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      Pilgrimage to Cythera, 1717. Oil on canvas, 1.2 x 1.9 m. Louvre Museum, Paris, France.


    




    
The Painter, His Time and His Legend




    When Watteau was admitted to the “Académie Royale de Peinture et de Sculpture” in 1717, the painting he presented, Le Pèlerinage à I’île de Cythère (The Embarkation for Cythera), caused him to be dubbed with the official title of “Peintre de Fêtes Galantes”, the painter of courtly festivities. In later years, Watteau’s “Fêtes Galantes”, scenes of courtly love amid a rural setting were often regarded as sophisticated trifles. Diderot was to remark: “Talent imitates nature; taste inspires its choice; yet I prefer simplicity to affectation, and I would give ten Watteaus for one Teniers.”[1]




    Yet the eighteenth century produced few painters whose gift can compare with Watteau’s deep sensitivity and lyrical qualities. Modern studies show that Rodin misinterpreted the Embarkation.[2]




    The scene is set on the Isle of Cythera, the island of love itself; a statue of Aphrodite stands at the edge of the woods and cupids accompany their new acquaintances, hovering above the cavaliers and their female companions. There is no emotional crescendo despite the assumption implied by the artist’s choice of subject.[3] Nevertheless, Rodin was correct in his interpretation of the action taking place in the scene. The theme of the painting lies in the subtle gradations of sentiment, now appearing, now disappearing, in continual motion.




    Watteau revealed the poetic value of barely discernible nuances of human emotion by capturing fleeting moments of the most breathtaking and unique eloquence. He transferred to the canvas a new realm of spiritual state, ranging from gentle timidity to secret disillusion, provoked by the difference between dream and reality.




    One of Watteau’s great merits as the painter who ushered in eighteenth-century French painting was that he countered the bigoted and narrow-minded “ultimate truths” of Le Brun’s imitators with the poetry of subtle impulses and fleeting emotions. Charles Montesquieu might have been thinking of this when in his Essai sur le goût dans les choses de la nature et de I’art (Essays on Taste in Matters of Nature and Art) he spoke of people being endowed with “... an invisible charm, a natural, indefinable grace which one is obliged to call the /“je ne sais quoi”.[4]




    Watteau’s artistic discoveries were of special significance with the decline of absolutism, which marked the beginning of the eighteenth century. The absolutist era of the Sun-King had imposed uniformity on art, banning all individuality and originality.




    This does not mean that Watteau was inclined to break with tradition. Neither the subjects of his paintings nor the evidence of his contemporaries furnish grounds for such an assumption. Yet his art revealed the new opportunities for artistic cognition that were the natural result of this historic watershed. Watteau’s vision of the world was undoubtedly enhanced by the artistic training of this, the eighteenth century’s first truly great painter, which was unfettered by the rules of the academic school. Although little is known about Watteau’s early years, he certainly frequented the studios of the popular genre painters. He is also known to have preferred the Flemish school, with its realistic traditions and was attracted by Venetian Renaissance art, for its emotionalism.




    Before discussing Watteau’s “discoveries” in painting, which set him apart from the devices used in seventeenth-century painting, something needs to be said about his immediate predecessors. Lebrun’s academic dogma placed classical models above nature and demanded that nature be improved upon for the sake of the abstract, ideal perfection of the “grand goût” (“great taste”). Watteau’s rich graphic legacy has made it possible for future generations to know what France looked like in his day, reflecting a profound interest in reality and demonstrating convincingly that a turning point had been reached in the French school.




    The academic doctrine of the seventeenth century considered the artist’s individual view of the world to be subordinate to the creation of a sort of apotheosis of painting. Watteau restored art to its true place in life. His striking individuality manifested itself in every aspect of his art, and some paintings (such as Pierrot-Gilles) were autobiographical. He created interest in the rhythm of line in his drawings, which is sometimes leisurely as if in contemplation, sometimes troubled and agitated. The range of feelings expressed in his paintings is readily communicated to the viewer, who does not even need to be familiar with their allegories and symbols, but merely needs to be able to feel them. It was just such an art which was most appropriate at the start of an era in which the ability to express emotion was to become the criterion of human greatness.
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      Portrait of Antoine Watteau, 1721. Pastel on paper, 43 x 55 cm. Museum in Treviso, Italy.
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      Cajoler, 1707-1708. Oil on panel, 80 x 39 cm. Private Collection.
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      Arlecchino Emperor in the Moon, 1708. Oil on canvas, 120 x 180 cm. Musée des Beaux-Arts de Nantes, Nantes, France.
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      Faun, 1707-1708. Oil on panel, 87 x 39 cm. Private Collection.


