in looking anywhere but 
perhaps the most important place—inside herself. Her expression 
is dreamy and playful, and her headband represents her high-class 
Georgian style.

SCARLETT O’HARA
GONE WITH THE WIND
Here, Scarlett is the beautiful southern belle. While her beauty and 
strength are undeniable, she is also fearful. I cropped in, showing 
her expression of angst at the burning world around her.

DAISY BUCHANAN  
THE GREAT GATSBY
I painted Daisy the way I saw her based on F. Scott Fitzgerald’s 
description of her as light and bright. I made her a blonde after 
much consideration. She’s adorned in Jazz-era style with a long 
beaded necklace, and the notorious yellow Rolls is parked behind 
her at Gatsby’s mansion. I needed to draw attention to her sullen 
face: She’s trying to hold everything together, and put her best face 
forward, but her forlorn eyes shine with melancholy. 

HESTER PRYNNE  
THE SCARLET LETTER
Poor Hester, so condemned. I feel so much sympathy for her—
scorned by society for trying to find solace, support, and love. In 
the face of a terrible predicament, she remains stoic. I depicted her 
atop the platform, sitting straight and brave in the face of those who 
shamed her. The quote I chose is said by Hester to her daughter 
Pearl. It conveys the darkness that she must carry with her. She 
has no light or joy to pass down to her little girl. It’s all been taken 
from her.



ESTHER GREENWOOD  
THE BELL JAR
Esther is such a powerful character. She is an example of a young 
woman dissatisfied with societal constraints and prohibitions—
especially sexual ones. Struggling with mental illness, she is 
simultaneously mindful of the world and mindless of her impact on 
those who love her. I wanted to crop in closely to portray her deep 
inner pain through her eyes and expression of grief.

OPHELIA  
HAMLET
Painting Ophelia was a meaningful experience for me. Throughout 
Hamlet, she has little freedom to make her own choices. I wanted 
to convey her overwhelming grief as she relinquishes her life to the 
brook.  


