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Introduction: In pursuit of pleasure
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On Monday February 18, 1771, around 130 dealers, collectors, and artists assembled in the studio of the former premier peintre du roi and director of the Académie Royale de Peinture et de Sculpture, François Boucher (1703–1770).1 Located in the northwest corner of the Louvre's Cour Carrée, the large studio and adjoining apartment had been Boucher's home and workshop for the better part of two decades. The gathering marked the first day of Boucher's three-week-long estate sale, resulting in the dispersal of one of the largest and most diverse collections of art, curiosity, and nature ever assembled by a French artist (Figure 0.1).2 Many of those present were familiar with Boucher's collection of around 13,500 objects, which according to the engraver Johann Georg Wille (1715–1808) remained untouched since the artist's death nine months earlier.3 At precisely half-past three, the auctioneer Guillot, together with the sale's organizer Pierre Rémy (1715–1797) commenced the bidding with Boucher's collection of paintings, sculpture, and drawings.4 The competition was robust as the city's leading picture dealers vied to secure a piece of this distinguished collection.5 Several high-profile collectors were also in attendance, including the amateur Pierre-Jean Mariette (1694–1774), whose writings on art codified the practice of collecting for eighteenth-century artists.6
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Doucet. ©Institut national d'histoire de l'art, bibliothèque.



Correspondence from the period reveals the tense atmosphere surrounding Boucher's sale. As the publisher Charles-Antoine Jombert (1712–1784) complained to the artist Aignan-Thomas Desfriches (1715–1800), “The influence of the buyers and spectators is so great that I worry I will end up with nothing.”7 Although Jombert managed to secure several drawings by Boucher, his anxiety suggests the widespread interest in this global collection.8 Indeed, what began as a modest accumulation of keepsakes, gifts, and studio resources evolved into an impressive assemblage of local and international art, decorative objects, exotic curios, and naturalia. The sale of Boucher's collection raised 98,829 livres at auction, evidence of Boucher's wealth and capacity for spending.9 To put this figure into perspective, the political economist and engineer Achille-Nicolas Isnard's (1748–1803) found that the average annual income for the wealthiest five percent of French households in 1781 amounted to just 3,670 livres per annum.10

Boucher's contemporaries appreciated his collection for the quality of the items and their arrangement. Assembled over many years, “with as much taste as expenditure,” the collection was divided up into 1,865 lots, many with multiple listings.11 At its peak, it contained 6,500 attributed paintings, drawings, prints, and sculpture from the Italian, Netherlandish, and French schools of art, with minor representations from Germany, Spain, and China. The collection incorporated all manner of imported and locally produced porcelain, lacquer, bronze, terracotta, and marble, along with elegant pieces of furniture and exotic curios that Boucher sourced from specialist dealers in Paris. The highlight of the collection was the artist's magnificent cabinet natural history, situated in a dedicated room on the eastern side of the studio. The Cabinet (as it hereafter referred) contained over 5,000 specimens, as well as decorative items chosen by Boucher for their material connection to nature.12 Rémy boasted that Boucher's natural history collection was one of the finest ever seen in Paris.13 Similarly, Wille reported that the number and variety of objects astounded his wife and son.14

The events of the 1771 sale confirm that Boucher was one of the pre-eminent artist-turned-collectors of the early modern period. However, a single study of Boucher's collection and the art it inspired is absent from the current field of historical scholarship. While scholars have commented on the impact Boucher's painted and graphic imagery had in shaping the commercial market for luxury goods, very little of this dialogue has focused on Boucher's collection as a source of inspiration.15 In seeking to rectify the relative anonymity of Boucher as an artist-collector, this book delivers a critical analysis of his collection. It explores all areas of the collection, including the procurement, arrangement, and conservation of objects. Furthermore, it investigates the impact Boucher's collecting activities had on the development of his studio practices. Bringing together the primary source material relating to his collection, along with first-hand accounts of those who visited him in the studio, I show how Boucher created a bespoke atelier that served him professionally in the daily running of his busy workshop and privately by providing him with a space to indulge his passion for collecting. To this end, I consider the extent to which Boucher's preference for specific objects and their arrangement in the studio inspired new ideas and practices across his oeuvre, especially the allegorical and mythological subjects for which he was best known. By exploring the relationship between taste and productivity in Boucher's studio, this book offers a revisionist account of Boucher as an artist-collector. Instead of analyzing his works in their places of reception (palaces, villas, and townhouses), I look back at the spaces in which they were produced. Drawing on Svetlana Alpers's well-known study of the studio, I attempt to find the visible trace of Boucher's collection in the formal and aesthetic qualities of his paintings and drawings.16 In doing so, this book unearths a myriad of new and exciting connections between Boucher, his art, and his collection.