    




    Watteau’s friends were amazed by the originality of his creativity. Jean de Julienne said of him: “...he had a lively and penetrating spirit and lofty sentiments; he spoke little, but well, and wrote similarly. Most of the time he was deep in thought. A great admirer of Nature and of all the masters who copied it, assiduous labour had made him somewhat melancholy. Cold and embarrassed in manner, which at times made him difficult for his friends and often for himself, he had no other shortcomings except that of indifference and of liking change.”[5] The art dealer Gersaint said of him: “...His character was restless and inconstant; he was unrestrained in his desires, a libertine in spirit, yet prudent in behaviour, impatient, timid, of a cold and embarrassed manner, discreet and reserved with strangers, a good but difficult friend, a misanthrope, a malicious and even biting critic, ever dissatisfied with himself and with others, and not too willing to forgive.”[6]




    Comments by the master’s contemporaries touch on other, more concrete, aspects of his creativity. An insight into Watteau’s artistic method is provided by the advice he gave to his pupil, Nicolas Lancret. Here is what Lancret’s biographer Balot de Sovot tells us: “Watteau, who at first took a liking to M. Lancret, told him one day that he would only be wasting his time by remaining any longer with a master; that he should go further with his work by following that Master of all Masters, nature; that he, Watteau, had done just that and had profited thereby. He advised him to go to the outskirts of Paris and sketch landscapes, following which he should sketch some figures and use them to create out of all this a painting after his own imagination and preferences.”[7]




    It is unlikely that the biographer added anything of his own. Everything he recounts rings true. Watteau’s advice runs counter to the traditional principles of art teaching, rooted in the previous century. It was a tradition, which was undermined by dogmatism and the system of academic teaching that fettered any originality of pupils, forcing them to make do without nature for long years and to blindly copy their master’s works. Watteau’s own method consisted of the production of a multitude of studies from nature, which he then used for his paintings. The drawings he left include surprisingly few sketches for determining the composition, although there are many landscapes, as well as figures in different poses, heads and hands - all of which were later incorporated into his pictures. One of the artist’s biographers, Count de Caylus, made the following remark about Watteau at the Academie Royale de Peinture et de Sculpture, in 1748: “Most of the time the figures that he sketched from nature were produced with no definite aim in view... He never made preliminary sketches for, nor gave preliminary thought to, any of his paintings, no matter how light or fleeting. His custom was to draw sketches in a bound book to always have a great number of them to hand... When he felt the urge to paint, he could turn to his collection. He chose the figures that suited him best for the occasion. He formed them into groups, usually against a background which he had designed or prepared. It was indeed rare for him to act otherwise.”[8]




    That Watteau constructed his scenes from the material he had amassed, much in the manner of mosaics, is confirmed by at least two facts. Firstly, the sketches found on the same sheet of paper served for paintings produced at different periods. Even if it is assumed that the artist made new sketches in the margins of old pieces of paper, which only serves to support the thesis that in the course of his creative process, Watteau would constantly return to earlier drawings. Secondly, the same figures and groups often recur in different paintings, although they are slightly rearranged each time. Thus, the figures presented in Le Faux Pas (Louvre) reappear among other figures in Plaisirs d’Amour (Pleasures of Love) (Gemäldegalerie, Dresden). There are many similar examples. However, there is also little doubt that Caylus, who measured Watteau by doctrinaire academic standards, had little understanding of the artist’s method. Watteau’s art cannot be reduced to elegant marquetry. When he combined previously used motifs in a new composition, the poetic integrity of the painting always remained paramount. Figures and landscapes merged into a harmonious unity. It is no accident that when Balot de Sovot quoted Watteau he claimed the master used the word “imagination” more than any other. This leads to an analysis of Watteau’s poetic fantasy, the singular structure of his perception and, last but not least, his specific choice of subjects. While still the apprentice of an obscure painter, Watteau found himself among artists and engravers who specialised in little pictures of “modes et moeurs” (fashion and custom) as they were called at the time. The influence of these naive genre scenes, produced by Bernard Picart, Claude Simpol and others, is evident in Watteau’s early work, although his lyrical gift very soon imbued these subjects with a new and essentially deeper meaning. Scenes of military life, so well represented in Russian museums (including the Camp volant (Mobile Camp), Pushkin Museum, Moscow), are an expression of the artist’s frank interest in the lives of the masses, an interest which manifests itself even more powerfully in the La Marmotte (The Marmot) or Le Savoyard (both in the Hermitage Museum, St Petersburg).




