
FROM ARMIDA TO CORNELIA: WOMEN AND REPRESENTATION 

IN PREREVOLUTIONARY FRANCE 

by 

NANCY PAIGE RYAN WALTER, B.A. 

A THESIS 

IN 

HISTORY 

Submitted to the Graduate Faculty 
of Texas Tech University in 

Partial Fulfillment of 
the Requirements for 

the Degree of 

MASTER OF ARTS 

Approved 

Accepted 

May, 1995 



f i ^ 

r i ! j TABLE OF CONTENTS 

NoMt3 
V ^ LIST OF FIGURES iii 

CHAPTER 

I. INTRODUCTION 1 

II. LE JOLI TEMPS 20 

III. THE REIGN OF WOMEN 122 

IV. TOWARDS AN AESTHETICS OF ARTIFICE 159 

V. SMALL TINKLING AND SMEARING 242 

ENDNOTES 271 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 280 

APPENDIX: THE POIRESSON-CHAMARANDE LETTER 299 

11 



LIST OF FIGURES 

2.1 Christ Fed by the Angels by C. Le Brun 88 

2.2 Christ Fed by the Angels by A. Coypel 89 

2.3 Rinaldo Abandoning Armida by C.-A. Coypel 90 

2.4 Esther Fainting Before Ahasuerus by A.Coypel 91 

2.5 Rape of Europa by N.N. Coypel 92 

2.6 Tullia Driving Her Chariot Over Her Father's Body 
by M.-F. Dandre-Bardon 93 

2.7 Portrait of Mile. Adrienne Lecouvreur as Cornelia 

by C. Coypel 94 

2.8 Cornelia, Mother of the Gracchi by N. Halle 95 

2.9 Death of Saint Scholastica by J. Restout 96 

2.10 Apotheosis of Hercules by F. Le Moyne 97 

2.11 Hercules and Hebe, Hotel de Soubise 
by P.C.Tremolieres 98 

2 .12 Portrait of Louis XIV by H. Rigaud 99 

2.13 The Regent, Philip of Orleans with the Portrait 
of Mme. de Parabere 100 

2.14 Portrait of a Young Lady by N. de Largillierre... 101 

2.15 Portrait of Mile. Duclos, of the Comedie-frangaise 
as Armida by N. de Largillierre 102 

fl • t 

111 



2.16 La Belle Strasbourgeoise by N. de Largilliere 103 

2.17 Elizabeth Throckmorton by N. de Largillierre 104 

2.18 Portrait of a Family by N. de Largillierre 105 

2.19 Philip of Orleans as Pythian Apollo 
by N.de Largillierre 106 

2.20 The Princesse Palatine as a Spring 

by N. de Largillierre 107 

2.21 Duchesse de la Force by F. De Troy 108 

2.22 Mademoiselle Prevost as a Bacchante by J. Raoux... 109 

2.23 Gaspard de Gueidan by H. Rigaud 110 

2.24 Gersaint's Sign by A. Watteau Ill 

2.25 Young Girl at a Mirror by J. Courtin 112 

2.26 Susannah at the Bath by J.-B. Santerre 113 

2.27 Flora by Titian 114 

2.28 Diane de Poitiers (?) attr. to F. Clouet 115 

2.29 The Bather by F. Le Moyne 116 

2.30 Giri Reading by A. Grimoux 117 

2.31 Giri Reading by A. Grimoux 118 

2.32 The Scourer by A. Bouys 119 

iv 



2.33 Modern Vestals by J. Raoux 120 

2.34 Reading Moliere by J.-F. De Troy 121 

3.1 Mme. Geoffrin's Salon by Lemoinier 153 

3.2 Salon des Singes (Chantilly) by C. Huet 154 

3.3 Engraving of furniture pieces by Boucher 155 

3.4 Engraving of Older Woman at Her Toilette 156 

3.5 Salonnieres by varying artists 157 

4.1 Salon carre of the Louvre 217 

4.2 Portrait of Mme. d'Epinay by J. Liotard 218 

4.3 Portrait of Mme. Crozat by J. Aved 219 

4.4 Jean-Gabriel de la Porte du Thiel by J. Aved 220 

4.5 Portrait de Mademoiselle de Chartres as Flora 

by J.-M. Nattier 221 

4 .6 Self-Portrait by Rosalba Carriera 222 

4.7 Portrait of Louis XV as a Boy by R. Carriera 223 

4.8 Rinaldo and Armida by F. Boucher 224 

4.9 The Setting of the Sun by F. Boucher 225 

4.10 Toilette of Venus by F. Boucher 226 

v 



4.11 Portrait of Mme. de Pompadour (Munich) 

by F. Boucher 227 

4.12 Portrait of Mme. Boucher by F. Boucher 228 

4.13 The Breakfast by F. Boucher 229 

4.14 Portrait of Mme. de Pompadour by F. Boucher 230 

4.15 Mme. de Pompadour by M. Quentin de la Tour 231 

4.16 Portrait of Mile Fel by M. Quentin de la Tour 232 

4.17 The Trusted Friend by C. Van Loo 233 

4.18 Portrait of Mme. de Pompadour by F.-H.Drouais 234 

4 .19 The Happy Mother, Engraving 235 

4.20 Amusements of the Tranquil Life 

by J.-B.-S. Chardin 236 

4.21 The Administrator by J.-B.-S.Chardin 237 

4.22 Reading by P.-A. Baudouin 238 

4.23 A Father Reading the Bible to His Children 

by J.-B. Greuze 239 
4.24 Portrait of Monsieur de La Live de Jully 

by J.-B. Greuze 240 

4.25 Portrait of Louise O'Murphy by F. Boucher 241 

5.1 Continence of Bayard by L. Durameau 259 VI 



5.2 The King's Charity by Le Barbier le jeune 260 

5.3 Marie-Antoinette with Her Children 
by E.-L. Vigee-Le Brun 261 

5.4 Mile. Grant by E.-L. Vigee-Le Brun 262 

5.5 The Letter by E.-L. Vigee-Le Brun 263 

5.6 Mme. Mitoire and Her Children 
by A. Labille-Guiard 264 

5.7 M. and Mme. Lavoisier by J.-L. David 265 

5.8 Hubert Robert by E.-L. Vigee-Le Brun 266 

5.9 Portrait of the Artist with Her Daughter 
by E.-L. Vigee-Le Brun 267 

5.10 Self-Portrait by J.-L. David 268 

5.11 Self-Portraits of various artists 269 

5.12 Portrait of the Artist with Her Daughter 
by E.-L. Vigee-Le Brun 270 

vii 



CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Interpreting the French Revolution, Fran9ois Furet's 

critique of the orthodox Marxist approach and his 

conceptualization of the Revolution as an event primarily 

political in nature and cultural in form, disengaged from 

some inexorable social process, has directed recent 

scholarly interest to political and cultural aspects of the 

Revolution. Another consequence has been a shift of focus 

to the Revolution's origins in the Ancien Regime and to a 

re-creation of the pre-Revolutionary political culture.^ A 

number of scholars engaged in exeiminations of this pre-

Revolutionary political culture have found a useful analytic 

framework in Jiirgen Habermas' s theory of the emergence of 

the bourgeois "public sphere."^ Following Marx's mention of 

"political and literary representatives of the bourgeoisie" 

in The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte, Habermas 

envisioned the eighteenth-century emergence of a bourgeois 

public sphere as the first competitive alternative to 

monarchial authority cunong the literate bourgeoisie.^ This 

new public, which arose in the private sphere of the Ancien 

Regime and took form in cafes, salons and the press, became 

imbued with Enlightenment notions, raison, and republic 

an ideals. Eventually this new public subverted the old, 

monarchial political structure. According to Habermas, this 



new literate public was at first too diffuse to articulate 

any particular bourgeois political agenda and instead 

evolved a "literary public sphere" concerned with "self-

Enlightenment" (Nathans 1990, 623). Western Europe 

witnessed the emergence, efflorescence and independent 

growth of formal criticism and fraternal societes de pensee, 

indicative, says Habermas, of the first viable secular 

public alternative to the traditional cultural hegemony of 

Church and State. Private concerns, publicly expressed and 

addressed as matters of public interest, became susceptible 

to a new "public opinion" that evolved along a "critical 

zone" of "continuous administrative contact" between 

literate public and state authorities and eventually led to 

the formation of public policies within this sphere. 

Ultimately there emerged a full-blown "authentic" public 

sphere, which Habermas opposed to the "inauthentic" public 

sphere of monarchial authority (Habermas 1989, 23). 

One of the more interesting debates the Habermas thesis 

has spawned concerns the possibly gendered nature of the 

public sphere. Employing Habermas's categories, Joan B. 

Landes has argued that the post-Revolutionary republic was 

comprised of two discrete spheres: a masculine public 

sphere and a feminine private one (Landes 1988). Landes has 

accomplished this by superimposing on Habermas's spheres the 

notion of gendered public and private domains, long a 

standard image in feminist theory.* Moreover, as Keith 



Michael Baker points out in "Defining the Public Sphere in 

Eighteenth-Century France: Variations on a Theme by 

Habermas," Landes boldly proposes "significant revision. . . 

of Habermas's initial thesis" by stating that "the bourgeois 

public is essentially, not just contingently, masculinist" 

and that "this characteristic serves to determine both its 

self-representation and its subsequent 'structural 

transformation'" (1992, 202). 

Landes's contribution leaves us with several not 

unrelated and important questions. First, was Habermas's 

pre-Revolutionary literary sphere an earlier incarnation of 

Landes's dichotomous public and private bourgeois spheres, 

transparent with them, or something totally different from 

them? Second, if this sphere is, as Baker characterizes it, 

"essentially" masculinist, must its representation of itself 

to itself be necessarily masculinist? Or might there be 

other constructions we can put on its self-representation? 

Third, was a masculinist bias inherent in Habermas's pre-

Revolutionary literary public sphere as Landes claims, and 

was the exclusion of women from the public sphere in the 

post-Revolutionary period thus a foregone conclusion long 

before the guillotining of Olympe de Gouges and the other 

Revolutionary feminists, or did something happen to make the 

Revolution take a masculinist turn, and if so, when did it 

happen? 



The question of the gendered spheres has prompted still 

other questions. Daniel Gordon in "Philosophy, Sociology, 

and Gender in the Enlightenment Conception of Public 

Opinion" (1992b, 900-903) and Mona Ozouf in "Public Spirit" 

(1989, 774) have both argued that first Rousseau and then 

the Revolutionaries discarded the Enlightenment notion of 

"public opinion" for the more "coercive" (Ozouf 774) or 

"statist" (Gordon 900) notion of "public spirit." With the 

triumph of "public spirit" Revolutionary men were expected 

to follow the severe spirits of classical antiquity, men 

like the elder Brutus and Cincinnatus who placed state 

concerns over those of self and family. As Gordon describes 

it, "in the context of this idealization of 'male' virtue, a 

severe gender bias was introduced into Revolutionary 

discourse, and so, one could argue, into 'modern' political 

culture in general" (Gordon 900). Without even entering 

into the question of what constitutes "modernity," one might 

still wonder how it is that the Revolutionaries of the 1780s 

and 1790s, educated presumably some years before, were so 

conversant and so imbued with the genii of the virtuous 

ephors, eediles and rhaetors of ancient Greece and Rome. Had 

these notions sprung Athena-like from the brows of the 

Revolutionaries? Why had Homer and Virgil taken pride of 

place in the curricula of the young future Republicans? Was 

the primacy of masculinist classicist allusions in 

Revolutionary rhetoric, as well as the rhetoric itself. 



modeled on both classical and Jansenist assumptions, part of 

any larger archaeological (in the Foucauldian sense) agenda? 

In "Le Langage Male de la Vertu: Women and the 

Discourse of the French Revolution," Dorinda Outrcim agrees 

that the Revolutionary discourse was a male discourse. 

Taking as her point of departure Furet's notion (as well as 

Norman Bryson's) that on the Revolutionary stage, "Words 

. . . were Power" (1987, 121), she suggests that in the 

vacuum that followed in the wake of the fallen Ancien Regime 

and its ideological justifications, language was a key 

element in the creation of, accession to and legitimization 

of power: 

A desperate need existed to create a new discourse 
of validation for the new State, and for the 
groups which competed for this control . . . 
Control of the discourse of the Revolution gave 
access to opinion, to the general will, and 
conferred the power which came from successful 
representation of that general will to itself. 
(121) 

She feels the inordinate power of words at the time of the 

Revolution derived from the necessity of oratory to persuade 

public opinion to courses of action for the first time in 

French history. 

Outram characterizes this discourse as one that appeals 

to idealized absolutes, that its basic conception of the 

world is embodied in simple binary opposites, like virtue 

and vice, public and private, that are accepted as morally 

categorized, and that allow no room for negotiations (e.g.. 



one is either for the general will or one is not, and if 

not, one is immoral and thus expendable). Outram points out 

that by and large feminist historians who have interested 

themselves in the public speeches of women couched in 

"revolutionary discourse" have examined them for the 

"explicit content of their utterances, to the exclusion of 

the problems posed for women by the nature of the discourse 

itself" (123). Furthermore, she notes that: 

this approach leaves on one side the entire 
problem of the structure of public utterance 
itself, and what it tells us about the position of 
women in relation to the public sphere [during the 
Revolution]. If we knew more about that, then we 
might also be able to say more about the reasons 
for women's failure to achieve demands for 
political equality in this period.(123) 

She goes on to suggest that better use might be made of 

documentary resources both private and public outside of the 

canonical sources of the so-called "founding mothers" (123) 

and concludes that "the discourse of the Revolution 

succeeded perfectly in carrying out its 'hidden agenda' of 

the exclusion of women from a public role" (133). 

Again one wonders from whence this Revolutionary male 

discourse proceeds? What might its antecedents be? Why 

were these particular discursive practices (e.g., the 

conflation of power and morality, the appeal to ideal 

absolutes, the hypostasizing, etc.) employed? Is there 

anything particularly gendered about them? Outrcon also 

suggests seeking out non-canonical sources and examining the 

nature of the discourse itself, rather than content alone, 
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in order to understand more about women and their 

relationship to and banishment from the public sphere during 

the Revolution. 

To begin to respond to some of these questions 

concerning the nature of Revolutionary discourse, the 

integrity of various representations of the public and 

private spheres and the relationship of Habermas's and 

Landes's conceptions, we might begin where Habermas does, in 

the Ancien Regime, with a discourse that he particularly 

mentions as a public growth indicator, the art critical 

literature. Indeed, long before Habermas, in 1915, Albert 

Dresdner in his classic work on the origins of art 

criticism. Die Entstehung der Kunstkritik in Zusammenhang 

des Geschichte des europaischen Kunstlebens (1915) had 

recognized the role of the art debate as a significant venue 

for public opinion. More recently, Thomas Crow (1985) and 

Bernadette Fort (1989) have underscored both the polemical 

nature and importance of this debate in the formation of 

pre-Revolutionary political culture. Crow reveals in 

painstaking detail the intricate socio-political nexus of 

the early critics and analyzes their criticisms in terms of 

straightforward content, which, by his reckoning, ranges 

from soberly polite to bitterly hostile and rabidly radical. 

Fort, rather than stressing the explicit content of the 

art criticisms, has opted to treat the criticisms from a 

cultural and linguistic perspective, using the semiotics of 



genre theory "to find the oppositional charge. . .inscribed 

in. . .signifiers such as authorial voice" and "generic 

mode" (1989, 368). With this approach. Fort is able to 

distinguish another subtext within the discourse and 

concludes that the carnivalasque critics were able to 

subvert any positive propagandistic intentions on the part 

of the rather pompous self-impressed Salon academiciens and 

their royal and aristocratic patrons, undermining their 

exhibition with broadsides delivered in the language of the 

low poissard theater. 

It is possible that there is yet another subtext 

inscribed in the art critical and aesthetic literature, one 

that marks it as a gendered, politicized discourse. As a 

number of art historians have shown, the language and 

categories of traditional, formalist, consumer-oriented art 

history have proved ripe for feminist reevaluation.^ The 

discernment of a gendered discourse in this area is 

particularly significant, for it is from this pre-

Revolutionary period and this art critical literature that 

we can date many of the biased assumptions that underlie the 

gendered categories and language of art history that are 

still actively promulgated in standard formalist texts. 

One possible line of inquiry into the gendered language 

of art history is suggested by a line in Vision and 

Difference, a feminist intervention into Marxist art 

history, by Griselda Pollock. Pollock suggests that the 
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reason for the lack of a "place for women in the language of 

art history" is that the evolution of the notion of "the 

artist" and the socially created idea of "woman" have 

"historically followed different and. . .contradictory 

paths" and "creativity has been appropriated as an 

ideological component of masculinity while femininity has 

been constructed as man's, and therefore, the artist's 

negative" (1988, 21). 

This thesis, taking as its point of departure 

Pollock's notion of the category of "woman" as foil for that 

of "artist," suggests that there is a specific historical 

locus for the modern gendered language of art history and 

for the beginning of Pollock's contradictory paths of false 

opposition between "woman" and "artist," a specific time 

after which women are relegated to the "natural" sphere 

wherein they make babies, not art, due to "biological" and 

"constitutional" insufficiencies. That particular locus is 

eighteenth-century France, and the gendered language and 

categories of modern art history are derived from the 

gendered discourse that evolved out of the art critical 

literature that attended the biennial Salon exhibits. 

Furthermore, this thesis will contend that the art discourse 

was part of a larger assault against women, part of a 

backlash that evolved out of gender tensions brought about 

by such factors as the increasingly high profile of women in 

society and their subsequent identification as the source of 



corrupt power, and as the corrupters of French manhood. In 

this thesis, I investigate the gendered art discourse in its 

broadest sense, that is as an articulated intellectual 

discourse, embodied in the critical peimphlet literature in 

both form and content, as an inscribed discourse implied by 

the patriarchal academic and apprentice hierarchy, and as a 

material (i.e., painted, intaglio'd, and chalked) artistic 

discourse, eloquent by means of both explicit 

representational content and technical choices. 

Furthermore, I contend that this art discourse partook in 

and was, in fact, significantly constitutive of the larger 

contemporary masculinist discourse, composed also of 

philosophical, theological and biological components, that 

were in turn part of what Michel Foucault has called the 

archaeological substratum of a 'Classical' age whose 

constituent members are characterized by a common 

denominator of reordering ways of knowing by means of the 

laying out of a taxonomy of signs (1970, 57-58). 

The art discourse in particular supplied the larger 

masculinist discourse with its virtuous male mythology and 

exempla virtutis, but also its potent iconography and 

imagery of woman as she proceeds from transcendent goddess, 

to rocoquette pretext, to accomplished salonniere and 

artist, to frail and gentle maternal drudge, and in this 

capacity helped construct the modern image of woman as non-

artist and non-creator, suitable only for procreation, 
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unskilled work, and, therefore, deserving of the consequent 

sequellae of social and economic inferiority. 

Unlike both Crow and Fort, I do not intend to leave the 

pictures out of the equation altogether, as Fort does, or to 

treat them as glorified illustrations of text, as Crow does. 

Where Crow views the art critical work of Etienne de La Font 

de St. Yenne as a political tract directed by a Jansenist, 

or at least jansenisant, parlementaire sympathizer 

motivated by entrenched class antagonism against the 

nouveaux riches and monarchial interests, the art works that 

inspire the debate assume the role of mere incidental 

textual illustration for his thesis. They lack a socially 

representative force. Fort excludes the art works 

themselves as superfluous to the subversive political text 

of the later, more radical and Bakhtinian critics that she 

deconstructs. 

Norman Bryson has focused his attention on the 

dichotomous nature of the visual sign in eighteenth-century 

France. In Word and Image, Bryson has attempted to free the 

image from the word. He cogently points out the eighteenth-

century tensions between discursive and figural elements' 

competing claims for control of the picture plane. Equating 

the word with power he declares the late eighteenth-century 

Salon triumphs of David as pointing in the direction of a 

"modern" ascendancy of word over figure (1981, 238). 

11 



Andrew McClellan, in Inventing the Louvre, presents La 

Font de St. Yenne as an early proponent of conservation and 

restoration and the most important theorist instrumental in 

bringing about the creation of the model of the modern art 

museum, the Louvre. Far from seeing La Font de St. Yenne as 

a Jansenist, he locates him as part of the monarchial sphere 

of power itself, and as a crusader for the preservation of 

the arts as a national patrimony. He views d'Angiviller, 

Louis XVI's Directeur-General des Batiments, as the father 

of the modern, didactic civically functional museum. 

My work differs from all of these accounts of the art 

critical discourse. First of all, the art works themselves 

are an instrumental part of the story of art criticism and 

the representation of women. It is, after all, the 

paintings themselves that provoke the critiques. It is my 

thesis that La Font de St. Yenne proffered his critique 

because he was provoked by the alarming suppression of 

gender differentiation and effeminacy he perceived in upper-

class French men, which he attributed to the corruption of 

the new monied classes, particularly their women. 

Furthermore, La Font blames what he perceives as the 

decadence of the arts on the attempt by women (specifically 

arriviste women) to subject the noble art of painting to 

their lust for self-glorification in portraits and its 

trivialization as an adjunct to interior decoration. The 

debate that La Font initiates with his political, moral, 
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aesthetic, and didactic Classicism is, after the positive 

overt public reception of the varied degrees of masculinism 

of Rousseau and the philosophes, carried to its several 

logical conclusions by varied groups. Carmontelle and 

Gorsas push his proposition that art is part of a national 

patrimony entrusted to monarchial care to the logical 

conclusion that a good government will take appropriate care 

of the arts, past, present, and future. 

La Font's notion of the didactic and regenerative power 

of the arts, and his particular brand of early-Roman-

Republic masculinist Classicism are assumed by d'Angiviller. 

It is the positive critical reception of d'Angiviller's 

masculinist art discourse that seals the fate of women in 

and after the Revolution. 

In addition to his proffered notions that art was 

patrimonial and didactic, the third level of La Font's 

contribution to the thinking on the arts involves the 

implications of his reaffirmation of history painting by the 

assertion that it is the only art that favors the mind over 

the eye. Diderot is indicative of the struggle for the 

primacy of the painted surface. With the competing 

descriptive and classicizing aesthetics that the eighteenth 

century includes within its sphere, the first for the eye, 

the latter for the mind, La Font has spread out the terms of 

debate. Classicism is wed to a particular vision of women; 

descriptive art is not theoretically as limited in its 

13 



iconography. The triumph of the aesthetic of Classicism in 

official art, and its acceptance by the monarchy's stoutest 

art critics, is not only a triumph of text, but a triumph of 

a single perception of women. 

I will exeunine the changing representations of women 

and men by male and female artists to gauge the power of the 

assumptions of this gendered discourse and its ability to 

influence women's perceptions and representations of 

themselves by tracing the evolution in conventions and 

techniques in the vicissitudes of eighteenth-century 

painting. During the course of the eighteenth century the 

image of women in general and in the genre of portraiture in 

particular underwent a number of significant ideological and 

technical changes that are indicative of and attended by 

critical and aesthetic changes. The criticisms that attended 

these changes, particularly those of Etienne de La Font da 

St. Yenne, are revealing of both the gender assumptions of 

eighteenth-century art theoreticians and the more 

generalized gender tensions made visible prior to the 

Revolution. By comparing the stylistic and representational 

changes in images of women created by both male and female 

artists and the connections between these images, their 

particular historical context and production, and the 

language used to describe them, we are better able to 

understand how masculinist rhetoric beccone constitutive of 

representations of women and the gender issues that underlay 

14 



the eventual constraints on women in the post-Revolutionary 

public sphere. 

This first chapter has introduced the thesis topic and 

the scholarly literature in areas that touch on the thesis 

topic: the history of political culture, feminist art 

history, as well as the formalist art and aesthetics of the 

period. I have also raised a number of questions concerning 

the thesis topic which I will address in the following 

chapters. 

Chapter II will introduce the art world at the death of 

Louis XIV. This will include the history of the Academie 

Royale, its structure, ideology, hierarchy of genres, and 

implicitly gender-biased policies regarding membership. I 

will then introduce the various genres of painting with 

representative examples of their depictions of women. The 

genres will include history, portraiture, genre, and the 

hybrid genres of portrait historie or deguise, and the fancy 

portrait. This chapter will discuss the depictions of women 

in paintings categorically and chronologically, and identify 

a number of trends evident in them on the eve of the Salon 

of 1737. 

The third chapter will excunine the late Baroque socio-

cultural context of the images from the previous chapter. 

This chapter will evaluate the influence of women in the 

production and reproduction of late Baroque culture. Topics 

will include the material world of architecture, 
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environmental and furniture design, and the immaterial and 

overlapping social worlds of the salon, the theater and 

belles lettres. The anxiety this feminine-influenced 

culture engenders will be considered in conjunction with the 

critique it provokes. This "enlightened" critique of late 

Baroque society via late Baroque art will be evaluated as a 

gendered discourse and an implicit social critique. 

The fourth chapter will cover the depictions of women 

in the age of Pompadour and Boucher, following trends in the 

representation of women introduced in Chapter II and their 

evolution under the collaboration of artists like Boucher 

and the Pompadour arts regime to the beginning of the 

reformist d'Angiviller's leadership. This chapter will also 

introduce the new Rousseauean trends in genre and 

portraiture that develop at mid-century and will examine the 

masculinist intervention of La Font de St. Yenne provoked by 

his perceptions of the decadence of the arts, and the 

corruption of society by women. 

Where Thomas Crow has focused on the political 

tensions between the old-guard elite, represented by La Font 

de St. Yenne, and the new Maecenases, embodied in the 

Lenormand de Tournehem clan, my approach is different. This 

chapter will present La Font de St. Yenne as an analytic, 

"enlightened" critic, who, in confronting Dutch-influenced 

late baroque petite maniere art "for the eye," is 

essentially forced to disassemble the art work/luxury item 
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into its constituent parts, the aesthetic text and the 

painterly image. After La Font de St. Yenne, "art for the 

mind" will be directed to the articulation of a philosophy 

of classical aesthetics. "Art for the eye," the painterly 

image left to the artist, ultimately freed from any didactic 

agenda which is transferred to aesthetics, will eventually 

lead to Realism. 

Woman is the motor that drives the elaboration of 

aesthetics. In her perceived childishness, her love of 

novelty, her delight in luxury, her acceptance of surface 

appearances, her constitutional inferiority, woman is a 

baroque anachronism. La Font de St. Yenne and d'Angiviller 

wanted to undertake the regeneration of man and woman by 

means of an elevated art. Both sexes are urged to adopt the 

virtues of Livy's early monarchial and Republican Rome of 

the Ab Urbe Condita. Men are urged to practice private and 

public virtue, while women are urged to practice virtue in 

procreation and nurturanca, not in Promethean creativity. 

Particular attention will be directed to the classicizing 

aesthetics and normative language of La Font de St. Yenne. 

The fifth chapter will cover the aftermath of 

d'Angiviller's classical progrcun and will present the 

limited image of women that resulted from his intervention. 

D'Angiviller's mission was to improve the public image of 

the monarchy and to revive French pride after the defeat of 

the Seven Years' War. To do this he promoted, on the one 
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hand, a rigorous masculinist antique Classicism that 

promulgated an abstract, not uniquely French, virtue that 

was thoroughly welcomed by the art critical press. Young 

Republicans raised on Virgil and Cicero, even those with 

anti-monarchial sentiments like Carmontelle and Gorsas, 

conspicuously did not ridicule this particular plan. The 

art press, usually so derisive, vocally supported these 

changes. 

The other no less important, side of d'Angiviller's 

progrcim was to combat the negative press encountered by 

Louis and particularly his wife, Marie-Antoinette. He 

fostered a reinvisioning of Louis and "la chienne 

autrichienne" as a happily married bourgeois couple. 

This concluding chapter will also present Mme. 

Vigee-Le Brun whose work as an artist can be viewed as a 

culmination of the representations of eighteenth-century 

woman as a resultant of the various pressures of 

Rousseauism, the science and philosophy of deterministic 

dimorphism, and d'Angiviller's program. As a woman, Vigee-

Le Brun serves as an indicator of the internalization of the 

notion of woman as procreator, not creator. Her self-

portraits will be considered in the light of her portraits 

of other women and her male colleagues, as well as male 

self-portraiture. Special attention will be devoted to the 

schisms that developed between the notions of artist and of 

woman, and between representation and lived experience. In 
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concluding, this chapter will reconsider the question of 

whether the Revolution was essentially or only contingently 

masculinist, and will attempt to address any other questions 

previously raised. 
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CHAPTER II 

LE JOLI TEMPS 

"C'est le joli temps de la Regence 
Ou I'on fit tout, excepts penitence. If 6 

Images of Women and Their Production from 
the Death of Louis XIV to 1737 

On the first of September 1715, the seventy-seven year-

old French king, Louis XIV, Louis le Grand, le Roi Soleil 

died at Versailles in the seventy-second year of his reign. 

With his customary composure and diligence, as well as his 

punctilious attention to detail, Louis, le grand monarque to 

the end, had in his last pain-racked days arranged his 

funeral and his succession, had bid farewell to his beloved 

Mme. de Maintenon and what was left of his family, a large 

number of whom had preceded him in death during the smallpox 

epidemic of 1711-12, and having discharged his royal duties 

to the best of his abilities, received the last rites and 

thereupon died. In the days following, the royal corpse was 

carried in solemn procession to its resting place in the 

royal crypt at the Basilica of Saint Denis. There, in one 

last, grandeur-laden event of his Court, the aged and ailed 

remains of le grand monarque were consigned to their pre-

Revolutionary resting place in la grande maniere. Outside 

the basilica, beyond the heavenly wrought gates of Saint 

Denis, 20 million Frenchmen jeered, cheered and serenaded 
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the great Louis on his way: "Oh reguingue Ion Ion la, je 

vais vous center la maniere dont il a fini sa carriere. . ."'' 

Not the least important element of Louis's legacy was 

the still imposing edifice of the State art system of 

patronage and production. Though perhaps somewhat fallen 

from its halcyon days as the richly funded and undisputed, 

centralized monopoly of French taste under the triumvirate 

of Louis, Colbert, his Ministre des Batiments, and Charles 

Le Brun, Premier Peintre du Roi and director of the 

Academie Royale de Peinture et Sculpture, the State art 

machine that Louis had created to present and represent 

himself to his people continued to function even as he lay 

dying. At the time of Louis's death, this centralized State 

arts regime consisted of the Academie Royale, its officers, 

amateurs honoraires, and students, all subject to royal 

oversight through the Surintendant plater Directeur-General) 

des Batiments.^ 

The Academie Royale was the cornerstone of Louis's 

State art monopoly. Founded in 1648 to protect royal 

artists, the so-called brevetaires, from the Maltrise's 

(i.e., the medieval guild's ) depradations, by 1655, the 

Academie Royale had received institutional security under 

the aegis of Cardinal Mazarin, when it was granted the same 

privileges as the Academie frangaise. Henceforward the 

Academie members were entitled to pensions, free rooming, 

and the sole right to teach figure drawing from the nude. 
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This last privilege was to prove the backbone of academic 

power. To paraphrase Albert Boime in The Academy and French 

Painting in the Nineteenth Century, if the Academie could 

control instruction, it could control style (1986, 4). It 

could also be used as a weapon to determine who was eligible 

to paint in a given genre. Should they care to limit the 

career of any artist, they need only exclude her/him from 

life drawing instruction and she/he was excluded from 

painting in the most exalted rank of the hierarchy of 

genres, i.e., history painting. 

The officers of the Academie consisted of four changing 

overseers, or recteurs, a constituency of elected 

professeurs, and a directeur (Crow 1985, 26-27). In 1666 

under the guidance of Colbert and Louis, the Academie 

received its "definitive form" by means of a Royal Decree, 

which was ratified the next year by the Paris Pariejnent. 

(Boime 1986, 4; Bailey 1985, 9). The pedagogical arm of the 

Academie was comprised of three levels, the eieves, the 

agrees and the academiciens (Boime 1986, 4). The Sieves 

were students, the most talented of whom were, after 1661, 

awarded the Prix-de-Rome, a stipend allowing the student to 

study in Rome, where his taste would be molded in the 

Classical Italianate tradition, unimpeded by parochial 

Parisian trends and/or market pressures. Through its 

touchstone in Rome, the French school would remain connected 

to and would gravitate toward a masculinist, universalist 
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ideology (Crow 1985, 28). The agrSSs were students who had 

completed their course work, and who were awaiting full 

admittance as acadSmiciens on the acceptance of their 

jnorceau de rSception, or reception piece, which in theory 

would demonstrate all of their talent and training as well 

as their worthiness for full membership. 

Also during this early period (1661), the confSrences, 

"regular lectures by senior academicians on various 

theoretical aspects of painting," were instituted (Crow 

1985, 28). These monthly meetings cum discussion groups 

were open not only to members of the AcadSmie, but to the 

interested art-loving public as well. It was in these 

confSrences that the official theoretical doctrine of the 

AcadSmie was articulated. Also in these formative years, 

Colbert appointed the first amateurs honoraires, interested 

and educated lay art connoisseurs, as advisors to the 

AcadSmie on theory, style, and even finances. Andre 

Felibien, a layman art-lover, and, like Le Brun, a 

Poussiniste advocate of line, (as opposed to a RubSniste, or 

advocate of color) the first amateur, was charged with 

recording these theoretical pronouncements of the 

conferences. 

From its earliest days the AcadSmie was assured a 

leading role in shaping artistic taste and controlling the 

production of art through the confSrences, the pedological 

control of the drawing school, royal patronage and well-
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connected amateurs. Louis and Colbert saw the enormous 

potential for reproduction of monarchial splendor in the 

centralized didactic functions of the AcadSmie. As long as 

the royal monies flowed, the monarchy and the AcadSmie could 

look forward to much mutual benefit. The building of 

Louis's great palace at Versailles helped consolidate and 

centralize this mutual beneficence. Only after the death of 

Louis, when the royal coffers, stripped by war, lay barren, 

would this cozy arrangement of exchanged exaltations, 

accolades and commissions be subjected to the pressures of 

an external art market. The acadSmiciens could no more then 

than now eat prestige. Among the new players in the art 

world would be the new arriviste class of financiers, their 

lackeys, and their women.' 