The artist as collector

Boucher is not unique as an artist-turned-collector. Throughout history, artists have always collected. Rembrandt, Rubens, Degas, and Picasso, to name just a few in the West, all assembled significant collections that rival those with vast fortunes. If a common goal of collectors is to select and combine art and objects to build and transmit knowledge of the self, artists prolong this process, as their collections often develop in tandem with a thriving artistic practice. For an artist, a single object may occupy multiple meanings, existing at once as a collected item, studio prop, a source inspiration, and by extension a reference to a wider body of work. In this way, an artist's collection represents a financial and professional investment in the kind of luxury and semi-luxury items that accrues in market value and as intellectual and social capital. When utilized in the studio, a collection is both an artistic resource and a display of wealth and creativity.

Like other artists of the early modern era, Boucher's collection formed an important part of his artistic practice. It was an abundant resource of different styles and techniques that he adapted in his work and in the teaching of others. When he started collecting in the 1730s, Boucher's collection was split between the various studios and homes he occupied over the years with his wife and three children. However, after the family moved to the Louvre in 1752, Boucher consolidated his domestic and professional spaces under one roof. While some objects must have been set aside to furnish the residence, reports suggest that the studio became the main repository for his collection as well as the primary site for his artistic production.17 The Louvre studio functioned as an advertisement for his creativity as an artist and a collector while fostering opportunities for the close examination of objects.

In this respect, both Rembrandt and Rubens are important forerunners in a study of Boucher's collection. These artists built impressive collections that they displayed within the interconnected spaces of their respective homes and studios. Boucher's collecting style—if such a thing should exist—sits somewhere between the methodical practices of Rubens and the eclecticism of Rembrandt. Like Boucher, Rembrandt accumulated all manner of stuff including antique busts, costumes, stuffed animals, decorative Asian objects, Venetian glasswork, globes, medallions, shells, and preserved human bone fragments.18 Some of these items entered his collection of rare objects, while others formed part of the general bric-a-brac that so often occupies an artist's studio. At the center of his collection were around seventy albums containing 8,000 drawings and prints by well-known Netherlandish, German, and Italian artists.19 For an artist who never traveled abroad, the prints played a vital role in Rembrandt's education. His collection of Italian prints, for instance, was instrumental in developing his application of the shading technique chiaroscuro.

Though aspects of Rembrandt's collection informed his artistic practice, there were times when his collecting activities impeded his ability to work. He regularly ran into financial difficulties, with his spending often exceeding his income. To fund his collection, Rembrandt increased productivity in the studio.20 However, the sale of works was not enough to counter the effects of the economic downturn that hit Amsterdam during the 1650s. No longer able to meet his creditors' demands and threatened with imprisonment, the artist filed for bankruptcy in 1656. Forced to sell his house, Rembrandt also parted with his printing press, along with most of his collection.

In contrast to Rembrandt, Rubens pursued a more stable approach to collecting. He amassed more than 1,000 works of art in a variety of genres. As Jeffery Muller has shown, Rubens's collection grew into one of the largest and most refined in Antwerp.21 It became a well-known attraction for visiting dignitaries, including the King of Poland, the Infanta Isabella of Spain, and Marie de Medici. Rubens had a sharp eye for quality and was highly selective in his acquisitions. He believed the ideal of perfection existed primarily in the works of the ancient Greeks and Romans and with the Italian artists of the sixteenth century, especially the Venetian painters Tintoretto, Veronese, and Titian. By comparison, it was the leading masters of the Florentine-Roman tradition, Leonardo da Vinci, Michelangelo, and Raphael that dominated his collection of drawings.

Rubens exemplifies the model of the scholarly artist-collector. His name is synonymous with excellence, particularly as it relates to his collection of drawings, which remained part of his estate. His will stipulated that the drawings pass to any son or son-in-law who wanted to practice as an artist, or until his youngest child reached the age of eighteen.22 Such a bequest embodies the professional value of an artist's collection of drawings, a medium that is historically associated with the theory of invention and the primacy of ideas. If drawings promise both artists and collectors valuable insight into the artistic process, then viewing a collection of drawings chosen by an artist of Rubens's caliber offers the closest and most direct experience of genius.

