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    Chapter 1


    The Hunt after Jeanne-Antoinette de Pompadour: Beyond The Toilet of Venus


    In the Louvre’s Madame de Pompadour (figure 1), by François Boucher, the artist places Pompadour’s left hand on the harpsichord, where it rests gently on the keys. The pages of a manuscript are spread open, presumably by the marquise. She had received her musical training with the singer Pierre Jélyotte of the Comédie-Française. In a comfortable jumble on the table are a riot of globe, portfolios, and manuscripts, much of which underscores what will become her extensive patronage. One tiny foot peeks out from beneath the voluminous folds of her ornate dress, which she gathers up lightly in her hand. A cluster of roses, forever symbolic of Pompadour and her relationship with the king and later immortalized in the porcelain of Sèvres, extends naturally from her dress.1 The candelabra, legs, decorative painting on the harpsichord, and chair on which the bustle of her dress cascades represent the serpentine lines and spirit of the Rococo.


    The bookcase behind her right shoulder will be implemented again by the artist in his masterpiece, Portrait of the Marquise de Pompadour (figure 2), highlighting Pompadour’s extensive library and, moreover, her fundamental role in the Republic of Letters and its impact on a changing culture. In the fetching Madame de Pompadour, Boucher discovers in Pompadour’s face what we might have imagined the king to perceive. There is charm and possibility, but there is also tension, as if in resoluteness and expectation, as of an actor poised in the wings, waiting for the first entrance. Imagine a strand of fine wire running through the tips of her fingertips on her left hand into the unmistakably raised brow over her left eye. She appears almost like an apprehensive and expectant child, her head wreathed with a spray of flowers, an expression of innocence in contrast to the role she has almost prematurely undertaken. With characteristic devotion, Voltaire skates close to the truth when, in correspondence with his friend Mme de Pompadour in 1748, he writes, “Sincere and tender Pompadour … the strength and the sweetness, pleasing to the eyes, enchanting to the heart.”2 The marquise has eschewed, Xavier Salmon argues, an official pose, seeking instead to reveal “the guise of a private person.”3 Pompadour commissioned this sketch from Boucher, in preparation for a portrait that went unfinished for her beloved château at Bellevue in 1750. Her correspondence to Marigny opens the question of whether or not this was the first official portrait of the marquise. Her letter to her brother in March 1750 discusses portraits rendered by Jean-Étienne Liotard that she was not at liberty to send, but she was, however, enticed by a charming portrait done by Boucher.4 Timing aside, this is not the mistress whose artistic tastes and desires leaned so invitingly into the Rococo, with all of its enchanting and exquisite delicacies. Here, the artist has given us something else to think about. We are looking upon the intensity of a young beautiful woman who swept into court, propelled by possibly equal amounts of fear and audacity, beauty and fortitude. Ultimately her fortitude, I will argue, committed her to purposes of far greater substance than what provocative designs of her otherwise refined and civilized world would lead us to believe.
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    The Toilet of Venus (figure 3), commissioned by Pompadour, was completed by 1751, and hung in her bathroom at Bellevue, the “private retreat of the king and his favorite” and Pompadour’s most beloved château.5 In this setting we find the marquise surrounded by everything familiar, “an earthly incarnation of the goddess of love and beauty.”6 Putti attend her, as others snooze lazily in the background, pulling at locks of her hair with their chubby hands, grabbing fistfuls of jewels which lie in a state of disarray on the floor among roses and elegant folds of damask on which Pompadour reclines. She is shown with heavy-hooded eyes, fingers lightly playing with her cheek, while a dove, that symbol of purity and innocence, gazes up across her exposed bosom. Boucher was playful and no stranger to irony. It is a sleepy painting, luring the viewer into a heavily sexualized world where all is possible amid the inviting folds of this rosy, dimpled figure. This “array of rich stuffs and gilding”7 was the very thing which opponents of the Rococo railed against and which gave Pompadour’s own enemies grist for their collective mills. Never mind that the Rococo had passed its apogée, its critics were content to grind their censorious teeth, prolonging “the attitudes and conditions that had sustained many of its manifestations in terms that would not have been possible at the time.”8 As Joan Landes posits, “Mme de Pompadour, for example, was singled out by anti-Rococo mid-eighteenth-century Parisian art critics,” charging her with infecting “politics within the privileged absolutist public sphere.”9 The luxurious nature of the Rococo was part of what associated Pompadour with the financial class to which she was tied. As a result, she became the target of those at court who sought to undermine the tepid leadership of the king and his future bourgeois mistress. Alistair Laing observes that while the painting is a definitive Rococo creation, it has elements in the water jug (ewer) and perfume burner (cassolette) that anticipate neoclassical tastes. Boucher’s intention, he advises, was not so much to indicate a Greek aesthetic “in the sense of an archaeological reconstruction,” but instead that which was evoked in Le Prince de Noisy. This was one of Pompadour’s earlier performances in the Thêatre des Petits Appartements at Versailles, in which her title character, clad in breeches, appears, Laing informs us, “à la grecque”;10 Boucher clearly enjoyed artistic license. Of the artist, the loquacious Diderot had this to remark: “I don’t know what to say about this man. Degradation of taste, color, composition, character, expression, and drawing have kept pace with moral depravity … there’s such a confusion of objects piled one on top of the other, so poorly disposed, so motley, that we’re dealing not so much with the pictures of a rational being as with the dreams of a madman.”11 It was this image from which Pompadour would disengage herself, symbolically and physically. In 1757 she removed the 1751 portrait from the château when the estate passed into the hands of the king. The painting was unframed when it came into the possession of Pompadour’s brother, Marigny, after a brief hiatus at the Hôtel de Pompadour (now the Palais de l’Elysée.) Following a sale arranged by Marigny, we understand that this work and its pendant The Bath of Venus were separated.12 Ironically when The Toilet of Venus was on the market, it was dedicated by the art dealer, Jacques Chereau, to one of Pompadour’s most formidable rivals at court, Mme de Coislin. The Cardinal de Bernis was frequently one to stiffen Pompadour’s resolve, no less so than when Coislin gave her pause for thought. Alistair Laing proposes that the “irony of the dedication to Mme de Coislin was enhanced by the fact that there was (without any suggestion of portraiture) an element of self-identification in Mme de Pompadour’s commissioning of these pictures.”13 Pompadour had taken the role in the Ballet héroïque, La Toilette de Vénus or Le Matin, written by the playwright Pierre Laujon in which she appeared one year prior to this commission. Laujon clearly targeted the star of this production, Laing argues, beloved by Mars who verbally caresses and honors her beauty as he declares, “Have any rivals feared one who has the charms of Venus?” The poignancy of the production and subsequent commission is that Pompadour’s ultimately calculated and necessary transition from the king’s bedroom into his political orbit would give lasting meaning to Laujon’s intention: “the love which you launch will return us to you.”14 Friendship would supplant the “erotic assumptions,” as Laing characterizes, or “relative modesty,” as Salmon surmises.15 As we will observe later, the commissions of Jean-Baptiste Pigalle would deliver Pompadour in her iconographical transition from L’amour à L’amitié. No amount of self-identification or fashioning would enable Pompadour to maintain pace with the king’s sexual appetite. Madelyn Gutwirth identifies the layers of resentment and characterization of Pompadour, in or out of the king’s bed, spawned in part by her tastes for the Rococo and the hostility directed against her:
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    On the surface Pompadour’s sex seems not to preclude a social role because she adheres so exquisitely to every tenet of feminine practice prescribed by her society—except one: but that one undoes her entire structure. Her unauthorized exercise of political power and her seizure of the power of the purse was assimilated to her sexual power, somewhat erroneously, as it transpired, since the acme of her influence upon the king long outlasted their sexual union. The conflation in her person of sexuality with the assumption of otherwise unauthorized powers made her loom, in the spirits of some, and despite her apparently quintessential femininity, as a monstrous, masculinized figure. Reactions to Pompadour lay out to view the confusions surrounding gender: subjection to her charm and control emasculates their king, as their exercise masculinizes her. Too slavishly the creature of her culture, yet she manages to denature the male supremacist order of things by her own mastery over it.16

