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INTRODUCTION




    The last century had no poets; I do not mean rhymers, versifiers, or word spinners; I say poets advisedly. Poetry in the noblest and most profound sense of the term: poetry, which is created through imagery, poetry which is an enchantment, an enhancement of the imagination, an ideal of pensive meditation or smiling delight offered to the human mind, that poetry which lifts up from the earth, with throbbing wings, the spirit of an age, the soul of a people, such poetry was unknown in the eighteenth century, France; her two poets, the only two, were painters: Watteau and Fragonard. Watteau, a child of the north, of Flanders, was the great love poet, the master of a serene and tender paradise whose art is like the Elysian fields of passion; he was the elegiac poet amid whose tristful autumn woods, around whose wistful image of pleasure, all the sighing of nature was magically audible. He was the pensieroso of the Regence.




    On another page, a girl in love inscribes, as the summer light declines, the name of her beloved on the bark of a tree. The breeze still turns the pages; and to a vision of a shepherd and shepherdess embracing in front of a sundial, whose carven cupids compose a calendar of pleasure, succeeds the charming dream of a pilgrim, asleep beside his staff and his scrip, to whom a bevy of young fairies appears skimming the soup in a great saucepan… We are charmed by the illusion of a fete by Boucher staged by his pupil in the gardens of Tasso. In this entrancing magic lantern, Clorinda follows Fiametta, the light of chivalry illuminates the smiles of the novellieri (short story writer). Stories told by the fairy Urgele, playful comedy, gay shafts of sunlight such as brightened the canvas on which Beroald de Verville depicted his little cherry picker—of such elements the painting by Fragonard is compact.




    It recalls the felicitous, spirit of Tasso, Cervantes, Boccaccio, Ariosto—the Ariosto whom the artist illustrated, an Ariosto inspired by Passion and Folly. It smiles upon us with the freedoms of La Fontaine; the scope of its inspiration ranges from Propertius to Grecourt, from Longus to Favart, from Gentil-Bernard to Andre Chénier. It has, so to speak, the heart of a lover and the hand of a charming scoundrel. Within its frontiers, the breath of a sigh passes in a kiss. It is young with a perpetual youth; it is the enchanting poem of Desire, and it is enough to have written it as Fragonard wrote it to remain what he will always be, the Cherubino of erotic painting.
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      Marguerite Gérard, Portrait of Jean-Honoré Fragonard, c. 1787-1791. Oil on panel, 21.8 x 16.1 cm. Private collection.
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      The Interrupted Sacrifice, date unknown. Oil on canvas, 58 x 90 cm. Museo Municipal ‘Quiñones de León’, Vigo, Spain.


    


  




  

    
CHAPTER 1


    FROM LANDSCAPE TO THE LIBERTINE GENRE





    Jean-Honoré Fragonard was born at Grasse, in Provence, on 5 April 1732. It was a delightful countryside, an orchard of laurel, lemon, grenadine, almond, citron, strawberry, myrtle, bergamot and other scented trees and shrubs; a garden of tulips, of carnations which grew only in the flower beds of the Alps and whose dazzling colours were unknown in the north; a region drenched in the perfume of thyme, rosemary, sage.




    The previous century lacked true poets; not mere rhymers, versifiers, or word spinners, but poets in the noblest and most profound sense of the word. These were the creators of imagery, enchantment, and elevated meditations that offered an ideal realm of contemplation or joyous delight to the human mind. Such poets, capable of lifting the spirit of an era and embodying the soul of a people, were absent in eighteenth-century France, except for two individuals: Watteau and Fragonard.




    Fragonard, on the other hand, sang in slightly less lofty tones. He was the poet of the ars amatoria, the art of love in that age. Do you recall that playful, mischievous cloud of naked cupids disappearing into the sky of the ‘Embarkation for Cythera’? Their destination was Fragonard’s studio, where they sprinkled the dust from their butterfly wings onto his palette.