Collections assembled by eighteenth-century French artists were equally associated with quality. Their choices related to their artistic judgments, rather than the broader social, political, and economic factors driving royal and aristocratic collectors.23 Writing about artist-collectors in the estate sale catalog of the painter Charles-Antoine Coypel (1694–1752), Mariette mounted an argument in favor of an artist's talent in forming a superior collection:


Freed from the tyranny, which fashion and caprice exert on the majority of men, artists notice only that which conveys the true character of beauty….If an honest fortune supports the views of the artist, his collection will be enriched by the very best pieces; few [collections] will be as perfect, or as instructive.24



Although Mariette does not dispute the fact that wealth is required, he believed that the value of the artist's collection lay in its aesthetic integrity and its demonstrated skills of connoisseurship. Moreover, by selecting certain objects, an artist's collection had the potential to educate viewers by making the necessary “stylistic distinctions” and “to arrange each object in the class and rank in which it belongs.”25 For Mariette, the ability for an artist to inform collectors through their selections, while cultivating a successful artistic practice, distinguished artist-collectors from others operating within a privileged network of art and connoisseurship.26

Mariette positioned collecting for Boucher and other artists of his generation as an intellectual activity, with additional creative, social, and educational benefits. This was not the first time he discussed artists in connection to collecting and connoisseurship. In Recueil Crozat (1729), a two-volume compendium consisting of 140 engravings after works in Pierre Crozat's (1661–1740) collection, Mariette advocated on behalf of artists, whom he thought would benefit from the Recueil.27 In describing the appeal of the Recueil, widely considered the first comprehensive history of a major European art collection, Mariette noted that the “prints engraved after the Paintings of the Grand Masters would please amateurs and artists.”28 According to Mariette, amateurs were distinct from artists, who despite being similarly associated with taste lacked the artist's facility to select and combine works of art with the trained eye of a professional.29 By distinguishing artists from amateurs, Mariette identified artists as a separate category of potential collectors. Many of these artists had both the expertise and the financial resources required to make informed selections for collections of sufficient scale. In clarifying these groups, he also separated artists from connoisseurs, whose role in attributing and authenticating works of art was grounded in eighteenth-century theoretical approaches to art connoisseurship as a form of scientific learning.30

Having devoted his life to the study of art and collecting, especially prints and drawings, Mariette's experience meant he was well placed to comment on the artist-collector. His family owned a respected printmaking and publishing business, which Mariette inherited, along with a sizable art collection that he enlarged considerably over the years. Mariette's collection contained more than nine thousand sheets, including works by old masters and contemporary artists. As was the practice of amateurs during the eighteenth century, Mariette enjoyed making copies after works in his collection. His contribution to the connoisseurship of prints and drawings augmented his writing on art, which was partially published in the 1850s as Abecedario de P. J. Mariette et autres notes inédites de cet amateur sur les arts et les artistes (1851–1862).31

Mariette descended from a long line of experts on artists' collections. His grandfather Pierre Mariette (1634–1716) was a respected engraver, print dealer, and art appraiser. Following the death of the artist and royal drawings master Israël Silvestre (1621–1691), Pierre was called to evaluate Silvestre's collection, together with premier painter Noël Coypel (1628–1707), grandfather of Charles Coypel.32 In addition to his writing on Charles's collection, Mariette provided commentary on the collecting activities of Israël's grandson Nicolas Silvestre (1699–1767). In 1734, at the age of only thirty-five, Nicolas absolved his responsibilities as master of royal drawings to his teenage son Jacques to focus on what Mariette describes as an “insatiable thirst” for collecting prints and drawings.33 Like Coypel, Nicolas significantly expanded his family's collection. Consequently, his approach to collecting represents a form of dynastic privilege aligned with the aristocratic model of building on an existing collection.

The model of the artist-collector, as articulated by Mariette, describes a cohort of artists who collected primarily for social and intellectual gratification. While Charles Coypel and Nicolas Silvestre acquired their families' collections, other self-made artists like Boucher began with little or no property. Jean-Baptiste Pierre (1714–1789), Boucher's successor as premier peintre du roi, declared that the artist was “Born in poverty.”34 Such a claim is exaggerated and probably made with the benefit of Boucher's success in mind, especially when considering his father Nicolas Bouché (1672–1743) was a minor painter and member of Académie de Saint-Luc, as opposed to the Académie Royale where Boucher served as director between 1765 and 1768.35 While not much is known of Boucher's childhood, he likely received some form of training from his father before entering the studio of François Lemoyne (1688–1737) around 1721. According to Mariette, Boucher's stay in Lemoyne's studio was brief but rewarding.36 Being apprenticed to a member of the Académie Royale allowed him to compete for the prestigious Prix de Rome. In 1723, Boucher won first place in the competition. The prize was a three-year scholarship to the French Academy in Rome. However, due to a lack of vacancies for new students, Boucher did not take up the opportunity.37 Instead, he remained in Paris where he worked as an engraver for Jean-François Cars (1661–1738) and Jean de Jullienne (1686–1766) until 1728 when he could finally afford to travel to Rome.