Before the advent of these nouveaux riches, with their 

patronage money, their high profile and intrusive wives, 

mistresses and daughters, at the time of Louis's death, the 

role of women in the ancien rSgime art world was more 

circumspect. When, in 1663, Catherine Duchemin, a flower 

painter, beccune the first woman to be admitted to the 

AcadSmie Royale, Louis himself issued a proclamation 

expressing his wish "to extend his support to all those who 

are excellent in the arts of Painting and Sculpture and to 

include all worthy of judgement without regard to the 

difference of sex" (Fare 1962, 1:68). Duchemin was followed 

by the sisters Genevieve and Madeleine de Boulogne in 1669. 
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At the time of their admission Florent de Comte remarked 

that they were being honored for the excellence of their 

work, as well as "pour encore donner de 1'emulation a toutes 

celles qui s'adonnent a cet art."^° In all there appear to 

have been some twenty-eight active women artists in 

seventeenth-century France, a vast improvement over the 

three known of in the sixteenth century, though hardly 

comparable to the eighteenth-century explosion in both the 

professional and conateur ranks (Harris and Nochlin 1976, 

35). Of the twenty-eight known active woman artists, seven 

had attained membership in the AcadSmie Royale by 1682. 

This group consisted in the main of painters of miniatures, 

still lifes, flowers and decorative emblems (Harris and 

Nochlin, 36). No women were added to the membership during 

the remainder of the century. Harris and Nochlin suggest 

that this might have been because of "the increasing 

conservatism of the aging Louis XIV, or perhaps a feeling 

among male members that the presence of so many women, 

several of them essentially amateurs, lowered the prestige 

of the institution" (36). Whatever the cause, according to 

the Proces-Verbaux de 1'AcadSmie Royale de Peinture et de 

Sculpture, in 1706 when several women were pressing for 

membership, the acadSmiciens passed a motion forbidding the 

further admittance of women (de Montaiglon 1875-92, 4: 33-

34). In 1711 when the painter and AcadSmie member Sophie 

Cheron died the amateur Fermel'huis" was refused the right 

25 



to present an eioge for her, despite the fact that her peers 

had described her morceau de rSception as "powerfully 

original, exceeding even the ordinary proficiencey of her 

sex" (Chadwick 1991, 133). The reason given was that since 

no male member had been so dignified, it would be 

inappropriate to commence such an honor with a memorial to a 

woman. No women would be permitted entrance until the 

triumphal French tour of the Venetian pastelliste, Rosalba 

Carriera in 1720 (Chadwick 1991, 132). 

Even when women were allowed into the AcadSmie they 

were not able to avail themselves of the full rights of 

membership. They were denied admittance to life drawing 

classes, and thus were not eligible for the Prix-de-Rome or 

any other competitions, which meant they were also 

prohibited from practicing the most prestigious genre, 

history painting. No women were allowed to teach. Women 

were not allowed to hold administrative office. In a sense, 

as Harris and Nochlin put it, "their election was 

essentially honorific, like the award of an honorary degree" 

(Harris and Nochlin, 36). 

Should we consider the official role of women in other 

aspects of the art world at the time of Louis's death, we 

would be hard pressed to find them involved behind the 

canvas, as it were. In the realm of patronage, women were a 

negligible presence. Church and State were still actively 

involved in major commissions. Though in the highest 
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aristocratic circles women might commission a portrait or 

two, what private patronage there was remained in the hands 

of men. In the formulation of art theory and in the 

creation of artistic style, we find no prominent women. As 

we have seen, women were confined to painting in the minor 

genres, and thus de facto excluded from the duties of style 

and theory formation which arose from the learned male 

discourse concerning the most exalted genre, history 

painting. There were no female officers at the AcadSmie 

Royale, nor were there woman amateurs honoraires or 

teachers. There were no female students in life drawing 

classes, no women on scholarship in Rome. In short, from 

the official point of view in the late seventeenth and early 

eighteenth centuries, the only appropriate place for a woman 

was not behind the canvas, but on it. 

To return to the time of Louis's death, the influence 

of woman in the arts was still relatively circumscribed, as 

was her image in those arts. In paintings, women appear in 

most all genres, though generally only in a number of 

conventional sorts of guises. In the early part of the 

eighteenth century the image of woman was evident in history 

painting, which included both biblical and mythologized 

history, in fetes galantes, in portraits, single and 

fcunilial, as well as in the two hybrid genres of the fancy 

portrait and the portrait historiS or, more aptly, the 

portrait dSguisS. The fancy portrait was a cross between 
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genre and portrait. Often popularized as prints, these were 

usually non-specific portraits to which were tacked some 

moralizing doggerel." Of particular interest is the 

portrait dSguisS, a combination of the portrait and 

mythologized history, in which an individual, almost 

exclusively a woman (the portrait of a man necessitated no 

pretext, though Rigaud's portrait dSguisS of Gaspard Gueidan 

is extraordinary), appeared in the guise of a goddess, nymph 

or muse, replete with iconographic attributes. The 

popularity of this genre grew steadily as it paralleled the 

proliferation and fortunes of the Muses of the salons. 

There is no clear line of demarcation in terms of 

subject matter and style between painting at the death of 

Louis XIV and the accession of Louis XV, only a gradual 

transition from art works in the royally favored grande 

maniere, the large-scale French version of the Baroque, to 

those in the more domesticated, less grandiose Baroque of 

the petite maniere or Rococo, as it was called in the 

nineteenth century." 

In terms of painterly concerns, a transitional style 

evolves. It will be marked by elements of the Baroque, from 

whence it evolved, and the Rococo into which it evolves. 

Baroque elements would include dramatic lighting effects, 

asymmetrical compositions with strong diagonal thrusts into 

the picture plane, the abrupt juxtaposition of densely 

crowded and open spaces, imaginative interpretations of 
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ancient architecture and costume, and highly emotive, often 

contorted, figural and gestural expressions. More Rococo 

elements would include a lighter palette, less high-contrast 

lighting and compositional effects, a more cunbiguous 

organization of space, and less dramatic, more fanciful 

figures, expressions and gestures. Thematically, 

transitional works are increasingly characterized by an 

eagerness to delight the eye, rather than by a heavy-handed 

didacticism. 

To understand the kinds of thematic and stylistic 

changes that characterize this transitional period we need 

only look at the oeuvres of the Prejniers Peintres du Roi 

from the first two decades of the eighteenth century. If we 

compare Antoine Coypel's Christ Served by the Angels (Figure 

2.1) to the work of the same name by Charles Le Brun (Figure 

2.2), we will see that Coypel has treated this New Testcunent 

theme in a very different register from Le Brun. Though 

both works are what we would call Baroque, characterized by 

open picture spaces, dynamic asymmetrical compositions, and 

dramatic lighting, there is a seriousness to Le Brun's work 

that is absent in Coypel's. Three solid seraphs kneel 

gracefully around the Christ, while a fourth, 

counterbalancing the figure of Christ, descends from the 

heavens with a basket of fruit. The New Testeunent relates 

the story of Christ's forty days of fasting and privation in 

the wilderness where he is tempted by the devil. Having 
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offered Christ the world and been refused, the devil 

retreats in defeat and the angels bring fruit to Christ. 

Le Brun has followed the text of the story closely. An 

exhausted Christ slumps against a tree in a mountainous 

wilderness, pineal eyes gazing heavenward as he is subjected 

to the ministrations of the angels. On Christ's right-hand 

side we see the retreating devil, whose hair is being pulled 

by one of the smaller, more fanciful airborne angels. 

Le Brun has presented us with a rather literal retelling of 

the story. Coypel, on the other hand, has removed almost 

all context of the biblical story. We have only the Christ 

and the angels bearing fruit, sitting on some dusty, stage

like stones that might be an allusion to the stones the 

devil challenged Christ to change into food. Then again 

they may simply be emblematic of wilderness. We cannot be 

sure of where we are, since Coypel has reduced this 

wilderness to a mere cipher, dissolving space and atmosphere 

in a roiling cloud. If Le Brun's angels can be called 

fanciful, these putti are positively playful. They seem to 

have flown over from a mantle trumeau. So disruptive is 

their presence and their demeanor, that they threaten to 

tear the picture plane asunder. The contrast between the 

pineal-eyed Christ and the proto-Rococo cherubs is almost 

laughable. The entertaining, lighter style and handling of 

the angels and the weighty subject matter of Christ in the 

wilderness clearly do not mix. Coypel, in the late 
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seventeenth century, has begun to foreground purely 

painterly concerns over those of text. 

The theoretical underpinnings of this change in taste 

were laid by the conference triumph of the amateur art 

theoretician Roger de Piles and the RubSniste party of color 

over the Poussiniste party of line. De Piles promoted the 

works of Rubens and Titian, i.e., the colorists of the 

Northern and Venetian schools, over those of Raphael and the 

Roman and Bolognese schools that inspired the grande 

maniere. His notion of the meaning, intent and activating 

principles of painting were articulated in his Cours de 

peinture par principes of 1708. The painting should capture 

the interest of the viewer, invite his closer inspection, 

and engage him in a "conversation," not a didactic 

"conversion": 

L'essence et la definition de la peinture est 
1'imitation des objets visibles par la moyan de la 
forme et des couleurs. II faut done conclure que 
plus la peinture imite fortement et fidelement la 
nature, plus elle nous conduit rapidement et 
directement vers sa fin, qui est de seduire nos 
yeux, et plus elle nous donne en cela des marques 
de sa veritable idee. Cette idee generale frappe 
et attire tout le monde. . .Elle ne permet a 
personne de passer indifferemment par un lieu oii 
sera quelque tableau qui porte ce caractere, sans 
etre comme surpris, sans s'arreter et sans jouir 
quelque temps du plaisir de sa surprise. La 
veritable peinture est done celle qui nous appelle 
(pour ainsi dire) en nous surprenant: et ce n'est 
que par la force de I'effet qu'elle produit, que 
nous ne pouvons nous empecher d'en approcher, 
comme si elle avait quelque chose a nous dire. Et 
quand nous sommes aupres d'elle, nous trouvons que 
non seulement elle nous divertit par le beau choix 
et par la nouveaute des choses qu'elle nous 
presente, par I'histoire, et par la fable dont 
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elle rafraichit notre memoire, par les inventions 
ingenieuses et par les allegories dont nous nous 
faisons un plaisir de trouver le sens, ou d'en 
critiquer I'obscurite; mais encore par 1'imitation 
vraie et fidele qui nous a attires d'abord, qui 
nous instruit dans le detail des parties de la 
peinture, et qui, selon Aristote, nous divertit, 
quelque horribles que soient les objets de la 
nature qu'elle represente. . . la peinture, dont 
1'essence est de surprendre les yeux et de les 
tromper s'il est possible. . . (de Piles 1708, 3) 

Paralleling the rise of RubSnisme, there is an 

increased interest in seventeenth-century Dutch art, from 

Rembrandt to fijnschilder painting. Fijnschilder work, 

i.e., "fine painting," was characterized by quotidian 

themes, tight brushwork with a porcelain-like finish and a 

wealth of detail. Carol Eliel in "Genre Painting and the 

Gout Hollandais" notes that in eighteenth-century France 

"the taste for seventeenth-century Northern landscape, still 

life, and genre painting, known as ie gout Hollandais was 

very strong" (Eliel 1989, 47). No less an Sminence grise 

than Antoine Coypel, Premier Peintre du Roi, in a discourse 

in 1721 acknowledged their "perfection" albeit of a lesser 

sort: 

Je scay qu'il manque au [sic] premiers [painters 
from the north] le choix, la noblesse et 
1'elevation qui se trouve [sic] dans les derniers 
[Italian painters]; mais dans les sujets qui leur 
conviennent ils sont quelquefois parfais, mem 
[sic] dans la naivete des expressions.^* 

Eliel traces the popularity of Dutch fijnschilder 

painting to Jean-Baptiste-Pierre Le Brun's collection of 

Northern paintings and his important prosopography of 

Northern painters, the Galerie des peintres flamands, 
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hollandais, et allemands published in three volumes from 

1792 to 1796. She also notes that the little masters and 

their French imitators "picked motifs from daily life— 

quotidian themes 'which suit them,' subjects readily 

available to the common man"(Eliel 47). While I would agree 

there is a fijnschilder influence in eighteenth-century art, 

I would push the date back to the early part of the century. 

It is visually available in the late seventeenth-century 

work of Largilliere, and theoretically in the work of both 

de Piles and the Abbe Du Bos. Though, as Eliel says, these 

themes may be "available" to the "common man," the paintings 

themselves were already early in the century in the 

collections of the aristocrats and the wealthy. 

As early as 1735, a suite of 60 prints by David Teniers 

the Younger became one of the "most admired at the time" 

(Eliel 47). In 1753 J.-B. Desccunps published his La Vie des 

peintres flamands, allemands et hollandois [sic]. He dubbed 

Rubens "le prince des peintres flamands" (Descamps, 1:297), 

Brouwer "estimable," Teniers and Ostade men of "genie," van 

Mieris "immortalise," and regarding Dou said, "Quelle genel 

Quelle esclavagel Mais quelle gloire ne suit pas ses 

attentions en apparence si minutieuses... 1" (Desccimps, 

2:129, 154, 174, 218). Important collections dating from 

the early part of the century, including that of the 

connoisseur Pierre Crozat, belie Eliel's contention that 

these works were popular because their quotidian themes were 
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"readily accessible to the common man" (Eliel 47). Though 

they may indeed have been appealing to the common man, it is 

probably because of the little Dutch masters's delight in 

detail, miniaturization and mimesis that made them so 

admired cunongst the common folk and not necessarily their 

quotidian subject matter. Dutch and neo-Dutch works were 

painted for and purchased by the very wealthiest arbiters of 

taste for their collections. The Pierre Crozat collection, 

that of his nephew Crozat de Thiers, and the collection of 

the due de Choiseul all show an increasing interest in the 

fijnschilder technique relative to the heavier Flemish 

technique as the century progressed.^^ In addition the 

collections of Blondel de Gagny, Randon de Boisset, and 

the previously mentioned due de Choiseul not only showed a 

preference for the Northern little masters over the Italian 

and French masters, but also, when sold in the 1770s, were 

considerably more valuable than their Italian counterparts. 

The sale of Randon de Boisset's collection in February of 

1777 netted 600 iivres for a Guide Reni St. Peter, but 

15,500 iivres for a grocery shop scene by Dou (Eliel 48). 

What was it that so appealed to French taste in these 

finely wrought, highly detailed works? I would suggest that 

the "diverting" trompe i'oeii RubSnisme of Roger de Piles 

had cleared the way for the reasoned sensualisme of the Abbe 

Du Bos. Du Bos in his RSflexions critiques sur la poSsie et 

la peinture of 1710, through his acquaintance with Lockean 
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sensualism, laid the groundwork for an aesthetics based on 

details, which will remain alive in the work of La Font de 

St. Yenne and Diderot. 

For Du Bos the virtue of the artificial and the detail 

is that they are a means to excite the imagination to 

experience emotions and sentiments that are impossible to 

achieve otherwise: 

. . .dont le merite consiste a mettre sous nos 
yeux des aventures si funestes qu'elles nous 
auraient fait horreur si nous les avions vues 
veritablement; car comme le dit Aristote dans sa 
PoStiquei 'Des monstres et des hommes morts ou 
mourants que nous n'oserions regarder, ou que nous 
ne verrions, qu'avec horreur, nous les voyons avec 
plaisir imites dans les ouvrages des peintres. 
Mieux ils sont imites, plus nous les regardons 
avidement.'...Le plaisir qu'on sent a voir les 
imitations que les peintres et les poetes savent 
faire des objets qui auraient excite en nous des 
passions dont la realite nous aurait ete a charge, 
est un plaisir pur.^^ 

Du Bos thus maintains that the artificial heaping up of 

detail can evoke real sensations and feelings. The fiction 

is tolerated in the ncime of a deeper truth. La Font de St. 

Yenne is not insensitive to the same effect and, despite his 

disparagement of the detail in his promotion of "art for the 

mind" and not "for the eye," he consistently praises the 

neo-Dutch detailism and naturalism that were apparent in 

aspects of the work of Boucher and others. Diderot was also 

taken by the neo-Dutch deatilism of Boucher, Greuze and 

Vernet, among others. I believe that the appeal of the 

material detail, of mimesis and miniaturization, was part of 

the larger eighteenth-century quest for 'transparency' and 
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an immediate, unmediated experience of the material world 

that Foucault addresses.^^ 

In his "Essais sur la peinture" Diderot echoes de 

Piles's love of the natural appearance of things; he in fact 

almost literally recalls an anecdote in de Piles's 1708 

Cours de peinture par principes^^ in his promotion of 

painterly mimesis: 

Quel est le grand peintre, ou de Raphael que vous 
allez chercher en Italie, et devant lequel vous 
passeriez sans le reconnaitre, si I'on ne vous 
tirait pas par la manche, et qu'on ne vous dit 
[sic] pas: « L e voila»; ou de Rembrandt, du 
Titien [sic], de Rubens, de Van Dyck, et de tel 
autre grand coloriste qui vous appelle de loin, et 
vous attache par une si forte, si frappante 
imitation de la nature, que vous ne pouvez plus en 
arracher les yeux? (VI: 733) 

I also tend to take J.B. Descamps and J.-B.-P. Le Brun 

at their word. When Le Brun praises the Dutch in his 

Galerie des peintres flamands, hollandais, et allemands, he 

admires the "truth" and "precious details," the 

"naturalism," the clarity of color, the fineness of 

brushwork. These are the same qualities that Diderot 

perceived in Boucher, noting in his Salon of 1765 that there 

was much to admire. Where Diderot refuses the sensual 

seduction of it all, Le Brun succumbs to it." 

Of Van Mieris, Le Brun says, "One thinks one is looking 

at nature through a window. . ." (Eliel 48), of Metsu, 

"Without neglecting the true and precious details of nature 

he made for himself a grand and easy manner. Much truth in 
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his compositions; great correctness of drawing, a 

transparent and fine color, everything gives to his 

productions a seductive charm. . ." (Eliel 48), and of Dou: 

In his genre he must be seen as the most perfect 
and most accomplished painter whom Holland has 
produced. . .He has surpassed his teacher 
[Rembrandt] with correct drawing, less bizarre and 
true costume, and with a seemingly inimitable rich 
and mellow finish. (Eliel 49) 

What appealed to Le Brun and his countrymen from the 

time of Largillierre, through Boucher and Greuze, to David 

is this sense of a scientific, visual and empirical 

excunination of the material world. This Dutch-based art of 

"describing the world seen, rather than as imitations of 

significant human actions" (Alpers 1982, xxv) is not 

artistically neutral. Thematically it promotes a bourgeois 

world view, a simple Rousseauean domesticity as the cure for 

the disease of a surfeit of luxury, a glorification of the 

quotidian and the "artless." At the level of painterly 

concerns, it is painting for the senses by appeal through 

the eye. It revels in its own materiality. It is the most 

artful of arts and technically amongst the most demanding 

effects for a painter to produce. It works by going beneath 

the surface of painted appearances to mechanically reproduce 

the effect of the surface, alchemically transmuting the 

stuff of paint to achieve, to paraphrase Norman Bryson in 

Word and Image, a believable transcription of nature. In 

other words, the painter for the eye is the genuine artistic 

counterpart of the enlightened chemist—(it is no 
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coincidence, I think that Aved, Colson and David used the 

art of describing to depict chemists; their investigations 

beneath the mask of appearances is very similar, as are 

their results). Where Lavoisier divined how to transmute 

combining weights of hydrogen and oxygen to synthesize 

water, his portraitist, David, mastered the effects of paint 

to synthesize the chemist's laboratory glassworks. In true 

Enlightenment fashion, both used their senses to make sense 

of the world. In this sense, the "art for the eye" that La 

Font and other critics of the Rococo saw as a degenerate 

development was in fact, in painterly terms, a very advanced 

investigation. In the work of David text and image, 

painting for the mind and for the eye, will be briefly 

united. After David the picture plane will be divided. On 

the one hand, the work of art will become a material 

artifact in the hands of the painter, and a piece of "Art" 

ensconced in a museum, and on the other hand the work of art 

will become a "scientific" elaboration of aesthetics in the 

mind of the critic, ensconced in a text. 

Descriptive, Northern-influenced painting will grow in 

popularity throughout the century and will have an important 

impact on the depiction of women. It has, in fact, 

historically been called "an art for women" (Alpers, 194). 

In "Art History and Its Exclusions," Svetlana Alpers argues 

that traditional academic art history has been molded by 

continued reference to a masculinist, universalizing 
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Italianate, or Southern art that privileges the figure and 

the actions of man in his dominion of the world through a 

style that features images based, on the one hand, on 

mathematical knowledge of the painted surface and, on the 

other, on didactic and moralizing literary texts. Northern 

art in the art historical canon is thus seen as "other." 

"The Dutch offer their pictures as descriptions of the world 

seen, rather than as imitations of human figures engaged in 

significant actions" (187). She points out that since the 

time of the Renaissance, "the Italians had difficulty 

dealing with Northern art and, significantly, one way in 

which they expressed it was to term Northern art "an art for 

women" (194). This identification of descriptive Northern 

art with the feminine is a result of two differing visions 

of the world in which: 

. . .reason and art and the difficulty involved in 
copying the perfection of God are on the side of 
Italy, only landscape, external exactness and the 
attempt to do too many things well belong to the 
North. . .the contrast is between the central and 
definitive Italian concern with the representation 
of the human body and the Northern concern with 
representing everything else in nature exactly and 
unselectively. (Alpers 1982, 187) 

Thus Northern art, or any art that privileges detail, 

the evenhanded representation of man as another element in 

the world, the delight of the eye over the delight of the 

mind is "an art for women because it lacks all reason and 

proportion. . .it lacks the human figure as a prior module 

or measure for the harmonious pictured world" (194). This 
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then implies that because men are reasonable, classicized 

Italian art is masculine. According to Italian humanists 

and eighteenth-century philosophes, women were not 

reasonable creatures, but beings subject to baroque 

passions, and thus identified with an art that, "to Italian 

eyes at least," foregrounds "a flood of observed, unmediated 

details drawn from nature," and "an art not like ideal 

beautiful women but like ordinary, immeasurable ones" (195). 

Critics like La Font de St. Yenne who promote a classicizing 

masculinist art as an alternative to feminine-gendered 

detailed art, revile it as the decadent product of the 

interference of narcissistic women in the arts—an 

intellectually and morally inferior art because of its 

explicit and implicit connection with women. 

Despite the critical disparagement, the availability of 

this detailed Northern descriptive art as a possible mode of 

depiction is significant for it will make available a new 

repertoire of conventions for the representation of women. 

The prominent painters of the end of Louis's reign, men like 

Hyacinthe Rigaud and Nicholas de Largillierre, will continue 

to live on and paint into the early decades of the 

eighteenth century, and will ensure that, as Michael Levey 

has put it, "continuity, not novelty, seemed the keynote" 

(Levey 1993, 4). Nonetheless their RubSnisme will carry 

forward a love of color and detail that will effloresce in a 

neo-Dutch detailism under the more novel mid-century masters 
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and will permit greater individuality in women's 

portraiture. 

In history painting the notion of continuity is also 

advanced by Philip Conisbee. "A sense of continuity with 

the grand siecle marks history painting at the opening of 

the eighteenth century" (73). The major history painters at 

the time of Louis's death, Charles de La Fosse, Jean 

Jouvenet, Bon Boullogne and Antoine Coypel, had been 

flourishing since the 1680s and would continue to flourish 

until the second decade of the century, after which there 

was a critical dearth of impressive history painters for 

nearly fifty years (Conisbee 73; Levey 1993, 10). Indeed, 

so keenly was the absence of the older generation of history 

painters felt, that by 1725, the Surintendant des Batiments, 

the due d'Antin, held a Salon with the express purpose of 

"encourag[ing] history painters" (Conisbee 75). This was 

only the second Salon show of the eighteenth century, the 

last having been held in 1704; the next Salon, that of 1737, 

inaugurated the Salon as an annual event. Later it would 

become a biennial one. The predominant style was an 

Italianate Baroque based on the Roman and Bolognese schools 

by way of Domenichino (Levey 1993, 10; Conisbee 73). The 

due d'Antin, still perceiving a lack of serious history 

painters, instituted a competition in the Louvre's Galerie 

d'Apollon in 1727 to generate more interest in history 

painting. The 5,000 iivre purse was ultimately split 
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between Frangois Le Moyne and his "rival" Jean-Frangois de 

Troy.^° The 1725 Salon entries and the Galerie d'Apollon 

are of particular interest in terms of subject matter and 

the image of women they present. 

The history paintings entered in the 1727 Galerie 

d'Apollon competition included Jean de Troy's Diana 

Reposing, Noel Coypel's Rape of Europa, Charles-Antoine 

Coypel's Perseus and Andromeda, Frangois Le Moyne's The 

Continence of Seipio, and Jean Restout's Hector Bidding 

Farewell to Andromache. When we then scan the list of the 

most competitive of the history painters's entries in the 

Salon of 1725, we find Charles Coypel, Frangois Le Moyne, 

and Frangois De Troy all entered works on the story of 

Rinaldo and Armida. A pattern seems to emerge. All of the 

most prominent history painters were working in the favored 

sub-genre of mythologized history. The high seriousness of 

Le Brun was a memory of the past and had been since his 

death in 1690. 

In 1725, Charles-Antoine Coypel, son and student of 

Charles Coypel, was the youngest of the three Salon 

exhibitors to submit a work on the theme of Rinaldo and 

Armida. In this, his first Salon entry, Charles-Antoine 

Coypel has chosen to show Rinaldo Abandoning Armida (Figure 

2.3). Stylistically we can see its transitional nature. 

The hectic lighting and movement of the swirling draperies, 

the dynamic asymmetry of the composition, with its strongly 
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diagonal thrust, its alternately crowded and open 

disposition of robust figures, its fanciful classical 

architectural and costume elements, and its exaggerated 

gestures and expressions all point toward its Baroque 

antecedents. On the other hand, the soft modelling of the 

figure of Armida and its indeterminate and ambiguous 

location in space would seem to anticipate a number of 

painterly Rococo concerns. 

In the figure of Armida, Coypel has given us a typical 

historiomythic "heroine." Should we compare the supine and 

helpless Armida to other women in the mythologized and 

biblicalized history genre, we will find that she is 

virtually indistinguishable from the numerous fainting 

Esthers (cf. Antoine Coypel's Esther Fainting before 

Ahasuerus of 1704)(Figure 2.4), docile Ariadnes (cf. Charles 

de la Fosse's Bacchus and Ariadne of 1699), overwhelmed 

Proserpinas (cf. de la Fosse's The Rape of Proserpina of 

1673), raped Europas (cf. Noel-Nicolas Coypel's The Rape of 

Europa of 1727)(Figure 2.5), chained Andromedas (cf. 

Charles-Antoine Coypel's Perseus and Andromeda of 1727), 

abducted Helens (cf. Nicolas Vleughel's The Abduction of 

Helen, circa 1716) and anonymous put-upon maidens (cf. 

Jean-Frangois de Troy's The Continence of Seipio of 1728) 

that appear in this genre throughout the early years of the 

century (Figures 2.4-2.5). These "heroines" are invariably 

presented as mere foils to the noble, and sometimes not so 
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noble, deeds of active, decisive men. They lack 

individuality, character and any motivation divorced from 

their dramatic input in furthering the story of the hero, 

the real subject of the painting; they exist merely as signs 

and ciphers whose passivity heightens the self-determination 

of the men who surround them. When we do see a woman throw 

off her passivity, when we do detect an element of action 

and a soupgon of character, say in Louis de Boullogne's 

Rinaldo and Armida of 1704, Michel-Frangois Dandre-Bardon's 

Tullia Driving Her Chariot Over Her Father's Body of 1735 

(Figure 2.6), or Frangois LeMoyne's Cleopatra of 1724, the 

image is invariably negative. The ungrateful Tullia urges 

her prancing horses on in a gesture of filial impiety, while 

the luxury-loving seductress, Cleopatra, attempts to impress 

Marc Antony with her extravagance, by dissolving a precious 

pearl in her wine. A fuller account of the seductive Armida 

is given below, but suffice it to say at this point it seems 

that women in history paintings come in two registers. She 

is either passive, docile, bathetic and pitiful or, if 

active rather than passive, aggressive, seductive and 

threatening. In either case she serves merely as a foil to 

the action of the male protagonist and as such lacks any 

real individuality, whether she is a "good girl" or a "bad 

girl." 

So lacking in individuality is our Armida, we might 

compare her to the Portrait of Mile. Adrienne Lecouvreur as 
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Cornelia also by Charles Coypel (Figure 2.7). The 

signifiers in this "portrait" leave us in no doubt as to who 

this woman is. Weighted down with heavy drapes, with her 

upturned Lebrunian spiritual, pineal eyes,^^ and the 

singularly inelegant and lumpish urn of her erstwhile 

husband's ashes clutched to her breast. Mile. Lecouvreur has 

succeeded in being transformed into Cornelia, thereby 

utterly effacing herself. As unlikely as it may seem to us 

in the post-Greuzean age, the engravings of this portrait 

were enormously popular, becoming virtually synonymous with 

the name of Charles Coypel in the 19th century (Pinset 154). 

What appears to us as perhaps overblown and operatic, i.e., 

baroque, in her manner, so much of a piece with Coypel's 

Armida, was apparently not construed as such by her coevals, 

for she was famed for being the first thespienne to "abandon 

the emphatic declamatory delivery that was then standard 

practice" (Mittman, 161). Her acting manner was considered 

by many to be both moving and natural. We receive an 

inkling of her social prominence in the world of art, 

theater and salon by the fact that this portrait was painted 

by Charles Coypel, one of the most important acadSmiciens of 

his day, the distinguished Premier Peintre du Roi, Directeur 

de 1'AcadSmie Royale de Peinture, a great theater fan and 

sometime playwright himself (Levey 1993, 51). Mile. 

Lecouvreur was a much admired woman in her day. Voltaire 

described her as "an inimitable actress who had almost 
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invented the art of speaking to the heart and of evincing 

feeling and truth where before there had hardly been more 

than pomposity and declamation".^^ She was the first 

actress dignified by admittance to the genteel salons, and 

the Mercure described her as "perfectly built,. . .of noble 

and confident demeanor. . .with fiery eyes and a beautiful 

mouth" (Mittman 161). In short, a real presence and a woman 

to be reckoned with, yet sadly in the hands of Coypel, with 

his retrogressive grande maniere style, we detect neither 

"nobility," "confidence," nor "truth," but only "pomposity" 

and "declcunation." The feisty actress has, in Coypel's 

hands, become completely subsumed by her role; whoever Mile. 

Lecouvreur was, whatever her character, we have no feel for 

it from this portrait. She has been reduced to the level of 

mere sign—she is Cornelia, because she has the attributes 

of Cornelia and because the title tells us so. So non

specific a type is she that she might have been a head study 

for Armida. 

Returning to Coypel's Rinaldo Abandoning Armida we will 

see that the fault is not with the "noble" and "natural" 

Mile. Lecouvreur, but with the mediocre M. Coypel who seems 

to have used the same brush for his Cornelia that he used 

for Armida, they are so much alike. As Mariette, the 

perspicacious collector and amateur of the arts, noted, the 
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"mSdiocre" Charles Coypel failed to see the need "d'etudier 

d'apres nature. II s'etoit fait une espece de routine 

II 23 

We thus have two very similar depictions of women 

dating from the same period. We really know nothing about 

these women beyond the level of sign. Mile. Lecouvreur, 

self-effaced, transmogrified into the even more self-

effacing Roman matron, is hidden behind the mask of bathos 

every bit as much as Armida and all her overwhelmed, 

fainting, histrionic, etc., historiomythic sisters. We can 

see no trace of Voltaire's "inimitable" Mile. Lecouvreur, 

for the woman herself is invisible. The real Mile. 

Lecouvreur languishes lost, somewhere in the shadows of the 

pineal twins, Cornelia and Armida. 

While the real Mile. Lecouvreur may have been lost to 

us, buried beneath a role, it is worth noting that both 

Cornelia and Armida will be with us for a long time, each 

topos enjoying a successful career throughout the eighteenth 

century. Cornelia is the epitome of the "Old Roman" matron, 

the self-effacing mother, who speaks plainly and dresses 

simply. Cornelia introduces her sons, the much venerated 

Roman martyrs, the Gracchi, to an orncunent-bedizened 

arriviste acquaintance as her real "jewels." 

Cornelia was cited by no less an authority than 

Quintillian as an exemplary mother. In his Elements of 

47 



Oratory he speaks of her with regard to the woman's role in 

parenting: 

With regard to the parents, I would prefer that 
they be as well educated as possible. And I am 
not speaking only about the fathers; for we know 
that Cornelia, the mother of the Gracchi, 
contributed a great deal to her sons' eloquence. 
Indeed her letters have preserved for us today 
examples of her very elegant style. . .And even 
those women who were not themselves fortunate 
enough to receive a good education should not 
therefore show a less active interest in their 
children's education; on the contrary, they should 
simply be more diligent in other matters.^* 

As this quote indicates, Quintillian's educational concerns 

adumbrate those that are publicly scrutinized and discussed 

throughout the eighteenth century, most particularly from 

the time of the publication of Rousseau's Emile, 

Quintillian will speak with even more authority as the 

century progresses, as the passion for the Antique becomes 

more influential in philosophical and aesthetic thought, 

for he and Cicero were the two most important conceptual and 

stylistic influences on the Renaissance humanists whose 

works influenced eighteenth-century French aesthetic 

thinkers. In the arts the Roman rhetoricians had largely 

guided the thought of Alberti and Vasari in the formulation 

of their classicist critiques of art. Following the lead of 

Quintillian and Cicero, the Renaissance Italians condemned 

excess and obvious ornament in both the rhetorical and 

visual arts. These classicist principles, drawn directly 

from Quintillian and Cicero's rhetorical writings, will 

become the basis for a new eighteenth-century classicizing 
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art program that will be advanced by La Font de St. Yenne 

and later adopted by d'Angiviller.^^ Cornelia will then 

become a particular favorite of d'Angiviller's first crop of 

classicizing history painters, being painted by Halle, 

Suvee, Gauffier, Reattu and Lebarbier (Figure 2.8). 

Cornelia will be the role model par excellence of republican 

motherhood on the eve of, during and after the Revolution, 

indeed in many circles she continues to hold sway as the 

epitome of motherhood. 

Armida is a different story. Drawn from Book XVI, the 

Enchanted Palace, of Torquato Tasso's late sixteenth-century 

epic Gerusaiemme Liberata, Rinaldo is a Danish knight and 

champion of the Crusades. He is captured by Armida, a 

Saracen princess, who falls in love with the gallant youth. 

Through magic, Rinaldo is brought by her to her Enchanted 

Palace in the Fortunate Isles, where: 

In perpetual, sweet and flouring [sic] Spring 
She lives at Ease and joyes [sic] her Lord at will 

26 
• • • 

Carlo and Ubaldo, two fellow crusaders, are able by 

means of magical devices to invade the Enchanted Palace, 

where they, with the help of their magic staff and shield, 

rescue Rinaldo from his amorous enchantment. When they 

first catch sight of the lovers, Armida's 

Breasts were naked for the Day was hot. . . 
O'er him her looks [sic] she hang and her soft Breast 
The Pillow was, where he and love took rest. 
(Tasso 16:18) 
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Rinaldo will often be depicted lost in his love for 

Armida holding up a mirror for her to use, though he cannot 

take his eyes from her image, for "he...both beauty and love 

beheld, both in one seat" (Tasso 16:20). 