    Picture yourself on a fine day, with a gentle breeze turning the pages of Fragonard’s engraved works resting on your table beside a vase of roses. As you peruse these pages, you transition from visions of satin frocks playfully fleeing across the grass to glimpses of idyllic fields tended by a fifteen-year-old Anette. You encounter barns where the joy of pleasure topples the painter’s easel, and meadows where the milkmaid, with bare legs and a pail of milk, mourns like a nymph over a broken urn or a faded dream. On another page, you witness a girl in love etching her beloved’s name onto the bark of a tree as the summer light begins to fade. The breeze continues to turn the pages, revealing a shepherd and shepherdess embracing in front of a sundial, adorned with carved cupids forming a calendar of pleasure. And then, a delightful dream unfolds—a pilgrim, fast asleep beside his staff and satchel, awakens to the sight of young fairies skimming the soup in a colossal saucepan.
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      The See-Saw, c. 1750-1752. Oil on canvas, 120 x 94.5 cm. Museo Thyssen-Bornemisza, Madrid, Spain.
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      Psyche Showing her Sisters her Gifts from Cupid, 1753. Oil on canvas, 168.3 x 192.4 cm. National Gallery, London, UK.


    




    In this magical lantern of art, we are captivated by a fête staged by Boucher in the gardens of Tasso. Within this enchanting spectacle, Clorinda follows Fiametta, and the radiance of chivalry illuminates the smiles of novellieri. The painting by Fragonard encapsulates playful comedies, stories told by the fairy Urgele, and the gay shafts of sunlight reminiscent of Beroald de Verville’s depiction of a cherry picker. It evokes the felicitous spirits of Tasso, Cervantes, Boccaccio, and Ariosto—the very Ariosto whose works the artist illustrated, an Ariosto inspired by Passion and Folly. Fragonard’s art beckons us with the freedoms of La Fontaine, drawing inspiration from Propertius to Grecourt, from Longus to Favart, from Gentil-Bernard to André Chénier. It possesses the heart of a lover and the skill of a captivating scoundrel. Within its boundaries, the breath of a sigh transforms into a tender kiss. It perpetually emanates youthful vigour, existing as an enchanting poem of Desire. And by writing it as Fragonard did, he forever remains the Cherubino of erotic painting.




    II Jean-Honoré Fragonard was born on April 5, 1732, in the delightful countryside of Grasse, Provence. It was a picturesque land, resembling an orchard abundant with laurel, lemon, grenadine, almond, citron, strawberry, myrtle, bergamot, and other fragrant trees and shrubs. The region boasted gardens adorned with tulips and carnations, the latter flourishing exclusively in the flower beds of the Alps, their vibrant colours unknown in the northern lands. It was a place immersed in the intoxicating scents of thyme, rosemary, sage, Spikenard, mint, and lavender-scented air, harmonising with the soothing sound of countless fountains. This land, described by Salvien, a priest from Marseilles, as a place “interlaced with vines,” witnessed the constant flow of large flocks of sheep descending from the mountains of Provence to its plains. Bounded by the azure horizon of the Mediterranean, it was a joyful and pleasurable landscape, filled with laughter, music, and dancing. The local population, in the eighteenth century, embraced a festive spirit, celebrating life under the gentlest and purest sky in all of Europe.




    In this picturesque garden, Grasse, the birthplace of the painter, stood out as the essence of paradise. It was a town of delightful aromas and flavours, inhabited by perfumers and confectioners. Gardens layered upon one another, offering golden fruits, silver blossoms, and forests of wild orange trees. The river Foux meandered through vast meadows, surrounded by lush greenery. The southern panorama extended to Monans, La Mougins, Chateauneuf, the plain of Laval, and the sombre Esterel, vanishing into an infinite blue—the sea that caresses Italy.
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      Venus and Cupid, tondo, c. 1760. Oil on canvas, 37 x 34 cm (oval). Private collection.
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      The Musical Contest, c. 1754. Oil on canvas, 62 x 74 cm. Wallace Collection, London, UK.


    




    

      [image: ]




      The Girl with the Marmot. Museo Municipal ‘Quiñones de León’ in Vigo, Spain.


    




    Fragonard, born and raised in this land, had his spirit nourished by its surroundings. His character and temperament were shaped by the very soil he grew upon. As he matured, he absorbed the atmosphere of the southern region, where the serene climate sustained its inhabitants and became their nourishment. We can recognise in his work an artist whose earliest years were bathed in the warmth of the southern sun, whose brushstrokes emanated the gaiety and joy of light. Even the slightest of his sketches exuded warmth, a fragrance, an essence born from the land of his birth. He held in his hand the reflection of his native sun and carried its radiance within his heart. His palette, composed exclusively of blues, whites, and red-browns, echoed the colours of the Midi. The light that danced in his paintings mirrored the flickering rays over Provençal orange groves. When he opened a window in one of his interior scenes or included a background in his illustrations of La Fontaine’s works, it was always a view of a Provençal landscape, foreshadowing the beauty of Italian scenery.