    

      [image: ]




      The Seducer, c. 1712. Oil on canvas, 18.5 x 25.5 cm. Ashmolean Museum, Oxfors, U.K.
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      The Woman at the Spring, 1708. Oil on canvas, 74 x 91 cm. Ashmolean Museum in Oxford, U.K.
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      The Monkey Sculptor, c. 1710. Oil on canvas, 22 x 21 cm. Musée des Beaux-Arts d’Orléans, Orleans, France.


    




    These are evidence of Watteau’s artistic fidelity to life. The artist’s preoccupation with scenes of everyday existence took on a special meaning because of the plethora of mythological subjects cultivated by the members of the Academie. Contemporaries are unanimous when speaking of Watteau’s dislike of traditional subject matter. In 1729, the painter Etienne Jeaurat wrote: “The subjects of his paintings are pure fantasy.”[9]




    The story of Watteau’s The Embarkation for Cythera is also noteworthy. The minutes of the “Academie Royale de Peinture et de Sculpture” of June 30, 1712, stated that the painter would be given a subject by the Academie’s director. Then those words were crossed out and replaced with the following statement: “The subject for his acceptance work has been left to his discretion.”[10] Watteau’s choice of subject matter was undoubtedly determined by his own ideas and by his opposition not only to the official hierarchy of genres but also to the practice of the times whereby distinguished patrons imposed their own choice of subjects on painters. There is much evidence of this practice, for example, in the note addressed by the Duke d’Antin to Lancret containing a detailed description of a comical genre scene related, in all probability, to a humorous incident which had actually occurred. The duke wished to have this scene painted for the entertainment of his guests.[11]




    While stressing Watteau’s interest in contemporary life, one must not ignore the general development of his artistic interpretation, from the naivety of his early genre scenes to the complex structure of the imagery in his later paintings. Watteau did not become a mirror of French society’s morals and manners, and humdrum daily life obviously held no attraction for him. The confines of genre art were too narrow for him, and in that sense, it is a mistake to interpret, for example, his L’Enseigne de Gersaint (The Gersaint Signboard) as a return to the commonplace.




    The problem of Watteau’s subjects becomes much more complex when applied to his theatric scenes and so-called “Fêtes Galantes”. The narrative element gradually faded in the artist’s works. His imitators, Lancret and Pater, sought to entertain their audience with amusing situations. The story as such, the plot, and the intrigue were far less important to Watteau than the sentiment expressed, the ‘inner melody’ of his paintings, addressed to his emotionally responsive viewers rather than to those with a taste for amusing or moralising tales. Both the little Savoyard and Pierrot (Gilles) themselves seem inert, yet inexplicably they stir the viewer’s soul. The lyrical nature of Watteau’s figures is revealed not in their actions, but in the innermost realm of their feelings in special moments of poetic lucidity.




    Many contemporary scholars of Watteau persistently try to trace the sources of his subjects, hoping that this iconographic path will lead them to the secret of his art. In connection with the “Fêtes Galantes”, they recall that Watteau had the opportunity to observe the life of high society in the home and at the country estate of Pierre Crozat, a wealthy patron of the arts. They also recall that the French literature of the period abounds in descriptions of country outings and picnics. One name that comes up, for example, is that of François Savinien d’Alquié, who extolled the charms of the high life in rural settings in these terms: “There is no pleasure equal to that enjoyed by ladies dressing up to take part in ballet scenes or pastorals and arranging to meet in woods and gardens.”[12]




