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T H E R E D I S C O V E R Y O F A N
E I G H T E E N T H - C E N T U R Y F R E N C H M A S T E R P I E C E

AIthough Greuze's La Blanchisseuse (The Laundress] [FIGURE i,

• FOLDOUT] was well received at the Salon of 1761—and, within the

conventions of eighteenth-century journalistic art criticism, widely (and

favorably) commented upon in the press—it has remained almost unknown

in our century. Before its acquisition by the Getty Museum in 1983, the paint-

ing was reproduced only once, in black and white, in Lady Emilia Dilke's

pioneering survey, French Painters of the Eighteenth Century, published in

1899. That it has taken a hundred years for Greuze's Laundress to receive

the scholarly attention it deserves is due more to the accidents of prove-

nance than to any willful art-historical neglect. As is explained in the text,

from 1770 until 1983 Greuze's Laundress formed part of several distin-

guished Swedish private collections and was not available for easy scrutiny

when, in the late 19608, scholars such as Anita Brookner and Edgar Munhall

began to rehabilitate the career of the largely discredited Greuze.

Exceptionally, therefore, we are in the position of having an

eighteenth-century masterpiece, about which a great deal was already

known, but which had "disappeared" from circulation until just over a

decade ago. In the text that follows, I have profited from the recent

renaissance in the study of Ancien Regime art and society—to mix art-

historical metaphors—not only to situate this work in the context of

Greuze's early career and to consider it against what is known of the reali-

ties of washing linen in eighteenth-century Paris, but also to suggest how

Figure 1

Jean-Baptiste Greuze

(French, 1725-1805),

The Laundress, 1761.

Oil on canvas, 40.6 x

32.4cm (16 x 127/s

in.). Los Angeles,

J. Paul Getty Museum

(83.PA.387).
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patronage, exhibiting, and marketing each played a significant role in
The Laundress^ early history.

Art-historical precedents—contemporaneous, in the case of
Chardin, old-masterish in the case of Dutch seventeenth-century cabinet
painting—are discussed to show not only how indebted to traditional
modes of representation is Greuze's lively interpretation of a servant
washing linen, but also how original his interpretation is. An essential
part of that orginality, it is argued, can be traced to the influence of popu-
lar culture, both literary and visual: thus does the regenerative energy of
"popular, festive laughter"—to borrow Mikhail Bakhtin's phrase—once
again inform art made within the hallowed precincts of the Academy's
pedagogy.

Throughout this study, speculations on the various meanings
or intentions of Greuze's painting have been grounded, wherever pos-
sible, in the evidence provided by eighteenth-century commentators.
Here, we are lucky to be guided by the most perceptive and articulate art
critic of the Ancien Regime, and one whose enthusiasm for Greuze—at
least in the decade (1755-1765) that concerns us—makes him a particu-
larly sympathetic cicerone. It seems fitting, then, to give Diderot the final
word in this introduction: "Voici votre peintre et le mien" (Here is your
painter and my very own).
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GREUZE'S PATH TO THE SALON OF 1761

T: tie sixth of nine children of Jean-Louis Greuze (1697-1769), a master
roofer—the same profession as Jean-Antoine Watteau's father—

and Claudine Roch, Greuze was born on August 21, 1725 in Tournus, near
Magon, in Burgundy. His godfather was an associate of his father's in the
building trade; his godmother, a baker's wife.1 Although nothing is known
of Greuze's upbringing or early formation, his family seems to have been
industrious and reasonably prosperous; by the time of his marriage in
February 1759, Greuze's father was listed in the documents as an archi-
tect.2 His parents also seem to have been receptive to his desire to become
a painter. As one of the younger children, Greuze was not obliged to fol-
low in his father's profession, and he began his apprenticeship in Lyon with
the leading portraitist of the city, Charles Grandon (circa 1691-1762).3

Around 1750 Greuze moved to Paris, where he refused to at-
tach himself to an established master—Baron Grimm later noted that he
was obliged "to paint small pictures to earn his daily bread"—but he
nonetheless studied life drawing at the Academy, obliged to sit at the back
of the class, far from the model, since he had none of the privileges con-
ferred by institutional affiliation.4 The history painter Charles Natoire
(1700-1777), who had taught drawing to the young La Live de Jully
(Greuze's future patron), was one of the professors who encouraged him,
and through the support of the sculptor Jean-Bap tiste Pigalle (1714-1785)
and the painter Louis de Silvestre (1675-1762), who became Director
of the Academy in July 1752, Greuze was invited to seek admission to
that august institution.5 On June 28,1755, Greuze presented three works
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in support of his candidacy—A Father Reading the Bible to His Family
(Paris, private collection), The Blindman Deceived (Moscow, Pushkin
Museum), and The Sleeping Schoolboy (Montpellier, Musee Fabre)—and
was made an associate member as &peintre de genre particulier.6 Along
with his brilliant and incisive Portrait of Louis de Silvestre (Munich, Alte
Pinakotech)—executed in public two years earlier to allay suspicions
that Greuze was being assisted in his work—these rustic genre paintings,
much indebted to the growing taste for Dutch cabinet pictures of the sev-
enteenth century, were shown to an enthusiastic audience at the Salon

ofi755-7

Following this maiden appearance at the Salon, Greuze was
taken on a Grand Tour of Italy by Louis Gougenot, abbe de Chezal-Benoit
(1719-1767), to whom he had probably been introduced by Pigalle: the
abbe defrayed all the traveling expenses, Greuze's later claims to the con-
trary notwithstanding.8 Aspiring genre painters did not compete for the
Grand Prix that enabled gifted students to continue their training in
Rome at the Academy's expense, since such opportunities were normally
reserved for future practitioners of "la grande peinture" — history paint-
ers who treated allegory, religion, classical mythology, or subjects from
ancient and modern history itself. Greuze's eagerness to travel in Italy
and gain firsthand knowledge of its monuments and collections are sug-
gestive, then, of his ambitions at this relatively early stage. P.-J. Mariette,
who admired the artist but detested the man, noted that the Italian
sojourn was of little use to Greuze and that it was inspired largely by his
vanity; but this seems unduly cynical.9 It was as true of Greuze, as it had
been of Watteau, that he "conceived of his art more nobly than he prac-
ticed it."10

Thus, from October 1755 until April 1757, Greuze was able to
follow a program normally available only to history painters. For the first
eight months he accompanied Gougenot to Turin, Genoa, Parma, Mo-
dena, Bologna, Florence, and Naples (Gougenot was elected as an Honor-
ary Member of the Academy in recognition of his generosity to Greuze).
Arriving in January 1756 in Rome, where they were welcomed by Natoire
(now the director of the French Academy) and the abbe Jean-Jacques
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Barthelemy (the antiquary and correspondent of the all-powerful comte
de Caylus), Gougenot and his traveling companion remained together for
another four months.11 Greuze was invited to return to Paris via Venice,
but decided, not without a certain anguish, to let Gougenot return home
without him.12 In May 1756 Barthelemy informed Caylus that Greuze was
staying in Rome not only for its views and ruins—which provided "des
richesses piquantes pour ses compositions"—but also in order to study
Raphael. "And who knows whether the contemplation of these paintings
will not lead him to set his sights even higher."13 Natoire was in agree-
ment: Greuze had "considerable merit," he wrote to Marigny, and "might
well raise his genre to a new level."14

Greuze remained in Rome until April 1757—it is unclear
whether he also spent the "several months" in Venice that he had in-
tended15—and for the last six months of his sojourn he was lodged at the
Academy's quarters in the Palazzo Mancini (Marigny having specified
that his room should have "the light that is necessary for his work").16

The Italianate genre paintings on which he was employed by Gougenot—
and which circulated in Paris even before their appearance at the Salon of
1757—impressed observers not only by their naturalism and local color,
but, more importantly, by their considerable seriousness and ambition.
In a thoughtful discussion of The Broken Eggs [FIGURE 2], Barthelemy had
concluded that "the figure of the girl has so noble a pose that she could eas-
ily adorn a history painting."17

Thus, as an unofficialpensionnaire of the Academy, Greuze re-
ceived the formation of a history painter—albeit on his own terms and
while enjoying considerable independence. It was during this Roman so-
journ that he also received a commission to paint two ovals for Madame
de Pompadour [FIGURES 3, 4]—perversely, he would take more than four
years to complete them—and his Italianate genre scenes caused something
of a sensation upon his homecoming.18 Greuze was determined to make a
splash in Paris, Barthelemy informed Caylus, and his submissions to the
Salons of 1757 and 1759 amply confirmed the abbe's predictions.19

In the decade to come, Greuze would continue to infuse his
immaculately crafted genre paintings with a range of references and al-
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Figure 2

Jean-Baptiste Greuze,

The Broken Eggs, 1756.

Oil on canvas, 73 x

94 cm (283/4 x 37 in.).

New York, The Metro-

politan Museum of Art

(20.155.8). Bequest

of William K. Vanderbilt,

1920.



lusions well beyond his classification as apeintre de genreparticulier (in
this regard, Natoire's predictions proved accurate). In gesture, narra-
tion, and moral import, Greuze's most ambitious Salon submissions trans-
formed the "bambochade" into didactic theater with an improving
mission—Diderot's "peinture morale." Yet despite approval and recogni-
tion from critics, collectors, and the administration, Greuze—who, as
Diderot observed, "had enormous presumption where his own talent was
concerned"—could hardly have been expected to remain satisfied with
the inferior status of "genre painter."20 With a self-destructive streak
that was entirely typical of the man, he would attempt to correct the
Academy's misprision of his genius by submitting a morceau de reception
in the category of history painting.

All associate members of the Academy had to present a re-
ception piece for full membership, normally within six months of being
granted associate status. The minutes of the Academy for June 28, 1755
record that Greuze was "to go to the Director, who will inform him of
what he is to do for his reception."21 Twelve years passed with Greuze,

Figure 3

Jean-Baptiste Greuze,

Simplicity, 1759.

Oil on canvas, 89.2 x

77.5cm (35V8 x

30V2 in.). Fort Worth,

Kimbell Art Museum

(AP 1981.03).

Figure 4
Jean-Baptiste Greuze,

The Young Shepherd

(Jeune gargon au panier

de fleurs), 1761.

Oil on canvas, 72 x

59.5 cm (275/s x

23% in.). Paris,

Musee du Petit Palais

(P OUT 1192). (Photo

© Phototheque des

Museesde la Ville de

Paris. Cliche: Pierrain.)
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Figure 5

Jean-Baptiste Greuze,

Cimon and Pero: "Roman

Charity," circa 1767. Oil

on canvas, 62.9 x 79.4

cm (243/4 x 31V4 in.).