In a sense then Armida can be viewed as Cornelia's evil 

twin or as an inversion of her. Where Cornelia lives only 

to serve others, to nurture, protect, and educate her 

children unselfishly, and is an example to all women for her 

self-effacement, her simplicity of dress, and apparently her 

impressive rhetorical skills as well, the beautiful, 

opulent, luxury-loving and selfish Armida lives only to 

ensnare and enslave the hapless Rinaldo, whom she bewitches 

with her beauty. Rather than raising two fine eguites 

(i.e., Roman knights) to manhood, as Cornelia does, she 

emasculates her fine knight, denaturing him to the point 

that he becomes a kind of human lapdog, capable only of 

gazing at her image in a mirror. The Armida and Rinaldo 

scene was painted by Louis de Boulogne, Boucher, Pierre, 

Antoine Coypel and, of course, Charles Coypel. The 

popularity of this theme of the man-eating Armida 

underscores gender tensions evoked by the image of 

brilliant, charming women, whisking men off to their private 

spaces to denature them. This is in fact the very fear that 

Rousseau will give voice to in regard to the women of the 

salons in his notorious Lettre a d'Alembert sur les 

spectacles of 1758. 
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Armida and Cornelia constitute the binary opposites of 

eighteenth-century male-constructed representations of 

women. Woman is at one pole hidden behind the mask of 

selfish, emasculating beauty, and at the other pole utterly 

effaced by her duty to others. Armida, the heartless 

coquette, will hold sway over the first half of the century 

(the latest, Pierre's Rinaldo and Armida, dates from 1747), 

while the century will close on a host of Cornelias. 

Between these two poles there will emerge a number of other 

representations of women. 

Before moving on from history painting to consider 

other modalities of feminine representation in the early 

eighteenth century two more works deserve mention, Frangois 

LeMoyne's ceiling vault from the Salon d'Hercule at 

Versailles, completed in 1736, and Jean Restout's Death of 

Saint Scholastica of 1730 (Figure 2.9). Frangois Le Moyne's 

Apotheosis of Hercules is the last grand-scale Baroque 

trompe i'oeii ceiling of the eighteenth century (Figure 

2.10). The picture depicts Hercules before Jupiter and 

Juno. He is introduced to the gods by Virtue. Hebe, 

goddess of youth is led forward by Hymen and Jupiter offers 

her to Hercules. Stylistically the Apotheosis is 

transitional, proto-Rococo in its light and clear palette, 

swirling draperies, eunbiguous space, felicitous composition 

and peppering with amoretti, it also shares in the Baroque 

conventions of grandiosity, ponderousness, exaggerated 
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gesture, and textuality. Indeed the artist himself wrote an 

explanatory text as a guide, lest the viewer, carried away 

by purely sensuous pictorial concerns, miss the point of the 

work, which is supposed to be didactic: 

The love of virtue raises man above himself, and 
makes him overcome dangerous and difficult tasks: 
obstacles vanish at the sight of his king and his 
country. Sustained by Honour and Fidelity, he 
attains immortality by his actions. The 
Apotheosis of Hercules suggests this thought: the 
hero, in the course of his life, immortalized 
himself by means of virtuous and heroic deeds. 
Jupiter, whose image he had been on earth, crowns 
his achievement in heaven by importing to him the 
gift of divinity.^^ 

It was wise of Le Moyne to provide the text for us. As 

in Antoine Coypel's Christ Served by the Angels, there is a 

tension between legible text and painterly concerns. Had we 

not been instructed in the moral lesson of the allegory, we 

might have thought this ceiling was meant to entertain and 

delight the eye, to overwhelm the senses with its dizzying 

illusionistic effect. Already outdated in other European 

schools (e.g., Italy's) before the paint had dried, this 

kind of ceiling, descended from the Baroque Italians via the 

ambitious Versailles work of Le Brun, was to be the last of 

its kind in France for the remainder of the eighteenth 

century (Levey 1993 58; Conisbee 82). Henceforth the 

grandiose designs of the Baroque would be miniaturized for 

the more intimate scale of the newly erected hotels 

particuliers that were being erected in Paris following the 

Court's return to the city at the death of Louis XIV. We 
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might compare LeMoyne's Apotheosis to the contemporaneous 

work of Carle van Loo, Natoire and Tremoliere at the Hotel 

de Soubise (Figure 2.11). In terms of scale and framing 

conventions, color, composition and disposition, ambiguous 

handling of space, adherence to the surface of the canvas, 

as well total relinquisliment of moralizing didacticism, we 

have entered the world of the painterly concerns of the 

full-blown Rococo. We will return to these mythologized 

decorative works when we consider history painting and its 

critics toward mid-century. 

The work of Jean Restout, here exemplified by the Death 

of Saint Scholastica of 1730, represents another register of 

history painting in the early part of the century. If Le 

Moyne leads us forward, Restout leads us back, even as he 

anticipates the return of elevated history painting, 

retaining his ties to the Baroque tradition embodied by Le 

Brun, amid the mythologized flesh of the Le Moynes and 

Coypels. His gravity and moralizing severity "link[s] him 

to the revival of history painting as a school for morals 

and virtue in the later years of the century" (Levey 1993, 

55). Restout will enjoy a long and successful career. 

Weathering the vagaries of lighter rococoized history 

painting, he emerges in a 1755 AcadSmie discourse not only 

as a tie to the past, but as an antidote to the perceived 

inadequacies of his contemporaries' "decadent" and 

"effeminized" present, an answer to the anti-Rococo crtics' 
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pleas for a new direction in history painting, and a 

harbinger of the serious moralizing work of the later 

eighteenth-century history painter. Restout felt that "It 

is necessary for the painter to have noble feelings, an 

elevated mind, and excellent character, to treat his 

subjects worthily."^® 

In portraiture, as in history painting, there is no 

obvious rupture between works of the late seventeenth and 

early eighteenth century as exemplified by the major 

portraitists of the day, Hyacinthe Rigaud, Nicolas de 

Largillierre, and Frangois de Troy. Their works, 

characterized by pomp, majesty, solemnity and a theatrical 

kind of brilliance, provide the basic strategies that we 

will see used throughout the early part of the eighteenth 

century. Despite the Le Brunian sense of rigid spectacle we 

might at the same time note that under the influence of Le 

Brun's archrival, Pierre Mignard, there is a fresh Northern 

influence in the lively colors, the vivid rendering of the 

most minute details of dress, and a vivacity in the eyes and 

immediacy in the flesh that totally eluded Le Brun. As we 

have already mentioned this Northern influence, most evident 

in portraiture and genre painting, becomes a persistent and 

important leitmotif throughout the century. It will allow 

the artist an unmediated enjoyment of the quotidian, the 

sensuous, and the multiplicative detail of the material 
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world, not unlike that enjoyed by the Dutch little masters 

of the preceding century. 

Rigaud's Portrait of Louis XIV is the epitome of the 

monarch as simultaneous symbol and image of France, as well 

as representative of the style of portraiture that 

characterized late seventeenth- and early eighteenth-century 

painting (Figure 2.12). Louis had imposed a rule of 

ironclad etiquette at Court. Within this royal theater of 

the self, he played a never-ending role, from iever to 

coucher he was ever ie grand monarque. Louis was the supreme 

artist of the self and the Court emulated him. Thus, it is 

not the artists themselves who are particularly pompous, but 

the age. The monarch and his Court perpetually distanced 

themselves from ie peuple, as well as from each other 

through spectacle. Portrait artists merely followed the 

conventional leads of this theater of the self. 

A classic art historical exercise is to note the 

similarities between Van Dyck and Rigaud. A far more 

telling exercise is to contrast them. Where Van Dyck 

presents us with Charles I as a country gentleman out 

hunting, Rigaud's Louis is every inch the monarch. Equally 

telling is the manner in which each of these artists worked. 

Van Dyck took his cue from the character of his subject—he 

would invite his sitter to dinner and would study his prey 

with his guard down (Dumont-Wilden 18). Rigaud, on the 

other hand, was perfectly self-assured and sincere in his 
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role as architect and perpetuator of Courtly glory posing 

his subjects and orchestrating each detail of his mise-en-

scene himself (18). In his brilliant portrait of Louis, the 

observer is held at a distance by his subject's solemnity, 

and aristocratic bearing, by the very clothes he wears, by 

his imposing wig, by the oceans of luxurious, superfluous 

draperies that frame and echo the outline of the king. The 

artist is co-conspirator in the construction of the 

monarchial image. He accepts the masks of the king and 

Court, and, in fact, augments them by dwelling on the 

details of their majesty. While on the one hand he denotes 

distance in the king's demeanor and expression, in the 

heaping up of elegant details and royal signifiers, on the 

other he adds a dimension of tension to the scene by setting 

in motion an inviting and distinctly Northern visual 

tactility that invites the beholder in. The sheen of silk 

stockings, the softness of ermine fur, the glint of precious 

jewels on the sword scabbard, the downy velvet of his robe, 

all are as lovingly wrought as the material details of such 

Northern classics as Jan Van Eyck's Betrothal of the 

Arnolfini or of a Dutch fijnschilder interior of the 

preceding century. 

Rigaud was so in demand for portraits that he 

instituted a kind of portrait factory in his studio. 

Portraits were priced according to how much Rigaud himself 

painted. His assistants were kept busy turning out faceless 
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and handless bodies which Rigaud would then personalize with 

his own brush. In 1735 the price for a half-length portrait 

done with his assistance was about 600 livres, while a 

completely original work (the astounding portrait of Gaspard 

de Gueidan which we will discuss later) would fetch 3,000 

iivres (Conisbee). As busy as he was propagating the 

Courtly and Royal hierarchy, we might expect to find a large 

number of female portraits within his oeuvre, but such is 

not the case. Rigaud chose to paint only a handful of 

women, and these sitters were drawn only from the very 

highest aristocratic circles—the comtesse de Caylus, the 

princesse Palatine, and the duchesse d'Orleans. When asked 

why he chose not to paint women's portraits, he reportedly 

responded: "si je les fais telles qu'elles sont, elles ne 

se trouvent pas assez belles; si je les flatte, elles ne 

sont pas ressemblantes."^' There is no disguising the 

misogynistic underpinnings of this statement. Rigaud hints 

darkly that women seek flattery and shun truth, and thus 

implies that men, on the contrary, seek truth and shun 

flattery. At the same time, Rigaud may be indulging himself 

in a little dig at his rival, Largillierre, who, according 

to Charles Blanc in his 1867 Histoire des peintres, was 

described in the following way by a contemporary: 

Il savait a merveille, demeler les traits que 
constituent a la fois la beaute et le caractere. 
II savait, sans s'ecarter de la nature, y 
decouvrir des graces inapergues et faire valoir 
les beautes apparentes de fagon que les femmes 
etaient d'autant plus sensibles aux flatteries de 
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son pinceau qu'il semblait n'avoir exprimer que la 
verite et qu'ainsi, en regardant leurs portraits, 
on les trouvait ressemblantes avant de les trouver 
belles. (Dumont-Wilden 25) 

Unlike Rigaud, Largillierre's portrait subjects were 

from polite society widely defined, i.e., both new and old 

money, not just the aristocracy, and a great many of them 

were women. Largilliere's portrait of The Regent, Philip of 

OrlSans with the Portrait of Mme. de Parabere (ca. 1716-

1723) is a double portrait of the due d'Orleans with his 

mistress (Figure 2.13). The style is transitional. Despite 

the uncertain spatial setting, the delicate rendering of 

Mme. de Parabere, Cupid, the floral mandorla, and the 

Rococoesque curls of all three figures, there remains a 

Baroque heaviness in the handling of the rather fleshy 

Regent and the stiff draperies. Though Cupid with his apple 

proffers a declaration of love, we are quite sure that the 

Regent possesses the lady as surely as he posesses the 

portrait he suggestively dandles on his knee.^° The beauty 

of the Cupid is that of a stock type that will become a 

Rococo commonplace—it is the androgynous juvenile version 

of the beauty of the king's mistress which will also become 

a commonplace in the Rococo repertoire. We need only look 

at Largillierre's Portrait of a Young Lady (sic) and his 

Portrait of Mile. Duclos, of the ComSdie-frangaise as Armida 

to be reminded of just what that type is (Figures 2.14-

2.15). The young lady in the Portrait of a Young Lady could 

58 



have been a head study for either of the other two, so alike 

are they all. Here then is an early, if somewhat heavy, 

incarnation of the Rococo beauty: oval face, round, yet 

almond shaped eyes, cupid's bow mouth, straight nose, creamy 

deeolletage, and winsome smile. Even the costumes of the 

Mile. Duclos and the young lady are interchangeable—they 

are wearing the same velvet robes, ribbons and lace, even 

the identical brooch. The resemblance between Mile. 

Duclos's Armida and Charles Coypel's abandoned Armida, as 

well as his Mile. Lecouvreur as Cornelia is also worthy of 

note. They are essentially the Scime cluster of signs: 

pineal eyes, exaggerated gestures and facial expressions. 

Apparently earlier art historians had trouble keeping all 

these look-alike women apart. Interestingly enough, though 

Dayot (1909) describes the Mile. Duclos as an Armida, Pinset 

(1884) tells us that Largillierre also painted her in her 

role as Ariadne, and I believe that we are looking at the 

abandoned Ariadne, not the abandoned Armida. Pinset 

describes the Ariadne as painted "avec le costume du temps 

et une tete empanachee sur laquelle un petit genie va 

deposer une couronnel" and notes that "tout le monde 

applaudit a ce tableau, dans lequel d'ailleurs le Van der 

Heist de la France avait deploye toutes ses brillantes 

qualites" (Pinset 92-93). This would seem to describe the 

portrait very well and it also accords with the traditional 

myth of Ariadne. The daughter of King Minos, Ariadne was 
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abandoned on Naxos by Theseus, whom she had helped out of 

the Labyrinth. The gods, taking pity on her, granted her 

Bacchus as husband and lover. At their marriage Bacchus 

gave her a crown of gems. At her death, the crown was 

carried to the heavens where it beccune her eponymous 

constellation. Given the confusion over Mile. Duclos's 

identity, it is probably a good thing for art historians 

that Mme. Parabere sits on the Regent's knee—as she is 

readily identifiable because of her proximity to the Regent. 

The Regent, on the other hand, is recognizable because his 

portrait is based on close observation of his face and 

form—that is to say, it is actually a portrait, and not 

merely a stock type, and though his image may be a bit 

"cleaned-up," it is hardly an idealized type. 

If none of these portraits reveal to us the secret of 

Largillierre's popularity with "tout le monde" in general 

and women sitters in particular, his La Belle 

Strasbourgeoise (1703) and Elizabeth Throckmorton (c. 1729) 

certainly do (Figures 2.16-2.17). Of particular interest in 

both these paintings are their decided Flemish resonances— 

Largillierre was himself Flemish by birth. In La Belle 

Strasbourgeoise his soft modelling of the face anticipates 

Rococo delicacy. The color scheme, hardly proto-Rococo, is 

an austere elegance of black, red, and white. The slight 

angle of the face is both flattering and beguiling, as is 

the little dog in the crook of her arm. Though La Belle 
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strasbourgeoise is seen in an indeterminate proto-Rococo 

space, the identifiable background details are lushly 

Flemish in inspiration. Equally Flemish is the artist's 

obvious delight in the luxurious details of her distinctly 

expensive Alsatian costume, complete with its identifying 

bicorne hat (Conisbee 121). The vivid details tell a story 

all their own. Their rich materiality is an understated 

show of wealth. Their verisimilitude argues for a greater 

reality than the person of the woman, whose slightly 

modelled pallid face appears to float in a sea of lace and 

ether, a doll-like apparition. The exquisite face is that 

of the proto-Rococo beauty, slightly more substantial and 

Rubenesqe than her more fully Rococo sisters, but retaining 

the canonical oval, the heavy-lidded round-almond shaped 

eyes, the straight nose, rosebud mouth and giaconda smile. 

Had our Alsatian beauty decided to take the veil some 

twenty-odd years later, she would probably look a great deal 

like Elizabeth Throckmorton. The typical signifiers of 

beauty are there in her oval face, skopetie eyes, straight 

nose, and a surprisingly sensuous full-lipped red mouth. 

She looks remarkably like our Strasbourgeoise. The 

simplicity of her dress and manner are contrasted to the 

finely wrought details and inviting tactility of her habit. 

We again see the detailed surface act as a kind of 

equalizing device—her elegant robe is no less fussed over 

than her face. Only the striking coloring of that face 
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directs our attention to her person rather than to her 

overall form. Though we recognize that she is a unique 

individual, we are equally aware that she, like the 

Strasbourgeoise, is an ideal type. There is little 

psychological penetration in either of these works, but 

there is a deep penetration of the mechanics of appearance. 

Largillierre would seem to be using his beauties, on the one 

hand, as a lens to focus his interest in analyzing sheer 

materiality, and on the other, as a pretext for the display 

of his thus-gained painterly virtuosity. Despite the fact 

that these were commissioned portraits, we find the artist 

far from being a painting monkey; he is exploring the 

painterly possibilities of his medium while at the same time 

painting his sitters flatteringly enough to get jobs. It 

will take a more "enlightened" mentality to coax women and 

artists out from behind the mask of conformist beauty and to 

push their investigations into the world beyond appearances 

into the realm of statement-making about themselves as women 

and as artists. 

In addition to single portraits, women might appear in 

familial portraits, such as Largillierre's Portrait of a 

Family (Figure 2.18). The Flemish resonances are patent in 

a number of ways: the splendid atmospheric perspective of 

the landscape, the miniature still life of the dead birds by 

the gentleman's side, the ripe autumnal palette, the rich 

detail, particularly evident in the handling of the family's 
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clothing, and the frank enjoyment of the sensuous textures. 

Here again we see Largillierre pushing the medium to its 

limits in order to mimic the natural world. At the same 

time he is using his painting as a lens to excunine that 

natural world. This painterly focus will lead the artist to 

an understanding of the qualities of paint and technique 

that allow him to capture the appearance of that world. In 

other words, in order to capture the surface the artist must 

paradoxically delve beneath the surface. Where he delves is 

in his paint box. The lessons he learns in the 

transmutation of paint into the mimesis of nature are true 

lessons in the nature of paint and artifice. At the level 

of praxis, Largillierre, and the other Flemish/Dutch-

inspired French artists, are learning how to paint for the 

senses, becoming interested in the pure possibilites of 

paint itself. They are not theoreticians, they are 

practitioners. One of the effects of this Flemish/Dutch 

influence will be to force a confrontation between artists 

and theoreticians of art. By the end of the century, the 

artwork will become the mutual production of two areas of 

inquiry, that of the painter, the creator of images, and 

that of the aesthetician, the creator of text. 

To return to our fconily portrait, at the level of 

image, we are confronted with a particular view of the 

family and the woman's role in it. While the bright 

clothing and white skin of the mother and daughter may 
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initially capture our attention they do not hold it for 

long. As with La Belle Strasbourgeoise their somewhat flat, 

barely modelled faces are not half so interesting as their 

detailed satin-weave silks and dentilated laces. Their 

figures, arranged in a skewed triangle, are surmounted by a 

well-detailed tree branch which forms yet another triangle 

with the ghostly pale faces of the women. This surmounting 

triangle, like an arrowhead, directs our attention to the 

true subject of the painting, the paterfamilias. The solid 

figure of the father, with the adjacent dead bird still 

life, creates a stable triangle that holds our attention as 

it emerges from the somewhat murky and tenebrous background 

that foils it. The ideated lines between the wife's eyes 

and the father's face, and between the daughter's pointing 

fingers and his face, further reinforce his importance. As 

with the portrait of the Regent with his mistress, the 

gentleman is painted with a vividity and verisimilitude that 

the female figures lack. The gentleman and their own 

costumes are more real than the women. Though the daughter 

is a somewhat idealized Rococo type, pineal eyes and all, 

the mother is not. The father confronts our gaze directly, 

his half-smile revealing his self-satisfaction, on the one 

hand, and challenging the viewer to admire his 

accomplishments, on the other. Clearly he is a gentleman at 

his leisure, though whether this is a permanent occupation 

or a weekend retreat from the financial market we cannot 
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tell. Largilliere, as we have noted, did not restrict 

himself to an aristocratic clientele; in order to eat he was 

not as discriminating about his patronage as Rigaud was. 

For the new financial class, the appearance of living nobly 

through the acquisition and display of luxury goods was as 

good as being noble, and Largillierre and others succeeded 

in representing this class to itself nobly. In this feunily 

portrait, the women are as symbolic as the dead birds. The 

birds conjure up hunting parties and luxurious leisure. The 

wife of our countrified gentleman discloses little about 

herself, she carries no objects that we can interpret other 

than her expensive clothing. We know only that her 

attention is devoted to her husband, for she is connected to 

him by an ideated diagonal, and her daughter, to whom she is 

joined in the triangle. We know a little more about the 

daughter than we do about the mother. She holds a piece of 

music in her hand, and one supposes that she is singing. 

Her spirituality and innocence are displayed by her pineal 

upward glance. She is being educated to be an accomplished 

orneunent to some gentleman not unlike her father. Beyond 

her role as innocent and educated daughter we know nothing 

else about her. The figure of the father, the father 

figure, is the real object and subject of this painting. 

The women are there because it is necessary to have a feunily 

in order to present oneself as a contented fcunily man. 
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We have previously mentioned the portrait historiS or 

portrait deguisS as a hybrid of portraiture and history—it 

is a portrait in which the sitter is depicted in the costume 

of and with the attributes of a goddess, nymph, allegorical 

figure, or some other mythic figure. During the early 

decades of the eighteenth century this form of portrait 

beccune exceedingly popular. There are several reasons for 

its popularity. We have previously mentioned Rigaud's 

reluctance to paint the portraits of women. His stated 

reason was that women asked him to falsify reality by 

painting them in a flattering light. Perhaps a more logical 

reason was because Rigaud was the official Court painter and 

he took his job of presenting the Court to itself very 

seriously. He painted anyone of importance in the Church or 

State. At court, the significance of women lay in their 

role in the reproduction of court society. Thus, only the 

most important royal and aristocratic ladies involved in the 

perpetuation of the dynasty would share the same brush as 

the king. Other women lacked significance, hence 

visibility.^^ Rigaud's contribution as an artist was 

creative (i.e., he was active in creating an image of 

society that was also constitutive of it), not, like the 

women of the Court, procreative. The portrait dSguisS 

allowed women of means, or talent, with or without lineage, 

to become visible. 
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Absent the visibility conferred by great wealth or 

lineage, there was still another way for a woman to become 

visible, i.e., to empower herself, albeit illegitimately. 

To be beautiful was to gain visibility and to gain thereby a 

certain amount of power. Still, it was not the "real" power 

derived in direct proportion to one's proximity to the 

person of the monarch, it was an indirect, hence covert and 

suspect power that derived from the influence one had as 

long as one stayed beautiful." Time is the enemy of 

beauty, and hence, since only a very few are endowed with 

visibility by noble birth or countless wealth, the enemy of 

any woman who wants to be visible, i.e., empowered. In his 

critique of the Salon of 1746, La Font de St. Yenne, in a 

passage ridiculing the vanity of women in portraits 

dSguisSs, cites La Rochefoucauld's maxim on the ephemerality 

of beauty: "I'enfer des jolies femmes c'est la vieillesse." 

In other words, physical, exterior beauty, i.e., the beauty 

of "le beau sexe," and the power it bestows are doomed to 

fail the possessor in the end, unlike, as La Font goes on to 

say, the imperishable interior beauty of virtue, i.e., 

virtutis, manly virtue, that of the spirit." 

The reign of Mme. de Pompadour as royal favorite 

directly challenges this tidy economy of beauty, for she 

retains power long after she loses her looks and leaves the 

king's bed. It is this very kind of violation of the 

economy of beauty and power evident from the Court to the 
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salon that galvanizes La Font into action. Beauty can thus 

be a double-edged sword. In order to be visible, one must 

be beautiful, but the power that beauty confers, being 

construed as ill-founded, is illegitimate and capricious. 

Being capricious it threatens the status quo, ergo, it must 

be undermined and brought into line with the conventional 

economy. To become visible is to become a target, and the 

less legitimately perceived the means of becoming visible, 

be it beauty or mere money, the bigger and easier the 

target. 

Largillierre has left us a number of portraits dSguisSs 

including one of the rare portraits dSguisSs of a man, 

Philip d'OrlSans, Regent of France as Pythian Apollo (Figure 

2.19). Men were not partial to the portrait dSguisS, as 

there was no perceived need to justify their self-

memorialization in portraiture. Women, being for the most 

part intrinsically invisible, needed the goddess's borrowed 

finery to become visible. 

More typical of the portrait dSguisS would be 

Largillierre's The Princess Palatine as a Spring (Figure 

2.20). Here we see a woman, whose lineage naturally bestows 

visibility, posing as the spirit of a spring, or 

metaphorically as a source for the artist's inspiration 

perhaps. It is hardly a flattering portrait; the usual 

elements of stock prettiness are nearly lost in an ample 

expanse of flesh, but the delicate gestures of the hands, 
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the whiteness of the flesh, oval face, round eyes, angled 

tilt of the head, and the winsome smile, conventional 

signifiers of Rococo beauty, are all in place. Again 

Largillierre is freed up to indulge his appetite for 

landscape and verisimilitude. There is no psychological 

penetration, indeed these women dSguisSes, become 

increasingly remote to us as individuals in direct 

proportion to their assumption of the mask of beuty, i.e., 

those signifiers which by convention have come to mean 

beauty. 

Frangois de Troy's Duchesse de la Force of 1714 (Figure 

2.21), on the other hand, makes no use of the conventional 

signifiers of beauty. Instead, the artist introduces a 

dwarf with a plate of peaches as a foil to the stout and 

rather plain-faced duchess. Since the dwarf can be read as 

the physical and social inferior of the duchess, her foil, 

she has no need of the mask of beauty to hide behind. The 

unstyled robe that the duchess wears signifies, on the one 

hand, luxury, because of its expensive silken material, on 

the other hand, its unshaped silhouette signifies the 

eternal timelessness of a goddess. Again we are struck by 

the delight in the materiality and rendering of tactile 

values—fuzzy peaches, inviting fur, diaphanous material, 

etc. 

The omnicompetent Largillierre and de Troy were masters 

of many genres, but we will have to look elsewhere to find 
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the true pieces de rSsistance of the portrait dSguisS genre, 

the works of Jean Raoux and Jean-Marc Nattier. Jean Raoux's 

jnorceau de rSception could not have been more appropriate: 

Pygmalion Falling in Love with his Statue of Galatea. If 

the Portrait of the Duchesse de la Force is grand opera, 

Raoux is Gilbert and Sullivan. The opera metaphor is apt, 

for Raoux specialized in complete mise-en-scenes made up of 

socially prominent women as Vestal virgins and actresses in 

costume. 

In Jean Raoux's portrait of Mademoiselle PrSvost as a 

Bacchante of 1723 (Figure 2.22) the portrait historiS is 

come to life in the person of the fcunous dancer Frangoise 

Prevost, who is here shown in her role from Philomele the 

Roy and Lacoste opera (Conisbee 1981, 122). Mile, confronts 

our gaze directly. We are not sure if she has been depicted 

in a natural sylvan glade or on a stage with a clever 

artificial temple backdrop. Her spirited dance and 

classical accoutrements are vaguely pagan, her bared breast 

decidedly scandalous. Mademoiselle as Bacchante may be free 

to bare her breast in public, but Frangoise Prevost will pay 

the price. With his eunbiguous stage-like setting, Raoux is 

perhaps hinting at the ambivalence which greeted most 

actresses and other female stage performers who were de 

facto excommunicated because of self-evident degeneracy in 

the eyes of Church. 

70 



It should be no surprise that the portrait dSguisS as a 

genre was critically condemned in general, and Raoux, one of 

its foremost practitioners, in particular. In the 

AbScSdario, Mariette says of Raoux that "il a voulu plaire 

par un pinceau tres soigne, mais il sera toujours un artiste 

assez mediocre; il dessine mal et peint mollement."^* 

Cochin also holds the vanity of women in portraits dSguisSs 

up to ridicule in his Supplication aux orfevres^^ as does La 

Font de St. Yenne in his RSflexions. . .(24). Rigaud 

himself would seem to be joining in the fun and ridiculing 

both the genre of portrait dSguisS and the appetite for 

romantic fiction fashionable with literate women in his 

unusual and memorable portrayal of Gaspard De Gueidan of 

1735 (Figure 2.23). This portrait was intended to be a 

pendant to that of his wife's portrait deguisS. Rigaud had 

earlier refused this commission, sending Mme. de Gueidan to 

Largillierre. Since the portrait was supposed to be a 

pendant to a Largillierre, we see Rigaud here working in an 

unaccustomedly warm palette, aping that of Largillierre 

perhaps. The magistrate and future president of the 

Parlement de Provence is presented in the guise of Celadon, 

the shepherd from Honore d'Urfes popular early seventeenth-

century novel, L'Astree. Aswirl in richly brocaded fabrics, 

with a velvet sporran and embroidered bagpipe, the future 

Monsieur le President, looking slyly askance at the viewer, 

with the barest of smiles, seems to be sharing a joke with 
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his fellow man. In ridiculing the portrait dSguisS, 

seemingly the only way for a non-aristocratic woman to 

appear alone in a portrait, Rigaud has pointed out the 

illegitimacy of her becoming visible and hence devalorizing 

her—not only as a woman, but also as a woman of a 

particular class (Conisbee 117). 

To return to Mile. Prevost who trippingly plays at 

Bacchante, what has this portrait of her told us about her? 

Though her legs and bosom are bared for male delight, in 

seeing more of her we see perhaps even less than in the 

portrait of the frank actress in role, the emotionally 

overwhelmed Mile. Lecouvreur. While Mile. Prevost's face is 

hidden behind a suave doll-like prettiness, her blase 

nakedness and direct gaze conceal even more about her 

individual identity. She has assumed the mask of bland 

prettiness, a ceunouflage that guarantees her anonymity. 

Mile. Prevost seems to point us in two directions. On the 

one hand, in her nakedness, hidden behind the shield of 

beauty, she will point the way for Nattier, the master of 

the portrait dSguisS, and Boucher, whose countless 

nymphettes become increasingly obscure to us as women, in 

direct proportion to their state of undress (save perhaps 

his remarkable portrait of Louise O'Murphy). On the other 

hand. Mile. Prevost the person is a prominent, sought after 

woman, who seems free to be herself, to act as she pleases, 

to represent herself to us as she pleases, with or without 
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her clothes, on or off stage. There is the rub; when, if 

ever, is she off stage? 

The close tie between theater and painting is expressed 

in the work of the Flemish-influenced Antoine Watteau. One 

contemporary art critic has summed up his work as "activated 

by a feeling for drama on the Shakespearean principle that 

'all the world's a stage,'" a stage upon which: 

Watteau contrives that circumstances should have freed 
them from the ordinary conventional pressures of 
society: they seem to owe allegiance to no one but 
themselves, pay taxes for nothing except being in love, 
and calmly declare their occupation to be pleasure. 
(Levey 1993, 29) 

At the same time this is an egalitarian floating world, 

a democracy of pleasure and indirection composed of males 

and females viewed at such a remove that they are equivalent 

figures with personalities as remote as those of the apes in 

the artist's playful interior designs for the Monkeys from 

Mars. Even his head studies for women are oblique; they 

always elude direct confrontation with the viewer. 

What meaning did they have for Watteau's 

contemporaries? The Comte de Caylus in his Vie de Watteau 

of 1754 assures us that "ses compositions n'ont aucun 

objet," though this assessment does not seem to lower his 

esteem for Watteau in any way.̂ ** Antoine de La Roque in the 

Wercure de France (August 1721) obituary for Watteau 

described him as "the exact observer of nature." Julienne, 

in his AbrSgS de la vie d'Antoine Watteau, while noting 

Watteau's indebtedness to Gillot, continues in saying "il 
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n'est pas moins vrai de dire que, dans la suite, il les a 

traites d'une maniere que luy etaite propre, et telle que la 

nature dont il a toujours ete adorateur, les luy faisait 

apergevoir."^^ In other words, it was Watteau's accurate 

depiction of nature that appealed most to his 

contemporaries. 

Gersaint's Sign by Watteau (Figure 2.24), considered by 

many a masterpiece, today takes pride of place in Berlin at 

the Schloss Charlottenburg. At the time Watteau painted it 

the work was intended to be an advertising sign for the shop 

of his friend, the art dealer Gersaint. Watteau confronts 

us with the new bustling eighteenth-century art market in a 

luxury shop catering to the carriage trade. Glancing around 

the shop, we can see that a preponderance of the paintings 

are in what was then called ie gout moderne or ia petite 

maniere, as opposed to la grande maniere of the late 

Baroque. The newer style, that popular with those seeking 

light-hearted paintings to match the luxurious, glittering 

interiors of the new hotels particuliers that were going up 

all over Paris, is known to us by its nineteenth-century 

name, Rococo. 

If we were to inspect Monsieur Gersaint's inventory, we 

would find any number of pre-freuned genre pieces ready for 

hanging. Among these would be the fetes galantes of 

Watteau, Pater, and Lancret. Also popular were the hybrid 

genre of "fancy portraits," putative portraits of persons 
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unknown (Conisbee 139) of such artists as Jacques Courtin, a 

late seventeenth, early eighteenth-century painter, and 

student of Bon Boullogne, whose young girls, "anticipatory 

now of Boucher and now of Greuze, represent a new vein of 

French taste, consciously unlearned and mildly erotic" 

(Levey 1993, 15). We know of Courtin's popularity because 

of the numbers of engravings of his work that are left us. 

His Young Girl at a Mirror (Figure 2.25) was engraved and 

popularly sold as The Comparison. Levey names the early 

sixteenth-century Venetian Titian's Venus or Beauty at her 

bath theme as the "eventual source for this type of semi-

toilette theme" (Levey 1993, 15). 

One's attention is also drawn to the work of another of 

Bon Boullogne's students, Jean Baptiste Santerre's Susannah 

at the Bath, his morceau de rSception of 1704 (Figure 2.26). 