The delayed journey to Italy resulted in several unexpected consequences for Boucher. His work for Jullienne provided him with access to Antoine Watteau's (1684–1721) oeuvre and exposed him to the business of collecting. A major acquirer of Watteau's work, Jullienne hired Boucher to engrave paintings and drawings from his private collection.38 For a young and ambitious artist like Boucher, Jullienne must have personified success. Moreover, Jullienne owned a significant art collection that for the first time in Boucher's life was in reach. Working for Jullienne expanded Boucher's network and brought him closer to writers, collectors, and marchands merciers like Edme-François Gersaint (1694–1750) and Lazare Duvaux (c.1703–1758). A profession native to France, marchands merciers sold a vast array of domestic and imported goods to their clients. In addition, they performed a variety of services, including repair work, installation, and the embellishment of existing objects through their relationship with specialist furniture makers (ébenistes), bronze casters (fondeurs), and gilders (doreurs). As a conduit to production and consumption, marchands merciers significantly advanced in the development of the French luxury market.39 Marchands merciers played an important role in the formation of Boucher's collection. He is known to have frequented both Gersaint and Duvaux's boutiques, buying gilded furniture, mounted porcelains, and imported curios enhanced with French metals. According to his friend Wille, Boucher spent a small fortune on his collection, which he claims the artist formed over thirty years.40

Boucher's journey from a relatively unknown and impoverished student to a respected collector, first painter to the king, and director of the Académie Royale follows a similar trajectory to the artist François Girardon (1628–1715). The most influential sculptor and collector in France under Louis XIV, Girardon amassed an extraordinary art collection of more than 800 sculptures, closely rivaling that of the king. The son of a metal founder from Troyes, Girardon attracted early attention from influential figures in the arts. For instance, both Chancellor Pierre Séguier (1588–1672) and Charles Lebrun (1619–1690) furnished Girardon with a steady supply of royal commissions.41 In 1657, Girardon entered the Académie Royale, rising through the ranks to attain the highest position of chancellor in 1695. In a display of wealth and artistic taste, Girardon transformed his ground-floor atelier at the Louvre into a gallery for his collection of antique and modern sculpture, including his own.42 Giradon's studio functioned as a workshop, an exhibition space for his collection, and a shop for prospective buyers of his work. The enmeshed nature of the studio contents positioned Giradon as an expert on art and collecting, which reinforced his standing with the king.

Many of Boucher's contemporaries also formed new and noteworthy art collections. Jean-François de Troy (1679–1752), Jean-Baptiste Oudry (1686–1755), Louis-Joseph Le Lorrain (1715–1759), Philippe Cayeux (1688–1769), and Jean-Baptiste-Siméon Chardin (1699–1779) all collected art and objects for a mix of reasons, including professional development, personal enjoyment, and the pursuit of social status.43 Similarly, the sculptor Edmé Bouchardon (1698–1762) collected and copied prints as an artistic and intellectual exercise to hone his skills as an erudite draftsman.44 As Èdouard Kopp argues, Bouchardon's commitment to learning through drawing, copying, and collecting prints resulted in his own “personal paper museum,” which functioned as a catalog of artistic ideas.45 Boucher's student Jean-Honoré Fragonard (1732–1806) also collected works on paper, including twenty drawings by Rembrandt that he purchased at Boucher's sale.46 Fragonard was already familiar with some if not all of these drawings from his time in Boucher's studio during the early 1750s.47 Regrettably, the full extent of Fragonard's collection of prints and drawings may never be understood. His errant son—an artist and leading contributor to the Troubadour movement—set fire to the collection in what he reportedly described as “a sacrifice to good taste.”48

In addition to acquiring old master paintings, drawings, prints, and sculptures, eighteenth-century French artists collected contemporary art made by their friends and colleagues. While accessibility, price, and reciprocity influenced the dynamics of these exchanges, artists who collected modern art reinforced the creativity and innovation of the French school. Broadly speaking, this can be understood in connection to a resurgence in collecting French works by mid-century collectors. Boucher collected works by friends, students, and associates including Oudry, de Troy, Philippe-Jacques de Loutherbourg (1740–1812), Hubert Robert (1733–1805), Jean-Baptiste Lemoyne (1704–1778), and Augustin Pajou (1730–1809). Over the years, Boucher agreed to loan works by Oudry, Pajou, and Loutherbourg to the Salons, where he demonstrated his skills as a collector of contemporary French art. Many of these same artists collected works by Boucher, especially those associated with artistic origination. De Troy, for instance, owned Boucher's Neapolitan Shepherd, the lost painting engraved by Jean Daullé (1703–1763) in 1758 (Figure 7.3). Best known as a picture within a picture, The Neapolitan Shepherd has been identified as the canvas represented in Boucher's The Landscape Painter (Figure 7.2), now in the Musée du Louvre.49 Both The Landscape Painter and The Neapolitan Shepherd date to Boucher's youth and de Troy would have been aware of the connection between them. One of two closely related versions that explore the nature of artistic imagination, the Louvre painting appears in the posthumous sale catalog of Boucher's friend Hubert Robert. The other Landscape Painter (Figure 7.4) passed through two generations of Jean-Baptiste Lemoyne's family. The strong appeal of Boucher's Neapolitan Shepherd and the interconnected variants of The Landscape Painter highlights the value these artist-collectors placed on the primacy of artistic invention as the cornerstone of the modern French school.