Los Angeles, J. Paul

Getty Museum (99.PA.24).

now one of the most successful and admired painters in Paris, having
failed to upgrade his membership. In 1767, he was informed by Charles-
Nicolas Cochin, Perpetual Secretary of the Academy, that he could no
longer exhibit at the Salon until he had presented his morceau de recep-
tion (Diderot referred to Cochin's letter as "a model of decency and
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politeness").22 Unable to exhibit at the Salon of 1767, Greuze set about
preparing the long overdue reception piece—although it is most unlikely
that he sought any direction from the Academy with regard to its
subject—and, as Edgar Munhall has noted, between 1767 and 1769 he
seems consciously to have experimented with an unusual variety of reli-
gious and historical themes (such as Lot andHis Daughters [Paris, Musee
de Louvre], Aegina Visited by Jupiter [New York, Metropolitan Museum of
Art], Cimon andPero: "Roman Charity" [FIGURE 5], and The Death of Bru-
tus [Bayonne, Musee Bonnat], a subject suggested by Diderot himself ).23

By the summer of 1767 Greuze had settled on an obscure epi-
sode that had taken place in Scotland in A.D. 210 and is recounted in Cas-
sius Dio's Roman History (which he probably consulted in Pierre Le
Pesant's translation of 1674). It is the moment when the Roman emperor
Septimus Severus reproaches his son Caracalla, who has just failed in his
attempt to assassinate him [FIGURE 6]:

Figure 6
Jean-Baptiste Greuze,

Septimus Severus

Reproaching Caracalla,

1769. Oil on canvas,

124 x 160 cm

(487/s x 63 in.).
Paris, Musee
du Louvre (inv. 5031).
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If you wish to take my life, kill me now, for I am already old
and no longer have my health. But if you are reluctant to
strike this blow with your own hand, here is Papinian, Colo-
nel of the Guards. Give him the task; whatever you com-
mand, he will obey, for you are now Emperor.24

This grandiose subject, more fitting for literary than pictorial interpre-
tation—as several critics later observed—preoccupied Greuze for al-
most two years: in August 1767 Diderot praised his initial compositional
sketch as highly promising.25 Yet when this inflated and disjointed neo-
Poussinist history painting was finally submitted to the Academy on
July 23, 1769, the corporation showed its displeasure by agreeing to
Greuze's election as a full member, but insisting that he be received "in
the same category as his associateship," that is, as a genre painter.26 It
was a blow from which the artist would never entirely recover. After
exhibiting at the Salon of 1769—where Septimus Severus Reproaching
Caracalla was vilified by nearly all the critics—Greuze would boycott the
Salon until 1800.27
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THE LAUNDRESS MAKES A SPLASH

The Little Laundress . . . is charming; but she's a rascal
I wouldn't trust an inch.28

— D I D E R O T , Salon of 1761

The embarrassing and distasteful spectacle of the Academy taking

revenge on an unrepentant, if highly gifted, genre painter was

many years in the future when Greuze exhibited The Laundress at the

Salon of 1761. The little picture of a laundress wringing out her linen [FIG-

URE i] was one of the fourteen works—paintings, drawings, and pastels—

that he exhibited at the Salon of 1761; and despite its size, it caught the

attention of all the critics.29 Terse though their comments are, reviewers

responded to the liveliness of the painting's color and handling, and to the

ingratiating attitude of the figure itself—"a young laundress, who, as she

bends over to wash her linen, casts a glance that is as flirtatious as it is

cheeky."30 The work was "precious . . . for its truth to life, its coloring, and
the charm of its expression";31 through the artist's mastery of technique—a

novel manner of applying impasto that was "his alone"—the flesh tones

were rendered with transparency and softness;32 Greuze had succeeded in

achieving "the most beautiful finish, but without dryness."33 Such was the

care with which the critics scrutinized this picture, and so lifelike did they

find the figure, that Diderot [FIGURE 7] chided Greuze for not placing the

laundress more solidly on her wooden plank ("I'd be tempted to move that

trestle forward just a little, so that she'd be seated more comfortably"),34

while the abbe de La Garde, author of the widely read Observations . . .

sur les tableaux exposes au Salon, took exception to the linen in the back-

ground, which detracted from the brightness of the laundress's cap ("the

light there is too similar to that of her headwear").35

ii





Although we do not know exactly where Greuze's Laundress

was hung in the Salon carre of the Louvre—the cavernous gallery that

was used for the Academy's biennial exhibitions of contemporary art [FIG-

URE 8] —it can be assumed, from the exposure it received in the press, that it
was placed sympathetically. Just one month before the opening of the Salon,
the Ministry of Fine Arts had appointed Jean-Simeon Chardin, Treasurer of
the Academy, to the post oftapissier, responsible for installing the two hun-
dred or so entries. Chardin, the Minister was assured, "would accommodate
the claims of seniority within the Academy, of which Artists are jealous,
without prejudicing the pleasing harmony of the installation."36 At first

glance, the thirty-six-year-old Greuze [FRONTISPIECE], still an associate

member (agree) of the Academy, might not have been expected to receive

much in the way of special treatment. Yet Chardin, with whom the much

younger artist had been publicly compared at the Salon of 1757, was a firm

believer in the newcomer's extraordinary talent as, it seems, was almost

everyone else.

Figure 7

Jean-Baptiste Greuze

(French, 1725-1805),

Portrait of Denis

Diderot, 1766. Black

and white chalk on

brown paper, 36.1 x

28.3 cm (14V4 x H3/i6

in.). NewYork, Pierpont

Morgan Library (1958.3).

(Photo: Joseph Zehavi.)

Figure 8

Gabriel de Saint-Aubin

(French, 1724-1780),

View of the Salon

of 1767, 1767.

Pen and ink, watercolor,

and gouache. Private

collection, Paris. (Photo:

Reunion des Musees

Nationaux—Lagiewski.)
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Figure 9

Gabriel de Saint-Aubin

(French, 1724-1780),

Illustration of "Avertis-

sement" from Livret of

the Salon of 1761,

p. 1. Paris, Bibliotheque

Nationale, Cabinet

des Estampes (Reserve,

Yd2 1132 res.).

Another artist who paid heed to Greuze's appearance at the Sa-
lon of 1761 was the indefatigable flaneur and scribbler of genius, Gabriel
de Saint-Aubin, who illustrated eight of Greuze's entries and identified
the model for The Laundress as a Mile du Lieu (The Miss of the Place)
in his Salon livret [FIGURE 9] ,37 This generic name suggests that the young
woman was a professional model, probably well known to artists. As such,
her respectability would have been open to question, since, as Greuze's god-
daughter recalled many years later—and Diderot confirmed in his review of
the Salon of 176138—it was customary for painters to employ as models only

14



"such mercenary women, who sell their favors." For Mme de Valori, the
artist had little choice in the matter. "How," she concludes, "could he have
approached a woman of any decency?"39

Saint-Aubin's thumbnail illustration yields yet more informa-
tion. Unlike his other sketches, that of Greuze's Laundress [FIGURE 10]
includes the upper section of the frame, in the middle of which can be seen,
quite distinctly, an elaborate cartouche. This detail provides a clue to the
identity of the collector who lent Greuze's painting to the Salon of 1761—a
collector who, while not listed in the livret, had already been mentioned by
the fashionable Mercure de France.^ La Live de Jully had been among the
first to incorporate the artist's surname on the frames that he designed for
his paintings, "because," as he himself noted, "it was perfectly possible to
be a fine connoisseur and yet not know the artist's name" [FIGURE n].41

Opposite right

Figure 10

Gabriel de Saint-Aubin

(French, 1724-1780),

Illustration of Greuze's

Blanchisseuse, from

Livret of the Salon

of 1761, p. 25 [detail].

Paris, Bibliotheque

Nationale, Cabinet des

Estampes (Reserve,

Yd2 1132).

Figure 11

Jean-Baptiste Greuze,

The Laundress, 1761

[with La Live de Jully

frame and cartouche].

Los Angeles,

J. Paul Getty Museum

(83.PA.387).
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Third son of the immensely wealthy fermier-general Louis
Denis de La Live de Bellegarde (1679-1751) and Marie-Josephe Prouveur
de Preux (1697-1743), from old, but declining, military noblesse in the
Hainault, Ange-Laurent de La Live de Jully (172,5-1779) [FIGURE 12,] was a
pioneering collector of French painting and furniture who had been elected

an Associe-libre (Honorary Member) of the Academy in June 1754, three

months before his twenty-ninth birthday. Grimm gave him credit for discov-

ering Greuze and organizing his admission to the Academy in June 1755, and

of the four works that Greuze submitted in support of his candidacy, La Live

immediately acquired three: these he lent to the Salon of 1755, Greuze's first

public appearance in Paris.42 Over the next decade, La Live de Jully went on

to commission at least two portraits of himself from Greuze and to acquire

Figure 12

Jean-Baptiste Greuze,

Portrait of Ange-Laurent

de La Live de Jully,
circa 1759. Oil on

canvas, 117 x 88.5 cm

(46 x 347/s in.).
Washington, D.C.,

National Gallery of Art

(1946.7 PA), Samuel H.

Kress Collection.

Figure 13

Jean-Baptiste Greuze,

Portrait of the Dauphin

Louis, 1761. Oil on

canvas, 72 x 58.7 cm

(28 x 23Va in.). Private

collection, New York.
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Figure 14

Ange-Laurent de

La Live de Jully

(French, 1725-1779),

Standing Laundress,

after Frangois Boucher.

Etching, 24.1 x 18.1 cm
(9V2 x 7Vs in.). Paris,

Musee du Louvre, Cabinet

des Dessins, Collection

Edmond de Rothschild

(inv. 18759; Jean-Richard

no. 1244).

another six genre paintings by him. Using his influence
as Introducteur des Ambassadeurs (Head of Protocol) at
Versailles, La Live de Jully also arranged for Greuze to
paint the portraits of the dauphin Louis [FIGURE 13] and
the dauphine Marie-Louise de Saxe, the former of which
would be exhibited with The Laundress at the Salon of
1761.43 Asked by the dauphine whether he enjoyed
painting women's portraits, Greuze apparently replied
that he did not care for "heavily made-up faces" (les vis-
ages platres], at which point his royal sitter refused to
have anything more to do with him. "You told me that
the artist was a strange individual," the dauphin con-
fided to La Live de Jully, "but you forgot to mention that
he was a madman." 44

Although La Live de Jully had himself en-
graved a country laundress after a drawing by Boucher [FIGURE 14] ,45 it is
unlikely that he had much to do with the choice of subject in Greuze's paint-
ing, let alone the manner in which it was executed.46 Yet it is clear that The
Laundress had been acquired (or commissioned) by him before its appear-
ance at the Salon—and not afterwards, as had previously been thought47—
and we also know, thanks to the dealer Pierre Remy, that Greuze was paid
600 livres for the painting, a figure in keeping with the going rate for cabi-
net pictures by Chardin and Boucher (artists at this stage a good deal more
established than he).48 Within a decade, the prices at which La Live de Jully
acquired his Greuzes would seem meager. When his collection was sold at
auction in May 1770—La Live de Jully, who had lost his mind, was now a
ward of his wife—The Laundress fetched nearly four times its original
price; it was purchased on behalf of a twenty-four-year-old Swedish noble-
man, Count Gustaf Adolph Sparre (1746-1794), for 2,399 livres.49

While this might seem to confirm Diderot's observation that
the opulent were interested in great artists primarily for the return on
their investment, such cynicism would be inappropriate here. La Live de
Jully's picture collection, a cabinet historique both encyclopedic and in-

18



elusive in character, had been assembled between 1752, and 1767 to offer a
survey of French art from Poussin to Greuze. Motivated by "love of coun-
try" (Vamour quej'aipour ma Patrie], La Live de Jully was the first collec-
tor systematically to represent each generation of French painters (and
sculptors) from the foundation of the French Academy to the present
day.50 His "patriotic taste" (goutpatriotique] was entirely in keeping with
the cultural jingoism of the Encyclopedists; Diderot, for example, could
claim without the slightest hesitation that "No one paints anymore in
Flanders; there's hardly any painting done in Italy; only in France can it
be said that the Art of Painting flourishes."51

Within La Live de Jully's "patriotic collection"—which filled
seven ground-floor rooms of the hotel par ticulier into which he and his
new wife had moved in July 1762 [FIGURE 15]—Greuze enjoyed a certain
prominence. The Laundress was hung in the Salon overlooking the gar-
den (Salon surlejardin),vfhere it presided over a cluster of small-scale cab-
inet pictures by Bertin [FIGURE 16], Lagrenee [FIGURE 42], and Drouais.52

Thanks to the generosity of the proprietor, the collection was as well known

Figure 15

Garden Fagade of

La Live de Jully's Hotel,

rue de Menard, Paris,

circa 1762. Pen and ink,

44.7 x 33.5 cm

(175/s x 13Vs in.).