Each of these beauties have in common a distance from the 

viewer that separates them from the fully comestible 

nymphwomen of the full-blown Rococo. In the Santerre, we 

see the lovely and unjustly accused Susannah sitting in a 

sylvan grotto bounded by a classical wall which separates 

her from the elder spying on her nakedness. We too are 

prevented from fully enjoying her nudity, for she bars our 

gaze with her horizontally positioned leg, strongly diagonal 

arm, and the opposing diagonal of soft covering linen. With 

her delicate corporeal beauty she invites our gaze in, but 

structurally we are still, literally, at arm's length to 
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her. We are likewise psychologically distanced from her by 

the detail of her downcast eyes and thus her modesty. She 

has not consented to our consumption of her. 

In Courtin's Young Girl at a Mirror, our gaze, as in 

the case of the sixteenth-century beauties of Titian and 

Palma Vecchio (Figure 2.27), is at once invited in by 

sensuous factors, the creeuny expanse of flesh, by silk so 

beautifully rendered we can hear it rustle, by the implied 

perfume of her flowers. This time the space is more shallow 

and indeterminate—it is what we have been calling 

transitional. We wonder what kind of tent-like draped 

corner she inhabits. Only the solidity of the table and 

mirror before her figure anchor her to earth and in so doing 

bar us from her. The details of the precious jewels and 

feathers and flowers would also seem to keep her earthbound, 

though only ephemerally so, for all are fragile beauties. 

Her downcast eyes seem to betoken both modesty and vanity; 

downcast, they do not invite us in, but at the seune time we 

note that she gazes at her own reflection. The neune of the 

print gives us pause. What is she comparing? Her own 

youthful beauty to that of her rose, her jewels, or the 

finery which she wears? Perhaps she embodies the same 

fleeting corporeal beauty of the fragile rose she holds, 

both beauties recalling the very ephemerality of incarnate 

feminine beauty itself, not to mention sexuality, for the 

rose traditionally represents the female genitalia.^° As 
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Brian Steele has put it in describing the effect of Titian's 

women, "Beauty evokes its own passage and introduces a 

moralizing dimension" (Steele 1). Yet the moralizing 

dimension is downplayed in Courtin's young lady, for she 

lacks the god-like gravity of the sixteenth-century Titian. 

The grandiose passion of the Baroque in the hands of Courtin 

has become domesticated. The French beauty is less grand 

and more coy, a deliquescent and delectable memento mori, 

deprived of the near-frightening larger-than-life beauty of 

Titian's Flora. In her coyness, Courtin's Young Girl at the 

Mirror points the way to the available goddesses of the 

Rococo works of Boucher and others. 

Before leaving the sixteenth century, it would be 

worthwhile to glance at an alleged portrait of the royal 

mistress Diane de Poitiers attributed to Frangois Clouet 

(Figure 2.28). Diane is also depicted with a mirror, an 

ancient symbol of vanitas and the transience of worldly 

glory.^' Despite whatever moral such edifying iconography 

might imply, the infinitude of precious objects, depicted in 

painstaking and relishing tactile detail, would seem to 

argue for a more venal interpretation of this toilette.*" 

Diane does not gaze at us directly, nor does she avert her 

eyes in maidenly fashion. One supposes that she is looking 

at her lover, the king, who is invited into the pictorial 

space by this gaze. For is she not his precious possession, 

just as the silken pillows, diaphanous gown, all the myriad 
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tokens of his lover are hers? The tight and jewellike 

surface of the painting, with its invisible brushwork, gives 

it the look of a precious object itself. And yet, this is 

not our painting, she is not for our consumption; 

structurally she is kept from us by her oblique gaze and by 

the horizontality of the draped table and the arms and hands 

that protect and distance her. We may look and admire Diana 

as another of the king's precious objets d'art, but we are 

not invited to consume her in a glance as will be Louis XV's 

mistress as painted by Boucher. 

In Frangois Le Moyne's The Bather of 1724 (Figure 2.29) 

we see a confluence of the tendency to celebrate the 

ephemeral with the notion of woman as beautiful object. Le 

Moyne has not even bothered to swathe his bather in myth or 

moral as a Susannah or Flora; in fact, he has hardly 

bothered to swathe her at all. A fully frontal nude, she is 

separated from us only by the flimsiest drapery. Her frank 

nudity is only heightened by a diadem of pearls which also 

serves to underscore her identity as precious object. The 

ephemerality of the scene is underscored by the tiny ripples 

her delicate foot makes in the sylvan brook she has happened 

upon, the specificity of this point in time made more 

fleeting and precious. Her location in space is somewhat 

cunbiguous, as she emerges out of an ethereal wood, freed of 

perspectival constraints. The palette is lighter and more 

opalescent than the palette we have seen at the very turn of 
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the century. Here Le Moyne anticipates a number of Rococo 

conventions: the eunbiguous handling of space, the 

creeuniness of the surface with its undisguised painterly 

trace, woman as a precious object offered up for 

consumption, and of ephemerality that will reach their point 

of perfection in Boucher's work at mid-century. 

There are several ways of effacing the power of beauty. 

Courtin and Le Moyne show us one. In feminizing and 

domesticating the unearthly beauty of Titian's Flora, they 

have trivialized it. They have also made it frivolous and 

non-threatening. Where the powerful beauty of Titian's 

goddesses with mirrors in hand would rise above gender 

differences, evoking a universalist notion of sic transit 

gloria mundi, those of Courtin and Le Moyne are clearly 

vain, self-admiring and feminized creatures filled with 

amour-propre. La Font de St. Yenne in his RSflexions (57) 

refers specifically to woman as "le beau sexe." When he 

opposes interior male virtues to those superficial ones of 

"le beau sexe" he implicitly equates woman with mere 

appearance and, by the rules of his enlightened, masculinist 

discourse, wherein only in-dwelling virtue is valorized, can 

dismiss woman as morally inferior. We have seen Rigaud and 

his client Gueidan ridicule the frivolous pretensions of 

women in the portrait dSguisS. Other critics not only 

ridicule women, but draw a moral bead on feminized artifice. 
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pulling back its Baroque mask to expose its mechanism to the 

light of reason. 

In the fancy-portrait we thus see woman as 

pretext—that is, she has become reduced to mere appearance 

as the painter and the beholder's object. That which 

perdures in woman is the beauty that the artist bestows on 

her. She is a reflection that mirrors his conception of 

beauty, his sensitivity to beauty and his talent to convey 

it. Woman in general is praised in paint at the expense of 

her particular self. 

Watteau's La Toilette Intime is such an exercise in 

masculine Pygmalionism. As Orest Ranum describes this 

painting of a scantily clad woman being prepared for her 

bath by her maid: 

The subject is quite banal, but the painting is so 
explicit that the observer, even in the twentieth 
century, feels like an intruder. This painting is 
quite small. To see it clearly the observer must 
move quite close to the canvas, and he feels like 
a voyeur; the bather in the painting is doing 
nothing indecent, but the beholder is drawn into 
indecency. (Ranum 221) 

The connection between the object of beauty and the 

voyeur is made explicit in Jean-Baptiste Pater's A Woman 

Bathing. A delighted gentleman peaks out from behind a 

curtain to observe an un-self-conscious young lady at her 

bath. The presence of the spy in the draperies serves only 

to remind us of our own voyeurism.*^ 

Other kinds of genre paintings offer a more pedestrian 

vision of women. Following the lead of the Dutch little 

80 



masters thematically and stylistically, they depict women in 

a host of prosaic activities. Exeunples of this Northern-

influenced genre work would be Alexis Grimoux's undated Girl 

Reading or his 1731 Giri Reading now in Karlsruhe (Figures 

2.30 and 2.31). Both renditions share in what Levey calls 

Grimoux's "rembrandtisme." According to Levey 

"rembrandtisme" arose in the lesser genres, and co-existed 

with the "rubenisme" of Largillierre and Watteau in the 

higher genres. Levey cites a group of lesser genre artists 

noted for effects similar to Rembrandt's, i.e., smokey 

chiaroscuro, homely domesticity, burnished palette, and, 

particularly, his "natural" manner. As Levey has pointed 

out, the Rembrandt of the early eighteenth century was, 

prior to his nineteenth-century apotheosis, deemed by no 

less an authority than Voltaire as "equalled by Raoux at his 

best."*^ Grimoux himself was referred to by a contemporary 

as "ie Rembrandt frangais." *̂  Another of these Rembrandts 

in a minor key would be Andre Bouys. His The Scourer of 

1737 (Figure 2.32) partakes of a number of Northern 

conventions: its prosaic subject matter, radiant detail, 

the apparent tidiness of the maid and the implied tidiness 

of the household in which she labors, i.e., a delight in 

drudgery that only someone well removed from the activity 

could feel and depict. 

To return to Grimoux's little readers, we cannot help 

but be struck by the unsentimentalized charm and innocence 
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of the young women engaged in an activity probably more 

appealing to us than scouring. While the undated work shows 

a young woman completely absorbed in the activity of 

reading, oblivious to the beholder, the Karlsruhe fancy 

portrait shows the reader as she pauses to look up at the 

viewer. We have caught her not in the act of reading, but 

in the act of reverie. Her hand at her chin distances us 

and reaffirms her solitude. This is the very condition that 

a number of vocal critics of the novel feared as a threat to 

domestic stability. In the translation from a male to a 

female activity reading becomes corrupt and corrupting. 

Raoux's Vierges modernes of 1728 (Figure 2.33) is 

transitional in style, with its Baroque pseudoclassical 

architecture, dramatic diagonal composition, and hectic 

light. Its palette and subject matter are, however, looking 

toward the conventions of Rococo. Here we have a group 

portrait dSguisS. Draped in white, our modern virgins 

disport themselves in reading, arranging fruit, and 

stringing floral garlands. It could be an in-house 

theatrical presentation of the idle rich at one of the many 

privately owned theaters. Reading here is a pleasant 

pastime, hardly on the scholarly level of the literary 

activities of male saints from the previous century. As 

increasing numbers of women read, the prestige of reading is 

diminished. 
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Jean-Frangois de Troy's exquisite Reading Moliere 

(Figure 2.34) shows another kind of reading group and 

another kind of Northern painting influence. This stylish 

group of men and women have gathered "to avoid both the 

boredom of solitude and the crush of the multitude," as 

Fortin de La Hoguette described this activity in his essay 

On Conversation.*^ We have already seen the Northern 

influence of Rubens and Rembrandt, and now in Reading 

Moliere we are able to detect a third Northern influence, 

that of the previously mentioned seventeenth-century Dutch 

fijnschilder technique. 

This picture demonstrates why an eighteenth-century 

commentator noted that De Troy's greatness lay in 

"I'imitation juste de la nature" (qtd. in Levey 1993, 21). 

De Troy has scrupulously mirrored every detail of a late 

winter's afternoon gathering, his brush evenhandedly 

recreating the whole scene in heaping, burnished detail. 

The candles, the firelight, the trumeau mirror reflecting 

the facing mirror, the silver coffeepot, casually set on the 

mantle to stay warm, and just as casually draped against a 

high backed bergere, a languid young man covertly exchanges 

glances with a young lady, and we have the beginnings of a 

play within this little mise-en-scene. We are frankly 

invited into this cozy little melodreuna and equally invited 

to peruse the charming salon by the proliferation of 

details, right down to the lights and highlights on the 
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brass tacks of the bergeres. We are also invited in by the 

space the ladies have thoughtfully left for us in the circle 

of chairs, and by the direct look of the woman to our right 

and the one directly to the left of our languid young man. 

It appears that these young men have entered the temple of 

Raoux's Vierges modernes. With their long and elaborately 

coiffed hair, their richly rendered laces, velvets, and 

silks, and in their languid air, we see diminished gender 

differentiation in dress and manner, though the little drama 

reassures us that at least one of these gentlemen is 

interested perhaps in a dalliance with a woman. The work of 

La Font de St. Yenne, as well as that of Rousseau and a 

number of the philosophes, will also express concern over 

gender anxiety and class tensions inspired by such jeunesse 

dorSe as these. 

Levey has written that De Troy's works constitute 

"minute records of what the tone of social life was like, 

convincing just because it is so obviously unenhanced," and 

that in them "the manner and modes of polite life become a 

suitable subject for art in themselves, without any of the 

moral application to be given to them by Hogarth" (21). I 

do not agree with either of these statements; in the first 

place, the art of describing is not about rendering what is 

actually there but of transcribing nature convincingly. No 

one sees like this, only the mind after visual inspection 

and study seizes details so accurately. De Troy is artfully 
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artificial, so artificial that the work appears artless and 

unenhanced. In the second place, by depicting this world so 

beautifully and so repeatedly, De Troy would seem to be 

condoning, promulgating, and promoting the enjoyments and 

values of the elegant late Baroque life as a positive moral 

desideratum. 

In summary, this chapter has taken as its point of 

departure the art world at the time of the death of Louis 

XIV. Representations of women in the paintings of the early 

eighteenth century largely preserve a continuity with the 

preceding century and are stylistically "transitional," 

that is, a style that is neither full-blown grande maniere, 

nor yet completely petite maniere. Following the death of 

Le Brun, serious history painting languished, replaced in 

popularity by mythologie historiSe. Women emerge as stock 

types, either passively good, victimized heroines, like 

Ariadne, or actively bad evil-doers like Armida and Tullia. 

The active good woman, Cornelia, will not really come into 

her own until the end of the century. In all genres, 

particularly the portrait deguisS, we begin to see the 

emergence of a stock-type of prettiness that I have called 

the Rococo mask of beauty. The portrait deguisS presents 

women in their own private theater, the theater of the self 

having devolved from the monarchial public sphere to the 

private sphere of the elite. As pseudo-goddesses women of 

varying classes become visible through the agency of art, 
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artifice and expenditure. In the portrait dSguisS upper 

class women became targets, first as women of a particular 

social class; the critique was then extended to all women as 

a gendered class. In the gout moderne that evolved to meet 

the needs of a new comfort and luxury-driven interior 

design, women assume the mask of beauty in all genres at the 

expense of individuality and become a mere pretext for 

artistic exhibitionism. 

Finally, I have endeavored to demonstrate that there 

existed a tripartite Flemish/Dutch/fijnschiider influence on 

French art from the time of the triumph of RubSnisme in 

artistic theory. This influence will force a confrontation 

between proponents of a "feminine" "art for the eye" and a 

"masculine" "art for the mind." This essentially false 

dichotomy will be undermined by David, who demonstrates that 

it takes an "enlightened" mind to paint "art for the eye," 

and the resultant deconstruction of the picture plane into 

image and text will eventuate in the elaboration of 

aesthetics on the one hand and the autonomy of painterly 

concerns on the other. 

In the next chapter we will examine several aspects of 

the rise to prominence of women in late Baroque society. 

Women come to command the market for new housing, 

decorating, and painting. They appear publicly at and in 

the theater. They write novels. They perpetuate the market 

for novels and pamphlets by reading in private. They host 
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salons, patronize, inspire, and help create the Republic of 

Letters. Social changes such as these provoke a number of 

anxieties in male critics, including dis-ease with outward 

appearances, artifice, and luxury, with the suppression of 

sexual dimorphism in manner and dress, and with women 

themselves, who seem to the critics to be at the root of 

society's problems. Their rational "enlightened" critique 

of late Baroque society and its metaphysical world view will 

be expressed in a number of ways, not the least of which is 

a disparagement of the gout moderne's privileging of woman 

as subject and object of painting, as well as the 

interference of women in the formerly all male patronage 

system. 
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Figure 2.1 Christ Fed by the Angels 
by C. Le Brun 
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Figure 2.2. Christ Fed by the Angels 
by A. Coypel 
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Figure 2.3. Rinaldo Abandoning Armida 
by C.-A. Coypel 
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Figure 2.4. Esther Fainting Before Ahasuerus 
by A. Coypel 
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Figure 2.5. Rape of Europa 
by N.N. Coypel 
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Figure 2.6. Tulia Driving Her Chariot 
Over Her Dead Father's Body 

by M.-F. Dandre-Bardon 

93 



Figure 2.7. Portrait of Mile 
Lecouvreur as Cornelia 

by C. Coypel 
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Figure 2.8. Cornelia, Mother of the Gracchi 
by N. Halle 
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Figure 2.9. Death of St. Scholastica 
by J. Restout 
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Figure 2.10. Apotheosis of Hercules 
by F. Le Moyne 
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Figure 2 . 1 1 . i f e rcu ie s and Hebe 
Hotel de Soubise 

by P . - C . Tremol ieres 
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Figure 2.12. Portrait of Louis XIV 
by H. Rigaud 
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Figure 2.13. The Regent, Philip of OrlSans with 
the Portrait of Mme. de Parabere 

by N. de Largillierre 
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Figure 2.14. Portrait of a Young Lady 
by N. de Largillierre 
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Figure 2.15. Portrait of Mile. Duclos, of the 
ComSdie-frangaise as Armida 

by N. de Largillierre 
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Figure 2.16. La Belle Strasbourgeoise 
by N. de Largillierre 
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Figure 2.17. Elizabeth Throckmorton 
by N. de Largillierre 
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Figure 2.18. Portrait of a Family 
by N. de Largillierre 
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. Nicolas de Largillierre (1656-1746) 
Philippe d'Orleans, regent de France.. 

sous la figure d'Apollon pythien 

Figure 2.19. Philip of OrlSans, Regent of 
France as Pythian Apollo 
by N. de Largillierre 
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Nicolas de Largillierre (1656-1746) 
La Princesse Palatine en source 

Figure 2.20. The Princess Palatine as a Spring 
by N. de Largillierre 
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Figure 2.21. Duchesse de la Force 
by F. De Troy 
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Figure 2.22. Mademoiselle PrSvost as a Bacchante 
by J. Raoux 
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Figure 2.23. Gaspard de Gueidan 
by H. Rigaud 
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Figure 2.24. Gersaint's Sign 
by A. Watteau 
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Figure 2.25. Young Girl at a Mirror 
by J. Courtin 
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Figure 2.26. Susannah at the Bath 
by J.-B. Santerre 
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Figure 2.27. Flora 
by Titian 
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Figure 2.28. Diane de Poitiers (?) 
attr. to F. Clouet 
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Figure 2.29. The Bather 
by F. Le Moyne 
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Figure 2.30. Giri Reading 
by A. Grimoux 
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Figure 2.31. Giri Reading 
by A. Grimoux 

118 



Figure 2.32. The Scourer 
by A. Bouys 
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Jean Raoux (1677-1734) 
Vierges modernes, 1728 

Figure 2.33. Vierges modernes 
by J. Raoux 
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Figure 2 . 3 4 . ^Reading Moi iere 
by J . - F . De Troy 

121 



CHAPTER III 

THE REIGN OF WOMEN 

"Women reigned then. . ." 

From the Souvenirs of Mme. Vigee-Le Brun 

In 1665, a young English visitor to Versailles recorded 
his impressions: 

The Palace, or if you please the Cabinet of 
Versailles call'd me twice to view it; the 
Mixture of Brick, Stone, blue Tile and Gold makes 
it look like a rich Livery: Not an Inch within 
but is crowded with little Curiosities of 
Orneunents: the Women, as they make here the 
Language and Fashions, and meddle with Politicks 
and Philosophy, so they sway also in Architecture; 
works of Filgrand [sic] and little Knacks are in 
great Vogue; but Building certainly ought to have 
the Attribute of the eternal, and therefore the 
only Thing uncapable of new Fashions. The 
masculine Furniture of Palais Mazarin pleas'd me 
much better where is [sic] a great and noble 
Collection of antique Statues and Bustos. . .*̂  

These observations by Christopher Wren, the future 

architect of St. Paul's, are of interest for several 

reasons. Wren seems to have astutely observed the 

dichotomous artistic and social antecedents of the late 

Baroque period. In artistic terms he has articulated what 

art historian Ernst Gombrich calls "Neo-Classicism avant la 

lettre. . ." (Gombrich 23). He has noted the French 

predilection for the proliferation of detailed orneunent, 

novelty, and the ephemeral. He has also equated these 

stylistic trends with women and with feminine influence on 

taste. His distaste for this gendered art is palpable. It 

is also anticipatory in tone and content of the mid-

122 



eighteenth-century anti-Rococo critique of La Font and 

others who also equate ornament, crowding, triviality, 

ephemerality, and luxury with the inordinate influence of 

women on the arts. 

In social terms, he has pointed out what he feels is 

the equally inordinate influence of women in society, not 

only in artistic taste but also in "Language and Fashions 

. . .Politics and Philosophy. . .[and] Architecture" 

(Gombrich 23). His observations would seem to contradict 

our previous statement that women were a nugatory influence 

"behind the canvas." Though not a presence in the arts in 

any official capacity, French women were, as Wren has 

pointed out, a decided influence in the private realm of 

art. 

No doubt Wren had in mind the influence of the 

precieuses, women who presided at genteel gatherings of 

like-minded sensitive spirits that arose in private spaces 

as cultural centers coalescing beyond the public realm of 

the Court. These gatherings became the crucible for a 

uniquely French sense of decorum and refinement, the cult of 

honnetetS.*^ As Claude Dulong has noted, women were an 

important part of the process of social education and the 

inculcation of manners, for "people of refinement believed 

that women were essential if society was to achieve a 

certain tone" (Dulong 396). 
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That tone was set by the remarkable Mme. de 

Rambouillet, who created the mold for the eighteenth-century 

salon in its social, intellectual, and physical morphology. 

A semi-invalid, probably a thermo-anaphylactic, Mme. de 

Reunbouillet was unable to go outdoors; she therefore brought 

society to her door, more specifically to her bedroom, where 

she entertained visitors from her well-appointed boudoir 

(Dulong 401). She also brought the outdoors inside and had 

a meadow planted in the yard of her Paris residence. Not 

merely content to make hay while the sun shone, the 

inventive Mme. de Reunbouillet decorated with a unique flair. 

She brought baskets of flowers indoors, hung colorful 

tapestries over the dingy wainscotting, peppered the walls 

with paintings, artfully arranged the newly-introduced 

upholstered armchairs to facilitate mingling and 

conversation, and filled every available surface with the 

select artifacts of luxury: delicate porcelains from China, 

ancient marbles, gold and vermeil trinkets, glass vases from 

Venice, "all reflected in mirrors (a novelty) and 

illuminated by crystal chandeliers (another novelty), whose 

multiplicity of facets softened and scattered the light from 

many candles" (Dulong 402-3). From this and similarly 

luxurious settings, under the auspices of well-to-do women, 

late Baroque taste, the haute bourgeoisie's answer to good 

genes, will be forged. In these salons, where the curieux, 

amateurs, connoisseurs, honnetes hommes, and other 
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cognoscenti congregated, women set the tone, joined in the 

conversation, and influenced the discussions of art and art 

theory that were conducted there. 

The eighteenth-century descendants of these 

seventeenth-century prScieuses succeeded in 

institutionalizing themselves in salons as an integral part 

of eighteenth-century communication and cultural commerce in 

the nascent literary public sphere.*^ The intimacy of the 

prScieuse's bedroom rueiie gave way to a more public room 

(Ranum 220). As Remy Saisselin indicates in Taste in 

Eighteenth-Century France, movement of guest traffic from 

the bedroom to the salon paralleled trends in changing 

sociabilitS and sensibilitS: 

The change in manners, greater civility and social 
modesty, are reflected in the new architecture. 
One no longer received guests in the bedroom while 
one was still in bed, a common practice in the 
Grand Siecle when the bedroom was one of the most 
important rooms of the house. In its social 
function the bedroom was replaced by the salon, 
the bedroom proper by the boudoir, while new rooms 
were devised for the new life: the private study 
and, later on in the century, the permanent dining 
room. . .It was a time when even names could be 
revealing of the dream-world constructed with art. 
Princes and kings called their chateaux Mon Repos 
. . .Mon Bijou and Sans Souci. . . , la Gloriette 
. . ., le Petit Trianon and Bagatelle. (Saisselin 
1965, 59) 

The salon as a social institution, as opposed to the 

glittering room that was its site, became a point of 

tangency and fruitful social communication for the literate 

public sphere. Here polite society from the arts, 

literature, sciences, the nobility, the haute bourgeoisie, 
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and the commercial world could pose, display, strut, and 

represent themselves to themselves in a de-monarchized 

theater of the self. in this space civility, honnetetS, 

sociability, civilized discourse, and the collective 

production of knowledge were promoted along with various 

political and philosophical agendas, all under the watchful 

eye of the presiding muse of the salon. Both Frenchmen and 

foreigners connected society's progress in civility and the 

arts of communication and language to the institution of the 

salon and the women who presided over them (Gordon 1992, 

903) . 

Who were these women? Mmes. de Lambert, de Tencin, du 

Deffand, Geoffrin, d'Epinay, de Brancas, du Chatelet and 

Mile, de Lespinasse to name but a few. What were they? 

Full-time professional patronesses of the arts and letters, 

artists whose medium was sociability, the inspiration of 

their protSgSs, and the final arbiters of taste. They 

supported their protSgSs with money, political assistance, 

and artistic inspiration. They could be by turns Pygmalion 

and Galatea. As Roseann Runte has said in "Woman as Muse," 

"it is not an exaggeration to say that literary and artistic 

fame and fortune depended on the judgement of women" (Runte 

144) . 

What were these women like personally? They emerge as 

individuals in their contemporaries's portraits of them in 

print and paint. Saint Simon's funeral oration for the 
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renowned Ninon de I'Enclos, hostess of a salon frequented by 

the young Voltaire, tells us that "her conversation was 

charming, disinterested, faithful, private, reliable to the 

utmost degree, and it can be said that, but for weakness, 

she was virtuous and honest."*° Weakness? We wonder if he 

means her health, her sex, her sex life or all of them. At 

best one supposes this is a left-handed compliment. The 

Abbe Andre Morellet justified his eulogy for Mme. Geoffrin 

(Figure 3.1) by pointing out that she was "the charm of 

society for fifty years" who possessed "a kind of softness 

in her opinions." He also observed that although Mme. 

Geoffrin had never held public office, her "egalitarian" 

salon was of "public" importance, nonetheless, because it 

was one of the bases of French "society" (Gordon 1992, 905). 

Pierre de Segur referred to her home as a "royaume" (Gordon 

1992, 905). The ephemerality of her royaume is underscored 

in Mme. Louise-Elisabeth Vigee-Le Brun's Memoirs written in 

1835-37; 

About the same time I received a visit from Mme. 
Geoffrin, a woman who had risen to fame through 
her salon. The most distinguished literary and 
artistic figures as well as foreigners of note and 
the noblest members of the court gathered together 
in her home. A woman without breeding, talent or 
even money, she had carved an unequalled postion 
for herself; no woman could carry this off 
today.(17) 

Antoine Thomas observed that "these kinds of societies, 

which, in order to subsist, cannot be too constrained but 

which, with the liberty of democracies, sometimes experience 
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agitations and movement, have need of a certain power that 

tempers them. . .it seems. . .that this power cannot be 

better placed but in the hands of a woman" (Gordon 1992, 

907). Another left-handed compliment? 

Mme. Geoffrin is, like Ninon de L'Enclos, viewed as a 

charming, disinterested referee. It is as if she is an 

intellectual caterer who serves up the salon, but does not 

eat. In a similar vein, Marmontel noted that Mme. de Tencin 

urged him to stay on friendly terms with women: "for it is 

through women, she used to say, that one obtains what one 

wishes from men" (Runte 1984, 144). Mme. de Tencin seems to 

have internalized her role as conduit and facilitator for 

the brilliant men around her. 

The actual issue of the exact nature and eunount of 

power such women wielded is a highly debatable one, but the 

ubiquitous presence, social influence, and promotion of 

sociabilitS by these high profile women in public life is 

probably not. The French placed a high value on the 

sociabilitS promoted by the salonnieres. D'Alembert, like 

Wren before him, thought it was the "principle 

characteristic of France," and d'Holbach felt "the general 

character of the French nation is gaiety, politeness, 

sociabilitS" (Gordon 1992, 902). Voltaire stated that "of 

all the nations, France is the one that has most experienced 

society. The continual commerce between the two sexes, so 

lively and polite, has introduced a politeness quite unknown 
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elsewhere. Society depends on women. All the peoples that 

have the misfortune to keep them locked up are 

unsociable..." (Gordon 1992, 902) Louis-Sebastien Mercier 

noted that women are "strangers to the bonds of patriotism, 

but they maintain the gentle bonds of sociabilitS" (Gordon, 

1992, 903). As the above quotes cited by Daniel Gordon 

point out, the civilized atmosphere of the salon and the 

function of the salonniere facilitated the creation of this 

sociabilitS by providing a space for the private literary 

sphere to meet in. This view presents the salonniere as 

Cornelia, nurturer, educator, and enabler of men. 

Other observers were not quite so sanguine about the 

salons and the salonnieres. If the salon was a site for the 

exchange of enlightened ideas, it was viewed equally as a 

site for the machinations of overly powerful women. In the 

Persian Letters, Montesquieu's Persian visitor Rica writes 

to Ibben, a friend back home: 

Il ne faut pas pourtant que tu t'imagines que 
celles qui tenoient ces discours fussent des 
favorites du Prince; elles ne lui avoient peut-
etre pas parle deux fois en leur vie: chose 
pourtant tres-facile a faire chez les princes 
europeens. Mais c'est qu'il n'y a personne qui 
ait quelque emploi a la Cour, dans Paris ou dans 
les provinces, qui n'ait une femme par les mains 
de laquelle passent toutes les graces et 
quelquefois les injustices qu'il peut faire. Ces 
femmes ont toutes des relations les unes avec les 
autres et ferment une espece de republique dont 
les membres toujours actifs se secourent et se 
servent mutuellement: c'est comme un nouvel etat 
dans I'Etat ; et celui qui est a la Cour, a Paris, 
dans les provinces, qui voit agir des ministres, 
des magistrats, des prelats, s'il ne connoit les 
femmes qui les gouvernent, est comme un homme qui 
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voit bien une machine qui joue, mais qui n'en 
connoit point les ressorts. (Lettre CVII) 

We have previously seen how La Font in his RSflexions 

viewed these high profile women as corrupt and corrupting. 

Both Joan B. Landes and David Bell cite the Jansenist 

writers Antoine Arnauld and Jacques-Joseph Duguet who 

cautioned their fellow men that the influence of high 

profile women either in the private sphere of the salon or 

in the public sphere of the Court would eventuate in the 

enfeeblement of the nation.*' 

Sara Maza in "Domestic Melodreuna as Political Ideology: 

The Case of the Comte de Sanois" uses mSmoires judiciaires 

to demonstrate the perceived connection between women, the 

corruption of effeminacy and despotic government. Armida, 

the woman of action and illegitimate power, has arrived at 

the salon (Maza 1989, 1249-64). 

Wren's observations have pointed toward the conflation 

of art, artistic decadence, luxury, feminine taste and 

illegitimate power in the Baroque period. This confusion of 

art and society will persist into the Rococo period. In his 

essay. The Enlightenment Against the Baroque, Remy Saisselin 

has distinguished between Rococo as an art form, a kind of 

"diminuendo Baroque," referred to at the time of its 

emergence as chicorSe, gout moderne, petite maniere, le 

style Pompadour, and the Rococo as an age, that is, the age 

of Louis XV and Pompadour, when there still existed a late 

Baroque cultural milieu characterized by "baroque spending 
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. . . in which the aesthetic and the economic were 

inextricably mixed—a time when gold was specie as well as 

plate, exchange value as well as beauty, but sometimes also 

mere false glitter" (Saisselin 1992, 11). This Baroque 

mentalitS might also be characterized as one in which 

appearances coincide with reality. One with a vision of man 

"driven by passions rather than by reason, thoughts of 

virtue or generosity; thus man without grace, or without 

culture is an animal," (8) and "the social world is thus a 

cloak hiding the beast beneath it, which explains the 

Baroque's preoccupation with appearances, masks" (9). An 

Enlightenment mentalitS, would be one concerned with 

penetrating beyond appearances "to reveal the fictions of 

Baroque," (10) one that "lifted the various masks invented 

by and for society" (9). The Enlightenment mind, in its 

quest to go beyond the mere appearance of things, thus 

distinguished between luxury, art, and economics. 

Saisselin's rubrics are useful to bear in mind when we 

speak of the distinctions between mentalitS and art, either 

Baroque or Enlightenment. In the early eighteenth century 

all these elements were constitutive of the mixed social and 

cultural milieu. This world was visually revealed to us by 

Watteau in Gersaint's shop. We have no idea if Gersaint's 

clientele is old rich or new rich, or both, we only see that 

they are consumers in quest of luxury goods. Even before 

the death of Louis XIV, patronage of the arts had undergone 
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a change. As the royal purse, exhausted by war, began to 

shrink, so too did the number of State art commissions in 

the noble genre of history. Artists were forced to seek 

work increasingly from patrons from the newly enriched 

financier class that had been thrown up by the complex 

financial markets of the late seventeenth and early 

eighteenth-centuries (Conisbee 111). What kind of art works 

were they interested in? In a nutshell, they were 

interested in paintings that matched the sofa. 

Artistically the gout moderne is a set of stylistic 

tendencies that grew out of the reduction in scale of 

seventeenth-century Baroque conventions and the attendant 

changes in linear and mass composition necessitated by the 

use of smaller panel and easel sizes, suited to new 

architectural trends for interiors. Sober compass and ruler 

construction gave way to organically sinuous lines, 

nonsegmental curves, and compositionally dynamic asymmetry. 

These particular conventions were adopted to suit the 

constraints entailed in adapting large-scale painting 

techniques to fit the now desirable intimate spaces and 

smaller surfaces of the new architectural order. 

Following the death of Louis XIV, many of the ancient 

aristocracy and newly created nobles of the robe abandoned 

Versailles for Paris, and joined the wealthy urban nouveaux 

riches in taking up residence in relatively small townhouses 

or hotels particuliers. The dark and somewhat creunped 
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interiors produced in this building boom called forth a new 

style of decoration, the first designed for the interior 

alone, the Rococo—a somewhat derisive nineteenth-century 

pun created by the elision of rocaiiie, the word for shell-

or pebblework, and barroco, that is. Baroque (Rybzinski 

1986, 89). 

Here in the new hotel appartements artists and their 

wealthy clients began creating interiors that were for the 

first time in modern memory not an inverted reflection of 

the external architecture of rigid classical orders. The 

French nobility and the merely wealthy shared in active 

collaborative efforts with artists, architects, and 

SbSnistes in creating this charming and comfortable new 

domestic world. 

The increased availability of mirrors following their 

introduction from Italy in the reign of Louis XIV 

{Connoisseur Complete Encyclopedia of Antiques 1975, 356) 

provided one way of maximizing what natural and candle-

powered light the new-built narrow hotels afforded. A 

correspondingly light palette in wall and ceiling paints 

also helped to enhance the effect of available light. 