    His rustic figures embraced the simplicity of outdoor life, adorned with the semi-nudity characteristic of those blessed lands where grains are ground in open fields. Throughout his work, the white Provençal hat and the distinct cap of Mediterranean sailors made appearances. His preferred settings were the shadows cast by arched structures, low vaults, arcaded alleys, and caves inspired by Romanesque art, which provided shade and coolness to the Provence region. Earthenware utensils from his childhood and the large jars used to store the region’s oil and wine often appeared in the backgrounds of his works. The scenery of his youth dominated his landscapes, intertwining vibrant vegetation, rugged bushes, and a variety of green and flowering shrubs near the fountains of Traconnade, Foux, and Merveilles, nourished by their streams. The tall, graceful reed, evoking oriental charm, lightness, and untamed beauty, captured his young eyes along the Provençal canals. It was as if he had gathered armfuls of them to frame his work.




    Every aspect of his art originated from the Midi—the colours on his palette, his imagination, and the blossoming of his ideas, emotions, and hues. One might say that all his paintings were improvised under a blue sky, on an easel in a garden, enveloped in the serenity of the atmosphere, the breath of summer, surrounded by harmonious melodies and echoes that intertwined with troubadour songs, Petrarch’s canzone, and the melodious splashing of Vaucluse’s fountains.




    But his birthplace provided not only the essence of his painting but also shaped his character as a man. Surely, Provence, fondly known as “La Geuse parfumée”, was his fairy godmother at birth. He seemed to have inherited more than just his talent from this region. He owed his upbringing and temperament, the gracefulness of his destiny, his benevolence, and a nature that delighted in being alive. His gaiety floated above the seriousness of life, accompanied by a gentle determination to succeed, a leisurely activity, an indolent diligence, an ambition to embrace the joys of life and art, like gathering only the freshest rosebuds. He loved the effortless flow of existence, remaining indifferent to the future, all sustained and elevated by a bright trust in Providence. This confidence inspired his amusing response when asked about his beginnings as an artist and the development of his talent.
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      The Birth of Venus, date unknown. Oil on canvas, 54 x 83 cm. Musée Grobet-Labadié, Marseille, France.
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      The Good Mother, date unknown. Oil on canvas, 49 x 39 cm. Private collection, Switzerland.
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      Goddess Aurora Triumphing over Night, 1755-1756. Oil on canvas, 95 x 132 cm. Private collection.
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      The Joys of Motherhood, c. 1754. Oil on canvas, 144.8 x 96.5 cm. Indianapolis Museum of Art, Indianapolis, USA.


    




    “Survive as best you can,” declared Nature, forcefully thrusting me into existence. At that time, a modest artistic hub in Rome enticed French painters, previously hesitant to employ the medium of engraving to depict their imaginative visions, to explore the realm of etching. It was within this milieu that Vien, in 1748, immortalised the ingenious masquerade executed by the École de Rome through a captivating series of plates. This spectacle compelled even the ambassadors of nations at war with France to acknowledge our exceptional taste, eliciting an exultant cry of “Vive la France!” from their lips.




    Additionally, in 1764, Rome bore witness to the creation of a delightful compilation assembled by students from the French School—a tribute to Madame Lecomte, Watelet’s esteemed companion upon her arrival in the city. Each contributor played a role in fashioning this work of art; Weir Otter, Durameau, Hubert Robert, and Radel crafted allegorical depictions, accompanied by a cupid bearing a portfolio of drawings floating in the sky, hovering above an illustrious representation of the esteemed traveller. Subleyras and Lavallée Poussin adorned the accompanying text, composed of Italian sonnets, with ornamental borders that evolved into idyllic scenes, incorporating arabesques that transformed into vistas of Rome. These artistic flourishes intertwined with friezes, featuring miniature nymphs and coquettish faces, alluringly smiling beneath the papal tiara. Sometime between the publication of these two books—closer to the latter’s release—Fragonard embarked upon his initial ventures into etching.
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