(Photo: Christie's,

London.)
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Figure 16

Nicholas Berlin

(French, 1668-1736),

Christ Washing the
Feet of His Disciples,

1720-30. Oil on cradled

panel, 49.5 x 72.1 cm

(19V2 x 283A in.).
The Charles H. and Mary

F. S. Worcester Collection

(1979.305). Chicago,

The Art Institute.

Figure 17

Jean-Baptiste Greuze,

The Laundress, 1761.

Oil on canvas,

40 x 32.4cm (153/4 x

123/4 in.). Cambridge,

Massachusetts, Harvard

University Art Museums

(1957.181). Gift

of Charles E. Dunlap.

(Photo: David Mathews.)

as any in Paris and available to a wide range of art lovers—from connois-
seurs such as Horace Walpole (who thought little of the French paintings) ,53

to the engraver, and Greuze's good friend, Johann-Georg Wille, who visited
La Live's cabinet on July 2,2,, 1762 in the company of a lawyer from Hamburg
and a German language teacher.54

Unlike certain collectors, La Live de Jully was also more than
happy to have his paintings engraved, so long as some reference was made
to his patriotic enterprise. Greuze, who, in partnership with his wife,
controlled every aspect of the reproduction of his paintings—from hir-
ing the engravers to advertising the prints in the Parisian press—con-
fided the job of reproducing The Laundress to Jacques-Claude Danzel.55

It is unlikely that the engraving of a single-figure composition would have
taken more than a year to produce—unfortunately, no contract for the
commission has survived—and the print was ready by December 1765.56

It was Greuze's custom to provide his engravers with a highly finished
drawing of the work they were to copy (occasionally, he might also lend
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Figure 18

Jacques-Claude Danzel

(French, 1737-1809)

after Greuze,

The Laundress, 1765.

Engraving, 39 x 23 cm

(153/s x 9 in.).

Paris, Bibliotheque

Nationale, Cabinet des

Estampes (Dc 8, in fol.).

them the painting itself), yet the absence of any such drawing raises the
possibility that the fine autograph replica of The Laundress [FIGURE 17],
now in the Fogg Art Museum, may have been made to serve the engraver's
needs.57 Danzel's print was dedicated to La Live de Jully's wife and carried
the obligatory inscription that the painting "was taken from the French col-
lection (Le Cabinet franqois] of Monsieur de La Live, Introducteur des
Ambassadeurs" [FIGURE 18], An announcement in the Mercure de France
confirms Greuze's involvement in the marketing of these prints. Prospec-
tive purchasers were invited to buy Danzel's engraving directly from the
artist himself, who conveniently provided directions to his house on the rue
de Sorbonne.58
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T H E M A I D S E R V A N T ' S C H A N G I N G R O L E
I N F R E N C H G E N R E P A I N T I N G

I wonder if the head of the sister is not the same

as that of The Laundress?59

— D I D E R O T , Salon 0/1761

A long with Greuze's other submissions to the Salon of 1761—which
included portraits of himself, his wife of two years, and her father—

The Laundress was soon overshadowed by his most ambitious narrative
painting to date, UAccordee de village (The Marriage Contract] [FIGURE
19]: "the painting that has le tout Paris returning to the Salon."60 Commis-
sioned by the marquis de Marigny, Surintendant des Bailments (Minister of
Fine Arts) and younger brother of the King's mistress, Mme de Pompadour,
The Marriage Contract finally made its way to the Salon on September 20,
1761, just over three weeks late, and the painting enjoyed a succes d'estlme
that would be equaled only by David's Oath of the Horatll a quarter of a
century later.61

The Marriage Contract's affective and dramatic unities satisfied
the rampant sentimentality of the Parisian elites, while pictorializing many
of the social concerns—population, the peasantry, the bonds of family—
dear to Enlightenment thinkers. Its enormous appeal was due in part to the
virtuosity and refinement with which it was painted, but even more to its
wholehearted and reassuring commitment to an ideal, but not idealized,
domesticity, one sufficiently rusticated for Parisian tastes (all happy families
resembling one another as they are said to do). We witness the civil cere-
mony of a prosperous peasant marriage, with the earnest husband-to-be
received into the bosom of his attractive wife's family through the exchange
of the dowry and the notarizing of the contract. And the emotional force of
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Figure 19

Jean-Baptiste Greuze,

The Marriage Contract,

1761. Oil on canvas,

92 x 117 cm (36V4 x

46 in). Paris, Musee

du Louvre (inv. 5037).

(Photo: Reunion

des Musees Nationaux—

J. G. Berizzi.)



Greuze's domestic drama transforms a multifigured genre subject into
history painting in the making. The stately, but harmonious, succession of
generations is presented to the viewer in a crescent of sympathetically char-
acterized figures, while at center, delicately illuminated, a mother hen and
her brood discreetly symbolize the natural order.62

Greuze had been hard at work on The Marriage Contract since
the middle of July at least,63 and he most likely painted The Laundress
around the same time. The laundress's red and yellow striped skirt is
identical to the one worn by the demure wife-to-be, while her round cap,
with its lappets covering the ears, is similar in design to the matriarch's
headwear. Diderot felt, furthermore, that the model who posed for the
jealous sister at right in The Marriage Contract [FIGURE 20] had also done
duty as the figure in The Laundress. And so deep an impression did The
Laundress leave on him that he did not hesitate, four years later, to identify
the young mother in The Spoiled Child [FIGURE 2,1] as "that little laundress
who has since married, and whose life [the painter] intends to follow." 64

Figure 20
Jean-Baptiste Greuze,

The Marriage Contract
(see fig. 19), [detail].

Figure 21
Jean-Baptiste Greuze,

The Spoiled Child, 1765.
Oil on canvas, 66.5 x

56cm (26Vs x 22 in.).

Saint Petersburg,

State Hermitage

Museum (inv. 5725).
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As Diderot and his fellow critics recognized, there was a strong
family resemblance in Greuze's feminized theatrum mundi—a theater
more interested in the world of "downstairs" than with urbanity or fash-
ion, and one whose stage consisted of shabby garrets, untidy servant's
quarters, or (at its most opulent) sparely furnished, rustic living rooms.
In the decade following his admission to the Academy, Greuze's vigor-
ous naturalism was not only selective, it was artfully constructed, self-
referential, and occasionally erotic (the artist has more in common with
Boucher than Diderot cared to admit). Yet Greuze's "realism" and "mo-
rality" were also welcomed as an antidote to the "decadence" of Boucher's
pastorals, and his method of working directly from the model commended
as part of a larger commitment to "truthful painting." 65 Here is Diderot:

He is incessantly making studies; he cares not how much ef-
fort or expense it costs to have the right models . . . . He is
constantly observing the world around him, in the streets,
at church, in the marketplace, in the theater, on walks, in
public assemblies.66

The pictures themselves tell a rather different story, however.
Between 1755 and 1765 Greuze returns to three types of young women
again and again: maidservants in varying states of decency and disarray,
their dresses more or less disheveled, their breasts more or less exposed
[FIGURE 22]; young mothers and nursemaids (and their charges) in rustic
interiors [FIGURE 23]; and innocent adolescents, about to awaken to the
first stirrings of love [FIGURES 3, 2,7]. Greuze situates these genre scenes in
more or less the same setting; costumes are interchangeable; accessories
migrate from one canvas to another (one is put in mind of Watteau's box of
theatrical props). Thus, from The Broken Eggs [FIGURE 2], painted in 1757,
reappear the wicker basket with firewood in the background at left and the
earthen bowl atop the wooden tub in the foreground at right, now crammed
together in The Laundress. The red mule, or backless shoe, worn by the
heroine of The Neapolitan Gesture [FIGURE 23] is identical to the one worn
by Greuze's laundress. Linen, laundered or not, is ubiquitous: it appears in

Figure 22

Jean-Baptiste Greuze,

Indolence, 1756-57.

Oil on canvas, 64.8 x

49.9 cm (25 Va x

19 "Ae in.). Hartford,

Connecticut, Wadsworth

Atheneum (1934.11),

The Ella Gallup Sumner

and Mary Catlin

Sumner Collection Fund.
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Figure 23

Jean-Baptiste Greuze,

The Neapolitan Gesture,

1757. Oil on canvas,

73 x 94.3 cm (283/4 x

37Vs in.). Massachu-

setts, Worcester Art

Museum, Museum

Purchase, Charlotte E.

W. Buffington Fund.

Figure 24

Jean-Baptiste Greuze,

Silence!, 1759.

Oil on canvas, 62.2 x

50.5 cm (24V2 x

197/s in.). London, the

Royal Collection

(Photo © Her Majesty

Queen Elizabeth II).





Figure 25

Jean-Baptiste Greuze,

The Motherly Reprimand,

circa 1765. Pen and

brush with gray and

brown ink wash, 45.7 x

34.3cm (18 x 13 V2

in.). Williamstown, Mas-

sachusetts, Sterling

and Francine Clark Art

Institute (1660).

Figure 26

Jean-Baptiste Tilliart

(French, circa 1740-

1813) and Pierre-Charles

Ingouf (French, 1746-

1800) after Greuze,

The Wet Nurses, 1769.

Engraving, 38 x 42 cm

(15 x 16V2 in.). Paris,

Bibliotheque Nationale,

Cabinet des Estampes

(AA-3).

the foreground of Silence! [FIGURE 24], in drawings such as The Motherly
Reprimand [FIGURE 2,5], and is everywhere, hanging from a clothesline,
draped over furniture, in The Wet Nurses [FIGURE 26].

Such recycling of motifs and accessories notwithstanding,
Greuze prepared each of his genre paintings with the deliberation of a
seasoned academician. "Make studies before you start painting, above all
drawings," he advised one of his pupils, and Greuze's conscientiousness
in this regard was widely remarked upon.67 If we consider The First Les-
sons in Love [FIGURE 27], a painting of similar date and dimensions to The
Laundress (although more summary in execution), we gain some insight
into his meticulous working method. For this single-figure composition,
Greuze drew the model both nude and clothed, as well as studying her head
in a lively drawing in red chalk [FIGURE 28]. He might also have made sepa-
rate studies of her hands and arms.68 No preparatory drawings have sur-
vived for The Laundress, although a red chalk tete d'expression [FIGURE 29]
can be related to the laundress's face.69 The drawing is very close indeed—
the turn of the head, the hair peeking though the cap, the folds of the
kerchief around the neck are exactly as they appear in the painting—but
Greuze's model here is less pretty, with fuller cheeks and a surly expression.
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Above left Left Above
Figure 27 Figure 28 Figure 29
Jean-Baptiste Greuze, Jean-Baptiste Greuze, Jean-Baptiste Greuze,
The First Lessons Head of a Girl, circa Head of a Girl,
in Love, circa 1761. 1761. Red chalk, 42 x circa 1761. Red chalk,
Oil on canvas, 39.7 x 32 cm (16Va x 125/s 41.5 x 30.5 cm
32.1 cm (155/s x in.). Location unknown. (163/s x 12 in.). Saint
125/s in.). Manchester, Photo from F. Monod Petersburg, The
New Hampshire, and L. Hautecoeur, Les Hermitage. Photo from
Currier Gallery of Art . Dessins de Greuze con- F. Monod and L. Haute-
(Photo: Bill Finney.) serves a I'Academie coeur, Les Dessins

des Beaux-Arts de Saint- de Greuze conserves a
Petersbourg (Paris, I'Academie des Beaux-
1922), no. 122. (Photo: Arts de Saint-Peters-
National Gallery of bourg (Paris, 1922), no.
Canada.) 130. (Photo: National

Gallery of Canada.)
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Figure 30

Jean-Baptiste Greuze
The Laundress.
X-radiograph [detail].