Painted wooden and canvas wall panels provided eunple space 

for finely crafted decorative motifs painted by artists like 

Audran, Gillot, Huet, and Watteau. These works were based 

on a lighter palette than that of the Baroque, that blended 

felicitously with the adjacent gilded stucco flounces, 
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moldings and scrollwork. These thematically light-hearted 

paintings, along with mirrors and gilded sconces, were 

favored over the ruinously expensive formerly popular heavy, 

dark-stained wainscotting and orneunental carving. 

Conspicuous consumption had hardly disappeared, however, and 

was still displayed in the technically demanding novelty of 

asymmetrically curved mirrors and wall panels that kept 

master carpenters and glaziers profitably engaged. 

We have already seen the transitional historiomythic 

works of Natoire and Tremolieres in the hotel de Soubise. 

Even more airy and light are the panel works by the new crop 

of artist decorators. Christophe Huet's Salon des Singes at 

Chantilly presents us with a fanciful world in which monkeys 

frisk and geunbol in a world of their own (Figure 3.2). 

Aping their betters, they hunt, pick apples, and picnic at 

one with nature. Graceful and decorative, according to 

Levey, "the implied message of the Salon des Singes is that 

those entering the room should be amused at the antics so 

charmingly depicted on its walls and in amusement find 

relaxation" (Levey 1993, 26). In addition I would suggest 

that the charm of mimesis, the delight in the details of 

monkeys's costumes, as well as of their world, the cunning 

design of the a la mode scenes, are the essence of the 

sensuous appeal of the Rococo. An appeal heightened by the 

tongue-in-cheek, chic, and indirect comment on social 

climbers who ape their betters. 
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In the realm of furniture design, master SbSnistes 

created a whole new look in smaller-scaled, light, delicate 

and comfortable furniture, inventing many new pieces that 

were uniquely crafted to accommodate the new activities of 

their new non-royal patrons. "Just as the Dutch woman 

introduced domesticity into the home, the French woman 

demanded, and got, furnishings which were more informal and 

more convenient" (Rybczynski 1986, 94). Comfort and 

continuity were the twin imperatives of furniture design. 

The influence of upper-class women on Rococo fashion and 

design was nowhere more striking than in the creation of new 

furniture pieces designed specifically for sitting and 

reclining upon in public as well as private. The marquise 

and the duchesse are two kinds of reclining chaise longue, 

designed for reading and conversation, whose names "are a 

reminder of their original patronesses" (Rybczynski 1986, 

95) (Figure 3.3). There were chairs designed for particular 

uses. The fauteuil coiffeuse, for exeunple, was specifically 

designed with a low-dipping back in order to facilitate the 

servant's arrangement of her mistress's hair." 

Not only did the SbSnistes and their clients create 

what are considered by many the supreme exeunples of the 

furniture maker's art, but what is perhaps even more 

remarkable is the extreme comfort of these ergonomically 

designed pieces. This was largely due to the introduction 

of sumptuous upholstering (Whiton 1974, 162-63). Shiny 
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fabrics, silk satins, damasks, and taffetas, the fabrics of 

choice for upholstery, as well as the highly polished 

exposed wooden surfaces helped, along with the many mirrors 

and glass ornaments on sconces and chandeliers, to create 

the overall dizzying play of light that is the hallmark of 

Rococo interiors. The sinuous curves of the chair's 

precious woods, elaborated by carving (turning appeared only 

on cheaper provincial reproductions) enhanced chair frames 

so cunningly designed as to disguise all joints and 

joinings, so that the chairlegs appeared to flow 

effortlessly into the chairback (Whiton 1974, 162-63; 

Griffith lecture). Thus, with great technical skill and 

effort the master eJbenistes created exceedingly graceful 

furniture that artfully masked its engineering. 

The Rococo floor plan was quite simple. Tables, 

chaises longues, duchesses, canapSs, and bergeres were 

arranged around the perimeter of rooms. This two-

dimensional design would allow free traffic to flow through 

the central areas of the rooms and would allow for a 

continual reconfiguration of furniture depending upon the 

particular activity taking place in the room at any given 

time. In winter, for exeunple, the chairs might be moved to 

hover around the fireplace (as we see, for example, in De 

Troy's Reading Moliere). The fireplace was often the only 

fixed focal point of the room (Griffith). A marble surround 

fireplace would be surmounted by an elaborate trumeau, an 
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overmantel combining decorative woodwork with mirrors and 

paintings. Directly across from the fireplace would be 

positioned a console, above which would hang a large mirror 

which allowed for an infinity of reflected firelight, 

candles, glass chandeliers, and sconces. 

The details of Rococo interiors are instructive. On 

the one hand, they are an extension of the Rococo will to 

form that promotes a sensuous enjoyment for the eye and 

body. On the other hand, they are carefully encoded 

statements about their owners. The cost of such luxury was 

immediately apparent to the beholder. Along with the costs, 

one must figure in the pure toil required for the upkeep of 

such a "playful" interior. The taste of the owner was also 

encoded in the choice of furnishings, wall treatments, and 

paintings. Rococo interiors are hard and brilliant, like a 

finely faceted jewel. There is a kind of horror vacuii in 

them, not seen in the French design experience since the 

days of Clouet and the Fontainebleau school. The eye is 

never allowed to rest. There is a fascination with the hard 

and shiny surface of things, with French-polished exotic 

wood veneers, mother of pearl intarsia, marquetry and 

boiserie on furniture, with imported oriental porcelain and 

lacqueur and French-made Vernis-Martin, with burnished 

intaglio'd, engraved, incised, and faceted surfaces. No 

surface is left untouched, no fleur-de-lys left ungilded. 

Achieving and maintaining surface brilliance was a costly 
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endeavor that the miniaturization, lightness, whimsicality, 

and profusion of precious surfaces and objects masked. 

Entwined with the love of surface brilliance there emerges a 

genuine delight in the activity of seeing, in investigating 

these surfaces with the eye, in touching with the eye, in 

extending all the senses by means of the eyes. To 

paraphrase Michel Foucault, it is an age that sees in 

pictures. Painting will become an extension of this visual 

exploration of the sensible world, much to the chagrin of 

enthusiastic amateurs of the arts. One critic. La Font de 

St. Yenne in his RSflexions (13) will go so far as to claim 

that it is the Baroque proliferation of mirrors at the 

instigation of women which has created the decadent art 

responsible for the decadence of society. By ousting 

painting from its traditional importance as the focal point 

of the room, women have, says La Font, degraded art to the 

level of decoration. But it was an age of mirrors, an age 

fascinated with itself, with its image, with its own 

reflection, with spectacle, though it seems that men were 

every bit as instrumental in its creation as women. 

Back in Gersaint's shop we catch a glimpse of this 

glittering Baroque social world. As the shop assistants 

pack off a serious looking portrait in the grande maniere, 

our elegant consumers converse, comment, and laze about the 

shop. A cluster of amateurs closely inspect the brushwork 

on an oval canvas at the rear of the shop. An elegant 
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couple on our left hastens past the shop laborers crating 

off the old fashioned portrait, barely lingering to bid 

adieu. On our right a woman in a pink striped satin and 

black overcoat examines her face in a mirror held for her by 

a shop assistant, for the marchands-merciers of Paris dealt 

not only in pictures but in jewelry, mirrors, timepieces, 

and other luxury items as well (Saisselin 1992, 18). Tongue 

firmly in cheek, Watteau echoes our preening lady in 

nacreous pink and black with a similarly colored 

counterbalancing dog licking itself in the lower right 

corner. 

This sumptuous and baroque world of the Rococo age was 

captured in text as well as image. In 1741 an anonymous 

author issued a most interesting pamphlet reviewing the 

biennial art Salon at the Louvre. Called the Lettre a 

Monsieur Poiresson-Chamarande the pamphlet follows a 

conventional epistolary format and proffers a standard art 

review (Appendix). What is most interesting about this 

letter is the extraordinary, almost hallucinatory interlude 

with which he prefaces his letter. 

As Thomas Crow in Painters and Public Life has put it, 

"here is the Rococo come to the Salon in the flesh. . 

(Crow 1985, 90), or at least the embodiment of one 

perception of this late Baroque world shared by the author 

and, as we shall see in the anti-Rococo reaction, a number 

of other interested and increasingly anxious observers. 
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This bit of theater adumbrates a number of concerns that 

will be given more explicit and formulaic voice in the works 

of anti-Rococo philosophes and art critics. 

The author singles out the younger lady for particular 

moral censure for the deceit of appearing attractive and 

failing to hold up to close examination. The coquette had 

long been a target for male anxiety. In his 1709 satire on 

financiers, Turcaret, Lesage commented: 

J'admire le train de la vie humaine; nous plumons une 
coquette; la coquette mange un homme d'affaires; 
1^homme d'affaires en pille d'autres; cela fait un 
ricochet de fourberies le plus plaisant du monde." 

Echouard Lebrun, the author of a number of odes and epigrams 

wittily and succinctly pointed out the age-old prejudice 

against made-up women: 

Chloe, belle et poete, a deux petits travers: 
Elle fait son visage et ne fait pas ses vers. 52 

Nor did our anonymous author spare the excesses of the 

petit-maitre. In his RSflexions La Font de St. Yenne also 

touches on the problem of fashionable men. He allows that 

amour-propre and vanity are more powerful than fashion in 

the current fixation with mirrors, "surtout a ceux des 

Dames." Though he does not eliminate man from vanity, he 

also notes that it is a frivolous woman that leads him 

astray (23-24). 

Our Rococo trio from the Poiresson-Chamarande letter is 

the object of ridicule and antagonism to the enlightened 

mind because of its artifice in person and in manner, in 
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their painted faces and their diaphanous and inappropriate 

dress. They are condemned, however, not just for the 

immorality of their artifice, but their vanity in using such 

artifice, making a spectacle of themselves (i.e., being 

self-important enough to aspire to become visible, when 

socially they are not worthy of notice), for attempting to 

put on the airs of a "better" class, and finally, and most 

importantly, for their incompetent failure to conceal their 

art artfully. We need only look at the anonymous print of 

the older woman assisted at her toilette from the Library of 

Decorative Arts in Paris (Figure 3.4) to realize that, like 

the anonymous author of the Poiresson-Chamarande letter, our 

enlightened printmaker has ripped the mask from our beauties 

at the toilette to expose the skull beneath the flesh. This 

is why our enlightened gentlemen could not trust appearances 

or women, for that matter, for women in the natural order of 

things were perceived to go to all sorts of lengths to alter 

their appearance in order to become visible. 

Our print of the older woman at her toilette also 

exposes the burden and mechanism of beauty, in terms of its 

investment in time and economics, that is usually masked in 

portraiture. A lady could not dress alone. The 

constrictive corsets she wore had to be laced by someone 

else. The wicker paniers she wore also had to be laced by 

someone else. The multiple layers of white linen, silks, 

satins, and taffettas, underskirts, skirts, overskirts, and 
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sundry other articles of clothing she wore necessitated 

assistance. Her elaborate coiffure had to be arranged and 

powdered by someone else. As did the application of creams, 

pomades, and scented oils, after hot baths. Also she needed 

help with her make-up of rouge, powder, and beauty patches 

to help cover any smallpox scars that the arsenic-laden 

powder and paint failed to mask. The frank artificiality of 

the Rococo face was the finishing touch on the masterpiece 

of self-creation. Make-up was a signifier, and it could be 

read. As Armand Dayot has observed, it was not sufficient 

to wear rouge, it must be "rouge that meant something," for 

exeunple (Dayot 1907, 15). According to the Goncourt 

brothers, who drew on Bachaumont, Mercier, and Mme. du 

Deffand, rouge was a necessary signifier of station: 

It is necessary for the rouge to announce the 
station of the persons who wear it; the rouge of 
the lady of quality is not the rouge of the court 
lady; the rouge of the bourgeoise is neither the 
rouge of the lady of quality nor of the court 
lady; it is only a suspicion of red, a barely 
perceptible flush. At Versailles, on the 
contrary, the princesses wear it in quantities, 
and they exact that the rouge of women presented 
shall be, on the day of presentation, more 
accentuated than usual. . .In spite of all, the 
brilliant rouge of the Regency reddened the cheeks 
of Nattier's women, dying out under Louis XV, 
showed itself only on the cheeks of actresses, 
where it formed that glowing conspicuous spot 
which Boquet never failed to indicate in all his 
drawing of operatic costumes. . .Under the 
Regency, however, its use was universal, and its 
cost enormous. It was the object of such 
competition that, in 1780, a company offered five 
millions cash for the privilege of selling a rouge 
superior in quality to any hitherto known. 
(Goncourt 69-70) 
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The artifice of make-up, or the recreation of self as 

painting originated in the same economic and artistic 

tendencies that led to painting and gilding furniture, to 

the use of oriental lacqueur, wood veneers and marquetry. 

It is the shining mirror-like, cost-intensive finish of 

"brilliance" that Sara F. Matthews Grieco has pointed out is 

the "material equivalent of beauty" (Grieco 100). Marshall 

McLuhan once said that twentieth-century woman's cosmetics 

attempted to replicate the look of an electric lightbulb. 

In the seune fashion we might say that eighteenth-century 

woman attempted to become a mirror—her cosmetic mask made 

her at once visible, a work signifying beauty, inscribed 

with class difference, though not with gender difference in 

the early part of the century when sexual dimorphism in 

appearance was suppressed, and yet this mask totally effaced 

her individuality. Woman reflected back at men their narrow 

definition of feminine physical beauty, the oval face, round 

eyes and rosebud mouth catalogued by the Goncourts a hundred 

years ago. As an individual she remained inscrutable behind 

a powdered beauty that was not even skin deep. 

To return to our older lady at the toilette, gazing at 

herself in the mirror, as our artist has indicated by the 

somewhat fiendish-looking amoretto about to strike her heart 

with his arrow, as her slyly smiling maid looks on in 

amusement, and as La Font de St. Yenne had warned, the woman 

sees what she has done and it is good, and she is filled 

143 



with amour-propre." But her perceived narcissistic and 

feminine self-fetishism is denounced in prints and print: 

"[her]toilette is a resurrection that revives skeletons and 

embellishes cadavers and gives them a surprising 

attractiveness: teeth grow in them, dead eyes come back to 

life, breaths take on the odor of tuberoses and jasmine," or 

in the words of the social observer Caraccioli, "they 

[women] want plastered faces because they like duplicity; 

candor is no longer valued either in mores or in faces; it 

is a virtue good for villagers that really suits only 

peasant women and should be banished from our cities" 

(Gutwirth 1992, 14). In other words, cosmetics and the 

beauty they supply, the means by which a woman becomes 

visible, i.e., literally makes herself into what men extol 

as pretext, are now not only immoral but supposedly enjoyed 

by depraved creatures as deceitful ends in themselves. 

The Poiresson-Chamarande letter's juxtaposition of 

social climbing with the art of the Salon, the art of the 

self, and its theatrical depiction is not accidental. All 

these worlds overlapped—the salon, the theater, the world 

of art, artifice and literature. For example, the arts 

circle at the salon of the nouveau riche financier Pierre 

Crozat unofficially shaped the artistic tastes of the 

eighteenth century. Crozat, in his capacity as artistic 

advisor to the Regent, the due d'Orleans, became the 

official unofficial arbiter of taste. Artists like Watteau, 
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Antoine and Charles Coypel, Charles de la Fosse, and 

Vleughels were literally at home at Crozat's, as were 

theoreticians and collectors like Du Bos, the comte de 

Caylus, Louis Petit de Bachaumont, Mariette, and Jean de 

Julliene. Many of these prominent connoisseurs would later 

frequent the Parish, Mme. Doublet's salon. In such salons, 

women's influence in luxury consumption and taste were 

important in the articulation of a new artistic desideratum 

that had significant economic and social consequences, as 

well as in the backlash against it.^* 

In the first half of the eighteenth century, the world 

of high culture, in the person of a number of acadSmiciens, 

partook in productive cross collaborations with the low-

culture theaters of the streets, as well as with the 

classical theater and opera.^^ Boucher was a sometime set 

designer. Gillot, Watteau (Crozat's houseguest) and Raoux 

among others, mixed the artifice of paint and powder, parade 

and masque in their oeuvres. In the person of Mile. 

Lecouvreur the professional actress was welcomed to the 

salon. In the proliferation of private theaters the salon, 

always implicitly a theater of the self, became a literal 

theater—the duchesse du Maine, Mme. de Montespan, and 

Marie-Antoinette, to name a few, all had their own private 

theaters. According to Grimm in the Correspondanee 

littSraire, philosophique et critique, in the second half or 
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the eighteenth century there were some 160 thSatres de 

sociStS in Paris alone. 

The position of the professional actress in eighteenth-

century France was a highly ambivalent one, from the 

identifying post-Hegence rouge on her face, to her final 

resting place: 

Discussed, written about, sought after, and 
admired sometimes to the point of adulation, women 
of the theater were nonetheless regarded with 
sniggering contempt when it came to moral 
considerations. . .rewarded socially for their 
intelligence, gaiety, and wit, actresses were 
punished legally and spiritually for their reputed 
immorality. (Mittman 160) 

Studies of the account books of the ComSdie frangaise 

have shown that woman performers were compelled to work 

longer to receive a share comparable to a man's (Mittman 

167-68). More often than not actresses were forced to seek 

out patrons to support them. This left them open to 

clerical charges of degeneracy. Unregenerate actresses were 

denied legal marriage and extreme unction (Dumont-Wilden 

1909, 30). Witness the end of our Cornelia, Mademoiselle 

Lecouvreur, the first actress to be received by polite 

society at the salon. Dying suddenly in 1730, aged only 

thirty-eight years, she was allegedly poisoned by another 

actress, a rival for the attention of a patron, the comte de 

Saxe. Because she had failed to foreswear her profession, 

she was de facto excommunicated and thus died without the 

last rites. Faithful to the end, Voltaire, ignominiously 

turned away at the gates of Saint-Sulpice, escorted the body 
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that he had described as "perfect" and "noble" to the banks 

of the Seine, where she was anointed with quicklime and 

tossed in an unmarked grave. This was not an uncommon final 

pathway for actresses (Mittman 161). 

The skepticism regarding the morality of the theater 

was not limited to the clergy. In the 1730s Nicolas 

Boileau-Despreaux advised a young gentleman in verse 

regarding his youthful wife: 

Par toi-meme bientot conduite a 1'Opera 
De quel air penses-tu que ta Sainte verra 
D'un spectacle enchanteur la pompe harmonieuse, 
Ces doucereux Renauds, ces insensez Rolans; 
Sgaura d'eux qu'a 1'Amour, comme au seul Dieu 
supreme, 
On doit immoler tout, jusqu'a la Vertu meme: 
Qu'on ne sgauroit trop tot se laisser enflammer; 
Qu'on n'a regu du Ciel un coeur que pour aimer; 
Et tous ces Lieux communs de Morale lubrique. 
Que Lulli rechauffa des sons de sa Musique? 
Mais de quels movemens [sic] dans son coeur 
excitez, 
Sentira-t-elle alors tous ses sens agitez? 
(Boileau 4:136) 

In attending theater productions women were able to see 

other women engaged in amorous dalliances and play. They 

would see autonomous, self-motivated women acting under 

their own recognizance. Though genteel women might be 

scandalized by the sometimes base language of the theater, 

they were also no doubt titillated by the freedom available 

on stage. Despite the social risks involved in entering a 

life in the theater, the words of a Mile. Dangui written to 

her sister explain why so many women were willing to take 

the risks: 
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You will never be...more than a well-to-do 
bourgeoise, thoroughly nourished, thoroughly 
bored, confined to the narrow circle of your 
obscure set;...[but] a famous actress moves in a 
brilliant sphere, which expands as her talents 
develop. My neune will appear in the public new, 
in gazettes, in the Mercure; yours will appear for 
the first and last time in your burial notice.̂ '̂  

Despite the legal and religious sanctions imposed upon 

them, during the course of the century actresses became 

increasingly accepted in polite society. According to Mme. 

d'Epinay "comediens et comediennes vont s'y meler si 

intimement qu'on verra des duchesses s'enorgueillir de 

I'eunitie d'Adrienne Lecouvreur, et de fort grandes dames 

rechercher 1'amour du chanteur Jelyotte."^^ It would seem 

that Mile. Dangui's risk of social opprobrium beceune lower 

and the rewards higher as the century wore on. 

The theater was not the only perceived threat to 

domestic tranquility. While the theater might corrupt women 

in public during the odd night out, reading, especially the 

reading of novels, corrupted in the privacy of the home at 

any time. The novel allowed a woman to set herself free, to 

extricate herself from the routine, and to let her 

imagination roam. According to Roger Chartier, reading 

"contributed to the emergence of a sense of self, as the 

reader scrutinized his own thoughts in solitude and secrecy" 

(Chartier 1989b, 151). Chartier also points out that prior 

to the eighteenth century, "the iconography of reading is 

exclusively female and secular, whereas it had previously 

been almost entirely male and religious" (1989b, 151). 
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Along with the transition to a predominantly female 

iconography, we will see an increasingly negative image of 

reading. The more we see reading associated with women, the 

more negative the construction put on it. 

The novel AstrSe (1607-1628) by Honore d'Urfe was the 

first long-running serial novel. The novel as a genre was 

critically received as "frivolous and ephemeral. . .women 

being 'frivolous' and 'uncultivated' constituted the genre's 

natural audience and were apt to fall under the sway of 

pernicious works" (Desaive 1993, 271). Despite the poor 

critical reception, according to Henri Coulet's figures 

approximately 1200 novels appeared in France in the 

seventeenth century, and by the middle of the eighteenth 

century some 1000 had already appeared (Coulet 287). 

Boileau was as damning of the novel as he was of the 

theater. He advised that women fear love, the subject of 

novels, as well as of many theatricals, which writers 

"ingeniously portray as the sweetest, most charming thing in 

the world. . .That is all it takes to lend great impetus to 

this unfortunate passion"(Boileau 137). Du Bosc offered the 

following advice: 

Since Mothers cannot look at certain paintings 
without affecting their children, why should we 
not think that lascivious Histories and Novels may 
have the same effect on our imagination and always 
leave some stains on our soul?"^° 

Novels also: 

. . .make some women bold, they make them clever 
as well. They discover subtlety as well as 
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confidence, and they learn not only about evil 
things they sould not know about but also abut the 
most delicate ways of doing wrong...Such books 
often portray women like the one who left her 
homeland and her kin to run after a foreigner with 
whom she fell in love at first sight. We often 
read how this woman received letters from her 
suitors or how another gave assignation. All 
these are lessons in artifice that teach how to 
sin subtly.^' 

Here again we see the enlightened mind's identification 

of woman with the dangers and pitfalls of Baroque artifice 

and appearance, even in so seemingly an innocent pastime as 

reading. When we consider the evolving representations of 

eighteenth-century woman, we see that the more reading is 

identified with women, the more negatively it is perceived. 

We have toured Baroque appartements, we have glimpsed 

its denizens at Gersaint's shop and have seen them depicted 

in print at the entrance to the Salon. The print of the 

Older Woman at Her Toilette and the Poiresson-Chamarande 

letters' description have torn the mask off Watteau's 

elegant masgue. How then can we characterize this floating, 

seemingly decadent world? Perhaps as Pierre-Charles Roy 

versified it in the caption of Le Patinage, an engraving 

depicting skaters: 

Sur un mince cristal I'hiver conduit leurs pas: 
Le precipice est sous la glace; 
Telle est de vos plaisirs la legere surface. 
Glissez, mortels, n'appuyez pas." 

It is a thin-iced world of fine stuff of ostentatious 

consumption, of painted horse-drawn coaches trailing alengon 

lace and lyonnaise silk, overspilling with expensive 
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perfume, powders and flesh, decked out in a theatrical, 

androgynous finery informed by the parades of street theater 

and, to the eyes of the honnete bourgeois observer, 

presumptuous privilege, not to mention indecency. It is 

above all a world of artifice, wherein plaster, paint and 

indirection of manner are almost, but not quite, able to 

cover, at least for our observer, the faint underlying fetor 

of rot, corruption and death. It is a world of androgyny. 

Our characters are drugged with leaded paint, powdered with 

arsenic, and costumed alike, with seemingly no regard to age 

or gender. Our fop is personified as Vanity, a traditional 

attribute of women, while our grande dame impersonates greed 

and gluttony, and the seductive little coquette appears to 

embody an "unfeminine" and undesirable, unrestrained female 

desire. The artificial, hallucinatory quality of this 

Rococo vision is only underscored by its ephemerality. 

As amusing and seemingly harmless as this little 

theater might be, the anxiety engendered in our author by 

the fantastic and phantasmic excess in the personal theater 

of appearance and dress, the confusion of traditional gender 

roles and attributes, coupled with the flaunting of 

traditional decorum and good taste, is palpable. This 

Rococo vision come-to-life has become the stuff of 

nightmares to at least one anonymous critic of the Salon. 

He is, however, hardly alone in his anxiety. The mind of 
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enlightened reason and the world of Baroque masquerades are 

on a collision course. 

The next chapter will begin at the Salon of 1737, which 

is, on the one hand, the last of the grande maniere Salons, 

and the first of the petite maniere Salons, on the other. I 

will then introduce such mid-century influences as the 

growing art market in the private sphere, the stylistic and 

thematic influences of the pastel and the Dutch manner in 

portraiture, the enlightened and Rousseauean response to the 

anxieties engendered by late Baroque society embodied in 

Mme. de Pompadour, and her feunilial domination of official 

art. I will also introduce Mme. de Pompadour's own 

orchestration of her image and the individual and 

particularized images of other prominent women. Finally I 

will present images from the subgenre of reading, which show 

its degradation in the hands of women, and its salvation in 

the bosom of the new Rousseauean vision of the patriarchal 

family. Chapter IV will show that at mid-century, alongside 

the previously seen portraits dSguisSs, there was a brief 

flowering of women's images free from the mask of beauty. 

The recommitment of official and unofficial art to 

didacticism ended this efflorescence. 
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Figure 3.1. Mme. Geoffrin's Salon 
by Lemoinier 
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Figure 3.2. Salon des Singes (Chantilly) 
by C. Huet 
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Figure 3 . 3 . Engraving of furniture pieces 
by Boucher 
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Figure 3.4. Engraving of Older Woman 
at her Toilette 

Anonymous 
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^ean-Konori Fragonard 
(1732-1806) 

Denis Diderot, 1769 

Carl Vanloo 
(1705-1765) 
Marivaux 

Maurice-Quentin de La 
(1704-1788) 

Jean-Jacques Rousse 
vers 1752 

Anonyme XVUIe siicle 
Madame de Tencin 

Anonyme XVUIe siecle 
Madame de Genlis 

Figure 3.5. Salonnieres 
by varying artists 
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Maurice-Quentin de La Tour 
(1704-1788) 

Jean Le Rond d'Alembert 

Nicolas de Largillierre 
(1656-1746) 

Voltaire en 1718 

touis Carmontelle 
(1717-1806) 

noiselle de Lespinasse, 
1760 

Marianne Loir (1712-1781) 
Portrait de Gabrielle-EmHie 

Le Tonnelier de Breteuil, 
marquise du Chatelet, vers 1745 

Jean-Etienne Liotard 
(1702-1789) 

Madame d'Epinay, 
vers 1759 

Figure 3 . 5 . Continued 
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CHAPTER IV 

TOWARD AN AESTHETICS OF ARTIFICE: 

POMPADOUR, PASTELS AND POWDERS 

"Memento homo, quia pulvis es et in 
pulverem reverteris. . ." 

Genesis 3:19 

The year 1736 had proven eventful for Frangois Le 

Moyne. On the positive side, having completed his chef 

d'oeuvre. The Apotheosis of Hercules on the ceiling of the 

Salon De Paix at Versailles, he was finally awarded the 

object of his lifelong obsession, he became Premier Peintre 

du Roi. On the negative side there was the death of his 

protector, the Surintendant des Batiments, the due d'Antin 

and the death of his wife. In a fit of despair, Le Moyne 

locked himself in a room and "hacked himself horribly to 

death" (Levey 1993, 57). 

Le Moyne's death spelled the end of an era in French 

painting. His Hercules, praised by no less a luminary than 

Voltaire, was to be the last work of its kind. The 

ambitious Baroque ceiling had become a white elephant of 

sorts before the paint was dry. Dictated by the needs of a 

new class of art patrons and their new-built narrow and dark 

Parisian hotels particuliers, painting was reduced to an 

intimate scale. As Tremoliere's scaled-down dimensions and 

lightened palette for the Hercules and Hebe at the Hotel 
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Soubise shows, we have come to the end of the reign of 

grandiose, state-appointed Baroque RubSnisme. 

Meanwhile, M. Philibert Orry, the former Finance 

Minister, replaced the late due d'Antin as the Surintendant 

des Batiments. Orry announced that in 1737 he would revive 

the Salons, the public exhibitions of works of the artists 

of the French AcadSmie, as a permanent public presentation. 

The Salon had been founded in 1667 as the official exhibit 

of the French AcadSmie. Since 1725 the salon carrS of the 

Louvre had been the exhibit's institutional home and it was 

here that Orry staged the 1737 Salon after its twelve year 

hiatus (Figure 4.1). From their inception, the Salons had 

always been popular and attracted a wide social spectrum to 

the Louvre, though special opening preview parties 

distinguished between attendees, as did the iivret, the 

exhibit catalogue which was priced beyond the means of the 

nonaristocratic, nonprofessional, nonbourgeois, in short, 

non-reading public (Boime 1987,14). 

The 1737 Salon included both old and new generations of 

painters and old and new styles of painting. The late Le 

Moyne's pupils working in the gout moderne, Frangois Boucher 

and Charles-Joseph Natoire, were represented. The High 

Baroque Italianate style persisted in elements of Carle Van 

Loo. There were also new visionaries like Jean-Baptiste-

Simeon Chardin and the pastellist Maurice Quentin de La 

Tour. Present also were the flattering Rococo masks in both 
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portraits and portraits deguisSs of Jean-Marc Nattier. The 

Dutch connection was in evidence in the work of artists 

working in all genres. In short this Salon, representative 

of new directions and old holdovers was the very image of 

the Ancien RSgime as complex hodge-podge. 

The very eclecticism of the output of official State 

art is an indicator of the changing character of the art 

market and a rebalancing of that market in a new economy of 

public and private patronage. Church and State patronage 

would cease to be the backbone of the artists' market. 

Royal patronage would continue through to the Revolution, 

but only sporadically—in 1727 the due d'Antin financed an 

important history painting competition for the Galerie 

Apollon, the State also commisioned Vernet's "Ports of 

France" series, and d'Angiviller commisioned the Grands 

hommes series of sculptures and history paintings. A mere 

trickle compared to the commissions under Louis and Colbert. 

As State funds evaporated, the financial markets of the 

turn of the century threw up a whole new "sizeable and 

wealthy class of people, not of noble origin," who worked 

in both public and private economic spheres and who now 

"were the chief private patrons of artists" (Conisbee 111). 

As new and old patrons moved back to Paris and outfitted 

their new townhouses, they caused a new boom in the art 

market (Olivier 1976, 113). According to Edmond Bonaffe, a 

late nineteenth-century art historian who specialized in 
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eighteenth-century amateurs, in Les colleetionneurs de 

I'ancienne France (1873): "ce n'est plus qu'un defile de 

ventes, un va-et-vient de collections qui se font, se defont 

aussi vite que les fortunes" (Bonnaffe 66). In 1745 in his 

AbrSgS de la vie des plus fameux peintres, Dezallier 

Dargenville wrote that his artistic examples of the French 

painters would be drawn from public sources, for the works 

in private colletions changed hands too rapidly to be of use 

(xii). The numbers of livrets printed and sold for the 

Salon steadily increased during the century. The iivret is 

an indicator of the sales in one segment of the public, the 

literate relatively well off, but we have no way of knowing 

what attendance was like amongst the poorer elements, for 

the price of the iivret would have prohibited purchase, 

though free admission would allow them into the Salon (van 

de Sandt 82: Table 1). According to Louis Olivier, "the 

audience for works about the arts increased and their number 

was so great as to persuade some modern historians that they 

had no precursors" (1976, 114). 

Along with the rise in the art market and the shift in 

patronage, there was a new interest in portraiture. 

Beginning around 1740, we begin to see some new concerns in 

portrait painting that reflect changing habits of thought, 

literary practices, and economic realities. In its 

popularity, portraiture began to challenge implicitly the 

hierarchy of genres and the artistic hegemony of the State 
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and the AcadSmie. The literate public sphere, newly endowed 

with money, became interested in its own make up and 

psychology, and this is reflected in the proliferation of 

both written (e.g., Rousseau's Confessions) and painted 

portraits. 

Despite the periodic lowering of prices for portrait 

painting relative to those for the officially prestigious 

history genre, "face painting," as it was disparagingly 

referred to, became more and more popular (Olander 221). 

Some artists, like Jean-Marc Nattier, though agrSS in 

history, devoted themselves to the more lucrative field of 

portraiture. Nattier, an acadSmicien since 1718, turned to 

portrait painting after he lost a fortune with the collapse 

of John Law's financial schemes in 1720, and never looked 

back (Conisbee 111). In 1747 the Directeur-Generai des 

Batiments, LeNormand de Tournehem in his effort to promote 

history painting and to staunch the flow of artistic talent 

into careers in portrait painting, reduced the price of 

portraits and increased the price of history painting 

(Walker 191). The critics supported such moves by bewailing 

the excessive numbers of portraits each year and by barely 

acknowledging their existence in their written critiques 

(Olander 211). In 1747 La Font de St. Yenne, for example, 

criticized the "genre le plus lucratif dans cet Art, et 

c'est depuis plusieurs annees celui du Portrait" (RSflexions 

21), as he lamented the fact that fashionable women and 
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caprice had dethroned history painting as the most popular 

genre. La Font felt that portraits proliferated to the 

disgrace of the Nation {RSflexions 23). Indeed they did 

proliferate. The portrait's continued popularity, despite 

critical and official condemnation, was an indicator of the 

aforementioned changeover in patronage. The new financier 

class, people like the Paris brothers, Lenormand de 

Tournehem, Lalive de Jully and Mme. de Pompadour discovered 

that the demonstration of good taste in lieu of good 

bloodlines was a time-honored way of social climbing. With 

portraiture these people could memorialize the time and 

expense they had gone to in making masterpieces of 

themselves, while garnering prestige by collecting and 

sponsoring art along the cutting-edge of fashion. 