By collecting and displaying contemporary French works that celebrate artistic creativity and freedom, Boucher, de Troy, Robert, and Lemoyne all embody Mariette's idea of the artist-collector. However, what Mariette did not foresee is how the model of the artist-collector expanded from the middle of the eighteenth century in line with the proliferation of public estate auctions as the primary vehicle to redistribute art and objects across Europe. The newfound accessibility of the art market in Paris sparked an increase in the number of artists capitalizing on their perceived expertise in selecting works of art for aristocratic and middle-class patrons. This group of artist-collectors formed what Colin Bailey describes as “working collections,” whereby artists bought, sold, and exchanged works on behalf of a third party, sometimes as a way to offload unsold stock.50 For artists and craftsmen like Jacques Pingat (d.1752), François-Louis Colins (1699–1760), and Charles Cressent (1685–1768) collecting and selling fine and decorative art supplemented their incomes and established their reputations as experts in certain genres.51

Some of Boucher's closest colleagues leveraged their collections to diversify their skill set. For example, the premier peintre du roi Joseph Aved (1702–1766), whose obituary lists Boucher and Chardin among his friends, had a significant art collection that Rémy sold for 69,010 livres in 1766.52 An advocate of the Northern school, his collection contained primarily seventeenth-century Dutch and Flemish cabinet pictures, along with representations from the French and Italian schools. Aved's enthusiasm for Netherlandish art reflects the growing trend among eighteenth-century collectors, including Boucher, who came to appreciate the importance of this school of painting to the history of Western art. For Aved, acquiring stock from the Northern school satisfied his interests as a collector, as well as serving him professionally as a successful picture dealer specializing in Netherlandish art.

Like Aved, Boucher took advantage of the changes taking place in the French market for art and luxury. He visited boutiques and estate auctions, where he often spent more than his annual pension on objects for his collection. Boucher also attended the estate sales of fellow artists, including Charles Coypel (1753), Le Lorrain (1761), and Hyacinthe Collin de Vermont (1761), where he purchased paintings and drawings by seventeenth-century artists Sébastien Bourdon, Anthony van Dyck, and Simon Vouet.53 Similarly, Boucher advised other collectors in the formation and restoration of their picture cabinets, culminating in a buying trip to Bergues and Amsterdam in 1766 with his friend and patron Paul Randon de Boisset (1708–1776). From the mid-1730s, Boucher supplied merchants, writers, and connoisseurs with promotional material in the form of illustrated designs for engraved trade cards and frontispieces.54 While this type of graphic work served his larger aesthetic project, the connections he forged with these operators exposed him to recent developments in the practice of collecting and connoisseurship.

Despite Boucher's active role in the commercial market for art and luxury, there is no evidence to support the idea that he dealt in master works, other than his own. Likewise, there is nothing to suggest he used his collection to supplement the income he derived from a combination of state and private patronage. Except for one recorded sale in 1741, Boucher showed no interest in selling his collectibles to others for a profit. According to his student Johann Christian von Mannlich (1741–1822), Boucher only traded what he needed to acquire more items or better versions of the same object.55 Consequently, his contemporaries recognized his collection for communicating specific information about Boucher. As the engraver Pierre-François Basan (1723–1797) wrote in 1790, “the choice of paintings, natural history, drawings, sculpture, etc., of which his collection was composed, celebrated his knowledge.”56 Two decades earlier, Jean-Augustin Julien des Boulmiers, known as Desboulmiers (1731-1771), claimed that Boucher's collection represented “one of the most interesting in Europe for its variety, and also for capturing his taste and his knowledge.”57 Boucher's peers understood his collection as a statement about the artist and his interests as a collector. While this may be a common goal for artist-collectors, the period commentary suggests that Boucher actively fostered cohesion between his artistic and collecting practices. This strategy has been interpreted as a conscious attempt by Boucher to cultivate a brand that generated financial rewards in the form of artistic commissions.58 Although I do not dispute that he benefited from promoting his reputation as an artist-collector, my argument, as far as Boucher is concerned, is more modest in its claim that the social and cerebral pleasure associated with collecting also informed and shaped his artistic practice.