,
If Greuze modified and sweetened the model's appearance in the finished
work, he did not idealize her excessively, much as he may have been tempted
to do so. The X-radiograph of The Laundress [FIGURE 30] shows that Greuze
initially painted her face as a more regular oval, with a perfect chin, but
that, in the end, he remained faithful to the more fleshy physiognomy of his
model: her broad cheek makes its way into the painting after all.70

Closer inspection of Greuze's daydreaming servants, belea-
guered young mothers, and wide-eyed virgins helps situate The Laun-
dress in a moral universe somewhat apart from the domestic realm that
Greuze normally chose for his single-figure genre paintings. The laun-
dress engages the viewer, certainly; but her look, while frank, is not
openly lascivious, and the various layers of her costume for once succeed
in keeping most of her body covered (not always the case with Greuze).
The confinement of the space in which she works and the jumble of acces-
sories are indeed suggestive of modest servant's quarters, but they do not
evoke the disorder—both physical and moral—that is at the heart of such
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paintings as Indolence [FIGURE 22] or even The Broken Mirror [FIGURE 31]

(one of Greuze's rare incursions into high life).71 Greuze's laundress is

unusually animated and self-possessed. She establishes the same relation-

ship with the viewer as servants were beginning to establish with their mas-

ters; deference is gradually giving way to contract, the exchange of services

for pay in a market economy.72

Figure 31

Jean-Baptiste Greuze,

The Broken Mirror, circa

1763. Oil on canvas,

56 x 45.6 cm (22 x

18 in.). London, The

Wallace Collection

(P442). (Reproduced

by permission of the

Trustees of the Wallace

Collection.)
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C H A R D I N ' S C A B I N E T P A I N T I N G S
A N D O T H E R I N F L U E N C E S O N G R E U Z E

What I like in a picture is a figure who speaks to the viewer
while remaining in character.73

— D I D E R O T , Salon of 1761

I n its lively but meticulous technique, as well as the vivacity of its
characterization, Greuze's Laundress distinguished itself quite con-

sciously from Chardin's depictions of domestic servants. Chardin's kitch-
enmaids and governesses are always detached from the viewer, seem
unaware of the painter's scrutiny (and our own), and betray few signs of
energy or intelligence, yet they are represented with a dignity and tender-
ness that were beyond Greuze's powers.74 Compare, for example, Char-
din's Washerwoman [FIGURE 32], painted in 1733, which Greuze may well
have known through the version owned by the baron de Thiers, a notable
collector of French and Dutch painting, or which he may have seen in
Chardin's studio, since the artist kept a third version for himself.75 Dressed
in rough, heavy clothing, a white apron covering her blue woolen skirt, hair
protected by a traditional cap (no lace or fancy ribbons here), and sleeves
rolled up to her elbows (quite different from the fashionable ruffles of
Greuze's laundress), Chardin's washerwoman engages in honest toil, her
reddened, mutton-chop

x J
 hand iust visible through the suds and linen of her

 ^

tub. The deliberate, granular laying on of earth colors helps create a mood

that is absorbed and meditative. While the boy blowing bubbles is a stock

vanitas image, and the cat, in other circumstances, might signal the erotic,

these motifs shed their symbolism to return resolutely to the quotidian.76

The rhythms of Chardin's cabinet painting are gentle, yet stately; its chiar-

 Figure 32

Jean-Simeon Chardin

(French, ±699-1779),
The Washerwoman,

1 7 3 7 . O l l  o n  c a n v a s .

3 7 * 4 2 . 5 c m
( 1 4 % * 1 6 % i n . ) . 

Stockholm,
Nationalmuseum

< N M ysoj.
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oscuro and subdued coloring reinforce the picture's hermeticism and sense

of enclosure; only in the turn of the washerwoman's head—questioning,

furtive even, but by no means ingratiating—does Chardin establish a con-

nection with the world beyond the picture frame.

Each of these pictorial devices serves to underline the distance

that separates Greuze's pert laundress—her linen impeccably starched,

her hands soft and lily white—from Chardin's inscrutable downstairs

maid. Yet we know that Greuze admired Chardin enormously. "They tell

me," Diderot wrote in 1763, "that on his way to the Salon Greuze noticed

Chardin's Olive Jar, looked at it, and walked by after letting out the deep-

est of sighs. Such praise is more concise, and more meaningful, than any

that I can offer."77 Greuze treated many of the same subjects as Char-

din—not only laundresses, but scullery maids, maidservants, mothers,

and children—and in the 17508 and 17608 both artists appealed to a simi-

lar clientele.78 La Live de Jully, for example, owned four paintings by

Chardin, two of which he lent to the Salon of 1757;79 Jean-Antoine

Levaillant de Guelis, chevalier de Damery (1723 -1803), an avid collector

of Greuze's drawings and the godfather of his daughter, lent a hunt still

life by Chardin to the same Salon;80 and, if Mariette is to be believed,

Chardin's Governess [FIGURE 33], which was eventually acquired by Prince

Joseph Wenzel of Liechtenstein for 1,800 livres, was initially destined for

Jean de Jullienne, Watteau's great patron and the first owner of Greuze's

Silence! [FIGURE 24].81

As has already been mentioned, when Greuze returned from

Rome to exhibit at the Salon of 1757, his genre scenes were deliberately

placed on a line with Chardin's, "to facilitate the comparison." Greuze

was able to stand his ground. "Both painters," it was noted, "lose and gain,

each in their turn."82 Cochin, who had no fondness for Greuze, noted

how disastrous this sort of juxtaposition could be. "There were few paint-

ings which could sustain themselves next to his (Chardin's), and it was said

of him that he was a dangerous neighbor." 83 Yet both Greuze and Chardin

seemed to welcome this rivalry, with the older artist ensuring that Greuze's

work was well placed at the Salons for which he was responsible.84 And if

Figure 33

Jean-Simeon Chardin

(French, 1699-1779),

The Governess, 1739.

Oil on canvas,

46.7 x 37.5 cm

(183/s x 163/4 in.).

Ottawa, National Gallery

of Canada.
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Greuze was far from considering himself Chardin's dis-

ciple (as the Goncourts later claimed), he found an ele-
gant way to acknowledge his debts.

On a small wooden table at lower left in The

Laundress Greuze has placed a pear-shaped pewter jug

(or lidded kettle) that contemporaries would have re-
cognized as a marabout [FIGURE 34]. Turkish in origin,

the marabout was one of many receptacles in which

water could be boiled in the hearth for cooking, but

here it is the source of the hot water in which the laun-
dress is rinsing her linen.85 Its distinctive bombe design

would be later used for fine silverware [FIGURE 35], but

even in Greuze's Laundress, the marabout appears pre-

cious and slightly out of place among the more mun-
dane earthen and copper pots. In Chardin's Morning

Toilet [FIGURE 36] the marabout had assumed an even

more curious function.86 Here, the little pewter pot,
isolated on the floor at bottom right, served as a repous-
soir, while also mimicking the deportment of the fig-
ures by drawing attention to the slight angle at which

the mother has to bend in order to adjust her daughter's
coiffure. Greuze could not possibly have seen Chardin's
Morning Toilet, which had been commissioned by the
Swedish ambassador Carl Gustaf Tessin in 1740, exhib-
ited at the Salon the following year, and shipped off to

Stockholm quickly thereafter.87 But he would have been

familiar with the composition through Lebas's engrav-

ing, first published in December 1741 and advertised in

the Parisian press on numerous occasions thereafter,

most recently in November 1760.88 The migration of the

marabout from Chardin's Morning Toilet to Greuze's

Laundress may be purely fortuitous, but with an artist

as economical as Greuze, each detail signifies: thus does

a pewter pot assume the poignancy of an homage.

Figure 34 Figure 35

Jean-Baptiste Greuze, Frangois Lebvre-Caters

The Laundress (French, 1744-1810),

[detail of marabout]. Coffee Pot Marabout,

1786. Silver, wood,

and silver cord, 24.7 x

13.9 cm (93/4 x 5V2 in.)

Tournai, Laarne Castle

(155), Claude D'Allem-

magne Donation. (Photo:

Raymonde Stilmant.)
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Previous page Figure 37
Figure 36 David Teniers the

Jean-Simeon Chardin Younger (Flemish, 1610-

(French 1699-1779), 1690), Village Festival,

The Morning Toilet, 1652. Oil on canvas,

1740. Oil on canvas, 80 x 109 cm (31V2 x

49 x 39cm (19V4 x 427/s in.). Paris, Musee

153/s in.)- Stockholm, du Louvre (inv. 1881).

Nationalmuseum (Photo: Reunion

(NM 782). des Musees Nationaux.)

However, it was not Chardin, but David Teniers the Younger
(1610-1690) [FIGURE 37] whom critics routinely cited as the model for
Greuze's genre painting (just as they had evoked his name when Chardin
first exhibited in the 17305).89 The CorrespondanceLitteraire characterized
Greuze's submission to his first Salon as "pictures in the Flemish taste"
(dans legoutflamand}', his paintings were praised for their "naivety," "ex-
pressiveness," and "truthfulness"—terms consistently applied to the Dutch
seventeenth-century masters.90 In his enthusiasm for The Marriage Con-
tract, Diderot embarked upon an extended comparison between Greuze and
Teniers: "Teniers paints everyday life with more truthfulness, perhaps . . .
but Greuze's world is more attractive, and is painted with greater elegance
and gracefulness." 91 If, in Diderot's opinion, Teniers was a superior colorist
to Greuze, this was honor by association; did not Diderot claim elsewhere
that he would give ten Watteaus for one painting by Teniers?92

Among eighteenth-century theorists and writers on the arts,
Teniers was the most popular seventeenth-century Northern artist, cited
more frequently than either Rubens or Rembrandt. His paintings were
also more accessible than theirs, since his work was reproduced in greater
quantity than any of his contemporaries.93 In advertising his stock in the
Mercure de France in November 1760, the engraver Jean-Philippe Lebas
listed prints after no fewer than sixty-nine compositions by Teniers, by far
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the largest edition devoted to a single artist.94 And in his early years as a
collector, La Live de Jully had owned no fewer than six paintings by Teniers,
including one that showed "a woman drawing water from a well."95

In genre paintings such as The Laundress, Greuze was con-
sciously responding to the growing fascination for seventeenth-century
Dutch and Flemish cabinet pictures. Anita Brookner was the first to point
out that the despondent girl in Greuze's Broken Eggs was based on Van
Mieris's Slattern, a composition with which Greuze was familiar through
Moitte's engraving.96 Some of Greuze's early paintings of children—The
Sleeping Boy (1755; Montpellier, Musee Fabre) owned by La Live de Jully,
or the Boy with Lesson Book (1757) [FIGURE 38], painted for the chevalier
de Damery—are distinctly Rembrandtesque in palette and handling, and

Figure 38
Jean-Baptiste Greuze,

Boy with Lesson Book,
1757. Oil on canvas,

62.5 x 49 cm

(245/s x 19VA in.).