Other reasons for the popularity of portraiture 

included self-satisfaction and amour-propre that accompanied 

the acquisition of wealth. Such self-satisfaction led 

people to memorialize themselves and their family members 

both individually and collectively. New forms of 

sociability led to the growth of new societies and new 

groupings of the literate public who sought to represent 

themselves to themselves. Enlightenment thinkers encouraged 

introspection and self-reflection. Such enlightened 

sensibilitS, manifested in a painted portrait, would reflect 

well on the poser. The success of the portrait was not 

considered gender neutral by many critics. As early as 
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1728, some art critics associated the success of the 

portrait with the success of bourgeois women: 

The portraitist manages easily to keep his 
pot boiling because there is not a single mildly 
coquettish bourgeois lady, comfortably off, who 
does not want her portrait painted... and one can 
easily recognize the most coquettish ones by the 
number of copies they have made. . . ̂^ 

Here our critic has equated portrait painting with women, 

and with a particular class of women at that, thus revealing 

both gender and class tensions. This connection between the 

influence of vain well-to-do bourgeois arriviste women and 

portraiture and their engendering of supposed decadence in 

official art, both by dictating taste and subject matter, 

would be redrawn again by La Font de St. Yenne when he 

ridiculing the portrait dSguisS in his RSflexions: 

Voici de quelle fagon le gout de ces 
travestissemens divinises s'allume subitement 
chez la plupart. Leur prompt succes chez les 
jolies femmes frape [sic] vivement, soit envie ou 
jalousie, celles qui le sont peu. Elles 
s'informent avec avidite du nom de I'auteur de la 
Metamorphose. On vole chez lui. Il a peu de 
peine a persuader des miracles dont on est plus 
convaincu que lui-meme. Il presente la liste de 
la Cour celeste. On choisit la divinite, on 
I'ebauche, on la finit. Enfin elle fait son 
entree dans le temple ou elle doit etre adoree; a 
peine arrivee, tout applaudit, tout crie, c'est 
vous-meme, rien n'y manque que la parole. C'est 
beaucoup. Cette parole lui seroit souvent 
necessaire pour dire, je suis une telle. Enfin 
I'extase & le ravissement finissent par celui du 
Peintre qui s'en retourne celebre, admire, & bien 
paie. (26-27) 

Given further impetus by the gender ideology of 

Rousseau and the philosophes, who enlarged the critique to 

include women as a class, the female corruption of the arts 
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will reemerge as received wisdom implicit in d'Angiviller's 

reformist arts program, which will finally, in the triumph 

of the Davidiens' (though not necessarily David's) 

masculinist vision, nurtured in the bosom of Ancien RSgime 

academicism, deliver the arts from their ostensible 

domination by women. 

Trends that will affect portraiture in general include 

the previously mentioned Flemish/Dutch influence. We have 

already noted a stylistic divergence that takes place in the 

early part of the century. On the one hand, the sensuous 

factors embodied in Rococo, the delight in the purely 

visual, the tactile qualities of paint and line, 

verisimilitude in the rendering of the material world, the 

evenhanded treatment of detail, the enjoyment of precious 

surfaces, will continue to be an influence in French art 

despite critical disparagement (notably La Font's) that such 

descriptive style appealed only to the eye. This love of 

detail and of the sensuous helps account for the ascendancy 

of the pastellist Quentin de La Tour over his rival 

Peronneau, for the popularity of the clear-limned theatrics 

of Greuze, for the increasing taste for ie gout hollandais 

in collections, for the simultaneous enthusiasm for Chardin 

and Boucher, and for the continued popularity of detailed 

portraiture after the fashion of painters like Aved. 

On the other hand, the classicized art that critics 

like La Font call for, that ideologically pure, virtuous and 
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moral masculinist art that appeals to the mind, promotes the 

look of the Antique, and pushes woman from center stage, 

will be imposed from the top down. It was David's genius to 

briefly embrace both of these divergent trends, and in him, 

for just a moment, the love of the surface will be in 

harmonic resonance with the ideology of Classicism. 

Each of these styles carries with it a critical weight 

and an allowable repertoire of representations of women. In 

detailed genre paintings by Greuze, as well as his fancy 

portraits, critics like Diderot applaud his "naturalness" 

and verisimilitude as much as his morality. His women play 

stereotypic roles, good mother, bad servant, chaste 

daughter, and so forth with little psychological penetration 

beneath the convincingly rendered skin. In Chardin, the 

alchemy, or as Diderot calls it, magie, of his paint is 

hailed along with his domestic depictions of bourgeois daily 

life, though there is no real evocation of any woman's 

individual personality here. In Boucher, the visual reading 

of detail in his genre scenes delights and allows for the 

beginning of the development of character. It is in works 

of this style, the more detailed. Northern-influenced 

manner, that there is room for women to emerge as distinct 

entities. This is no accident. Ironically it is in this 

more descriptive style, the one more interested in surface 

appearance than ideology, that we begin to see women emerge 

as unique personalities of depth. 
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In the more critically acclaimed Southern Italianate 

style, there is no room for the development of multi-sided 

representations of women because its idealized and uplifting 

universalism is a masculine one, allowing women only as 

backdrops and foils for virtuous male activity. Where there 

is room to move in the more visually oriented style of the 

North, the universalizing tendencies of the Southern style 

in both form and subject matter simply do not allow for the 

development of female character. It is a style freighted 

with and hampered by a single perspective in all senses of 

the word. 

The trend in private representations of women in 

portraits and genre painting will be toward a greater 

interest in individuality and, to some extent, exploration 

of character. This thesis diverges from the art historical 

canon represented by Levey and Consibee in the extent to 

which these can be construed as indicative of real changes 

in women's social roles. The received wisdom seems to be 

that depicting a woman without the mask of beauty is the 

same thing as liberating her from social constraints and 

that an interest in the unidealized face betokens a new 

freedom and power for women. This is a slightly repackaged 

version of a notion put forth by the Goncourt brothers a 

hundred years ago, the notion that the eighteenth century 

was the "reign of women," a quote curiously enough borrowed 

from the Souvenirs of Mme. Vigee-Le Brun. In 
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contradistinction, this thesis contends that though there is 

some new interest in depicting women free from the 

self-effacing mask of beauty, not only do we continue to see 

the portrait dSguisS, but concomitant with the emergence of 

the not always flattering portraits of the individualistic 

salonnieres, we also see the emergence of what we might term 

the mask, or better yet, mirror of Cornelia. This self-

effacing mask of mother and nurturer reflects back to the 

artist what he wants to see. Cornelia has two faces, she 

can appear as the so-called "good mother," frankly engaged 

in the activities of motherhood, nursing her children a la 

Rousseauean imperative, or she can appear as the equally 

self-effacing handmaiden of Genius, like Mme. Geoffrin whom 

Abbe Andre Morellet found "soft in her opinions" (Gordon 

1992b, 905), making all the self-important salon philosophes 

get along. Even when we do exeunine the portraits of the 

unidealized women of the salons, we see a mixture of self-

possession and posing. Where the mirror of Venus or the 

mask of beauty is intended to explicitly reflect back to the 

viewer his own pride of ownership, the seemingly self-

possessed salonniere can, after her own fashion, infinitely 

more subtly, be a mirror as well, reflecting back the male's 

genius to himself. The Muse of the salon is at times little 

more than a more subtle Cornelia, a mirror for her household 

philosophe's own self-importance. 
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There exist a number of portraits of socially prominent 

women in which the instruments of art or writing or science 

are displayed around them like so many props. There are 

still others wherein truly accomplished women seem to wear 

their accomplishments like so many attractive jewels. Do 

they merely have a new song, whose words are different, but 

whose tune is the same? As Dena Goodman has demonstrated in 

her analysis of the passionate love letters of the 

prominent, seemingly self-possessed, logical, enlightened 

salonniere Julie de Lespinasse, many women were still stuck 

in the role of the self-effaced helper reflecting back at 

men what they think men want to see, an accomplished trophy 

of a woman (Goodman 1988, 3-10). 

From about 1740 on we will see a new interest in the 

development of female individuality in the portraiture of 

such artists as the Amsterdam-trained Aved and the 

pastellist Quentin de La Tour. These works, which capture a 

new informality and freshness of expression combined with a 

searching interest in psychology and character, exist as 

alternative representations of women alongside the formulaic 

portrait prettiness of the still-popular Nattier and Le 

Tocque. Emerging from the anonymity of the visual 

intimacies of stock Rococo prettiness, we now in fact know a 

number of the women whose portraits we gaze at. One has 

read their books and their husbands's and lovers's 

descriptions of them in their works. We know what salons 
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they frequented and, thanks to their diaries, what music 

they liked, and what their other tastes were (cf. Figure 

3.5). Unlike poor Mile. Lecouvreur, these women become 

visible to us. They seem to become active women on the 

stage of life, not just actresses on the stage of a theater 

feigning emotions and autonomy. Though some still 

masquerade as goddesses or allegories, there is an 

increasing trend toward the unmediated representation of 

women impelled by Rousseauean and philosophique notions 

about the return to nature. The question is: To what 

extent are books, paints and the paraphernalia of the 

accomplished woman merely props that hide, perhaps in a more 

insidious way, the unchanged need for women to continue to 

wear masks, only now with the added burden of having to 

appear natural while doing it? 

Still, in sheer numbers and seeming ubiquity, these 

portraits of accomplished women, not their decadent tangible 

Rococo sisters, were threatening enough for masculinist 

alarmists like La Font to signal that the sky was falling. 

It appeared to him that women and their lackeys were taking 

control of the newly evolving literate public sphere. First 

as muse of the arts and then, by extension, as muse of the 

intellectual and political worlds. 

To return to stylistic influences on portraiture at 

mid-century, in addition to the Flemish influence of 

painters like Aved, we must add the influence of the 
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newfound popularity of the pastel drawing. Pastels were 

popularized by an Italian woman artist, Rosalba Carriera, 

who brought the technique with her when she was invited to 

Paris in 1720 by the Maecenas and art fancier, Pierre 

Crozat. Rosalba's pastels dazzled the court and salons, 

where she was a frequent visitor." The pastel is thus 

doubly gendered, for not only was it introduced by a woman, 

it was made of the seune components that went into hair 

powder and face make-up, two favored tools of artifice and 

the low theater, which we have already seen were two notions 

originally identified with women. 

As a medium, pastel was admirably suited to the Rococo 

demands of cutting-edge taste, ephemerality and 

preciousness. The delicacy of the jewel-tone pastel 

portrait made it a desirous objet d'art in and of itself. 

The technical demands of pastel, the inability to cover 

mistakes and the need to mix colors directly on the friable 

paper surface led to the need to capture the essence of the 

sitter's personality in as few strokes as possible. Its 

quick rendering and startling effects, imitative of oil 

paint in much less time and at much less cost, helped change 

the nature of portraiture, making it more readily available 

as a particularly responsive medium for the representation 

of the self to the self, and thus in this self-consciously 

self-absorbed age, increasingly popular. The work of Quentin 

de La Tour met with great critical success as we have seen. 
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The work of Jean Liotard was equally lauded. We need 

only examine his Portrait of Mme. d'Epinay (Figure 4.2) to 

see why. Born Mile. Tardieu d'Esclavelles in 1725, she 

married her cousin, d'Epinay, the son of a fermier-gSnSral, 

who abandonned her. She founded a salon that included 

Grimm, wrote memoirs and letters, and built the Hermitage 

for Rousseau. She has left us a prose portrait of herself 

that we can readily compare to her naturalistic portrait. 

I eun not pretty, and neither am I plain. I eun 
small, slender, and well built. I have a youthful 
air without freshness; my expression is dignified, 
mild, intelligent, and interesting. My 
imagination is sober; my reason is slow, correct 
and stable. I have vivacity, courage, and 
firmness, and also a certain timidity; I eun 
sincere without being blunt. My timidity often 
gives me the appearance of dissimulation, but I 
always have the courage to confess my weakness in 
order to destroy the suspicion of a fault I do not 
possess. I have the ability to carry out my own 
plans and to overcome obstacles, but I am not able 
to direct others. I am tender and susceptible, 
constant and not coquettish. I love a secluded 
and private life, but I have nearly always been 
forced to live contrary to my tastes. Illness and 
sorrow have made my naturally gay nature a serious 
one." 

Liotard seems to have captured her much as she presented 

herself in print. 

Yet another influence on mid-century representations of 

women are the personalities of the salonnieres themselves. 

As we have previously seen, the muse of the salon had many 

guises. Politically and financially she can be viewed as 

nurturing Cornelia or corrupting Armida. Artistically she 

can appear as the Pygmalion of the salon space or the 
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Galatea of the philosophe/artiste salon-goer. Which of 

these images, if any, is the most true? To what extent is 

the prominent woman creator or created? Obviously not an 

easy question to answer, but perhaps one way of approaching 

an answer is by examining multiple representations we have 

of prominent women and asking to what extent they are the 

creators of their own images. Do they individually construct 

their own representations or do they merely quote from the 

stock repertoire of allowable representations? Perhaps the 

more visible women of mid-century can point us in the right 

direction. 

Jean-Joseph Aved's Portrait of Mme. Crozat of 1741 

(Figure 4.3) is exemplary of the more neo-Dutch approach to 

portraiture. Mme. Crozat was from the financier class 

(Conisbee 125), and Aved has depicted her as a well-to-do, 

but industrious haute bourgeoise (note the handsome fabrics, 

the porcelain teapot and other luxurious appointments of the 

comfortable room, also note the fact that she is actively 

engaged in needlework). Far from flattering his subject, 

Aved presents her as plain, intelligent and near-sighted, in 

short, very homely in every sense of the word. One critic 

said this of Aved: 

M. Aved has the rare secret of rendering in his 
portraits not only the face, but also the genius, 
the character, the talents, the habits of the 
person he paints. Pose, draperies, accessory 
details—nothing is arbitrary. Everything that 
seems a matter of indifference even to a 
recognized master is essential to M. Aved: 
everything contributes to the resemblance and the 
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main effect. Hide the heads of his figures, and 
you may not be able to tell who it is from the 
rest of the picture, but you can tell what are his 
interests, his manners, his faults, his 
virtues.. .** 

In other words, the eunassing of detailed appearances is 

construed as a way to true knowledge of our subject. Aved 

and his contemporary critic seem to feel that in the 

articulation of the parts we are privy to the soul. 

To what extent is Mme. Crozat Aved's co-conspirator in 

creating her image? We need only look at Aved's vivid 

portrait of Jean-Gabriel de la Porte du Thiel of 1740 

(Figure 4.4) and Jean-Marc Nattier's stylized Portrait of 

Mademoiselle de Chartres as Flora (Figure 4.5) of the seune 

period to realize that a woman of means like Mme. Crozat had 

a choice. She shunned the portrait dSguisS format for neo-

Dutch realism. On the one hand in making her choice and 

declining Nattier, she shows she is not totally a creature 

of male construction. On the other hand, by comparing her 

to Aved's du Thiel, we realize that no woman or man could 

totally free herself/himself from artistic conventions of 

the day—there is no absolute liberty. Her autonomy resides 

somewhere between the two extremes of total collusion in 

self-objectification and complete self-representation. The 

question Mme. Crozat's choice poses is where between these 

two extremes Mme. Crozat's choice lies and what factors 

limit that choice. 
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The most obvious factor is money. One must have money 

to pay for a portrait. Another factor would be the 

availability of varying conventions of representation. 

Prior to Aved's introduction of neo-Dutch detailism in the 

field of portraiture, it would have been impossible to 

envision a naturalistic Mme. Crozat, or M. du Thiel for that 

matter. Another factor is that of taste, which is a luxury. 

That is to say it is a function of aesthetics and money. 

When Mme. Crozat chose Aved over Nattier it was because she 

had the aesthetic sense, acquired by education and exposure, 

both of which came at a price, to do so. This conflation of 

aesthetics and economics in the notion of luxury is, as we 

have mentioned previously, a late Baroque phenomenon. The 

show of luxury loving is not unique to women, but as we have 

seen in the work of La Font de St. Yenne among others, it is 

equated with women in this period. At mid-century, a pure 

classicizing aesthetics had not yet been articulated, and 

try as it might, the AcadSmie had, as we have seen, lost 

hegemonic control of the dictation of taste in the 

burgeoning art market. Thus the portrait possibilities 

available to women were for this brief space at mid-century, 

as wide open as they had ever been, or would be after the 

Revolution. 

What choices did the pastellist Rosalba Carriera have 

in her representations? When she did one of her self-

portraits she chose not to flatter herself. We see her, 
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literally, warts and all, a rather plain woman (Figure 4.6). 

Yet, when Carriera did portraits of patrons, the Portrait of 

Louis XV as a Boy (Figure 4.7), for example, we find she 

idealizes her sitter. Here we have a female artist 

flattering a male sitter. The flattery has something to do 

with the sitter's expectations and the artist's economic 

position. The choice of being flattered or not, despite La 

Font's claim to the contrary, would seem to have little to 

do with gender, but everything to do with the sitter's 

expectations and desires, since the sitter has a choice in 

who portrays her/him. 

At this time the sitter has a choice in who portrays 

her/him and the artist has a choice in how she/he portrays 

the sitter. Both factors can vary. In order to better 

understand the interplay of artist and sitter, so that we 

might establish the constraints upon women's images at mid-

century period, we might vary both sitter and artist. What 

would happen if we were to hold the sitter constant, and 

vary the artist, or, alternatively, hold the artist constant 

and vary the sitter? We already know there are artists 

whose sitters vary, but to what extent does the artist 

change techniques from sitter to sitter? Are there any 

images that would allow us to glimpse a patroness beheld by 

various artists? Indeed, there are such images. There 

exist a number of images of probably the most famous 

patroness and artist collaboration of this period, that of 
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the king's mistress, Mme. de Pompadour, and Frangois 

Boucher, Premier Peintre du Roi. There also exist other 

multiple portraits by Boucher, those of his wife, and 

portraits of Pompadour by multiple artists. It would thus 

be possible to see if and how a woman's image changes in 

these various circumstances. 

Mme. de Pompadour would seem to be the very image of 

the world of rococo luxury. Accomplished in art, music and 

the theater, conversant with the latest philosophic and 

literary trends, a woman of enormous personal charm, beauty 

and talent, she herself was her greatest creation. She was 

the Renaissance woman of the Rococo. 

Born and raised in the non-noble, bourgeois world of 

Parisian financial speculation, Jeanne-Antoinette Poisson 

was raised to become the glittering ornament of a rich man's 

salon. Educated in dance, music, art, philosophy, and 

literature, all the refinements necessary for a woman of 

salon society, by the time she was married off to Charles-

Guillaume Le Normand d'Etoiles, the nephew of her mother's 

protector, Le Normand de Tournehem, a Paris brothers 

financial associate, she was able to conduct herself with 

great self-possession in any setting, even holding her own 

with such Enlightenment luminaries as Voltaire, Marmontel, 

and Fontenelle (Rice 244). Legend, memorialized by 

Pompadour herself in paint and tapestry, has it that as a 

young girl a certain fortune teller, Mme. Lebon, read in her 
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palm her destiny as the king's mistress (Gutwirth 79). 

Apparently her feunily handlers took the prediction seriously 

and allegedly planted her in a blue dress in a pink carriage 

near the king's favored hunting grounds. Eventually the 

king took the bait." In 1745 Mme. d'Etoiles legally 

separated from her acquiescent husband and became the 

marquise de Pompadour. In December 1745 her protector, 

Lenormand de Tournehem, beceune the Direeteur-GSnSral des 

Batiments du Roi, and her younger brother, Abel, soon the 

marquis de Marigny, began grooming himself to succeed to the 

post. Thus began simultaneouusly her reign as the king's 

mistress and indirectly and unofficially the chief arbiter 

of official taste in the arts. 

As muse and patroness of philosophes, collaborative 

practitioner of private and public art and architecture, 

sponsor of the archaeological digs at Herculaneum and 

Pompeii, import/export entrepreneur in Sevres and oriental 

porcelains, as well as sponsor of various other "minor" 

decorative arts, such as the tapestry factories of Gobelins 

and Aubusson, she was the very definition of late Baroque 

luxury. She became interested in Antique decorative motifs 

and Classical principles of design through her interest in 

the Italian digs. She thus insisted that her brother be 

educated in Rome. She actively incorporated these 

principles in her designs with Bachelier for the Sevres 

factory (Rice 247) and in her 1760 collaboration with the 
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architect Gabriel for le Petit Trianon (Whiton 167). Dying 

in 1764, she never inhabited these appartements, though her 

successor in Louis's amours, Mme. Du Barry, did. Some 

fifteen years after her death, this residence became the 

favored palace of Marie-Antoinette and Louis XVI. The so-

called Neo-classical style Pompadour pioneered here became a 

positive stylistic desideratum, triumphing not only in the 

decorative arts, but also in the high arts under the 

administration of d'Angiviller. It is somewhat ironic that 

in this way Pompadour, generally perceived as a frivolous 

woman, should beat her anti-Rococo detractors to the 

stylistic punch, posthumously popularizing the Neo-Classical 

mode some fifteen years before the first anti-Rococo arts 

progreun should bear fruit through the efforts of 

d'Angiviller. Ironic also that this creature of supposed 

decadence and illegitimate feminine power should have been 

the first creative force to effectively incorporate and 

execute Neo-Classicism in any public arts program (Gutwirth, 

1992, 18)1 Ironic that it was she who commissioned from 

Vien, the first Frenchman working under the express 

influence of the Antique style, an allegorical work 

commemorating the Battle of Fontenoy, depiciting the king 

attired as a Roman emperor before Peace and Victory, 

Cincinnatus-like admiring the beauty of the furrowed 

180 



fields—a view only a physiocrat endowed with an economist's 

penchant for productive capital could love. An amateur 

artist herself. Pompadour inspired Voltaire: 

Pompadour ton crayon divin 
Devrait dessiner ton visage 
Jamais une plus belle main 

N'aurait fait un plus bel ouvrage. 66 

We cannot be sure how sincere these lines of Voltaire's 

are, but we do know that she inspired Boucher on more than 

one occasion. Frangois Boucher was the son of a painter. 

He trained briefly with Le Moyne. He won the Grand Prix-de-

Rome in 1724, was agrSS in 1731. Before he was regu he had 

already embarked on his long and successful career. Prior 

to his collaborations with Pompadour he had worked for the 

king and queen, had designed opera staging, designed 

tapestries for the Beauvais works, had remodeled townhouses, 

and worked as an engraver (Levey 1993, 160-64). He was 

received as a history painter in 1734. His morceau de 

rSception was a Rinaldo and Armida (Figure 4.8). Levey has 

said of this work, "already the piquant Armida indicates 

what was to be his main theme" (1993, 164). I do not 

believe that this Armida or any woman was his main theme. 

For Boucher, woman is pretext. His real theme is the 

expansion of painterly concerns and effects by decomposing 

space and time, creating and indulging the Enlightenment 

imperative of unmediated and immediate experience of 

materiality. 
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This may be illustrated by one of his early 

collaborations with Pompadour, the Rising and The Setting of 

the Sun from the Salon of 1753 (Figure 4.8). These 

compositions were originally intended as designs for the 

Gobelins tapestry works. The Nymph to the right of the 

Setting Apollo is Tethys, and here she is being played by 

Pompadour, who later acquired the paintings for her country 

home, Bellevue (Boime 1987, 17). There is no getting around 

the theatrical nature of Pompadour and Boucher's mises-en-

scenes. It is no suprise that Pompadour actually loved 

acting and had her own private theater built at Versailles 

in 1747. Here in 1750, Pompadour enacted Venus in plays and 

was considered "one of the best salon actresses of the 

time."*^ Indeed, a year later, she was depicted as Venus by 

Boucher in a Toilette of Venus (Figure 4.10). But here, 

with Tethys and Apollo, we are witnesses to the ancient 

monarchial theater of self. Here the king presents himself 

in all his majesty to his people. Lacking much luster of 

his own, Louis here attempts to borrow some of the glitter 

of his royal ancestor, the real sun king, Louis XIV. 

Clearly we are intended to view Pompadour as his chosen 

consort, for in the Setting of the Sun he extends his hand 

to her. But is this mere theater and nothing else? 

Other levels of interpretation exist beyond this 

explicit iconography. The particular handling of 

compositional structure and detail invite other 
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interpretations. There are no architectural reference 

points, and with this suppression of all classical 

perspectival reference points, no exact temporal reference 

points are legible either. The figures float in a watery 

spume-blown ether in an eternal instant. It is a 

particularly Rococo instatement of time and space. The 

reason for this characteristic denial of classical 

perspective in rococo painting is, as Norman Bryson has 

pointed out, "because perspective means distance from the 

viewer, recession and separation" (Bryson 93). The 

elimination of distance between the viewer and the erotic 

nymph "allows her to be consumed in the moment of a glance" 

(Bryson 92). Conspicuously conspiring with this 

compositional strategem to heighten the sense of immediacy 

is the hectic and dramatic chiaroscuro of the lighting. The 

velvety textures invite the touch. The cream and 

confection-like colors invite consumption as well. This is 

what might be called a kind of Rococo eye candy. Is 

Pompadour here the creature of Boucher, the king, indeed of 

any titillated male onlooker? And what of her in the 1751 

Toilette of Venus, is she again merely acting out? Is 

Boucher merely titillating us? 

In 1756 Boucher again painted Pompadour's portrait 

(Figure 4.11). This time she is clothed. In fact, she has 

just looked up from her reading, and is now seemingly 

absorbed in her thoughts as she gazes obliquely to her 
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right. The painting is full of exquisite details and 

lucious textures. She is surrounded by sheet music, 

scrolls, prints, feather pens, stationery, and sealing wax; 

it is an Enlightenment lady of letters's sitting room as 

envisioned by a set decorator. The time is twenty minutes 

and three seconds after eight and a book is silently 

slipping off the nightstand beside her. The space is not 

eunbiguous. She reclines on a duchesse before a huge mirror 

which reflects a bookcase surmounted by an ornate clock, 

beside an engaged pilaster and—there is the rub—where is 

the artist? He should be reflected in the mirror, but he is 

not. This is no ordinary space after all. With close 

observation we note that the space is askew, we are not 

looking straight on at Pompadour. We are getting an 

angulated view—she slopes away from us to the left. How do 

we know? Because we were forced to look closely, to read 

the painting's details in order to recognize this. The 

brass tacks on the settee beneath her left elbow are more 

distinctly rendered than those on the farther side of the 

daybed. Boucher has forced us to think again. With her 

Rococo mask of beauty and doll-like prettiness (her 

puppetlike quality enhanced by her overly large eyes and 

head relative to her tiny hands and feet), she is outfitted 

with the Rococo signifiers of beauty—she is woman as 

pretext for Boucher's technically sophisticated composition. 
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The evenhandedness of the details of her dress, her 

night table, and her person invite us in to read her, not 

consume her. The print-like linearity of the work again 

invites us to read. What does she say as a text? Is there 

anything beyond the sheer enjoyment of looking at the 

picture and delighting in the miniaturization, mimesis, the 

sharp focus, the lights, highlights, and reflected 

lights. . . ? 

If we now, as it were, hold Boucher constant and vary 

the sitter, do we see any of the same processes going on in 

other of his works? In 1740, Boucher painted what is often 

considered to be the summum of rococo painting— The Triumph 

of Venus. This Venus is not Pompadour, this is Mme. 

Boucher. The seune spatial and temporal strategies, the same 

palette, the same offering up for consumption that we saw at 

work in the Rising and Setting of the Sun are present here, 

some thirteen years before the Pompadour piece. If we turn 

to Boucher's Portrait of Mme. Boucher (Figure 4.12), done in 

1743, we find a number of resemblances to the Enlightenment 

Pompadour. Jewellike tones play off autumnal backdrops. 

There is the heaping up of exact detail that, like a fine 

engraving, demands to be read. We see the usual Rococo 

signifiers of beauty. Indeed here, some thirteen years 

before the 1756 Pompadour portrait, we see much of the same 

iconography. Open nightstands, books, a letter, a Chinese 

Pu-Tai (symbol of domestic bliss) (Boime 1987, 20). All 
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these details demand to be read, as do the textures. The 

simple pine floor is as visually inviting as Pompadour's 

more expensive parquet underfoot. 

We might compare this interior to Boucher's The 

Breakfast of 1739, in which a bourgeois household is 

enjoying their meal together (Figure 4.13). All eyes are on 

the child to the right, both figuratively, in this child-

centered bourgeois home, and formally by means of ideated 

diagonals. There are many similarities to the interior 

settings of Mmes. Boucher and Pompadour. The luxurious 

details like the china, the Pu-Tai, the gilded sconces, the 

ormolu clock and mirror are all feuniliar Boucher interior 

iconography. The jewel-colored clothing and the autumnal 

backgrounds, the turquoise accents, and the complex mirrored 

space are similar in tone and construction to the other two 

Boucher interiors. None of these interiors resembles the 

tone or construction of Boucher's exterior, eunbiguous 

spatio-temporal myth-histories, awash in nudes swathed in 

baby-bottom pink and sky blue. 

In this interior we are again invited to read the 

painting. We need to bear in mind what we have already said 

about the Baroque love of luxury and detail. Also we need 

to remember the Baroque assumption that appearance and 

meaning are consonant and, as the critic who praised Aved's 

detailism in Mme. Crozat's portrait reminds us, these 

details tell us everything we need to know about Mmes. 
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Pompadour and Boucher. These paintings are meant to be read 

and savored like a good book or a print, not consumed like 

Boucher's myth-history box of bonbons. The myriad details 

in all these paintings tell us as surely as sixteenth-

century religious iconography everything we need to know 

about these people—what may appear to be something of a 

stage-set to us was really a completely encoded social and 

personal Rosetta stone. As Aved's critic said: "Pose, 

draperies, accessory details—nothing is arbitrary. 

Everything that seems a matter of indifference even to a 

recognized master is essential. . . you may not be able to 

tell who it is from the rest of the picture, but you can 

tell what are his interests, his manners, his faults, his 

virtues. . ." (Conisbee 125). If the exterior Boucher is 

for visual consumption, the interior Boucher is for taste. 

We also have another Boucher-Pompadour portrait, that 

of Pompadour outdoors in a sylvan glade reading a book 

(Figure 4.14). She has paused and gazes off to her right. 

Strategically placed beneath her are two crossed roses, 

identical to those in the indoor Enlightenment Pompadour 

(Munich). The textures are luscious. The moss is velvety 

and the silk shimmering; however, the background woodland 

glade is as artificial as a Capability Brown landscape. 

That is to say, so natural it is better than nature, it is 

nature improved and, therefore, much more precious and 

expensive. Pompadour and Boucher have even found a way to 
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make the woods look like a luxury consumer item, thus 

subverting the overt Rousseauean return to nature 

iconography of the painting. The same might be said for the 

exquisite silk dress; though it is far more simple in design 

and an earthtone beige rather than a bright tone as in her 

fussily ruffled indoor Enlightenment dress, it remains 

nonetheless very expensive silk. The colors are autumnal, 

like those in the Boucher interiors, but the jewel-tone 

highlights are lacking. She has paused in her reading, and 

hearkens no doubt to the song of a bird. This Pompadour is 

perhaps too theatrically staged for us to enjoy, but again, 

the details invite us in to read and tell us what she is 

like, appearance and substance being one. 

Now, what if we hold Pompadour constant and vary our 

artist, what changes might we now see? In Maurice Quentin 

de la Tour's pastel portrait of A&ne. de Pompadour (Figure 

4.15), we see the same love of surface brilliance, of 

detail, of the fine arts, portfolios, music sheets, 

guitar. . .all the shiny-surfaced luxury items. She gazes 

off to her right as in the Enlightenment Pompadour, nymph 

Tethys, and even the outdoor Enlightenment Pompadour by 

Boucher. Her emblematic roses are worn on her skirt and on 

her chair. Here she appears as patroness of the salon. One 

of the books by her side is the EncyelopSdie, the other is 

Montesquieu's Spirit of the Laws, the titles of both are 

legible. This painting advertises both philosophe works; 
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indeed, when the EncyelopSdie had been suppressed, it was 

she who convinced the king to allow publication to resume 

(Bernier 43). 

While the details in her clothes and in the furniture 

are sharp and clear, her face is far less focused than in 

the Bouchers. There in fact appears to be a nimbus of sorts 

around her head. The knee of the cabriole table leg in fact 

is probably more of a focal point than her face. She is 

stylized Rococo pretty, and her feet and hands, though 

dainty, are nowhere near as underscaled as in the Bouchers. 

She is lovely, but she does not appear as doll-like as she 

and Mme. Boucher do in the Boucher paintings. 

Both La Font and Diderot praised Quentin de la Tour. 

In his RSflexions, La Font on the one hand praises the 

"beautes volatiles des craions, &. . .les finesses si 

piquantes, & admirees avec justice" (104), particularly 

commending the work of La Tour (118); on the other hand, he 

notes that pastels are as fragile as the glass that protects 

them (104), despairs that they are "excessivement a la mode" 

with the public which he equates with Watteau's monkeys from 

Mars (105), and regrets that La Tour has been followed by 

"une foule de miserables imitateurs" (105). It is clear 

that La Font equates the pastel with women. He has already 

lambasted bourgeois women for their narcissism and love of 

novelty, of the ephemeral, of glass, and has even referred 

previously to bourgeois women in portraits dSguisSs as 
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always aping the Court when it is ridiculous. In short, he 

criticizes its popularity with women like Pompadour, whom he 

holds responsible for destroying high-minded art, by 

promoting such narcissistic works as portraits dSguisSs and 

pastels. 

In his Salons Diderot said of La Tour: 

C'est certes un grand merite aux portraits de 
Latour de ressembler, mais ce n'est ni leur 
principal ni leur seul merite. Toutes les parties 
de la peinture y sont encore. Le savant, 
1'ignorant les admirent sans avoir jamais vu les 
personnes; c'est que la chair et la vie y sont. 
Mais pourquoi juge-t-on que ce sont des portraits, 
et cela sans s'y meprendre? Quelle difference y 
a-t-il entre une tete de fantaisie et une tete 
reelle? Comment dit-on d'une tete reelle qu'elle 
est bien dessinee tandis qu'un des coins de la 
bouche releve, tandis que 1'autre tombe, qu'un des 
yeux est plus petit et plus has que 1'autre, et 
que toutes les regies conventionnelles du dessin y 
sont enfreintes dans la position, les longueurs, 
la forme et la proportion des parties? Dans les 
ouvrages de Latour, c'est la nature meme, c'est le 
systeme de ses incorrections telles qu'on les y 
voit tous les jours. (Salon of 1767)" 

We need only look at a La Tour portrait to ascertain 

the truth of what Diderot says. The Portrait of Mile. Fel 

(Figure 4.16), for example. Her eyes do not match exactly 

in size and shape, her smile is crooked, she is indeed 

"natural." We do not, however, see this honesty in his 

stunning portrait of Pompadour. Here La Tour has sacrificed 

his vivacity to an ideal prettiness that he has set off with 

the hatching halo around her head. Perhaps this part was 

reworked because Pompadour felt her face was competing with 

a table leg. 
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In Carle Van Loo's The Trusted Friend (Figure 4.17) and 

Drouais's Portrait of Mme. de Pompadour (Figure 4.18), we 

see yet another side of Pompadour, literally. Van Loo's 

Pompadour is in profile. And it is not an idealized 

profile. Marigny said it was the "best likeness of her ever 

painted" (Bernier 48). As a sultana taking tea from her 

black servant. Pompadour is fully indulging her love of 

costume, luxury, and the exotic. The black servant 

underscores these latter two qualities, as Boime notes: 

"While black people in Europe suffered less hardship than 

the plantation slaves in the colonies and trading stations, 

they were often flamboyantly costumed and paraded as a sign 

of luxury much as any other prized possession" (1986, 19). 