    



    In pursuit of the woman who would seat two relatives in the prestigious position of Directeur-général of the Bâtiments, we find Mme de Pompadour, who is not simply “the lavish patron of ‘trivial’ rococo art.”17 We will find one who pressed art to the service of the state.


    In 1759 Voltaire, arguably Mme de Pompadour’s most public champion, penned the following message: “Since your childhood I have seen your grace and talent develop; I have accommodated you in every season with this testimony and your goodness.”18 In her short lifetime Pompadour was both a magnet for adoration and a target of loathing. Voltaire is one such touchstone of this intensity. Marc-Pierre Voyer de Paulmy, the comte d’Argenson, the Secretary of State for War under Louis XV, was another. In 1752, seven years into Pompadour’s tenure at court, he noted, “She has more credit than ever and boasts of it.”19 The marquis d’Argenson, brother of the comte d’Argenson and Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs, stated bluntly that the power of the king’s favorites had long been a counterbalance to the influential hand played by the ministers, no more so than in the case of Mme de Pompadour.20 He begrudgingly acknowledged her talent in the governance of the kingdom, authoritative yet with an appearance of sweetness. Publicly he denied her intellect, indicting her for behavior that jarred with the spirit one associated with womanhood of “quality and merit.”21 Robert Niklaus reminds us that, “Woman’s lot in the eighteenth century was unenviable. A woman had no status of her own according to Salic laws and was offered little protection in the courts.”22 The only acceptable move for Pompadour in d’Argenson’s opinion would be an exit, and he would lobby hard to facilitate a humiliating departure. Diderot’s posthumous critique of Pompadour in 1765 was written a year after her death. Pompadour had “used up our men and our monies,” he declared, and “left us devoid of honor and energy, and unsettled the entire European political system.”23 Voltaire’s balance sheet placed her in a different light, lauding Louis XV’s mistress in his courtly madrigal in 1758:


    Pompadour you embellish

    the court, the Parnassus, and Cythera.…

    Would that your precious days be marked with celebrations

    Would that the peace in our fields return with Louis

    Be both of you without enemies

    And that both of you keep your conquests.24

    



    Voltaire did not observe casually. The risks and challenges Pompadour encountered were abundantly apparent to him, and they shared similar foes at court.25 There is irony in the chasm between those who adored and those who loathed her. Her enemies fumed over the glaring fact of her challenging heritage; her admirers gushed over her proclivity for the role for which she had been so immaculately groomed. The poet/philosopher remained loyal, writing to Pompadour of his unyielding admiration and support: “I must tell you, Madame. I dare to do so again, I dare to thank you publicly of what you have done for so many men of letters, for great artists, for men of merit of one kind or another.”26 Women were vital to the happy existence of Voltaire, observes Gloria M. Russo. His magnificent heroines in his tragedies, she argues, are women who are “strong-willed, single-minded, indomitably dedicated to the pursuit of a given goal … whose heart(s) responds readily to the voice of a beloved but never at the expense of la gloire.”27 Pompadour fits perfectly within these ideals. Despite the complexities that would attend their friendship in later years, Voltaire’s dedication to Pompadour in his tragedy Tancrède puts to rest any confusion surrounding his support of the marquise: “If some fault-finder disapproves the homage I render you, he could only be one born with an ungrateful heart. I owe you much, Madame, and I must say it.”28


    Pompadour is a paradox, then, for her critics, included the marquis d’Argenson and Diderot, who looked on woman as “the being in nature who most resembles the man, the single worthy companion of his life, the source of his most delightful thoughts …”29 As an eighteenth-century woman Pompadour was not intended to champion any cause outside the domestic sphere. Prior to her entrance at court the Cardinal de Bernis had this to say: “Today it is the women who are teaching men to think … the ambition to govern belongs to the sex; but the means that women take to do so are not all legitimate.”30 Pompadour’s eventual position as mistress and unofficial minister to the king of France was nothing less than remarkable given her background. Indeed, Niklaus adds,


    In the bourgeoisie women played a distinctive role and their importance rested not on their legal rights but on their position in the home as mother and as housekeeper. They were confined to a life of domesticity but this contributed to their adoption of a moral code of virtue and fidelity, which served to enhance their status.31

    



    Once inside the rarefied air of Versailles, this woman of a questionable social background compromised her newfound position and threatened her security throughout most of her nineteen-year tenure.


    THE MARQUISE AND LES FERMIERS GÉNÉRAUX: A FINANCIAL HAVEN


    Mme d’Etioles, as she was known on her entry to court, was not an aristocrat of the sword, and critics argued that her familial connections opened a path through which a “spirit of greed” infiltrated the court.32 She was married to a Farmer General, Charles-Guillaume Lenormant d’Etioles and was the alleged offspring of the Farmer General Charles Lenormant de Tournehem and the goddaughter of the powerful Pâris brother, Jean Pâris de Montmartel. Pâris de Montmartel was the youngest of four brothers, a well-established family of bankers from Grenoble employed by the monarchy.33 Their roles included outfitting the French military with food, water, and military supplies; the practical and vital nature of their work yielded considerable wealth. Her father François Poisson had functioned as a provisioner supplying everything from food to munitions to the French army. The Pâris family established them very quickly as fundamental power brokers, enlarging their reputations on farming taxes, engendering enviable profits.34 Thus entered, the critics decried, “the reign of the low-lifes, scoundrels, and rogues” in whose company the nobility felt displaced by the rising stars of the “financiers who enriched themselves and the ‘Poisson’ who enlarged themselves.”35 The presentation of Pompadour, a Farmer General’s wife, was an electrifying moment at court, as the Cardinal de Bernis noted. Some 226 years after this event Elizabeth Fox-Genovese reminds us that Pompadour made some people edgy. Fox-Genovese argues Pompadour and her kind were frequently seen as “greedy leeches [which] had wrapped their tentacles around the throne and were busily milking French society of its vital forces.”36 Such criticism, often a daily staple for the marquise, was definitely not for the faint of heart. But Pompadour was anything but that. We read in the Bernis memoirs that, “Mme de Pompadour has just told me … that she saw Montmartel37 in Paris yesterday and that we shall have money … The Court and the public were astonished to see the wife of a Farmer General
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Figure 1. Madame de Pompadour. Francois Boucher. Oil on canvas, 60 x 45.5 cm.
Louvre, Paris, France. Photo Credit: Thierry le Mage. Réunion des Musées Nationaux/
Art Resource, NY.
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Figure 2. Portrait of the Marquise de Pompadour. 1756. Frangois Boucher. Oil on canvas,
201 x 157 cm. Alte Pinakothek, Bayerische Staatsgemaeldesammlungen, Munich, Ger-
many. Photo Credit: Bildarchiv Preussischer Kulturbesitz/Art Resource, NY.
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Figure 3. The Toilet of Venus. 1751. Frangois Boucher. The Metropolitan Museum of Art.
Bequest of William K. Vanderbilt, 1920 (20.155.9). Image © The Metropolitan Museum
f Art.