    This was an age when many ‘family theatres’ became fashionable on estates near Paris - Voltaire described them in La Princesse de Babylone.[13]




    Here is a story told by Hippolyte Taine which, though undated, is typical of the period: “Madame de Civrac being obliged to take a cure, her friends decided to amuse her during the journey; they would keep ahead of her and, wherever she stopped to spend the night, would arrange for her a little country fair, dressing themselves as villagers and merchants, with a bailiff, scrivener and other stock characters singing and reciting verses.”[14]
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      The Marriage Contract in a Landscape, 1712. Oil on canvas, 47 x 55 cm. Prado Museum, Madrid, Spain.
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      Allegory of the Summer in Ceres, 1712. Oil on canvas, 116 x 142 cm. National Gallery of Art, Washington D.C., U.S.A.
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      An Embarrassing Proposal, 1715-1716. Oil on canvas, 65 x 84.5 cm. The State Hermitage Museum, St. Petersburg, Russia.
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      Happy Pierrot, c. 1712. Oil on canvas, 31 x 35 cm. Thyssen-Bornemisza Museum, Madrid, Spain.


    




    This is convincing evidence that the life of high society in those days had a distinctly theatrical flavour; human relationships were expressed in a theatrical form which tended to mask their real nature.




    On the other hand, students of Watteau’s art seek to discover the prototypes of his subjects in the plays he may have seen 011 the professional stages of Paris. We know that the artist became a theatre buff in his early years, and was well-versed in that art. Gersaint tells us that in his youth Watteau “...would spend his free time in going to the square and sketching the different comical scenes that are usually performed for the public by the charlatans and hawkers who roam the country.”[15]




    In his mature years, Watteau was often inspired by plays, especially by performances of the commedia dell’arte, in which the actors were often masked. Society outings in the spirit of Savinien d’Alquié, a scene from Dancourt’s comedy, Les Trois Cousines, the comic ballet La Vénitienne by the composer de La Barre and the poet Houdar de La Motte,[16] have all been suggested at different times as sources for The Embarkation for Cythera. But Watteau was neither a portrayer of the manners and morals of French Regency society nor a historiographer of early eighteenth-century French theatre. No one can seriously deny the legitimacy of carefully examining the motifs in Watteau’s works; the method has discoveries to its credit and others will follow, shedding new light on his paintings. But one point cannot be disputed, namely, that the approach to Watteau’s art as a kind of chronicle of theatrical and high society life of the period always encounters insuperable contradictions and resistance on the part of the material itself. One could begin with an example which, though pertaining to a very specific area, is by no means of minor importance. Costume experts never cease to argue about the dress worn by Watteau’s figures. Some insist that it is pure fantasy, thus confirming the artist’s penchant for invention.[17] Others, on the contrary, note the reflection (both in drawings and paintings) of “one of the most brilliant chapters in the history of French fashion.”[18]




    In 1727, Dubois de Saint-Gelais contended in Descriptions des tableaux du Palais Royal that Watteau’s pictures could serve as a guide to the history of costume.[19] A 1718, English design for silk from the Victoria and Albert Museum, London, was published in a book about silks of the baroque and rococo periods. Reproduced next to it was Watteau’s painting Iris, or La Danse, now in the Gemäldegalerie, Berlin-Dahlem. The patterns of the fabrics are almost identical.[20] Nevertheless, experts in the field justly note that at the start of the eighteenth century, as at all times, costumes varied, depending on the occasion on which they were to be worn, and that Watteau’s preference is for informal and even theatrical,[21] rather than to formal, dress. Moreover, in one of the latest books on Watteau, the suggestion is once again made that, just as he introduced into the backgrounds of his paintings containing architecture of the early part of the previous century (Salomon de Brosse), he dressed his figures in costumes of the Louis XIII period.[22] Antoine de La Roque, Watteau’s closest friend, probably understood this phenomenon best of all when he wrote (in the artist’s obituary of the “...caprices of French fashion, both ancient and modem.”[23] To return to the problem of subjects, virtually every book and article on Watteau that mentions Pierrot (Gilles) contains a fresh attempt to identify the model for the central figure.[24] Since the painting depicts figures wearing Italian Commedia dell’arte costumes, various actors have been named (Biancolelli, Belloni, Breon and others) who played the part of Gilles or of Pierrot in this very specific tradition of masked theatre masks which was not only quite different to the style of the Comédie-Française but was in open conflict with it in the early eighteenth century.