Pompadour's personal iconographic rose is in a delicate 

glass pitcher behind her. 

In 1752 the aging Pompadour stepped down as official 

mistress and in a stroke of genius told everyone she had. 

By supplying the king with nubile young things in his Pare-

Aux-Cerfs house, she was able to hang on to the king's 

attention as his confidante and procuress. Her 1763-1764 

portrait by Frangois-Hubert Drouais is a testament to her 

cleverness. Like the good bourgeoise Mme. Crozat, she is 

depicted in industrious leisure, a suitable occupation for a 

dowager mistress. The detailism is extraordinary. The 

dress, the old-fashioned rococo bookcase, the new-fashioned 

dernier eri Neo-Classical sewing stand a la grecque, all the 
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details again tell us who she feels she is now. A pleasant 

looking, still somewhat doll-like double-chinned older 

woman. A number of her portraits include little dogs as 

well as roses. Here we do not find the strategically placed 

rose. Perhaps the rose has disappeared because this symbol 

of the female genitalia was no longer indicative of her 

relationship with the king, though the little dog betokening 

faithful friendship remained. 

Having examined various Bouchers and various 

Pompadours, is there anything we can say about their 

relative input in their collaborations? We have said that 

Boucher used women as a pretext in order to experiment with 

painterly concerns and in order to offer up an unmediated 

and immediate experience. In his outdoor, myth-histories he 

seems to be offering up the nude for consumption, that is 

for our delectation and enjoyment, but not necessarily 

sexual enjoyment. By a leap of the imagination we are able 

to see what he is doing artistically; he leaves the 

painterly trace as a clue to his interest in the surface 

effects of the picture. 

In his interior works, Boucher is interested in a 

different kind of painterly effect. He has an entire 

iconography of repeated encoded symbols (open drawers, 

objects strewn on floors, carefully crossed roses, letters, 

Pu-Tai, doll-like women. . .) that he invites us in to read 

as we would a text by means of a neo-Dutch detailism that 
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beckons the viewer for a closer look, and then he surprises 

us with his sophisticated conceptual schemes. The analogies 

with engravings are apt. The popularity of engravings, I 

believe, helped shape the taste for detailism, by 

conditioning the eye to an evenhanded, overall consistent 

treatment of the surface (i.e., faces and table legs are 

rendered with equal care), and to linear clarity. 

Thematically, since many of the imported prints were Dutch, 

they cultivated a taste for Northern conventions, such as 

prosaic interiors, verisimilitude, detail, etc. Indeed it 

is this set of Northern characteristics that even Boucher's 

harshest critics acknowledged as admirable, even Diderot: 

Quallas couleurs1 quelle varietel quelle richesse 
d'objets et d'ideesi Cet homme a tout excepte la 
verite...1'ensemble meme vous seduit. . . 

quel sujet a jamais rassemble dans un meme 
endroit, en pleine ceunpagne sous les arches d'un 
pont, loin de toute habitation, des femmes, des 
hommes, des enfants, des boeufs, des bottes 
de Pille, de I'eau. . ." 

. . . et que peut avoir dans 1'imagination un 
homme qui passe sa vie avec les prostituees du 
plus bas etage.^° 

In other words, Boucher's style seduces, but he lacks 

truth. What kind of truth? Not verisimilitude which he has 

at will, but moral truth. Diderot's attack is really an ad 

hominem attack. He is almost ready to give in to Boucher, 

but he falls hard for the "uplifting" neo-Dutch seductions 

of the moralizing Greuze and the utilitarian neo-Dutch 

marinescapes of Vernet. Where he will not tolerate the 
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juxtapositions of stage-set nature in Boucher, he will 

admire it in others. Diderot is on the one hand interested 

in Boucher's painterly images, as he was in Rubens's and Van 

Dyck's but on the other his need for a severe moral text 

will override his enjoyment of Boucher's work. Boucher has 

a text, he invites us in to read it. It is not merely art 

for the eye; he plays games with the eye that require 

thoughtful reconstruction on the part of the viewer to fully 

understand. Diderot simply will not let himself read that 

book. 

Pompadour has her own agenda. She is interested in 

displaying herself, and appears to take great enjoyment in 

the scopophilic act: she enjoys seeing herself through the 

beholders' eyes. Is she the artist's creature? Hardly, she 

chooses to remove her clothes and has the social prestige to 

be able to do so without deunaging ramifications. She 

clearly has command over which roles she will play; whether 

she is goddess, muse, patroness, reflective philosophe, 

frank actress. Pompadour picks her representations. Does 

she only select from an allowable repertoire of images? Any 

sitter in any age is subject to this limitation. It would 

be hard for her to present herself as a punk rocker, but 

given the available roles to play, she embraces them all. 

Her art, if you will, is recreating herself by making 

choices about her representation and environment. She 

always associates herself with refinement and luxury, and 
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she enforces her own private iconography on her artists. 

This love of the telling detail is her way of communicating 

with us; her way of picking and choosing details, from roses 

to the EncylopSdie, is, in her baroque sensibility, equating 

appearance with reality. She is thus directly telling us 

who she is. 

Was she a mere narcissist or infantile exhibitionist? 

I think not. She allowed unflattering portraits of herself 

to appear. She used her portraits to promote what she felt 

were worthy causes: the EncyelopSdie, tor example, neo

classical furnishings, Sevres porcelain, etc., all appear as 

legible text. She in fact asks us to read her and her world 

as a text, she invites us to enjoy, with more than the eye. 

She is an artist of calculated choices who turns money into 

art. Far from colluding in a process of self-

objectification as she is often accused, she, as the 

subject, is almost the definition of the representation. As 

the Davidien Delacluze's Revolutionary chant "Van Loo, 

Rococo, Pompadour" attests. Pompadour and her Rococo 

representations were transparent. 

The theatrical nature of her depictions and the failure 

to account for the Baroque conflation of appearance and 

reality often blind viewers to the fact that she really did 

partake in all the roles she presents to us; she was no mere 

dilettante. She was a remarkable woman. Through her 

agency, Le Normand de Tournehem and Marigny guided official 
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French art for nearly forty years. The Pompadour arts 

regime attempted to reinstate the State/Academy program a la 

Colbert and Le Brun. They created the Eeole des Sieves 

ProtSgSs to promote better technical and liberal arts 

knowledge in the Prix-de-Rome winners. They reinstated the 

conferences in order to develop an official style. The 

confSrences in turn created one forum for the discussion of 

aesthetic issues. They opened the Luxembourg Gallery. They 

provided for the election of new honorary Academy members in 

order to bind the arts to both new and old money, and thus 

to promote them. This ended up helping solidify the 

articulation of a new aesthetics by sanctioning the 

authority of the amateur as connoisseur. Because of 

politics and personalities, some of these measures were 

failures, some succeeded in unexpected ways, and others 

totally backfired.^^ The point is that she was an active 

player in the art world, not a wind-up doll, and her choices 

in self-representation reinforce this image. 

Before considering the critical reaction to the Baroque 

sensibilities of Boucher and Pompadour, I would like to 

point up some interesting changes in the image of women in 

genre painting, including the subgenre of reading, some 

perceived social corruptions of late Baroque society, and 

the salubrious Rousseauean imagery invoked to "cure" this 

perceived corruption. 
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Around mid-century one of the most popular new genre 

images of woman was that of the so-called "good mother"^^ 

(Figure 4.19). Imported along with neo-Dutch realism was a 

taste for earlier Dutch prints (Eliel 47) and genre 

paintings. One of the more salient themes in these Dutch 

works was that of contented domesticity. Earnest families 

prayed, broke bread, and went about their daily activities 

in a tidy miniature world. In the 1730s and 1740s, Chardin 

had been painting similar sorts of touching domestic scenes. 

The cozy domestic scene of Boucher's The Breakfast showed 

the child-centered feunily that grew in popularity throughout 

the century. Greuze specialized in touching domestic 

melodreunas in the 1760s and Diderot lionized him. Rousseau 

in his Emile of 1762 and La nouvelle Helbise of 1761 

promoted the image of the happy feunily and the good mother 

as the basic building block of society. This Enlightenment 

ceunpaign resulted in a new iconography of the happy feunily 

that will reach a kind of apex in Vigee-Le Brun's touching 

feunily portraits of Marie-Antoinette and her children. 

In his RSflexions of 1747, La Font supplied the 

following description of a picture of a woman reading: 

On admire dans celui-ci le talent de rendre avec 
un vrai qui lui est propre, & singulierement naif, 
certains momens dans les actions de la vie 
nullement interessans, qui ne meritent par eux-
memes aucune attention, & dont quelques-uns 
n'etoient dignes ni du choix de I'Auteur, ni des 
beautes qu'on y admire; ils lui ont fait cependant 
moelleux & tres-agreable, aussi bien que sa 
couleur dans un ton eleve & d'une belle 
maniere...celui qui n'avoit point encore paru 
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represente une aimable paressuse sous la figure 
d'une Dame dans des habits negliges & de mode, 
avec une phisionomie assez piquante, envelopee 
dans une coiffe blanche nouee sous le menton qui 
lui cache les cotes du visage. Elle a un bras 
tombe sur ses genoux qui tient negligement une 
brochure. A cote d'elle, un peu sur le derriere, 
est un rouet a filer, pose sur une petite table. 
On admire la verite de I'imitation dans la finesse 
de ses touches, soit dans la personne, soit dans 
le travail ingenieux de ce rouet, & des meubles de 
la chambre. (147-49) 

This is a description of Chardin's Amusements of the 

Tranquil Life or, as it was originally known. Amusements of 

the Private Life (Figure 4.20)1 Reading as an activity is 

here a metaphor for the lady of the house's free-time 

eunusements. We have already noted La Font's appreciation 

for verisimilitude. We have also noted the negative regard 

many of his contemporaries had for the reading of novels. 

La Font's verbal description identifies the woman with 

idleness, coyness (hiding in her bonnet), slovenly yet 

fasionable dress, unindustriousness (her spinning wheel sits 

idle while she casually holds a brochure, i.e., a cheap 

paper covered book, and by implication, a novel) and 

reading. Most of us would tend to see this as a typical 

Chardin household, modest, but cozy and tidy. The alert and 

unassuming bourgeois lady, who has taken a brief break from 

work is ensconced in a comfortable reading chair with her 

feet modestly crossed on a tuffet. Hardly a scandalous 

picture. Its pendant, however, shows an industrious, 

properly dressed housewife doing the family accounts, and is 

called The Administrator (Figure 4.21). From La Font's 
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tone, he equates her with our equivalent stereotype of the 

supposed idle housewife who sits home and eats bonbons while 

watching soap operas. 

Pierre-Antoine Baudouin has presented us with Reading 

(Figure 4.22). Here, sheltered secretively behind a screen, 

is a woman completely given over to reading, legs 

suggestively splayed apart, arm dangling, surrounded by 

instruments of amusement; it is almost a parody of Mme. de 

Pompadour as Enlightenment muse. Here the details read 

lazy, sensuous, and disorderly. This was how reading 

corrupted women. 

We have already viewed de Troy's Reading Moliere 

(Figure 2.34), in which a group of languid young men and 

ladies invited us into their cozy parlor for a casual 

reading from a brochure (i.e., presumably a Moliere play), 

playing games with their eunorous and bored glances. 

In Greuze's A Father Reading the Bible to His Children 

from the Salon of 1755 (Figure 4.23), we are witness to, but 

not participants in, a totally different kind of group 

reading. The elderly father reads from the hardcover Bible, 

which one suspects would be very dear in cost to a family of 

such means, while the entire family, save the youngest 

member, listens absorbed by his words. The grandmother, 

mother, and daughter all look like pleasant peasant women, 

though rather overworked and exhausted. In his "Sentiments 

sur plusieurs des tableaux exposes cette annee au grand 
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Sallon du Louvre," one anonymous critic commented as 

follows: 

Un pere de famille lit la Bible a ses enfans; 
touchee de ce qu'il vient d'y voir, il est lui-
meme penetre de la morale qu'il leur fait: ses 
yeux sont presque mouilles de larmes; son epouse 
assez belle femme & dont la beaute n'est point 
ideale, mais telle que nous la pouvons rencontrer 
chez les gens de sa sorte, I'ecoute avec cet air 
de tranquilite que goute une honnete femme au 
milieu d'une famille nombreuse qui fait toute son 
occupation, ses plaisirs & sa gloire. Sa fille a 
cote d'elle est stupefaite & navree de ce qu'elle 
entend; le grand frere a une expression aussi 
singuliere que vraie. Le petit bonhomme qui fait 
un effort pour attrapper sur la table un baton & 
qui n'a aucune attention pour des choses qu'il ne 
peut comprendre, est tout-a-fait dans la nature; 
voyez-vous qu'il ne distrait personne, on est trop 
serieusement occupe? Quelle noblesse 1 & quel 
sentiment dans cette bonne maman qui, sans sortir 
de 1'attention qu'elle a pour ce qu'elle entend, 
retient machinalement le petit espiegle qui fait 
gronder le chien; n'entendez-vous pas comme il 
I'agace, en lui montrant les cornes? Quel 
Peintre 1 Quel Compositeur 1̂ ^ 

Most contemporary readers would find this a rather 

maudlin description of an overly sentimental painting. Why 

would an educated man, a professor of mathematics according 

to Deloynes, be so taken with such a seemingly trivial genre 

picture? Diderot assures us that "There is no man of taste 

who does not own this print" (Chartier 1989b, 152). If we 

recall Diderot's critique of Boucher, while he admired the 

neo-Dutch quality of Boucher's work, he refused to be 

seduced by it because of its decadence. Of Greuze Diderot 

said in his Salon of 1763 "D'abord le genre me plaise; c'est 

la peinture morale" (Seznec and Adhemar Vol.1: 233). The 
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Journal de Paris's review of the AccordSe de Village urged 

Greuze in verse: 

Poursuis, Greuze, poursuis, la faible humanite. 
Pour le peintre du coeur te reclame et te nomme.^* 

Levey calls him "the most important painter of mid-

eighteenth-century France" (1993, 217). Why was Greuze's 

work so important and roundly applauded? What made his 

reviewers gush purple prose? 

To answer this question, we might glance back at de 

Troy's sophisticated circle Reading Moliere (Figure 2.34). 

They appear bored, vaguely amused and distant. They also 

reveal a striking lack of gender differentiation. This lack 

of gender differentiation has been brought to our attention 

before. In the Poirresson-Chamarande letter, the petit-

maitre was described as scarcely human, more like a wraith, 

because of his excess of powder. One can be sure he went 

through a toilette identical to that of the ladies. 

In 1748 the outraged Abbe Coyer described the toilette 

of a 25-year-old judge that he was privy to during a 

meeting: 

He was being dressed. It was incumbent upon me to 
enjoy the whole of this Spectacle, which lasted 
longer than the time needed to explain my 
business; I thought I had fallen in with an 
assault upon a duchess's curlings and perfumings 
. . .Let our surprise henceforth cease in seeing 
male persons wearing earrings, doing embroidery, 
receiving company in their beds, at noon, 
interrupting a serious conversation with a dog, 
speak to their own image in a mirror, caress their 
laces, grow enraged at the breaking of a trinket, 
fall into a faint over a sick parrot, steal, in 
sum, all its charms from the other sex. ̂^ 
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An honnete homme, the abbe is distressed by the 

threatened loss of male identity beneath that powdered 

peruke. Equally his disparagement of the "feminine" 

behavior he catalogues is deliberately exaggerated and laced 

with disgust. The devalorization of feminine behavior is 

clear. 

The aristocratic toilette is of interest because of its 

identification not only with a collapse of gender 

difference, but also with class differences. The bourgeois 

honnete homme did not wear heavy makeup (Landes 1988, 15). 

Nor did he take hot baths. By the 1740s luxuriously 

appointed bathrooms began to appear in aristocratic and 

wealthy townhouses. Hot baths for men and women became de 

rigueur before eunorous romps. In the 1750s, after a spate 

of scholarly writings established the tonic and 

strengthening properties of the cold bath, they were 

preferred by the bourgeoisie who spartanly disdained the 

balneology of the idle rich. The cold plunge thus "became 

the symbol of a new 'virile' class in opposition to an old, 

'effeminate' aristocracy whose delicacy was the proof of its 

decadence" (Grieco 55). 

In Greuze's Portrait of Monsieur de La Live de Jully 

(Figure 4.24) of 1757-59, we see a close-up of one of these 

languid, upper-class young men. Ange-Laurent de La Live de 

Jully was enormously wealthy. He inherited his fortune from 

his father, a fermier gSnSral like LeNormand de Tournehem. 
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Though he held the prestigious and remunerative (300.000 

livres per annum) position of Introducteur des Ambassadeurs 

to court, by his thirties he turned himself over to the 

full-time hobbies of collecting art and spending his 

inheritance (Conisbee 119). He chose to have Greuze depict 

him in casual attire in his cabinet as he lightly fingered 

his harp. His amateur status is confirmed by the harp, the 

sculpture to his right, the beribboned portfolio of prints, 

and the roll of drawings. His reputation as a man of 

exquisite taste is confirmed by his choice of a new low-

backed chair a la grecque. In 1757, only individuals in the 

avant garde of fashion would be in tune with the very latest 

classicized style embodied in this unpainted, highly 

polished, veneered wood surface with ormolu mounts in 

guilloche and swagged festoons and brocaded upholstery. 

Only a young man with considerable means as well as taste 

would have Greuze paint his portrait. Only a young man very 

sure of his position in the world would appear in such 

daring dSshabillS—he wears a lacy housecoat, with a soft 

striped silk neckcloth over velvet breeches, all rendered in 

tactile detail by Greuze. His eyes meet ours directly, and 

as we saw with the king's mistress of old, we are invited to 

look at all the lovely things, but structurally the strong 

horizontal bars of the chair, the ormolu mount, his thigh 

and arm, keep us at a distance. His face and hands are 

softly modelled and pearly in tone. His expression is 
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enigmatic, he has the gioconda smile and the heavy-lidded 

skopetie eyes of a Leonardo angel. So languorous is he that 

he might just faint on us. He could pass for the good 

abbS's young judge. He, like Pompadour, is his own 

creation, deigning to play for us and with us. Like 

Pompadour there is the suspicion that his enjoyment in this 

portrait is mainly scopophilic. 

When La Font, the author of the Poiresson-Chamarade 

letter, Rousseau, and Diderot express concern and anxiety 

over the corruption of Frenclimen by luxury, women, and 

decadent art, this is just the kind of jeunesse dorSe they 

have in mind. As one scholar has described the threat posed 

by such young men: "The now too evident self-reduction of a 

set of noblemen to the status of seeming objects seems to 

have struck a chord of fear in that set of men most anxious 

to maintain sexual dimorphism and hence stratification" 

(Gutwirth 16). The anger generated by this anxiety could 

not be directed at the irreproachable uppermost classes, but 

could be directed obliquely against late Baroque high 

society via their emblematic art. Enter La Font and his 

critique of unmanly, decadent, and degrading late Baroque 

art. 

To many, not just La Font, the source of this 

corruption at mid-century appeared to be the Court and high 

society. Here is how another writer traced the trickle-down 

of corruption: 

204 



. . .where all the ways of luxury, vanity, 
ambition, and tact are learned; where the passions 
that move all the other passions are formed. . . 
Since vice is contagious, it spreads through the 
lower regions of the Kingdoms. These unruly ways 
are taken as models, and the unfortunate but 
understandable consequence is that the very sins 
of the great become the fashions of the people, 
and the corruption of the Court at last becomes 
established as politeness in the Provinces. ̂* 

To men like La Font the corruption was embodied in the 

person of the nouveau riche woman, and the most outstanding 

exeunple of such a woman would have to be Pompadour, whose 

name we have seen was synonymous with Rococo both in the 

sense of a late Baroque social movement and in the sense of 

art in ie gout moderne. As one scholar has described the 

perception of this late Baroque world: 

Indeed this literature [novels] of which women 
were the prime audience (or target) was part of 
the frivolous, a dissolute world in which 
everything was of a piece: reading novels, using 
makeup, wearing fine clothes, capitalizing on 
one's physical attractions and. . .dancing—to the 
moralist, these were all equivalent.(Desaive 273) 

In fact, one way of looking at the clash between La 

Font and this world is to see it not only as a rear-guard 

action to preserve the social order, but also as a clash 

between a Baroque mentalitS on the one hand and an 

enlightened mentalitS on the other. Writing in the late 

seventeenth century, the exiled Saint-Evremond encapsulated 

what we might characterize as an enlightened mentalitS: 

La verite n'etait pas du gout des premiers 
siecles; un mensonge utile, une faussete heureuse, 
faisait I'interet des imposteurs, et le plaisir 
des credules. C'etait le secret des grands et des 
sages pour gouverner les peuples et les simples. 
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Le genie de notre siecle est tout oppose a 
cet esprit de fables et de faux mysteres. Nous 
aimons les verites declarees: le bon sens prevaut 
aux illusions de la fantaisie1 rien ne nous 
contente aujourd'hui que la solidite et la raison. 
Ajoutez a ce changement de gout, celui de la 
connaissance. Nous envisageons la nature 
autrement que les anciens ne I'ont regardee. Les 
cieux, cette demeure eternelle de tant de 
divinites, ne sont plus qu'un espace immense et 
fluide. Le meme soleil nous luit encore; mais 
nous lui donnons un autre cours: au lieu de 
s'aller coucher dans la mer, il va eclairer un 
autre monde. La terre immobile autrefois, dans 
1'opinion des hommes, tourne aujourd'hui dans la 
notre, et rien n'est egal a la rapidite de son 
mouvement. Tout est change; les dieux, la nature, 
la politique, les moeurs, le gout, les manieres. 
Tant de changements n'en produiraient-ils point 
dans nos ouvrages? (Saint-Evremond iv:281-82) 

Should we seek to characterize the Baroque mentalitS, 

we need only conjure up the spirit of Pompadour. She lived 

in an eternal present and she lived for art and enjoyment. 

She was a professional patroness. Spending was an art to 

her. The personal and plastic art she created was truly 

innovative, derived from a seemingly bottomless artistic 

imagination, filled with new and novel forms. She created a 

major economic demand for luxury items. In a sense she 

consumed artifacts, whether from the Orient or from Pompeii. 

Both artistically and in terms of luxury consumption she had 

a direct link to the past. She lacked any preconceived 

artistic philosophy and she made subjective artistic choices 

based on taste, novelty, immediate utility and enjoyment, 

i.e., according to the imperatives laid out by de Piles and 

du Bos. Her understanding of human nature grew naturally 

out of a Baroque metaphysics wherein man was motivated by 
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unruly and irrational passions and perceived the world 

through the prism of the senses. Art was the filter that 

made life bearable, and life without art, without civility, 

without enhancement was unthinkable. Thus art was life, the 

mask of appearance was the reality. 

La Font's point of departure in his RSflexions was 

completely different. He was post-Newtonian. Saint-

Evremond spoke for him when he said that nothing would 

content him but solidity and reason. He sought to peek 

beneath the mask of appearance, to get at the reality that 

resided behind, not in that mask. Reason was his tool. Art 

was not irrational, it was amenable to reason. There were 

time-honored hallmarks of ideal beauty laid out by the 

Greeks and reinforced by Renaissance scholars. There 

existed objective measures of beauty: harmony of the parts, 

proportion, unity of time, place and action, decorum, and 

verisimilitude.^^ Art was for the mind; its purpose was not 

enjoyment, but didactic. Art taught man how to live with 

virtue and great purpose, it subjected the irrational 

passions to reason. The mind was the prism through which 

the senses were filtered. The Ancients and the Italian 

Renaissance theoreticians had done the groundwork, and the 

map of the future lay in the past. It remained for men like 

La Font to reconcile art with Saint-Evremond's changed taste 

for truth and to make art a branch of knowledge. His 

mandate was to create aesthetics as a proper area of 
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inquiry. The art work was not a luxury item to be consumed, 

it needed to be described, its mechanisms understood, 

demystified, catalogued, and venerated as a work of genius, 

French genius at that. 

La Font's uppermost priority was to rescue French 

manhood from degeneracy. If La Font could not attack the 

wealthy ef feminized man of high society head on, he could do 

so by a critique of his decadent art. This could be done by 

means of a high-minded art, one with articulated, rational, 

moral underpinnings that instructed man in the proper manly 

virtues. The work of art as luxury item would then be 

divided in two. On the one hand, it would become art for 

the mind, a moral text. On the other hand it would become 

art for the eye, an image. In order to divide the art work 

into an artifactual image for the eye and a moral text for 

the mind it was first necessary to break down Pompadour's 

unconsidered notion of luxury into its constituent 

components of aesthetics and economics. 

This conflation of aesthetics and economics in the 

notion of luxury is, as we have mentioned previously, a late 

Baroque phenomenon. The show of luxury loving is not unique 

to women, but as we have seen in the work of La Font, eunong 

others, it is equated with women in this period. In order 

to create a high-minded virtuous didactic art, capable of 

regenerating French manhood, it was necessary to create a 

high minded aesthetics, one detached from luxury, thus 
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purging and effacing art's crass commercial origins. A 

purged aesthetics would be shorn of its economic roots, and 

thus shorn of women who were the visible emblem of those 

economic roots. A La Font could then claim the moral high 

ground in the creation of a high minded, disinterested 

aesthetics that engendered virtuous, didactic, universal 

art, by totally effacing art and aesthetics' origins in 

luxury, leaving the economic low road of it to all those 

tacky nouveaux riches bankers and their emblematic women who 

paid for it, and articulating aesthetics as an independent 

area of inquiry. Voila, luxury is now reduced to "pure" 

aesthetics by exorcising and scorning its economic component 

in the form of wealthy and powerful women. Once one has 

articulated such a high-minded aesthetics it is a small step 

to include all women, not just the wealthy, since one's 

paradigms (ancient Rome and Greece) have built in 

circumscriptions on the available roles for women. 

Unlike Pompadour, La Font does not have a direct link 

to the art of the past. His direct link is to Newton, to 

the seeker of the great systems who peeks behind the mask of 

appearances to see what is "really" there. His turn of mind 

is "scientific." His work is the articulation of the need 

for a "scientific" critique of art in order to regenerate 

man. 

In his RSflexions sur quelques causes d I'Stat prSsent 

de la peinture en France of 1747, and in his later works. La 
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Font proposed the abondonment of the petite maniere of 

painting and a return to the grande maniere. The nation of 

France had been turned away from the grand manner by recent 

innovations in interior design. Mirrors were the basic 

cause for this change in the economy of wallspace. Where 

once there had been vast expanses of wall to accommodate art 

works on a grand scale, with appropriately grand schemes, 

there now were small panel spaces between mirrors that left 

only enough room for more intimately scaled paintings, with 

intimately scaled themes. Mirrors are also the handmaidens 

of pride, and it is women, and "petits maitres," creatures 

of overweening pride and irrational passion, who have 

insisted on the ubiquitous presence of these novel and 

meretricious luxury items. In a similar vein, the portrait 

dSguisS and the ephemeral pastel sketch are mirrors after a 

fashion too, echoing back to narcissistic women the image of 

themselves that they would like to see. Money is thus 

directed to artists who will flatter, with portraiture and 

pastels, rather than those who would elevate the mind and 

ennoble the spirit with boldly conceived, humanistic 

painting. La Font reasserts the primacy of history painting 

over these other genres that are implicitly challenging its 

pride of place in the hierarchy of genres by reemphasizing 

the didactic and inspirational role of art for the mind, not 

for the eye. He suggests that artists go back to their 

books and reacquaint themselves with the great themes of the 
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Bible, the Iliad, the Odyssey, the Aeneid and ancient 

history. He suggests the artists take drawing lessons from 

the great French artists of the past—Poussin, Le Sueur, and 

Le Brun. 

La Font also insisted on the right of the disinterested 

and educated man of taste to pass judgment on the work of 

art, since the arts were in the public domain, part of a 

national patrimony, not just the private possessions of the 

privileged few. This sunders the sacred bond between patron 

and artist and makes the artist and the art work accountable 

to a greater public. The state is merely the guardian of 

this patrimony, and, in pointing out the delapidation of the 

Louvre and the state of the royal collections at Versailles, 

he points out that the state is failing to fulfill its 

obligation to the public. 

La Font's notions concerning the moral, aesthetic, 

didactic, and political aspects of art are pushed farther by 

different groups. Carmontelle and Gorsas push his 

proposition that art is part of a national patrimony 

entrusted to monarchial care. One sign of a good government 

is its ability to properly care for the nation's patrimony. 

La Font's notion of the didactic and regenerative power 

of art is furthered by d'Angiviller, who commissions 

nationalistic and ancient history painting, the Grands 

hommes series of sculptures, and begins work on the Louvre. 

Despite his lip-service to promoting a great French art 
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based on the great deeds of French monarchs and aristocrats 

as the official arts policy, d'Angiviller, probably fearing 

any comparisons that might be drawn by Salon-goers between 

courts of the past and the Court of Louis XVI and Marie-

Antoinette, refurbished La Font's original program. 

D'Angiviller in his official capacity as Direeteur-GSnSral 

reconfirms Academic Classicism, the hierarchy of genres and 

his museum plans. This reveals d'Angiviller's belief in the 

regenerative power of art, most particularly in its ability 

to revive French spirits following the defeat of the Seven 

Years' War, and to rescue French manhood from the decadence 

imposed by the "reign of women." D'Angiviller's revived 

masculinist Classicism and museum plans are greeted with 

praise. Even the usual critics, Carmontelle for exeunple, 

conditioned by years of philosophique and Rousseauean 

masculinism, are supportive of his rigorously masculinist 

program. It is the positive critical reception of 

d'Angiviller's art program, seen particularly in the triumph 

of Davidienisme that seals the fate of the image of woman in 

and after the Revolution. The idealized noble Roman 

matrons, Portia, Cornelia, and Lucretia, among others, were 

all nurturing and self-effacing. Their public roles were an 

important part of the good of the overall republic. For 

exeunple, having been raped, Lucretia commits suicide rather 

than be used as an excuse for loose morals in other women. 

This is public service writ large. But for the most part, 
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women's services in the republic were mostly needed in 

raising young Roman citizens or French eitoyens and 

eitoyennes. Thus a woman's role in an ideal republic was 

based on her function, as, in fact, men's roles were. The 

basic bourgeois social unit, recently reinforced by 

Rousseau, was the child-centered nuclear family. A number 

of images of happy families and good mothers reinforced this 

stereotype. The woman's function, dictated by the most 

recent scientific understanding of the teleology of 

dimorphismm, notably in the physiology of Pierre Roussel 

(Davis and Farge 387-88), as well as by tradition, was as 

nurturer within this basic unit. Woman was procreative, not 

creative. 

Finally the implications of La Font's reaffirmation of 

history painting by the assertion that it is the only art 

that favors the mind over the eye is important. Where La 

Font had called for a return to the French classicist 

desiderata of nature and the Antique to restore morality to 

painting and society, Rousseau and Diderot will venture a 

more radical critique. 

La Font's Reflexions received mixed reviews (McClellan 

24). The Academicians rushed to silence him, but the 

response to his critique began the coalescence of a full

blown reaction to Rococo art. Cochin, Coypel, Bauchamont, 

and other amateurs and academicians were forced to 

articulate a response to his challenge to the status quo and 
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thus began the formation of a new set of artistic 

desiderata. His work also spurred the government into 

protective action with regard to the neglect of the Louvre 

and the royal collections he had pointed out, and forced the 

Pompadour art regime to implement a niunber of reformist 

measures. 

Rousseau will move the debate on luxury from one 

between the reactionary moralists and the self-indulgent 

nouveaux riches to a pitting of nature against society 

itself. The only cure for sick society was a somewhat 

selective but, nonetheless, salubrious nature. The 

"natural" was to be Diderot's guide as well. For Diderot, a 

painting, Boucher's for exeunple, that was not acceptable 

morally or aesthetically, was not socially acceptable 

either. In his Essai sur la peinture he writes "II n'y 

aurait point de maniere, ni dans le dessin, ni dans la 

couleur, si I'on imitait scrupuleusement la nature. La 

maniere vient du maitre, de 1'academie, de I'ecole, et meme 

de I'antiquite" (Diderot 1968, 273). Ergo, back to natura 

naturans. 

In the elaboration of his aesthetics, Diderot in his 

Salon of 1767 will divide the picture plane. To the artist 

would go art for the eye, the image and technical mastery 

(i.e., the road to Realism via neo-Dutch detailism), and to 

the philosopher-critic would go the art of the mind, the 

elaboration of the text in the new science of purified 
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aesthetics. As Diderot puts it in the Salon of 1767 the 

philosophe's revenge on the painter was in the creation of 

the ideal art. The ideal art was exactly that, the art 

without form, aesthetics. The painter would supply the 

illustrations (Diderot 1968, 56). 

Where does this leave the image of woman? Late Baroque 

high society woman was perceived as the impetus that 

propelled the eighteenth-century art machine. Commissioning 

portraits, erecting townhouses, and consuming luxury goods, 

she fueled a new patronage system and art economy. Her 

critics said she dictated taste and controlled it with 

money. Fashionable gentlemen were forced to keep up with 

her styles and expenditures. Together the unholy alliance 

of women, their financiers, and their denatured men had 

corrupted art and society from the top down. Realizing a 

frontal assault was impossible, art and social critics 

struck at the well-to-do's favorite art, which led to the 

elaboration of an aesthetics whose ideals limited future 

roles and representations of women. 

We have seen that at mid-century in portraiture there 

were several stylistic conventions for women to choose from, 

each with its own set of allowable representations. She 

might choose neo-Dutch detailism, and find herself depicted 

as a highly individual figure, disclosing herself through 

her carefully selected appointments, or she might choose a 

work in the petite maniere and find herself as a goddess, or 
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even, like Boucher's bold Portrait of Louise O'Murphy 

(Figure 4.25), as an undisguised, unmasked nude. 

At the seune time, in genre, we have seen how in at 

least one subgenre, that of depictions of reading, women 

were perceived as uncontrolled, lazy, and self-indulgent. 