Edinburgh, National

Gallery of Scotland

(NG436).
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Figure 39
Gabriel Metsu (Dutch,

1629-1667), The

Laundress, 1650. Oil

on panel, 24 x 21 cm

(9V2 x 8V4in.) Warsaw,

Lazienki Palace.

Figure 40
Gerrit Dou (Dutch,

1613-1675), Girl

Chopping Onions, 1646.

Oil on panel, 18 x 14.8

cm (7Vs x 57/s in.).

London, the Royal

Collection (Photo

© Her Majesty

Queen Elizabeth II).

Greuze's debt to Rembrandt is apparent in any number of pen-and-ink draw-
ings from this period. By the middle of the century, it was commonplace for
collectors to pair their seventeenth-century cabinet pictures with works by
promising contemporaries working in a compatible style.97 La Live de Jully,
who eventually divested himself of four of his Teniers, noted that, at the
start of his activities as a collector, he had "continued to acquire works of
the Flemish school, while assembling my cabinet of French painting."98

And in the collection of the comte de Vence, a fellow Honorary Member of
the Academy, Greuze's Portrait of Joseph (1755; Paris, Musee du Louvre) had
been hung next to one of the proprietor's many portraits by Rembrandt,
without "finding itself at all out of place." 99

After Rembrandt himself, it was to Rembrandt's pupils and con-
temporaries that Greuze was most indebted. In the case of The Laundress,
the painting shares affinities with Gabriel Metsu's tiny panel of the same
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Figure 41
Jan Steen (Dutch,

1626-1679),
Girl Offering Oysters,

1658-1660. Oil on

panel, 20.5 x 14.5 cm

(46 x 347/s in.).

The Hague, Mauritshuis.

title, in which a rather timid maidservant
washes linen in a wooden basin [FIGURE
39] -100 Greuze's protagonist is every bit as
worldly as the pert figure in Gerard Dou's
Girl Chopping Onions [FIGURE 40], an
image, overtly amorous in its symbolism,
that was available to an eighteenth-century
audience through Surugue's engraving.101

In typology and mood, however, Greuze is
perhaps closest to Jan Steen, whose wanton
Girl Offering Oysters [FIGURE 41] makes
explicit the license and sensuality that are
but alluded to in The Laundress.102

And what of Teniers himself? As
Dezallier d'Argenville had noted, Teniers's
"principal talent" had been in "landscapes
enlivened by small figures," a manner of
proceeding that had little in common
with that of Greuze.103 Beyond the most
general shared interest in rustic types,
the relationship between the two artists

would be hard to explain on visual grounds alone. Similarly generic was
the characterization of Greuze, by connoisseurs such as Gougenot and
Mariette, as a "painter of bambochades" (the reference here is to the
lowlife genre [bambocciata] invented by Pieter van Laer and his followers
in Rome around the middle of the seventeenth century).104

Since French art theory did not as yet recognize the painting of
everyday life as a distinct category within the hierarchy of the genres,
either Teniers's authority or that of the Bamboccianti were invoked to val-
orize, and give pedigree to, Greuze's enterprise. In the Academy's classi-
fication, history painting, driven by "invention,"was distinguished from
the subordinate genres—portraiture, landscape, animals, fruits, and flowers
(no mention of rustic subjects here)—each considered to be concerned
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primarily with "imitation."105 Genre painting, as
we think of it today, simply did not exist as an
independent aesthetic category for most of
the eighteenth century. When Diderot
ruminated on "genre," he understood
the term in its most limited sense, as still
life.106 In his definition of "genre" for
the Encyclopedic, Watelet maintained
the classic distinction between the
intellectual nature of history paint-
ing ("invention") and the mimetic
function of the lesser genres ("imi-
tation"): only in his reworking of this
entry, twenty years later, would he
allow that "actions and scenes of every-
day life" constituted a legitimate field of
artistic endeavor.107

Despite the enormous critical and
commercial success of Greuze's genre paint-
ings, the artist would always feel the stigma of
working on the margins of the academic hierarchy.
Hence his regrettable decision in August 1769 to seek full membership in
the Academy as a history painter with Septimus Severus Reproaching
Caracalla [FIGURE 6], That Louis Lagrenee, an artist with some twenty
years of service in the Academy's system, took it upon himself to point out
the deficiencies in Greuze's draftmanship, could only have compounded
Greuze's humiliation before the assembled company.108 Two of Lagrenee's
insipid Roman genre scenes [FIGURE 42] were hanging next to The Laun-
dress in La Live de Jully's "Salon sur le Jardin": there, at least, artistic prece-
dence was not in question.109

Figure 42

Louis Lagrenee

(French, 1725-1805),

Young Woman with
a Pigeon, 1755. Oil on

canvas, 91.3 x 65.2 cm

(36 x 255/s in.). Private

collection. (Photo:

Christie's, Monaco.)
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T H E B R U T A L B U S I N E S S
O F L A U N D E R I N G L I N E N

Beware of linen! It's the motto of every Parisian . . . .
He fears the beetle

and the brush of the laundresses.no

— L O U I S - S E B A S T I E N M E R C I E R ,
Tableaux de Paris, 1782 - 83

Leaving to one side Greuze's debts to Chardin and the seventeenth-
I century Northern petits maitres, it was the vigorous naturalism of

his Salon submissions that so impressed critics in the 17608.m TheLaun-
dressw&s "precious for its truth";112 Diderot found "a great truthfulness"
in the painting of the household utensils;113 the head of the laundress
was "flesh itself."114 Above all, Greuze was praised for having ennobled le
genre rustique while remaining true to his subject.115 In The Laundress', it
was argued, form and content were perfectly matched: "the delicacy
and gracefulness of the girl's face are appropriate for one of her rank and
profession."116

In front of such paintings, critics were quick to react to the
slightest social nuance. A minor controversy arose over the exact status
of the jealous sister in The Marriage Contract [FIGURE 19], the model for
whom, in Diderot's opinion, had also served for The Laundress. Was she a
servant or a sister? Diderot asked. A servant had no place leaning against
the back of her master's chair; and a sister, happy or not, would surely have
dressed more appropriately for the wedding ceremony. "I see how easy it is
to make the mistake. Most of those who look at the picture take her for a ser-
vant, while the rest remain perplexed."117 Grimm, on the other hand, had
no difficulty in recognizing the figure as the elder sister. Her "ignoble ex-
pression" and shoddy apparel were the signs of her jealousy and resentment:
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"she has not made herself pretty for her sister's engagement; for her, it's a
day of mourning."118

By contrast, Greuze's single-figure genre paintings presented
little such ambiguity, and The Laundress was admired for the transpar-
ency of its representation. Greuze's scrupulous, non-idealizing approach
to his subject, and the care he lavished on accessories and costume, were
welcomed as the powerful components of a new naturalism. Modernity
was in the details. Greuze was at pains to suggest the modesty of the laun-
dress's living quarters—the brick wall showing through the cracked plas-
ter—while carefully describing the humble items that constituted her
worldly goods: the rustic armoire, the earthen basins, the copper pots,
the wicker basket. The laundress is seated on the wooden tub used for
soaking her linen; sticks of firewood, for heating the water, are close at
hand; washing hangs from a makeshift line attached to the wall and lies
draped over the little wooden table at lower left. The girl is rinsing out a
shirt, or a small sheet perhaps, and the linen hanging from the line con-
firms that she is a blanchisseuse de gros tinge, or laundress of household
linen (those who tackled more dainty items, such as undergarments,
handkerchiefs, and stockings, were known as blanchisseuses de tinge fin}.
Her costume is meticulously described: a white linen cap trimmed with
a pink ribbon, its lappets pinned up to cover her hair; a blue-gray silk
dress with ruffled sleeves (possibly a cast-off from her mistress, as was the
custom in grander households); a red and yellow striped skirt of wool and
linen, sturdy enough not to need the protection of the piece of grubby
linen that she has pinned, in place of an apron, around her waist.119

However, three details in The Laundress help reorient us to-
ward the fictive and suggest how mendacious is Greuze's naturalism, how
little his representation conforms to the conditions of laundering (or ser-
vanthood) in Ancien Regime society. The marabout [FIGURE 34], despite
its widespread usage in Parisian households, carries both a symbolic and an
ornamental function in Greuze's painting, as has already been discussed.
Equally unexpected is the dainty red Moroccan mule that reveals a finely
stockinged ankle—neither of which might be said to have been the standard
footwear of working laundresses. More elliptical still is a detail at the lower
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Figure 43 Opposite above
Detail of Quartier de Figure 45

Saint-Germain-des-Prez, Hubert Robert (French,

from Jean de La Caille, 1733-1808), Demolition

Description de la Ville of the Houses on the
de Paris (Paris, 1714). Pont Notre-Dame, 1786.

(Photo: National Gallery Oil on canvas, 86.5 x

of Canada.) 159.5 cm (34 x 623A

in.). Paris, Musee

Figure 44 Carnavalet. (Photo

Anonymous, circa 1670, © Phototheque des

Fan illustrated with fish Musees de la Ville de

shops and laundry boats. Paris. Cliche: Berthier.)

Gouache. Paris, Musee

Carnavalet. (Photo

© Phototheque des

Musees de la Ville de

Paris. Cliche: Trocaz.)

left-hand corner of the canvas: near the soapy water,
cut off by the picture's edge, we catch sight of the laun-
dress's most important tool—her beech beetle (or bat-
tledore), used for beating wet linen to remove the dirt.

As her lily-white hands and delicate features
confirm, Greuze's little laundress occupies an ambigu-
ous social realm—she is neither a working washer-
woman, nor is she the ubiquitous female domestic,

dressed in one of her mistress's
"ill-fitting and faded hand-me-
downs," who were to be found in
most Parisian households.120 That
Greuze included the wooden pad-
dle almost as an afterthought rein-
forces the distance between the
sanitized (and radiant) hovel in
which he has placed his model and
the rough-and-tumble world of the
laundress in eighteenth-century

Paris, a world whose rituals and customs inspired a
surprisingly rich vein of visual and literary imagery. It
is within these contexts that The Laundress now needs
to be assessed.121

Although they were never part of a guild or
corporation, laundresses had been recognized as a pro-
fession since the fifteenth century, and the nature of
their work remained more or less unchanged through-
out the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries.
"We are off to beat our washing on the riverbank / To
spend the full day / Cleaning the household linen and
the daintier items": thus ran a refrain from the Ballet
des rues de Paris, danced at Versailles, before Louis
xm, in 1647.122 These verses draw attention, firstly, to
the fact that the washing of clothes in Ancien Regime
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Paris was site-specific: laundering was done on the
banks of the Seine [FIGURE 43], with the Quai de La
Grenouillere, between the Pont Royal and the Invalides
(today's Quai d'Orsay and Quai Anatole France), as
the preferred location. As many as five hundred blan-
chisseuse de gros linge congregated on the banks of the
Gros Caillou, while up river, in the heart of the city,
those who washed the smaller items (blanchisseuses de

Jin) tended to work between the Pont Neuf and the Petit
Pont [FIGURE 44].123 So filthy was this section of the
Seine that, in the summer months at least, laundresses were prohibited
from using the river, "because of the infection and impurities of the stag-
nant water, which can cause dreadful illnesses" (swimming and bathing
were also proscribed).124

Because of their number—and because of the demand for clean
linen (a point to which we shall return)—laundresses frequently worked
in boats moored along the banks of the Seine in the heart of the city [FIG-
URE 45]. Lacaille counted eighty "little boats for the use of laundresses"

Figure 46
Detail of Quartier de

Saint-Andre-des-Arts,

from Jean de La Caille,

Description de la Ville

de Paris (Pans, 1714).