    In the Hermitage painting, previously known as Les Comédiens italiens (The Italian Actors), scholars recognise certain actors and actresses of the Comédie-Française. There are Christine-Antoinette-Charlotte Desmares on the left, and Pierre La Thorilliere on the right.[25] In this respect, it is interesting to note the undeniable resemblance between the actor second from left in the Hermitage painting and the one in the Louvre painting who sits at the feet of Pierrot (Gilles), third from right. The arched eyebrows, the pointed nose and narrow nostrils, and the disdainful curve of the upper lip are alike in both faces. But if this is so, if one and the same person is depicted among actors of the Comédie-Française in the Hermitage painting and among Commedia dell’arte figures in the Louvre painting, then the very method of interpretation based on linking such pictures to a given theatrical company or play appears doubtful. That Watteau may have reproduced certain scenes from plays is, of course, possible. But his approach to the subject displays a far greater complexity. That is why the conclusion reached by a French theatrical historian that Watteau, guided by imagination, depicted in his compositions a theatrical troupe of his own invention, is not so odd as may seem at first glance. Yet the author then proceeds to list the names of all the actors of the Riccoboni company whom he can recognise in the painting L’Amour au théâtre italien (Love in the Italian Theater) (Berlin-Dahlem) - which is indeed odd.[26]
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      The Foursome, c. 1713. Oil on canvas, 65 x 50 cm. Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco, U.S.A.
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      Cupid Disarmed, c. 1715. Oil on canvas, 47 x 38 cm. Condé Museum, Chantilly, France.
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      Italian Recreation, c. 1715. Oil on canvas, 71 x 94 cm. Schloss Charlottenburg, Berlin, Germany.
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      Sketch with Two Figures, 1710-1715. Chalk on paper, 19.6 x 18.4 cm. Ashmolean Museum, Oxford, U.K.


    




    Sous un habit de Mezzetin (known in English as Mezzetin), a small composition in the Wallace Collection, London, has a noteworthy history. Watteau’s work continues to remain full of enigmas and to this very day, his subjects and figures provoke contradictory opinions. In that sense, the London painting is a happy exception. In the notes to his Abecedario of painting, Mariette speaks of “the Sieur Sirois, a friend of Watteau, represented amid his family in the guise of Mezzetin playing the guitar.”[27] Mariette’s interpretation of Watteau’s theatrical scenes is not generally as scenes from plays and he cautiously speaks of “persons in disguise”, in Commedia dell’arte fancy dress. Mariette may also have been mistaken at times, but the former Bordeaux-Groult collection, Paris, included a portrait drawing, undeniably of the same individual, with the name Syroie inscribed in Watteau’s hand. Consequently, this is one of the rare cases in which a model for a Watteau painting can be positively identified. A sketch in the British Museum is directly related to the two female figures in the painting Mezzetin. It depicts the heads of Sirois’s daughters, at exactly the same angle as in the painting. Incidentally, the British Museum sketch seems to belong to those produced for a specific composition. Thus, the family of the artist’s friend Sirois is portrayed in the Wallace Collection painting as an improvised company of Commedia dell’arte actors. According to Caylus, Watteau kept a stock of theatrical costumes in his studio, in which he liked to dress his models.




    The story behind Mezzetin provides grounds for the supposition that the other theatrical subjects of Watteau’s mature period, far from being “portraits of performances”, may, like the above painting, be his own “plays”, created and staged on canvas by that most skilful director, the artist’s imagination. Watteau’s Embarkation for Cythera was probably another example of his own imaginary “theatre”. Clearly, the boundaries between the themes most often used by Watteau are indistinct and hard to define. His “Fêtes Galantes” and theatrical scenes are linked by a common thread expressed through the artist’s poetic fantasy. Before attempting to define the essence of this interweaving of motifs in Watteau’s work, as well as his commitment to the theatre, certain peculiarities of early eighteenth-century French theatre should be mentioned, especially as they are little known. They are essential, however, to make it possible to understand not only the artistic environment but also the social climate of Watteau’s time.
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