The pleasures of collecting

Collecting presented Boucher with a range of opportunities, including avenues for artistic learning and appropriation, as well as the creative potential associated with collation and display. His readiness to share his collection and educate others about his expert selections led to a greater engagement with communities outside of his immediate network. Boucher's passion for art and luxury underpinned his collecting activities. As Rémy noted, although Boucher “chose from every genre, he only selected the things that were pleasing [to him] because of their form or color.”59 Boucher's pursuit of pleasure is reflected in the organization and practices of his studio at the Louvre. A working atelier for the artist and his students, Boucher renovated the studio in 1752 to accommodate his collection. This included an extensive refurbishment of the Cabinet, which housed his magnificent collection of natural history. Although Rémy insisted that Boucher did not adhere to any one method for arranging objects, there is evidence to suggest he applied order to his collection, thereby demonstrating his knowledge of mid-eighteenth-century natural history with its increasing emphasis on systematic modes of display.60 While this type of abstract taxonomy was commonplace among period collectors, what sets Boucher apart is the fact that the arrangement of his natural history cabinet carried the distinct mark of the artist. By combining scientific order with artistic expertise, Boucher established agency over his collection at the Louvre. His peers recognized his collection as exhibiting the signature of the artist as its sole producer and curator.

Boucher's quest for pleasure and quality craftsmanship extended to his choice of tools and painting materials. An ivory-handled maulstick and an expensive camera obscura, for example, sat in Boucher's studio at the Louvre alongside the artist's elegant wood and marble paint cabinet. Boucher used the same cabinet to create prized works of art that furnished the homes of the most celebrated collectors of his day. Even Boucher's unsold stock in the form of late paintings, preliminary sketches, and counterproofs contained several valuable works that the artist regarded as collectibles.61 A poignant example is a black and white chalk drawing of The Incredulity of Saint Thomas (lost) depicting the moment where the apostle touches Christ's wound.62 According to Rémy, Boucher considered the drawing to be the one work that affected him above all others. Despite being repeatedly approached by different amateurs, Rémy claimed that “he never wished to deprive himself of it.”63 As these comments imply, Boucher's decision to hold on to the chalk drawing conveys a willingness to view this work as a collector's item. Furthermore, it suggests he may have been sentimental about the subject matter. As Alastair Laing notes, Boucher's interest in Saint Thomas dates back to 1726, when an engraving by Louis Jacob (New York, Metropolitan Museum of Art) after Boucher's untraced chalk study of the religious figure was published along with a suite of engravings after Boucher's paintings and drawings of devotional saints.64 The extent to which Boucher's study of Saint Thomas formed the basis of the figure in The Incredulity cannot be known with any certainty, especially as both works remain untraced. However, he probably had the study in mind when he created his beloved drawing.

Boucher's decision to retain The Incredulity of Saint Thomas blurs the line between his collection and his studio property. Furthermore, it indicates the presence of a dialogue between the objects collected and those produced in his atelier. Analysis of his art collection reveals that he possessed two other works on the same subject. The first was a pen and wash drawing of The Incredulity of Saint Thomas by the Italian artist Palma il Giovane (1544–1628), one of three original drawings Boucher owned from his engraved manual The Book of the Excellent and Noble Art of Drawing (1611).65 The second was Guercino's (1591–1666) drawing of Christ and Saint Thomas, possibly the same pen and wash study for Guercino's famous painting of 1621, which are both housed in the National Gallery in London.66 While Palma and Guercino's drawings may have inspired Boucher in his rendering of the subject, it is tempting to think that he viewed his work through the lens of a connoisseur, taking pleasure in its display alongside these Italian masters.

Boucher's ownership of the Saint Thomas suite of drawings is one of the many examples described in this book in which the artist's pursuit of pleasure guided him in the formation of his collection and the development of his art making. Indeed, it can be argued that this same sense of pleasure is felt in Boucher's exuberant handling of paint, which is generously applied, rich in color, and glossy in finish. The transmission of luxury and its concomitant pleasures permeates every aspect of Boucher's art and life. It motivated him in his engagements with the people he met, the objects he consumed, and the spaces he occupied. Reports confirming that Boucher rarely refused an opportunity to pursue things that interested him testifies to his curiosity and voracious appetite for life.67 According to Desboulmiers, although Boucher spoke honestly to people who sought his opinion, “he warmly received those he felt worthy” of his time.68 His sharp intellect and fun-loving nature often led him to engage in playful banter. However, Desboulmiers maintained that his jokes never became spiteful.69 Such comments relay a striking picture of Boucher as a frank and gregarious man, who liked to laugh and enjoyed the company of others.