(Photo: National

Gallery of Canada.)
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[FIGURE 46] in his Description de la ville et des
faubourgs de Paris, published in 1714,125 and modern
historians have estimated the number of boats as any-
where between seventy-seven and ninety-four, accom-
modating as many as two thousand workers.126 This
was the spectacle that greeted the Reverend William
Cole, returning to Paris in 1765 after an absence of
some twenty years:

Notwithstanding the Beastliness & Filth
of the River Water, both Sides of the Seine
in the City of Paris are covered with large
covered Boats, or rather Water-Houses, in
which live all the Washer-Women of Paris;
who hang continually over the Sides of the
Boat & so beat the Linen with flat Pieces
of Wood to get them clean.127

Earlier in the century, the city of Paris had
attempted to coerce the blanchisseuses de gros, who
worked down river at La Grenouillere, into using
these laundry boats, charging them a daily rate of
four sous, with an additional rental fee for the indis-
pensable tub (baquet).128 After a year of litigation, on
August 31, 1740 the laundresses succeeded in re-
versing the city's ordinance. Appealing to their right,
"from time immemorial," of being allowed to wash
clothes on the banks of the river, they argued that
the laundry boats were too small to accommodate
the quantity of linen that they laundered—which
included some of the dirtiest, used by butchers and
"autres Gens de Metier." No matter how many pieces
of linge fin were washed in the laundry boats, such
linen was never "considerable in volume"; whereas
the comparable amount of gros linge created "moun-

Figure 47
Memoire pour les
Blanchisseuses de gros
Linge a la Grenouillere,
Demanderesses, 1739-
40. Paris, Bibliotheque
Mazarine. (Photo:
National Gallery of
Canada.)
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tains of washing that would take up the entire boat, leaving no room for
the laundresses themselves." This spirited defense [FIGURE 47] won them
the case, which they celebrated by paying for a Te Deum at Saint-Sulpice and
setting off fireworks from one of the egregious laundryboats.129

Maitre Georgeon, who had been retained to plead the laun-
dresses' case, noted that "river folk are not easily open to persuasion," 13°
and, even though they were not attached to one of Paris's 127 trade guilds,
these rough working women were bound by a strong sense of community.
Access to the riverbank was crucial to their livelihood, and, as we have
seen, they fought to protect it. When, on August 8, 1721, at seven in the
morning, rubbish from the outskirts of Paris (to be used for compost) was
transported to La Grenouillere, from whence it was to be taken by boat to
the due de Noailles's chateau at Saint-Germain-en-Laye, some three hun-
dred laundresses converged on the unsuspecting carters, unharnessed
their horses, and prevented them from unloading the refuse. The rebel-
lious washerwomen had to be dispersed by bayonets; their ringleader, La
Brandenbourg, was imprisoned for three weeks. Yet the reason for their
civil disobedience was quite simple. As the transcript noted, despite as-
surances that the transfer of refuse "would cause no inconvenience," the
laundresses "did not want the unloading to take place at this site."131

As both these incidents suggest—and as is confirmed by any
number of views of Paris [FIGURE 48]—professional laundresses operated
outside the home, on the banks of the river. They worked, more often than

Figure 48

Frangois Chauveau

(French, 1613-1676),

Frontispiece for

Ordonnances de Louis
XIV, 1676. Engraving,

7.5 x 17 cm

(3 x 65/s in.). Paris,

Bibliotheque Nationale.
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Figure 49

Follower of Greuze,

Two Washerwomen,

circa 1770. Red chalk,
counterproof. Frankfurt,

Graphische Sammlung

Stadelsches Kunstinsti-

tut (inv. 1061). (Photo

© Ursula Edelmann,

Frankfurt a.M.)

not, on their knees [FIGURE 49] and relied upon trusted utensils such as
their bat, washboard, and tub. Laundering was a lengthy process, as well as
being labor intensive. First, the washing was soaked (essanger le linge]
before being placed flat, layer upon layer, in the tub. Water, to which cinders
and soda had been added as a detergent, was heated in a large copper pot;
once boiling, it was poured over the washing and allowed to drain from
the tub. This procedure was repeated continuously over a period of eight
hours, before the laundry was given a final soaking in hot water, kept at
below boiling, for nine hours. The washing was then removed from the tub
and transferred to the river—either to a laundry boat or the bank itself—
where it would be washed again and beaten to remove the dirt. The clean
laundry would be laid out to dry on the river bank or brought back to hang
from the laundress's window—the Encyclopedic recommended drying in
the fields for three consecutive days! —after which it would be folded before
being ironed.132

As has been noted, the washing of clothes was not a major con-
cern of the overburdened maidservant. Parisians from a fairly wide eco-
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nomic and social range regularly sent their laundry
out,133 and, as a result, social historians have noted
the scarcity of receptacles for washing clothes and
linen in eighteenth-century domestic inventories.134

The elaborate protocol for the washing of linen, as
well as the widespread demand for the laundresses'
services, had developed, in part, because the cleanli-
ness of body linen (and of clothing in general) came
to be considered as the primary index of personal
hygiene. During the sixteenth and seventeenth cen-
turies, fear of plague had effectively put an end to
private and public bathing, and only in the 17308 and
17405 would full immersion in water—bathing—
become fashionable among the elites.135 By mid-cen-
tury, the custom was gaining more general accep-
tance: Philip Thicknesse, writing in September 1766,
commented that,

The various kinds of washing chairs, bid-
dels^ etc. that are exposed to sale at al-
most every shop in Paris, plainly shew,
that partial bathing is as much in practice
in modern France as general bathing was
in old Rome.136

In place of bathing—partial or general—it had been
sufficient to wipe one's face and hands each morning
and desirable to change linen as frequently as pos-
sible [FIGURE 50]. Contact with water was not encour-
aged; in the words of one sixteenth-century authority,
"to cure the goatlike stench of armpits, it is useful to
press and rub the skin with a compound of roses."137

Savot, in UArchitecture Franqoise (1626) argued that
bathing was unnecessary, "because of our use of linen,
which today serves to keep the body clean more conve-

Si "vettf "tomtits vettrr It mbat a 1& n&df , It tans tntike taut dun Jfj/irturt
b;pensable tub (baquet).128 After a year of litigation, on

Figure 50

Jean ler Leblond (French,

1594-1666), Si vous

voulez porter le rabat

a la mode, circa 1630.

Engraving, 11.7 x 8.85

cm (45/s x 3V2 in.).

Paris, Musee Carnavalet
G 23095. (Photo

© Phototheque des

Musees de la Ville

de Paris. Cliche: Ladet.)
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niently than could the steam baths and baths of the ancients."138 These sen-
timents were echoed over sixty years later by Claude Perrault, architect of
the Louvre, who justified the absence of bathrooms in modern buildings by
reference to "the cleanliness of our linen and its abundance . . . worth more
than all the baths in the world."139

Personal cleanliness thus came to be symbolized by clean linen:
from this perspective, both the abundance of washing in Greuze's Laun-
dress and the spotless apparel of the girl herself are suggestive of an ad-
mirably unsullied environment. Yet eighteenth-century commentators also
felt compelled to point out the iniquities of the ways in which laundresses
went about their work. The Reverend Cole was among the more outspoken:

Their Ironing is full as bad as their Washing: so that it is no
wonder that your Linen comes back torn to Pieces, dirtier
than when it first went there, & just of the nasty dirty yel-
lowish Colour of that beastly River. It is a pity they should
have so much good Linen to spoil.140

His was not a lone voice. The economiste Goyon de La Plombanie, writing
three years later, criticized the excessive handling to which laundry was
subjected, arguing that it was more likely to be worn out than revived by
the current methods of cleaning.141 Laundresses' practices were notori-
ously rough. "There is no reason," noted the Supplement to the Encyclo-
pedic, "for linen to be manhandled as it so often is. Either the laundress
destroys it with her beating, or she reduces it to tatters by her brushing,
an expedient to which she turns because of the inadequacies of her meth-
ods." 142 For Sebastien Mercier, such was the dismal state of launder ing in
Paris, it was remarkable that any washing survived at all:

There is nowhere on earth, I repeat, nowhere, where
washing is treated so badly. From a quarter of a mile you
can hear the sound of the washerwoman's battledore; then
she starts brushing with all her might, scraping the wash
instead of soaping it. After your laundry has gone through
this process half a dozen times, it's good for one thing only:
bandages.143
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In The Laundress, Greuze chooses to gloss over any such deficiencies:
there is no washerwoman's brush in sight, the battledore is consigned to a
corner offstage, and the only evidence of rough treatment is the piece of
washing that lies, in knots, by the laundress's elegant slipper.

Clearly, by domesticating the activity of washing and gentrify-
ing its principal practitioner, Greuze has journeyed far from the realities
of eighteenth-century laundering. Yet in certain details he seems to en-
gage with the contemporary debate on laundry reform. His laundress,
play-acting though she might be, is shown to be sloppy with her wash-
ing—part of which has fallen to the floor—while the soapy water spills
from the shallow basin. In her handling of the wash, she is also delin-
quent, since writers were quick to urge laundresses to let their linen soak
in soapy water and to transfer it to the tub "without wringing it out, or
expelling all the water." Greuze's laundress is to be commended, how-
ever, for not using the beetle (or battledore): the Encyclopedic would
warn against "beating the linen too harshly; it is better to rub it gently
between the hands."145

But it is in his celebration of the whiteness of her linen—the
much desired beau blanc that was so difficult to obtain—that Greuze
places himself firmly on the side of the enlightened consumer. Despite
the disarray of her living quarters, the ubiquitous washing fairly shines,
as does the round cap and kerchief of the laundress herself: note the two
pieces hanging from the line (one of which is striped in blue), the sheet
draped over the wooden table, and the bundle behind the laundress's
right sleeve. In reality, Parisians had to make do with laundry that was
always a little yellow. The very well-to-do might have their linen laun-
dered in Holland146—and merchants in Bordeaux were known to send
theirs to the slave colonies147—but critics were determined to find solu-
tions nearer home. It was in order to achieve this beau blanc (or blanc de
neige) that the Encyclopedic laid out such a taxing (and time-consuming)
program of reform: it also urged laundresses to use indigo in the fi-
nal rinse.148 The visionary architect Jean-Jacques Lequeu (1757-1826)—
whose illustrated Sur le beau savonnage added a surreal dimension to the
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Figure 51

Jean-Jacques Lequeu

(French, 1757-circa

1825), Two Women

Washing, from Lettre sur

le beau savonnage,

1793-94. Pen and ink

with bistre wash, 19.8 x

17.5 cm (73A x 67/s in.).

Paris, Bibliotheque

Nationale, Cabinet des

Estampes (Reserve).

Encyclopedic's conclusions [FIGURES 51, 52]—based his treatise on the
premise that laundering aim at "giving a fine whiteness to linen."149 Soap,
cut up with a knife, water mixed with bleach, indigo from Agra and soot
from Rheims: these were among the various remedies proposed by the
widow Alixotte, Lequeu's gentlewoman heroine, reduced to doing laundry
and ironing to earn a living.150 In contrast to all this, Greuze's laundress
achieves the desired whiteness with the minimum of effort. Not, it should
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be added, that she has followed the pieties of the reformers. No, Greuze
has played upon a potent domestic fantasy—washing that is "whiter than
white"—thereby anticipating, by almost two hundredyears, the techniques
of modern-day advertising.

Figure 52
Jean-Jacques Lequeu,

Two Women Ironing,

from Lettre sur le beau

savonnage, 1793-94.