We have also seen sentimental Greuze hailed by the 

sophisticated critics as a saviour, for his Rousseauean, 

natural, salubrious, and pious canvases. Greuze and La Font 

point the way to the future. Increasingly in the second 

half of the eighteenth century we will see woman as the vile 

seductress Armida, softened by nature and motherhood, 

replaced by the image of a noble republican matron in 

history painting, and in portraiture and genre as a 

nurturing wife and mother, and accomplished dilletante. The 

life of Elizabeth-Louise Vigee-Le Brun will prove 

illuminating in understanding this trinity. 
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Figure 4.1. Salon carre of the Louvre 
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Figure 4.2. Portrait of Mme. d'Epinay 
by J. Liotard 
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Figure 4.3. Portrait of Mme. Crozat 
by J. Aved 
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Figure 4.4. Jean-Gabriel de la Porte du Thiel 
by J. Aved 
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Jean-Marc Nattier (1685-1766) 
Portrait de Mademoiselle de Chartres en Flore 

detail, 1731 

Figure 4.5. Portrait of Mademoiselle 
de Chartres as Flora 
by J.-M. Nattier 
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Figure 4.6. Self-Portrait 
Rosalba Carriera 
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Figure 4.7. Portrait of Louis XV 
as a Boy 

by R. Carriera 
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Figure 4.8. Rinaldo and Armida 
by F. Boucher 
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Figure 4.9. The Setting of the Sun 
by F. Boucher 
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Figure 4.10. Toilette of Venus 
by F. Boucher 
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Figure 4.11. Portrait of Mme 
(Munich) 

by F. Boucher 

de Pompadour 
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Figure 4.12. Portrait of Mme. Boucher 
by F. Boucher 
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Figure 4.13. The Breakfast 
by F. Boucher 
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Figure 4.14. Portrait of Mme. de Pompadour 
by F. Boucher 
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Figure 4.15. Mme. de Pompadour 
by M. Quentin de la Tour 
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Figure 4.16. Portrait of Mile. 
by M. Quentin de la Tour 

Fei 
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Figure 4.17. The Trusted Friend 
by C. Van Loo 
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Figure 4.18 Portrait of Mme. de Pompadour 
by F.-H. Drouais 
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YV'rv. 

Figure 4.19. The Happy Mother 
Engraving 
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Figure 4.20. Amusements 
of the Tranquil Life 
by J.-B.-S. Chardin 
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Figure 4.21. The Administrator 
by J.-B.-S. Chardin 
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Figure 4.22. Reading 
by P.-A. Baudouin 
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Fiqure 4.23. A Father Reading the 
Bible to His Children 

by J.-B. Greuze 
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Figure 4.24. Portrait de M, 
de La Live de Jully 
by J.-B. Greuze 
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Figure 4.25. Portrait of Louise O'Murphy 
by F. Boucher 
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CHAPTER V 

SMALL TINKLING AND SMEARING 

"Domestic music and feminine fine art. . . small tinkling 

and smearing." 

George Eliot Middlemareh 

In 1775 France was in the hands of a new monarch, Louis 

XVI, his wife, Marie-Antoinette, and a new arts regime. The 

new Direeteur-GSnSral des Batiments, Charles-Claude Flahaut 

de la Billardie, comte d'Angiviller was a loyal comrade in 

arms of Louis's father, having fought with him at the Battle 

of Fontenoy in 1745. He later became the tutor of the royal 

princes. A loyal monarchist, and an enlightened individual, 

d'Angiviller was a man with a mission. Seeking to improve 

French pride and nationalism following the disastrous 

conclusion of the Seven Years' War, d'Angiviller called for 

an eunbitious progreun of statues and paintings commemorating 

great French kings and aristocrats engaged in bold and noble 

deeds. Addressing the Academy in 1775, d'Angiviller 

explained his mandate from the king: "La plupart auroient 

pour sujet des traits d'histoire propres a reanimer la vertu 

et les sentiments patriotiques" (Dowley 259). In a letter 
to Pierre, the Premier Peintre du Roi, he specified: 

Mon dessin etoit aussi de charger quatre 
sculpteurs de 1'Academie d'executer chacun pour Sa 
Majeste une figure de marbre, representant quelque 
homme celebre dans la nation par ses vertus ses 
talents ou son genie.^® 
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D'Angiviller's project for a series of statues of the 

great men of France differed from previous programs of a 

similar nature, projects like Titon du Tillet's Parnasse 

Frangois for Louis XIV, or the Eeole Militaire battlefield 

heroes (McClellan 82), in its enlightened conception of the 

heroic. Rather than limiting the choice of great Frenchmen 

to military, aristocratic or parlementaire heroes, 

d'Angiviller enlarged his scope to include men of all 

estates, in varied areas of achievement. 

On the other hand, the wily old ceunpaigner knew that 

the present royal family and Court would probably not fare 

well should the salon-going public care to draw any implied 

comparisons between Louis XVI, his Court, and their 

illustrious ancestors. Already the annual salons were 

littered with art pamphlets churned out by a dissident press 

that held the exhibitions up to ridicule and subverted 

whatever splendor and positive propagandistic power were 

still attached to the old regime's artistic output.^' 

Moreover, d'Angiviller knew that the king was held in public 

contempt due, in no small measure, to the popularly held 

belief that he was cuckolded by "la chienne autrichienne" 

whose depictions in the press were even more abhorrent than 

those of Louis. 

D'Angiviller's mission was two-fold. On the one hand, 

he needed to revive French nationalism and morale, and on 

the other, he sought to improve the public image of the 
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royal family itself. To accomplish these goals he evolved a 

two-pronged scheme. On the one hand, he sought to create a 

public art that was an "emanation from the throne" (Journal 

de Paris 1111, 83) by the promotion of a rigorous 

masculinist Classicism that thematically combined images 

from Antiquity and French history. The early period of 

d'Angiviller's progreun was "conceived to combat degeneracy 

in French art (still associated with Boucher) and to 

reactivate a French hegemony, which was being directly 

undermined, economically and culturally by England. . .by 

promoting a vision of a united, heroic and historic France" 

(Olander 21). By 1776, however, he had reversed himself, 

writing to Pierre that although he had previously 

commissioned works "dont la plupart auroient pour sujet des 

traits d'histoire propres a reanimer la vertu et les 

sentiments patriotiques," now he had reconsidered: 

Quelques circonstances particulieres m'avoient 
empeche d'arreter entierement mes idees sur ce 
projet; mais, arrive au commencement de cette 
annee, j'ai cru ne pouvoir tarder davantage a 
I'executer . J'ai, en consequence, examine de 
nouveau les diverses vues que vous m'avez 
proposees d'apres les conversations que j'ai eu 
avec vous sur ce sujet; et je vais enfin vous 
marquer ce que j'ai decide. Vous le trouverez 
dans la feuille ci-jointe, qui contient le sujet 
de ces differens tableaux, et les artistes dont 
j'ai fait le choix pour les executer. (Furcy-
Raynaud, 80-81: letter 89) 

He then advised Pierre that he would now commission six 

ancient history paintings and only two French history 

paintings along with two mythological paintings. One of the 
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French history paintings was Durameau's Continence of Bayard 

(Figure 5.1), the other was Brenet's Mort de Gueselin, both 

of which had already been commissioned in 1775 as part of a 

series of four French history paintings that were designed 

to be cartoons for tapestries (Dowley 22-23). 

In other words, the supposed promotion of French 

history over ancient history was reversed. In its place, 

d'Angiviller promoted an uplifting didactic Classicism that 

addressed its audience not at the volatile political level, 

as French history might, but at the moral level. 

To facilitate this progreun d'Angiviller had undertaken 

a reorganization of the AcadSmie at Rome under the 

Directorship of Joseph Vien. From 1775 on the course of 

study was weighted with required classes which followed the 

work of selected Old Masters, Antiquity, and nature. In 

March 1776 he advised Pierre: 

Il est trouve convenable pour maintenir le grand 
style de donner la preference aux sujets de 
I'histoire ancienne quant au nombre sur ceux de 
I'histoire moderne.°° 

Even before d'Angiviller began his revival of serious 

painting reflecting Antique themes, the popular press had 

been calling for it. In 1773 the anonymous author of the 

Dialogues sur la Peinture had written: 

Le bon pere de famille, le retour de nourrice, la 
mariee, sont des scenes charmantes; mais 
transformez ces acteurs en Consuls et en Deunes 
Romaines, au lieu de ce paralytique, supposez 
encore un Empereur expirant, et vous verrez que la 
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maladie d'un heros et d'un homme du peuple, comme 
leurs santes, ne doivent etre la meme chose.^^ 

The anonymous author of the Coup d'Oeil sur le Sallon 

de 1775 par un Aveugle of 1775 had commented: 

Ce n'est pas la faute des Peintres, c'est peut-
etre celle du climat et de la Nation meme. II 
faudroit, je crois, sortir de France, pour traiter 
des sujets releves . . . les physionomies 
frangoises, quoique jolies et piquantes, ont je ne 
sais quoi de vraiment particulier. Ce sont des 
minois de caprice, des beautes chiffonnees, des 
nez retrousses, des figures. . . pour representer 
des heroines;. . . maniere qui regne chez nous, 
et que des Italiens appellent un air monsu, qui 
annonce toujours la pretention, et chasse la 
nature. . . Il faut done que les Frangois sortent 
de chez eux, pour peindre des sujets etrangers, ou 
bien qu'ils se confinent dans les sujets 
nationaux; nouvelle carriere pour 1'Histoire que 
les Poetes tragiques leur ont tracee doivent-ils 
quitter Paris, pour les peindre selon la nature.°^ 

Even staunch critics of the monarchy like Carmontelle 

rejected national history in favor of the kind of Classicism 

that d'Angiviller promoted. In Le Triumvirat des Arts ou 

Dialogue entre un Peintre, un Musieien et un Poete, sur les 

tableaux exposSs au Louvre, Aux Antipodes of 1783, 

Carmontelle declared that in the genre of history painting, 

"il ne suffit pas d'etre plein d'ardeur et de sentiment, si 

I'on ne joint la verite de la nature a la grandeur de 

I'ideal. . ." " 

One of the main objections to French history painting 

concerned the problem of costume, allegedly because of its 

distracting specificity and flamboyance. In actual fact, 

the critique of complicated dress could equally be construed 

as a critique of fashionable society and its aristocratic 
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antecedents who sported such luxurious, non-natural, un-

Rousseauean dress. The anonymous critic of the 1773 

Dialogues sur la peinture commented on French costume: 

Vos modes ont beau tyrannise toute 1'Europe. . . 
Comment un Peintre peut-il lutter centre un pareil 
costume? Dans ce labyrinthe, la nature doit lui 
echapper.(61) 

The critique of non-Antique costume as a veiled social 

commentary continued until the Revolution. A critic of 1783 

noted: 

Convenons d'abord que rien n'est plus ingrat. . . 
que notre costume. Le genie de 1'Artiste doit se 
glacer a la vue des formes bizarres de nos 
habillements. Des manchettes, une cravate, des 
boucles, des milliers de boutons: le moyen 
d'ennoblir tous ces details 1 La plus belle Nature 
est comme ensevelie sous cet ajustement gothique 
avec lequel nous nous croyons si beaux. Sous la 
toge des anciens, a travers leur cuirasses, nous 
suivons toutes les formees de leurs corps; mais 
qui est ce qui reconnoitra le plus beau torse 
lorsqu'il sera enveloppe d'un juste-au-corps et 
d'une veste? °* 

Yet another anonymous author in 1787 made this comment: 

Les anciens etoient bien mieux avises que nous; 
ils savoient s'habiller convenablement pour se 
faire peindre. Une longe robe, des grandes 
masses, des plis heureux, voila de quoi 
transporter une imagination pittoresque, et puis 
nos peintres, quand is veulent prouver leur 
science anatomique ont la liberte de deshabiller 
les Grecs et les Remains.°^ 

In addition to bizarre costuming, critics attacked 

French history painting on the basis of its recent nature 

and its stock constructions, partly to gain distance from 

the perceived decadence ef the "effeminized" late Baroque, 

but also to reinforce d'Angiviller's educational strategies 
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for assuring classical harmony rather than the hectic 

qualities of the grande maniere. One critic of Vincent's 

PrSsident MolS saisi par les factieux from the Salon of 

1779, though praising the work as a whole and noting the 

aptness of a late Baroque treatment of the subject matter, 

chided Vincent to remember "de faire. . .regner cet accord, 

ce repos doux et harmonieux. . .rien n'est vraiment beau, 

qui ne soit raisonnable. "̂ ^ 

Anti-government writers like Carmontelle and Gorsas 

criticized the aristocratic, propagandizing nature of French 

historical works as well as the subject matter as being of 

too recent vintage. In his Le Triumvirat Carmontelle 

deliberately mistakes Barthelemy's Maillard tue Marcel of 

1783 for the antics of Sancho Panza (Carmontelle 37). In 

his La Plume de Coq de Micille, ou Aventures de Crites au 

Sallon, pour servir de suite aux promenades de 1785, 

Premiere journSe, Gorsas uses his critique of Vincent's 

Henri IV et Sully as the occasion for a diatribe against 

monarchs who are deserving of their subjects'love only if 

"ils daignent se rappeler qu'ils sont hommes." °̂  In the 

Connoisseurs, ou la MatinSe du Salon des Tableaux of 1779 

the "Chevalier" critiqued too-recent history: 

s 
ouvrages, parce que connaissant plus parfaitement 
les personnages, les tems et les lieux, vous 
exigeriez que tout se rapporte a ce que vous 
auriez vu et entendu; et quelle gloire leur en 
reviendrait-il? Un Peintre qui peut donner un 
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libre essor a son genie dans un trait de 
1'Histoire Romaine, ne sera plus regarde que comme 
copiste, quand son pinceau vous retracera un suiet 
de la vie d'Henri IV." 

Gorsas echoed this criticism in his La Plume. . . of 1787. 

He criticized the Mort de Coligny by Suvee, for "le fait est 

trop recent; et I'on ne doit jeunais s'ecarter de I'histoire, 

quand un fait est recent" (32). 

Thus implicitly, via critiques of costuming, elitist 

propagandizing, and lack of historical remoteness, and 

explicitly, in praising classicizing works, the dissident 

and conservative press both supported d'Angiviller's 

official return to the Antique. This acceptance and 

promotion of morally uplifting Classicism based on Antique 

themes carried a particular baggage for women. The role of 

Roman woman was as nurturer of young citizens. The ideal of 

this Roman matron was, of course, Cornelia (Figure 2.8), who 

was painted repeatedly in the later years of the century. 

The second part of the royal arts program was designed 

to combat the negative press of Louis XVI and Marie-

Antoinette. On the one hand by presenting them in 

allegorical garb dispensing justice and alms (Le Barbier le 

jeune's The King's Charity would be one example of this 

strategy) (Figure 5.2), and on the other by depicting them 

as a typical bourgeois couple. In the case of Marie 

Antoinette, this latter goal was accomplished largely 

through the agency of the queen's favorite portraitist, 

Elizabeth-Louise Vigee-Le Brun. Borrowing from the 
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repertoire of maternal "good mother" iconography, time and 

again Vigee-Le Brun depicts Marie-Antoinette as a doting 

mother and a conventional bourgeois housewife (Figure 5.3). 

The career of Vigee-Le Brun is instructive, for it 

shows the internalization of the image of woman as nurturer 

and dilletante at the expense of the woman as creative 

force, as artist. In lived life Vigee-Le Brun was a serious 

professional who painted while she was in labor, arrived at 

sittings with the queen despite morning sickness, fiscally 

and emotionally sustained her husband, the swinish art 

dealer J.-B.-P Le Brun, and, fleeing without her husband in 

the early days of the Revolution, successfully supported 

herself and her daughter while continuously working alone in 

various courts in Europe during the Revolutionary period. 

Little of this rugged experience translates in her work. 

When we compare her portraits of Marie-Antoinette, 

Mile. Grant, and the fancy-portrait. The Letter (Figures 

5.4-5.5), to mid-century portraits, we will see that the 

individualism of such works as Liotard's Mme. d'Epinay 

(Figure 4.2), Carriera's self-portrait (Figure 4.6), Quentin 

de La Tour's Mile. Fel (Figure 4.16), or Aved's Mme. Crozat 

(Figure 218) has vanished. In its place is a new kind of 

portrait dSguisS. Though the veil of the goddess is gone, 

the mask of beauty, or rather the mask of inoffensive 

prettiness, has begun. Women should be ornaments to their 

home, husband, and nation. A non-threatening, pleasant 
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appearance is a positive desideratum, individuality is once-

again lost. 

The tendency to prettify women is present in Vigee-Le 

Brun's contemporaries's work as well. Adelaide LaBille-

Guiard's Portrait of Madame Mitoire and Her Children shows a 

woman of "quality" nursing one child, while dotingly 

glancing at her son. All are bathed in a maternal glow. 

David's Mme. Lavoisier (Figure 5.7), an accomplished chemist 

herself, is depicted as the charming muse of her husband. 

If we compare Vigee-Le Brun's portraits of men to those 

of her women, that of Hubert Robert, for instance (Figure 

5.8), we will see more character, less stylization. Where 

there is a Northern detailism evident in both Marie-

Antoinette and Robert, it is nonetheless clear that the 

woman is idealized despite the detailism, the man is not. 

Her felicity in rendering tolerably recognizable yet 

flattering portraits was recognized in her own day. At the 

age of twenty she herself was flattered by the author of the 

Almanach des Peintres: 

Mile. Vigee is by way of achieving great fame. 
Full of the desire to excel, she pays great 
attention to the masters. . . in the art of 
painting true portraits. Already those she allows 
out of her atelier are marked by those happy 
talents. They are composed with taste and are 
full of feeling; the clothes are beautifully done 
and the color is strong. (Bernier 130) 

If we compare Vigee-Le Brun's self-portrait to other 

artists (Figure 5.9) in general and to, say, David's (Figure 
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5.10) in particular, we will see that she is unable to 

reconcile her lived experience and her image. Her dual 

portrait with her daughter a la classic madonna pose is even 

more interesting. I do not think David would dreeun of doing 

a self-portrait with his offspring. David sees himself as a 

Promethean creator attired as it pleases him for the purpose 

of painting, intense and disheveled in appearance. He 

confronts the viewer, or perhaps a mirror, with the 

challenging scowl of self-scrutiny. Vigee-Le Brun depicts 

herself as a perfectly turned out, pretty mother with an 

artistic flair. 

Similarly Labille-Guiard's self-portrait shows her in 

the guise of teacher with a flock of pupils. It is as if 

neither woman feels justified in appearing alone on the 

canvas; they are worthy of note only insofar as they are 

useful to others. They both depict themselves in nurturing 

roles, dressed in clothes more suitable to a salon than an 

atelier, daintily holding brushes, palettes picturesquely 

posed, but unused, radiating warmth and beauty. 

We see the same sort of self-trivialization when we 

compare Vigee-Le Brun's solo self-portrait (Figure 5.11) to 

her portrait of her male colleague Hubert Robert. We have 

seen that Vigee-Le Brun has envisioned herself as pretty and 

charming. She appears in an exotic dress and turban—a 

sweet disorder in the dress as it were, an artful 
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artlessness about her person. She looks at the viewer, but 

does not confront him; she does however, try to enchant. 

Vigee-Le Brun has envisioned Robert not unlike David 

envisioned himself. His gaze is intense, his clothes 

suitable to himself and his chosen activity, his stance is 

aggressive, his appearance rugged and disheveled. His 

brushes are used, his palette smeared. There is nothing in 

his face calculated to charm or amuse. Vigee-Le Brun 

presents him to us as she sees him, as an artist. She 

presents herself as a vivacious and attractive woman, which 

she no doubt was. Though we know from her Souvenirs that 

she thought of herself first, foremost, and always as a 

painter, she hesitates to show us. The schism between woman 

and artist is complete (Figure 5.12). 

The schism is due in part to the successful critical 

reception of d'Angiviller's program of Classicism predicated 

on a generalized climate of anxiety and feminine containment 

engendered by, eunong others. La Font and Rousseau's fears of 

suppressed sexual dimorphism and casual, gallantly 

patronizing misogyny toward ie beau sexe. It is also due in 

no small measure to the diminishment of women by praising 

their beauty at the expense of their fearsome and 

threatening talents. We need only read her press clippings 

to see that Vigee-Le Brun was as lauded more for her 

personal charm and beauty than for her talents. 
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On the occasion of her admission (along with Labille-

Guiard, Vallayer-Coster, and Mme. Vien) to the AcadSmie in 

May of 1783, the number of women was limited to a convenient 

quota of four. Reflecting a general feeling of coercion 

eunong the acadSmiciens, the proeSs-verbaux disparagingly 

read: "The Academy, deferring with the deepest respect to 

its Sovereign's orders. . . " (Bernier 138). On the same 

occasion d'Angiviller observed that four was an apt number 

of women to approve for admittance, "pour honorer le talent, 

les femmes ne pouvant jeunais etre utiles au progres des 

Arts. . ." (de Montaiglon Vol 9: 157). Carmontelle in his 

1783 Le Triumvirat commented: 

Le bras, la tete, le coeur des femmes sont prives 
des qualites essentielles pour suivre les hommes 
dans la haute region des beaux-arts: . . . Le 
vaste cheunp de 1'Histoire, qui n'est rempli que 
d'objets vigoureusement passiones, est ferme pour 
quiconque n'y sauroit porter tous les carcteres de 
la vigueur. Cependant on permet aux femmes 
d'exercer leurs talens sur quelques sujets qui 
n'exigent que la delicatesse et des graces. (27) 

Though the art establishment may have disparaged her 

talents, the gossipy MSmoires secrets had this to say about 

her: 

Mme. Le Brun is pretty, she is witty, extremely 
amiable; all this is more than she needs to 
attract a brilliant crowd. Recently, she was 
giving a concert; M. Garat was the singer. MM. 
de Vaudreuil, de Galliffet, de Polignac, and most 
of the agrSables of the court were there. It was 
on the same evening as the Queen's ball. These 
gentlemen were agreed that they had a much better 
time at Mme. Le Brun's than at Versailles, that 
they would stay at her house as long as she 
pleased and, in fact, they only arrived at Her 
Majesty's at two or three in the morning, having 
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caused, that night, the festivities to seem less 
than complete. (Bernier 131) 

or this, from the pen of La Harpe: 

Le Brun, de la beaute le peintre et le modele, 
Moderne Rosalba, mais plus brillante qu'elle. 
Joint la voix de Favart au sourire de Venus. 
(Bernier 134) 

It would seem that of all the weapons levelled at 

competent women, flattery might be the most efficacious in 

devalorizing and demoralizing them. After Vigee-Le Brun, 

women will be perceived not as artists, but as women 

artists. As George Eliot was to write in a few years, 

"feminine fine art. . .small tinkling and smearing. . ." 

Returning to some of the questions posed in the first 

chapter, can we confirm Gordon and Ozouf's claim that public 

opinion was transformed into the more coercive notion of 

public spirit derived from classical models idealizing male 

virtue? Can we help explain how this ceune about? I believe 

so. The promotion of classicized art from the top down was 

one way. In this art women were absorbed into the 

repertoire of classical virtue in a very specific number of 

ways. The articulation of a classical aesthetics was 

another. Purged of its commercial ties, aesthetics could 

take the moral high-ground calling itself a disinterested 

science and providing a ready-made panacea for social ills 

that both the State and the dissident press could agree on. 

Its curative powers resided in its self-evidentiary nature. 

The implicit moral severity of ancient Rome and Greece 
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provided a whole repertoire of uplifting themes and images 

that were commonly perceived as positive. A scientific 

aesthetics implied a self-evident body of laws drawn from 

rhetoric that was equally acceptable to all parties. The 

most successful coercive progreun for the state was making 

the state's needs appear to be transparent with those of the 

individual. The images of Republican Rome, once 

internalized, could make citizens feel they were making 

choices, when in actual fact they were acting out the 

functional requirements of the state. Nothing could be more 

coercive than this subtle internalized force. 

Can we confirm Outram's notion that women were de facto 

excluded from Revolutionary rhetoric because of the "problem 

of the structure of public utterance itself." I believe we 

can show that the language of aesthetics and the visual 

images of classical art had a built-in bias. 

"Disinterested" aesthetics, drawn from the ancients, by way 

of the Renaissance humanists, privileged one particular 

vision of great art—it was the actions of great men. One 

way to underscore the greatness of men was by using women as 

a foil. In addition the images of positive classical 

maternal roles, reinforced by the "scientific" understanding 

of the teleology of sexual dimorphism, were prescriptive of 

essentially one role, that of alma mater. 

Can we help shed light on the question concerning the 

essential versus contingent masculinity of the Revolution? 
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I think so. As I have pointed out, the articulation of a 

science of aesthetics was a prerequisite for the 

regeneration of a perceived corruption of society and the 

denaturing of upper-class men by the new financial patronage 

class, whose most conspicuous consumers were its women. To 

create a pure aesthetics it was necessary to purge the arts, 

a luxury, of its commercial roots. A purified aesthetics, 

harking back to the ancients and the humanists, was self-

evidently moral and correct. In the official arts program 

of the comte d'Angiviller, a moral art predicated on 

classical aesthetics and imagery was perceived as the 

antidote to a corrupt society by both the establishment and 

its critics. This sealed the fate of women in the 

Revolution, for the adopted Classicism carried with it a 

single image of republican womanhood. Her function, a very 

important one, was the reproduction of the republican 

eitoyen. 

The brief efflorescence of varied images of women was 

connected to the neo-Dutch style. Neither the French nor 

the Dutch, however, had ever successfully articulated an 

aesthetics of art for the eye—one that exalted the 

ephemeral, the quotidian, or the detail. The juggernaut of 

art for the mind, Italian art, with its fully articulated 

aesthetics, wins by default, and as we have seen, this art 

has a built-in gender bias. 
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Once the state and public officially accepted the 

aesthetic model of antique Classicism with its masculinist 

moral and thematic agenda, I believe that Revolutionary 

rhetoric had found its voice and there was no way for a 

woman to be more than a part of a Greek chorus. 
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Figure 5.1. Continence of Bayard 
by L. Durameau 
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Figure 5.2. The King's Charity 
by Le Barbier le jeune 
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Figure 5.3. Marie-Antoinette with 
Her Children 

by E.-L. Vigee-Le Brun 
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Figure 5.4. Mile. Grant 
by E.-L. Vigee-Le Brun 
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Figure 5.5. The Letter 
by E.-L. Vigee-Le Brun 
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Figure 5.6. Mme. Mitoire and 
Her Children 

by A. Labille-Guiard 
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Figure 5.7. M. and Mme. Lavoisier 
by J.-L. David 
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Figure 5.8. Hubert Robert 
by E.-L. Vigee-Le Brun 
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Figure 5.9. Portrait of the Artist 
with Her Daughter 

by E.-L. Vigee-Le Brun 
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Figure 5.10. Self-Portrait 
by J.-L. David 
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Johann ZofFany: Self-portrait Elisabeth Vigee-Le Brun; Self-portrait 

Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres: Self-portrait Eugene Delacroix; Self-portrait 

Figure 5 . 1 1 . S e l f - P o r t a i t s of various a r t i s t s 
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Figure 5.12. Portrait of the Artist 
with Her Daughter 

by E.-L. Vigee-Le Brun 
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APPENDIX 

THE POIRESSON CHAMARANDE LETTER 

Je n'avois pas fait six pas sur la Place, qu'un Char 

Pompeux, voltigeant plutot que roulant, par la vitesse 

fringante des Cousiers qui le tiroient s'est arrete devant 

cette desolante Porte. Le luxe du Cocher & de trois grands 

laquais, m'anongoit presque ce que j'alois voir sortir du 

Coffre. 

Ce fut d'abor un jeune home plus en habit qu'en chair. 

C'etoit pour mieux dire un phantome richement pare. Le 

coloris de son visage Diaphane etoit a peu-pres de meme 

teint que la poudre dont ses cheveux etoient alourdis. Ses 

bras & ses jeunbes avoient I'air d'apartenir a un squelette 

plutot qu'a un corps anime. Il ne laissoit pas de se 

manierer tant qu'il pouvoit. C'etoit un vrai Comte de 

Tuffiere* en charte & je crois qu'il ne vivoit que par un 

artifice de vanite. 

II se laissa aler dans les bras d'un de ses Gens, & il 

n'est pas encor trop decide si c'etoit plus par faiblesse 

que par contenance, pendant que les autres servoient 

d'Ecuyers a und Dame & a une Demoisele, d'une toute autre 

nouriture que ce petit Seigneur Ideal. 

La Dame avoit environ quarante ans. Son air etoit 

avantageux, sa vue agisante, sa parole aigre-douce & quoique 

fort grasse, elle paraissoit encor bouffie de la gloire 

qu'ele tiroit de 1'Equipage & du Cortege. Ce gros de monde, 
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qu'ele trouvoit la, a I'affut de la bonne humeur du Suisse, 

refloit considerablement le volume de son amour propre, que 

sembla triompher lorsqu'on lui aprit qu'on n'entroit pas, 

s'imaginant qu'ele aloit joiiir d'un Privilege exclusif, qui 

la rendroit respectable k tous ces yeux qu'on tenoit si 

regoureusement a la Diette. 

La Demoisele, d'une taille heureuse & d'un phisionomie 

plus brillante que noble, n'avoit gueres que vingt ans. Son 

regard pouvoit paraitre modeste, si on le vouloit & n'etoit 

pas beaucoup les yeux mais ele n'en regardoit pas moins. Ce 

n'etoit qu'a la derobee qu'ele les jettoit sur vous, mais il 

vous etoit aise de reconaitre, dans cette reserve suspecte, 

qu'ele etoit a I'ecole de las grosse Dame, qui dans ses 

coups d'oeil agueris n'en disoit pas plus. 

Leur vanite pourtant n'etoit pas tout-a-fait d'accord. 

La derniere ne voyoit rien de plus flateur que I'honeur 

d'entrer par prerogative. La jeune persone, qui avoit 

compte sur un rafle d'oeillades, trouvoit cette prerogative 

bien sterile. Ele ne s'en soucioit point du tout. Ele 

I'auroit laissee vis-a-vis de deux objets qui n'avoient rien 

de nouveau pour ele, & de qui les atentions, qu'un visage 

continuel lui rendoit insipides, n'etoient plus un ragout 

pour son petit orgiieil. Elle craignoit sincerement qu'on 

eut la politesse de les distinguer de la cohue, & qu'on ne 

les introduisit. Ele se depechoit de jouir d'une 

satisfaction qui pouvoit lui echaper. Ele atiroit tous les 
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yeux sur ele par la vivacite, pour ne pas dire I'etourderie, 

de ses discours & de ses manieres, & s'y prenoit si bien, 

que quoiqu'il en put arriver, ele vouloit pouvoir etre 

certaine d'avoir jete des etinceles dans le coeur de tous 

ceux que etoient la. 

Je ne vous paile pas de leur teint. Vous saves a 

merveille que les femmes de Paris se piquent de n'en point 

avoir a eles. Des Eaux, des Pomades, de la Ceruse, du 

Vermilion, voila tout ce qui y entre. Chacune modifie ces 

drogues la a sa fantaisie; coment discerner la peau la-

dessous. 

Le visage de la plus agee portoit une carnation 

violente, & I'on ne pouvoit 1'accuser de vouloir tromper 

persone, pas l'art avec lequel ele employoit son rouge. 

Cetoit deux placards plus marques que ceux des masques. Je 

fus surpris de la voir si coloree des le matin. 

La plus jeune n'avoit point eu le meme soin, & quoiqu'a 

la considerer a part, ele parut en excellente sante, quand 

on I'envisageoit en meme tems que 1'autre, on lui trouvoit 

de I'abattement, un espece de langueur: enfin a 1'examiner 

avec attention, ele n'etoit recrepie qu'en blanc. 

Dailleurs eles etoient toutes les deux dans un 

deshabille aussi peu circonspect que si eles fussent reitees 

a leur Hotel, mais assez riche pour faire affront a la 

parure de femmes beaucoup plus illustres. 
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5*-^ Les voila bien coniies. Il vous doit sembler que vous 

etes a cote d'eles, & vous etes persuad^ que le Suisse qui 

m'a refuse come un simple particulier que je suis, sans 

faste, sans apareil, ne tiendra point centre ce fracas; 

vous seriez aisement de moitie avec I'esperance 

presomptueuse de la Dame, & je vous avoue qu j'en ai d'abor 

eu la meme idee. Je meditois deja d'implorer galament leur 

protection, & je me faisois fort de cele de la Demoisele. 

Auroit-ele voulu echaper I'ocasion d'aquerir un Courtisan, 

momentane a la verite; mais enfin qui pendant une heure ou 

deux auroit ete engage d'honeur a lui render des homages? & 

c'est toujours cela en passant. L'Avarice, la Gourmandise, 

la Vanite ne savent rien perdre. Eles grapillent, eles 

rasemblent tout, & faute d'autres, se contentent des petits 

profits. Je comtois done sur ele. 

L'Introducteur frape a cete porte, avec 1'assurance 

d'un home pour lequel il n'en est point de close. Il n'eut 

pas la seulement le plaisir de trouver a qui parler. 

Envain, apres un long monologue, digne du caractere dont je 

vouls I'ai peint, s'humilia-t'il jusqu'au point de prier, de 

suplier. Tout fut sourd & muet pour lui. Il trouva la une 

integrite incoruptible. 

Les Dames n'y tinrent pas; eles se plaignirent 

amerement du peu de consideration qu'on avoit pour eles. La 

gayete qu'eles avoient eunenee au galop, les abandona tout-a-
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coup, & laissa fondre leurs graces qu'ele soutenoit. Mon 

Dieu que I'orgueil mortifie fait un sote figure 1 

II est d'autres pasions que I'adversite corige. Cele-

ci n'en est que plus ridicule & plus injuste. Celui qui 

vouloit doner ce Cadeau en fut pour son compte, on finit par 

s'en prendre a lui. La grosse Dame le quereloit 

serieusement lorsqu'ils remonterent dan leur equipage, dont 

le Chevaux moins inteligens que ceux d'Hypolite, 

Au lieu d'avoir I'oeii morne & la Tete baisSe 

Pour Mieux se conformer a leur triste pensSe. 

patirent aussi lestement qu'ils etoient arrives, & alerent 

perdre, je ne sais ou, ce Trio humilie. 

From Lettre a M. de Poiresson-Chamarande, lieutenant-gSnSral 
au baillage & siege prSsidial de Chaumont en Bassigny, au 
sujet des tableaux exposSs au Salon du Louvre. Paris: 
1741. 4-9. Collection Deloynes no.14.2. 
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