Boucher's peers understood his pleasure-loving attitude in connection to his natural talent and the wide variety of visual and intellectual traditions in which he engaged. As Rémy observed, “The taste that nature has given to M. Boucher for everything agreeable has made him desire with great enthusiasm all that pleased him.”70 During the eighteenth century, taste was a marker for status, wealth, education, and aesthetic sensibility. By suggesting that Boucher's taste was innate, rather than cultivated through exposure to a selection of cultural forms, Rémy positioned Boucher as a model for others to emulate. Moreover, by connecting taste to pleasure Rémy highlighted Boucher's natural ability to perform across a wide cross section of activities and interests. Whether he was producing art for royal and private patrons, designing costumes and sets for the theater, painting paper dolls (pantins) for his aristocratic clients, or coloring Easter eggs for Louis XV's children, Boucher appeared to apply himself without effort or complaint. As Rémy later remarked, the only thing more seductive than Boucher's collection at the Louvre “was the honnêteté, innate politeness, affability, fine wit, and cheerfulness of its owner.”71 While this statement speaks to the superiority of his collection, Rémy's attempt to homogenize its merits within the context of Boucher's amiable character reinforces the underlying theme of pleasure as a point of connection between Boucher the man, the artist, and the collector.72

Establishing a typology of Boucher as a sybaritic artist-collector provides a framework for understanding the different avenues and tactics he pursued to grow his large collection of art, curiosity, and nature. While each of these approaches uncovers a new side to Boucher, the material presented here is corroborated by the scholarship that emerged from the second half of the twentieth century on Boucher's artistic practice and his circle of influence. For instance, this book builds on the foundational text by Alexandre Ananoff and Daniel Wildenstein. Their two-volume Catalogue raisonné (1976) is an invaluable resource of various historical records, letters, eulogies, and bills of sale that chronicle Boucher's life and work. Equally significant is Alastair Laing, Pierre Rosenberg, and J. Patrice Marandel's catalog on Boucher (1986), which examines critical and in some cases never before studied aspects of the artist's life, his work, and his authority.73 More than thirty-five years after it was first published, Laing's chronology on Boucher remains the most complete.74 The arguments outlined in this book are indebted to these authors and to Georges Brunel, who was the first to examine Boucher's estate in his monograph on the artist (1986). Brunel is responsible for uncovering new archival material concerning the liquidation of the artist's estate in 1773, information that influenced my investigation of the financial impact of Boucher's collection.75 First documented by Brunel and scrupulously analyzed by Colin Bailey in his article on Boucher's wife Marie-Jeanne Buzeau (1716–1796), the deed reveals that the masse des biens of Boucher's estate amounted to 152,618 livres.76 Compared to other artists of his generation Boucher was relatively wealthy.77 As Bailey argues, the deed confirms that the couple lived an affluent life, with Madame Boucher's personal effects valued at close to 20,000 livres.78 Similarly, at the time of his death, Boucher's debts were limited to just a handful of people. His creditors included his tailor, his jeweler, his wig maker, an engraver, a locksmith, and a pair of domestic servants, one of whom spent 476 livres at Boucher's estate sale on drawings by seventeenth-century artists Jacob van Ruisdael and Antonie Waterloo.79 The relatively low level of debt, combined with the luxury-focused occupations of his creditors, supports Bailey's assertion of a life well lived.

A central theme of this book is the study of Boucher's engagement with the market for art and luxury in mid-eighteenth-century Paris. This topic is examined from the dual perspective of an artist describing and painting for patrons buying and selling works of art and prized objects, and as a collector of the very same objects that inspired him to paint. Informing this analysis is a rich corpus of interdisciplinary scholarship that examines aspects of Boucher's artistic practice and his influence on the art market. Katie Scott and Ewa Lajer-Burcharth, for example, have both emphasized the value of Boucher's reputation in the marketing of his work. As Scott contends, Boucher's name was a viable commodity embraced by publishers to sell more prints after the artist's designs.80 I argue that this is also true of Gersaint and the connoisseur Antoine-Joseph Dezallier d'Argenville (1680–1765), who used Boucher's celebrity status to their advantage. Gersaint and Dezallier commissioned graphic imagery from Boucher to better position their respective commercial enterprises. Boucher's designs promoted a raft of sales and illustrated guides to collecting published between 1736 and 1780. These illustrations are linked stylistically and thematically to other paintings and drawings in Boucher's oeuvre. In creating such synergies, Boucher situated these texts within what Emma Spary describes as “a very specific visual tradition” that connected the taste for natural history to contemporary French art.81