Pen and ink with bistre

wash, 19.8 x 17.5 cm

(73/4 x 67/s in.). Paris,

Bibliotheque Nationale,

Cabinet des Estampes

(Reserve).
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G R E U Z E ' S N A T U R A L I S M
AND THE GENRE POISSARD

But ma, says I, he s a hard worker, lairit no better then him,
and a laundress is no great lady;

oh, she says, there are laundresses and laundresses.
You 're a laundress of fine linen,

and even if you only did the heavy stuff,
once you've got an education, my girl,

you 77 realize that all that glitters is not gold.151

— J E A N - J O S E P H VADE,
Lettres de la Grenouillere

unlikely image of a domestic though she is, Greuze's laundress also
parts company with the standard portrayal of the subject in French

art during the 17505 and 17608. Laundresses and washerwomen abound
as staffage figures in landscapes and genre paintings by Boucher [FIG-
URE 53], Fragonard, and Hubert Robert, where they occasionally occupy
center stage as well [FIGURE 54] ,152 The young women are invariably shown
out of doors, in bucolic settings, attired in billowing skirts and low-cut bod-
ices that evoke the pastoral [FIGURE 55]. Washing clothes may be far from
their minds, as in the case of one of Fragonard's early masterpieces, Blind-
man's Buff [FIGURE 56], where a voluptuous country lass flirts with a red-
cheeked swain, her eyes peeking out from under her blindfold. The
elements on the lower right-hand side of this composition—a large wash-
board, copper basin, firewood, and dirty linen—all readily identify the hero-
ine as a laundress and reaffirm the erotic associations of her profession.153

Fragonard's beribboned laundress and Boucher's barefoot washerwomen
are little more than shepherdesses in disguise, yet, paradoxically, in situat-

Figure 53

Frangois Boucher

(French, 1703-1770),

The Mill at Charenton,

1758. Oil on canvas,

113 x 31.6 cm

(44V2 x 12V2 in.).

Toledo Museum of Art.
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Above Above right

Figure 54 Figure 55

Hubert Robert (French, Gilles Demarteau

1733-1808), Laundress (French, 1722-1776)

and Child, 1761. Oil on after Boucher, Washer-

canvas, 35.1 x 31.6 cm woman. Engraving,

(137/s x 127/ie in.). 31.7 x 36.7 cm

Williamstown, Massa- (12V2 x 14V2 in.).

chusetts, Sterling Paris, Musee du Louvre,

and Francine Clark Art Cabinet des Dessins,

Institute (inv. 843). Collection Edmond de

Rothschild (inv. 19176;

Jean-Richard no. 634).

(Photo: Reunion des

Musees Nationaux.)

Opposite

Figure 56

Jean-Honore Fragonard

(French, 1732-1806),

Blindman's Buff,

1753-56. Oil on canvas,

116.8 x 91.4cm (46 x

36 in.). Toledo Museum

of Art (1954.43).

ing them at the water's edge—bending over their wash-
boards, bundles of linen on their head—there is greater
fidelity to the realities of washing linen than is to be
found in Greuze's Laundress.

In the late 17508 and early 17605, Fragonard
and Robert would also populate their canvases and
drawings with Roman washerwomen who ply their trade
in dusky caves and caverns, congregate in grand pal-
aces and around public fountains [FIGURE 57], irrever-
ently hang their wash amid antique statues and monu-
ments, and can even be found working by the glorious
waterfalls at Tivoli [FIGURE 58] (laundresses will appear
in Robert's work until the Revolution).154 Despite the
change of setting—and, in Fragonard's case, the trans-
formation of style—these laundresses are always acces-

60





Figure 58
Jean-Honore Fragonard

(French, 1732-1806),

The Waterfalls at Tivoli,

circa 1760-62. Oil on

canvas, 72.5 x 60.5 cm

(28V2 x 237/sin.).

Paris, Musee du Louvre

(inv. Ml. 1110). (Photo:

Reunion des Musees

Nationaux—Herve

Lewandowski.)

Figure 57

Hubert Robert (French,

1733-1808), The

Large Staircase, circa

1761-65. Pen and

ink with gray wash and

watercolor, 32.1 x 44.8

cm (1211/i6 x 171Vie

in.). Houston, Museum

of Fine Arts (44.545F).

The Edith A. and Percy

S. Straus Collection.

sory figures, animating the landscape and providing picturesque effects,
interchangeable with the amorous shepherdesses beloved by Boucher a gen-
eration earlier.

The primacy of this bucolic mode of representation maybe sug-
gested by one last example, almost exactly contemporary with Greuze's
Laundress. Among the ninety plates that Gravelot designed for the Alma-
nack de laLoterie de TEcole Militaire—a suite of illustrations that charted
the history of woman, "in keeping with the gallantry so natural to our
Nation"—La Blanchisseuse (The Laundress] [FIGURE 59] showed two
adolescent laundresses hard at work on the banks of the river, beating the
linen and hanging it to dry.155 Gravelot reflected on the disrepute into which
the craft of laundering had long since fallen: did not Odysseus first en-
counter Princess Nausicaa, daughter of King Alcinous, while she was wash-
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ing clothes with her maidens at the water's edge? Nowadays, he concluded,
laundering was such a lowly occupation that "it cannot even inspire verses
for a quatrain."156

However, it was popular literature—rather than poetry—and
more specifically, the genre poissard (fish-market style), that enabled
Greuze, in the early stages of his career, to craft a distinctive type of
female domestic, be she laundress, maidservant, street peddler, or work-
ing mother.157 The genre poissard took as it subject the fishwives and boat-
men along the Seine [FIGURE 60] and the stallholders of Paris's markets at
Les Halles, whose colorful, if occasionally foul-mouthed, language and
amorous entanglements inspired a comic subgenre that would flourish dur-
ing the 17405 and 17508.158 Leaving aside the Dutch seventeenth-century
prototypes that have already been discussed, Greuze's "naturalism"—even
more than Chardin's—was grounded in a sophisticated urban fascination

Figure 59

Hubert Frangois Bour-

guignon Gravelot

(French, 1699-1773),

The Laundress, from

Almanach de la Loterie

de I'Ecole royale mili-
taire, 1759. Engraving,

9.8 x 5.4 cm

(37/s x 2Vs in.). Paris,

Musee Carnavalet.

(Photo © Phototheque
des Musees de la

Vilie de Paris. Cliche:

Pierrain.)

Figure 60

Marguerite Thevenard

(French, 1710-1770),

after Charles-Nicolas
Cochin (French, 1715-

1790), The Laundress,

1737. Engraving, 26 x

20cm (10V4 x 77/s in.).

Paris, Musee Carnavalet.

(Photo © Phototheque

des Musees de la Ville

de Paris. Cliche: Ladet.)
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Figure 61

Anne-Claude-Philippe

de Tubieres, comte de

Caylus (French,

1692-1765) after Edme

Bouchardon (French,

1698-1762), Scullery
Maid (L 'Ecureuse),
1737. Engraving, 24 x

18.5 cm (9V2 x 7V4 in.).

Paris, Bibliotheque

Nationale, Cabinet des

Estampes (Oa. 132).

Figure 62
Anne-Claude-Philippe

de Tubieres, comte de

Caylus (French,

1692-1762) after Edme

Bouchardon (French,

1698-1762), Servant

Sweeping (La Bal-

ayeuse), 1742. Engrav-

ing, 24 x 18.5 cm

(9V2 x 7V4 in.). Paris,

Bibliotheque Nationale,

Cabinet des Estampes

(Oa. 132).

with such popular types: it is yet another example of the attraction for
"lowlife" that inflects "high culture" in France again and again during the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.159

A starting point for Greuze was Caylus and Bouchardon's
immensely influential series of engravings, the Cris de Paris (Cries of
Paris], published in five installments between 1737 and 1742,. Depicting
the lower classes (le baspeuple] in a variety of traditional occupations—
street vendors, servants, provincial types—these single-figure composi-
tions were often infused with a gentleness and dignity that had been
conspicuously absent in earlier treatments of the theme.160 Bouchardon's
Scullery Maid [FIGURE 61] or Servant Sweeping [FIGURE 62,] announce
Chardin's lowly maidservants [FIGURE 63], whose unsentimental, plainspo-
ken gravitas they share.161 When Greuze approaches the same subject
twenty years later, the results are a good deal more histrionic [FIGURE 64].
Gone is the quiet dedication to the household chores: the emphasis is on
excess, clutter, and ripeness—and the servant's decollete betrays the
artist's unseemly prurience.

Among the sixty engravings produced by Bouchardon, Les
Ecosseuses dePois (The Pea Shellers] would also serve as the frontispiece
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to Caylus's novel Les Ecosseuses, ou les Oeufs de Pdques (1745), in which

six "good, stout gossips, seated in a butcher's shop" tell scurrilous tales

about each other. This was one of the many short stories and improvised

pantomimes (parades] that Caylus composed in the genre poissard, and

like the commedia dell'arte for Watteau's generation, this genre initially

received its most enthusiastic reception on the fringes of the official liter-

ary and theatrical worlds. Poissard characters and dialect appeared in the

informal "parades" or pantomimes organized for private aristocratic

entertainments; they infiltrated the repertory of the Parisian fairs; and

they inspired vaudevilles and burlesques.162

Along with Caylus, gifted professional playwrights such as

Panard, Lesage, and Favart began to write plays in the genre poissard. But

the leading exponent of the genre, "le Teniers de la poesie,"163 was Jean-

Joseph Vade (1719-1757), whose genius for re-creating the authentic jar-

gon of fishwives and street vendors was marketed to brilliant effect by the

Figure 63

Jean-Simeon Chardin

(French, 1699-1779),

The Scullery Maid,

1738. Oil on canvas,
45.4 x 37.2 cm

(177/s x 145/s in.).

Glasgow, Hunterian Art

Gallery, University

of Glasgow, Scotland.