This book explores the extent to which Boucher was complicit in the cultivation of his identity as an artist-turned-collector. These interpretations are informed by Lajer-Burcharth's writings on Boucher, in particular, her aptly named essay “Image Matters” (2009).82 Through her examination of the visible traces of the artist's touch–both representational and inscribed by the artist's hand–in works by or depicting Boucher, Lajer-Burcharth considers how Boucher inserted himself into the visual and material culture of mid-eighteenth-century France.83 More recently in The Painter's Touch: Boucher, Chardin, Fragonard (2018), a multiple case study analysis relating to three leading eighteenth-century French artists, Lajer-Burcharth examines the subject of Boucher's individuality to better understand his modernity.84 An essential aspect of her case study on Boucher is his participation as a consumer in the market for commodities. As Lajer-Burcharth argues, the pleasure-loving Boucher collected luxury goods as a way to promote the “visual and aesthetic consistency of his persona as an artist.”85 Collectible objects, Lajer-Burcharth notes, were “tokens” of Boucher's pleasure, which in this age of consumption had the potential to function as “signs” for collectors and dealers alike.86 As the author of frontispieces and a trade card that advertised the most fashionable objects in the new market for luxury, achieving a coherent narrative between what he collected and the art he produced was, according to Lajer-Burcharth, central to the creation of Boucher's brand. While my argument aligns with Lajer-Burcharth's position on Boucher's collection “as a form of professional self-representation,” I seek to expand this definition by considering the various concerns surrounding his desire to own and amass so many different works of art and luxury objects.87 A comprehensive understanding of the various factors that influenced the artist-collector is beneficial. To this end, this book builds on previous arguments to show not only why Boucher collected but also what, when, where, and how he procured these objects. This mode of analysis aims to enhance the contemporary portrait of Boucher as a modern artist and collector.

Recent scholarship on material culture and the lives of artists has further highlighted the commercial value of Boucher's collection. In their co-authored essay (2014), Katie Scott and Hannah Williams present twin case studies on a single category of property owned by Boucher and Charles Coypel.88 Focusing on Boucher's shells, Scott and Williams offer a shrewd assessment of the collection and relay important information about the acquisition of these objects. However, the authors stop short of suggesting that Boucher's shells played a role in shaping his artistic processes in the studio. They emphatically “reject naturalising the relationship between Boucher and his collection.” Instead, Scott and Williams treat Boucher's shells as commodities; a selection of goods bought, sold, and exchanged, as opposed to “found” or “discovered,” in a rising market where shells had a luxury status and on occasion cost more than an old master painting.89 To be sure, Boucher spent a lot of money on his shell collection. He purchased part of the collection through natural history dealers and at auction. Similarly, there are accounts of him trading shells with other collectors. While his participation in these markets demonstrates his commercial awareness, Boucher sometimes gathered stones and pebbles that caught his eye when walking the streets of Paris.90 These objects formed part of his natural history cabinet, where Mannlich claimed he spent most mornings sketching.91 Such reports of Boucher's engagement with the studio and the life beyond its door reveal the potential aesthetic frissons between his collecting and artistic practices.92

There is no doubt that Boucher recognized the commercial value of his collection. The sale of its contents provided a sizeable inheritance for his family, particularly in the absence of titled property.93 Carefully tending to his collection maintained a future nest egg for his family, while solidifying his brand as a pleasure-loving artist. However, for Boucher the benefits of building a collection of luxury objects seem, at least to me, as much personal as they were professional and commercial. How else can we interpret Boucher crying tears of joy when opening a case of minerals for the first time?94 If Boucher's ambitions of connoisseurship drove the formation of his collection, it was shaped equally by his sentiment for the objects. He rarely culled objects, unlike Rubens who modified his collection over the years to make room for new acquisitions. Boucher's appetite for collecting saw him amass objects from all categories and genres of European and Asian art. Other imported items included Indo-Pacific shells, Turkish ceremonial weapons, and Chinese clothes and household objects. Boucher profited greatly from this global collection as an infinite source of inspiration and learning. His collection was both a resource for his flourishing artistic practice and a pleasurable distraction that allowed him to explore the various intellectual, social, and creative aspects of assembling a diverse collection. The collection was a viable asset that he chose not to liquidate during his lifetime. It demonstrated the wealth and success he had achieved through his dedication and service to the visual arts. Moreover, it reflected his specialist skills as an artist and expert collector who acquired other artists' works for his cabinet. In short, Boucher's collection was both a passion project and an expensive hobby that yielded a fruitful return for Boucher in life and death.

This book presents the first full-length study on Boucher's activities as an artist-collector.
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