Figure 64

Jean-Baptiste Greuze,

The Scullery Maid,
1757. Red, black, and

white chalk, 52.1 x

35.9 cm (20V2 x 14Va

in.). Vienna, Graphische

Sammlung Albertina

(inv. 12766).
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energetic theatrical impresario Jean Monnet. During the 17508 Monnet
both refurbished the fair theaters at Saint-Laurent and Saint-Germain
and revitalized the moribund Opera-Comique: along with Favart's pasto-
rals, he introduced Vade's/>oissard characters to a wide and appreciative
Parisian audience (more than twenty comic operas and parodies have sur-
vived, performed between 1752 and 1757).164 Vade's querulous flower sell-
ers and fishmongers' wives were disdained by the more serious critics, but
in the 17508 his plays were influential and a good deal more successful
than would be Diderot's efforts in the drame bourgeois.16^

An example of Vade's prose works helps situate Greuze's Laun-
dress within this more strictly contemporary aspect of popular culture.
The Lettres de la Grenouillere is an epistolary novel written entirely in
poissard dialect, whose heroine, Nanette Dubut—a laundress of fine
linen (blanchisseuse de tinge fin)—is enamored of Jerome Dubois, a fish-
erman ("je suis fille d'honneur, il est honnete gargon"). Their romance
is played out among the working communities at Gros-Caillou and La
Grenouillere in the heart of Paris. Jerome declares his love by offering
Nanette a pair of eels and three pike; Nanette refuses them, but begins a
correspondence with him, which is discovered by her mother, who is dis-
dainful of a liaison with a mere fisherman ("Let her not play the great
Lady," is Jerome's response). The couple finally meet on a Sunday after-
noon, but during a game of Pied de Boeuf, Jerome suspects Nanette of
favoring another and accuses her of treachery. In despair, she threatens
to take holy orders as a Soeur blanchisseuse at the Hotel-Dieu, much
to her mother's consternation ("I'd rather you married than become a
nun"); Jerome, equally distraught, is on the point of signing up for
the army. Nanette's final letter clears up any misunderstanding, and she
urges Jerome to marry her as quickly as possible: "Such pleasure will I
take in beingyour servant and your wife."166

Although he is unlikely to have known Vade personally—
Greuze was living in Rome during the period of Vade's greatest success at
the Opera-Comique—he may well have been familiar with the Lettres de
la Grenouillere, published at least five times between 1755 and 1760.167
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Vade's plays had also influenced the genre-painter Etienne Jeaurat (1699-
1789)—a contemporary of Chardin's and a friend of Greuze's—who ex-
hibitedZe^ citrons dejavotte, inspired by Vade's poem of the same title, at
the Salon of 1753.168 In comparison with Greuze and Chardin, Jeaurat's
depictions of servants and working girls are crude, and verge on the cari-
catural. Yet they are also an authentic visual response by a member of the
Academy to a truly popular literary form.169 Jeaurat's Dismissed Servant
[FIGURE 65] also relates to La Maltote des cuisinieres, one of the tales
included in the Bibliotheque bleue (cheaply produced editions primarily
intended for the peasantry), in which an old kitchen maid passes on the
tricks of her trade—how to cheat the mistress without being found out—to
a young servant.170 "Downstairs" folklore of this kind intrigued Greuze as
well, and La Maltote des cuisinieres inspired a black-and-white chalk draw-
ing by him, of which he made a gift to his friend, the engraver Johann-Georg

Figure 65

Jean-Joseph Balechou

(French, 1716-1764),

after Etienne Jeaurat

(French, 1699-1789),
The Dismissed

Servant (La Servants
Congediee), 1748.

Engraving, 37.2 x 26.5

cm (145/s x 103/s in.).

Paris, Bibliotheque

Nationale, Cabinet

des Estampes (DB. 27,

infol.).
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Figure 66
Jacques-Firmin Beau-

varlet (French, 1731-

1797), after Greuze,

The Seller of Baked
Apples (La Marchande
de Pommes Cuittes),

circa 1760. Engraving,

38.1 x 30.7 cm (15 x

12V8in.). Paris, Biblio-

theque Nationale,

Cabinet des Estampes

(DC. 8a, in fol.).

Figure 67

Jacques-Firmin Beau-

varlet (French, 1731-

1797), after Greuze,

The Seller of Chestnuts

(La Marchande de Mar-

rons), 1761. Engraving,

38 x 30.5 cm (15 x 12

in.). Paris, Bibliotheque

Nationale, Cabinet des

Estampes.

Wille, on November 2,7, 1759. In the absence of the drawing itself, Wille's
appreciative journal entry must serve:

M. Greuze, this serious, solid painter, has just made me a
present of one of his excellent drawings, a sign of true
friendship. The drawing represents a kitchen maid stand-
ing next to a cupboard, reading or calculating in her ac-
count book, after coming back from market, how she can
best cheat her mistress. It is of great beauty, and boldly
drawn . . . ,171

Other drawings by Greuze from around 1760 also bear witness

to his fascination with popular andpoissard themes. From the Cris de

Paris he appropriated street-vendor subjects such as The Seller of Baked

Apples [FIGURE 66], The Seller of Chestnuts [FIGURE 67]—shown with The

Laundress at the Salon of 1761—and The Chimney Sweep. In a more ambi-
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tious composition, a painting based on the Father Reading the Bible to His

Family in La Live de Jully's collection and known today through Lebas's en-

graving, Greuze treated The Pea Shelters [FIGURE 68]—the subject of Cay-

lus'spoissard tale. There is a strong family resemblance among the female

figures in all these works—although, on closer inspection, those in the
prints and drawings are coarser than Greuze's Laundress—and contempo-
raries would have had little difficulty in identifying them aspoissard types.
It was precisely this insight, made of The Marriage Contract "by a highly
intelligent woman" (Mme d'Epinay, perhaps?), that so impressed Dide-
rot.172 Whereas, in her opinion, the male figures in this composition were
recognizable countryfolk, the mother, fiancee, and other female characters

all came from Les Halles. "The mother is a robust fruit seller or fishwife; the

daughter, a pretty flower girl."173 In the years following his return from

Rome, Greuze sought inspiration less from the actual working women of

Paris than from the most recent representations of them in popular cul-

ture.174 In this regard, Diderot was more perceptive than he realized when

he noted the affinity between Greuze's little laundress and the sulking sister

in The Marriage Contract.

Figure 68

Jacques-Philippe Le Bas

(French, 1707-1783),

after Greuze, The Pea

Shelters (L 'Ecosseuses

de Pois), 1760.

Engraving, 43 x 50.5

cm (167/s x 197/s in.).

Paris, Bibliotheque

Nationale, Cabinet des

Estampes.
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T H E F E M A L E D O M E S T I C A S S E D U C T R E S S

It is as if the hand of a theatrical producer had had
a finger in all his compositions. . .

laundresses, in a picture by Greuze, do no laundering.175

— E D M O N D A N D J U L E S D E G O N C O U R T

Dutc
R epresentation, in the Laundress, is informed (and, at times, medi-

ated) by an amalgam of sources and influences—Chardin,
h cabinet painting, the genrepoissard. Yet however telling the rela-

tionship between Greuze's genre painting and Parisian popular theater,
his figures retain a sophistication and sensibility lacking in the fictional
denizens of Les Halles and La Grenouillere. They are also unashamedly
sensual. Decorous in her clothing she maybe, but Greuze's laundress is
far less so in her handling of the wash. Her strong fingers fairly caress the
folds of wet linen [FIGURE 69]; soapy water, some of which has spilled onto
the floor, oozes into the basin below.176

Here Greuze was exploiting the fairly well established asso-
ciation of female domestics and easy virtue.177 In the words of an early
eighteenth-century verse, "Blanchisseuses et soubrettes / Du dimanche
dans leurs habits / Avec les laquais leurs amis / (Car blanchisseuses sont
coquettes)" (Laundresses and maidservants / In their Sunday bests /With
their friends the footmen / [Because laundresses are coquettes]).178 Maid-
servants, in literature at least, were often notoriously flirtatious. Jacob,
the hero of Marivaux's Lepaysanparvenu, whose morals are hardly ex-
emplary, will not even consider marrying his mistress's maid, because, as
he explains,

  F i g u r e  6 9
Jean-Baptiste Greuze,

The Laundress [detail]. 
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In our village, it was the custom to marry only maidens; if
a girl had been a gentleman's chambermaid, she would
have to make do with a lover. As for a husband, that was out
of the question.179

The maidservant-as-seductress was a serviceable literary trope, yet such
was the presumption of female depravity that an ordinance of 1730 made
it a capital offense for a female domestic to engage in sexual relations
with a minor living in the same household (the law was intended to pro-
tect sons under twenty-five years of age).180

In Ancien Regime society, laundresses were likely to be drawn
from the lower reaches of the servant hierarchy, and it was commonplace
for maidservants who had lost a position through pregnancy or petty theft
to turn to washing clothes for a living. Actresses from the troupes that
played in the fair theaters could earn extra money as dressmakers or laun-
dresses (actors moonlighted as singing and dancing masters, or painters
and carpenters).181 Yet such was the modesty of the laundress's income—
and the hard work involved in the job—that the young women might eas-
ily drift into prostitution and procuring. This, at least, is the conclusion
to be drawn from the Paris police reports of the 17608, in which impover-
ished laundresses are cited either as intermediaries in the clandestine
network for kept women or as candidates for the positions themselves.182

Cissie Fairchilds, who has studied patterns of domestic service in south-
west France, noted that of 150 working prostitutes registered in the Bor-
deaux tax rolls for 1784, the majority listed their former occupation as
laundress or seamstress.183 Restif de La Bretonne (1734-1806) touched
upon the marginality (and latent criminality) of laundresses in his vi-
gnette Le secret des blanchisseuses. The author is privy to a conversation
between two unsuspecting laundresses who, on their way to the laundry
boat, congratulate each other on how pretty they looked on their day off:
"I wear white linen every Sunday, and it's always new." It soon emerges
that they not only "borrow" their clients' clothing—"stockings, blouses,
skirts, nothing belongs to me"—but that they carry on a thriving trade in
renting it out.184
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Figure 70

Nicolas-Bernard Lepicie

(French, 1735-1784),

Le Lever de Fanchon,

1773. Oil on canvas,

74 x 93cm (29 x

36V2 in.). Saint-Omer,

Museede I'Hotel

Sandelin.



Figure 71
Jean Touze (French,

1747-1809),
The Washerwoman,

1770. Black chalk and

wash, 35 x 29.8 cm

(133/4 x H3/4 in.).

Boston, Museum

of Fine Arts (65.2567).

Bequest of Forsyth

Wickes, Forsyth Wickes

collection.

If laboring laundresses could also be dangerous laundresses,
Greuze chose not to insist upon this identification. While the moral
topography of his small paintings is often ambiguous in ways that Char-
din's was not, in The Laundress, at least, Greuze maintains some distance
from the license and depravity associated in the literary imagination
with laundresses and domestics. In comparison with Lepicie's disheveled
Fanchon [FIGURE 70] or Jean Touze's brazen washerwoman [FIGURE 71],
Greuze's laundress, while pert, seems determined to maintain her virtue
intact.185

Yet there is evidence to suggest that a sexual reading of The
Laundress would not have been out of place for the viewers at the Salon of
1761. In the first draft of his review for Grimm's newsletter, Diderot was
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even more forthright on the attractions of Greuze's "little laundress."
After the spirited description that makes its way into the final version—
"The Little Laundress•, who, seated on her tub, squeezes washing between
her hands, is charming; but she's a rascal I wouldn't trust an inch"—
Diderot added the brief sentence, "I'm too fond of my health" (J'aimema
sante).186 Grimm excised this offending phrase from the text that circu-
lated, but its implications are clear. The charms of the pretty girl are
evident and within reach, but so are the risks: venery may lead to vene-
real infection. Just as British slang uses a term from laundering as a vul-
gar euphemism for a prostitute—"scrubber" entered the language in the
igGos—so in eighteenth-century French culture did the subject of laun-
dresses (and female servants in general) invite the possibility of sexual
impropriety, to be embraced or rejected as the artist saw fit. Greuze,
almost invariably, does the former; Chardin, most resolutely, the latter.

It is a mark both of the subtlety and the refinement of The
Laundress that its signals in this regard are mixed. "What visual and spir-
itual sensations are produced by this work, by the paintings of Greuze, by
the prints engraved after his pictures?" asked the Goncourts.

Is it the simple, healthful impression produced by a Char-
din. Do we feel, confronted by these domestic scenes, the
pervasive calm, the bourgeois serenity, the grave harmo-
nies and instinctive decencies of Le Benedicite, or La Toi-
lette du Mating . . . . Does he let us sense, like Ghardin, the
routine of the house, the felicities of mediocrity?187

In answering this question with a resounding negative, the Goncourts
arrived at their fundamental insight into Greuze's art, one that still reso-
nates for viewers of The Laundress today:

The impression he gives is complex, disturbed, mixed. For
his art suffers from something worse than a defect, it has a
vice: it hides a kind of corruption, it is essentially sensual,
sensual in its content and in its form, in its composition, its
drawing, and its very brushstrokes.188
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J. Paul Getty Museum
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