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Antoine Watteau. Return from Cythera, 1717-19, oil on canvas 



Jean-Antoine Watteau (1684-1721), a Flemish artist living in Paris, epitomizes the 

French Rococo style. He created a new type of painting when he submitted his official 

examination painting, The Departure from Cythera, for admission to membership in the 

Royal Academy of Painting and Sculpture in 1717.  The academicians accepted the 

painting in a new category, the fête galante, or elegant outdoor entertainment.  The 

Departure from Cythera depicts a dreamworld in which beautifully dressed couples, 

abetted by putti, take leave of the mythical island of love. 



Watteau’s objective appears to be 

not to tell a story but to induce 

the poignant and wistful 

evocation of love. Watteau’s 

fragile forms and delicate colors, 

painted with feathery 

brushstrokes reminiscent of 

Rubens, evoke a mood of reverie 

and nostalgia.  His doll-like men 

and women, however,  provide 

sharp contrast with Rubens’ 

physically powerful figures.   

 

Watteau’s art conveys no noble 

message; rather, it explores the 

world of familiar but transitory 

pleasures. Watteau’s objective 

appears to be not to tell a story 

but to induce the poignant and 

wistful evocation of love. 

Watteau leads the eye from right 

to left along the curving line, 

which rises and falls like a 

phrase of music.  



This mythic island, sacred to Venus, not only provides the pilgrims with privacy, with 

isolation if not solitude, but also with freedom. The pleasure ground has a deep 

association with human feelings and passions; there is a melding of nature and the 

human.  This grove, this sacred isle of love, summons up a pleasurable association 

between painting and observer. The place of love offers comfort not just for those lovers 

within it, but for all of us, who are potential lovers, watching.  We watch because we 

are curious and sometimes covetous. 



The change within about eight years from 

inhibition to relaxation, from deliberation 

to excitement, is not due solely to 

Watteau’s greater artistic maturity and 

happy awareness of his own skill, but also 

to the general sense of liberation felt after 

the death of Louis XIV, when hopes were 

high for favorable political developments.  

 

Watteau painted the embarkation for 

Cythera at least three times.  The first, 

somewhat stilted version is dated 1710 

and hangs in the Stadel Institute in 

Frankfurt.  The present Berlin picture was 

executed in 1718 or 1719 for a private 

client (seen lower left). 

 

It is a slight variation upon a second 

version, which Watteau submitted as his 

presentation piece to the Royal Academy 

of Arts in Paris, of which he became a 

member in 1717.  The Academy version 

now hangs in the Louvre (seen upper left).  



Antoine Watteau. The Pleasures of Life, c. 1718, oil on canvas 

 

The sky and foliage act as a theatrical backdrop to a stage set- Watteau was actively 

involved in the theater and had many actor friends. Many of Watteau’s paintings 

center on the commedia dell’arte. His treatment of this Italian theme is all the more 

remarkable because the commedia dell’arte was officially banned in France from 1697 

until 1716. 



Antoine Watteau. Pierrot, called Gilles, 

c. 1718, oil on canvas 

 

The more wistful side of Watteau can be 

seen in his undated Gilles, the sad 

Harlequin.  The actor, in this case a 

comic lover, wears his costume, but does 

not perform.  His pose is frontal, and his 

arms hang limply at his sides.  His 

melancholy expression betrays his mood, 

and is at odds with the silk costume and 

pink ribbons on his shoes.   

 

Presently between roles, the actor is “all 

dressed up with nowhere to go.” The 

blue-gray sky echoes the figure’s mood, 

as do the sunset-colored clouds.  End of 

day, which is indicated by the sunset, 

corresponds to the sense that Gilles is at 

a loss about what to do next.  His lonely 

isolation is accentuated by the four 

figures around him, who seem engaged 

in animated conversation.  



This work was probably done as a sign 

for a café owned by a friend of the artist 

who retired from the stage after 

achieving fame in the racy role of the 

clown.  The performance has ended, and 

the actor has stepped forward to face the 

audience.   

 

The other characters, all highly 

individualized, are probably likenesses 

of friends from the same circle.  Yet the 

painting is more than a portrait or an 

advertisement.  

 

 Watteau approaches his subject with 

incomparable human understanding and 

artistic genius.  Pierrot is lifesize, so 

that he confronts us as a full human 

being, not simply as a stock character. 

In the process, Watteau transforms him 

into Everyman, with whom he evidently 

identified himself- a merging of identity 

basic to the commedia dell’arte.  



Right: Louis XIV in 1701 

 

The Régence is the period in which 

Watteau lived and painted (between 1715 

and 1723), when King Louis XV was a 

minor and the land was governed by a 

Regent, Phillipe d’Orleans, the nephew of 

Louis XIV of France.   

 

In the twenty years prior to his death, 

Louis XIV, known as the Sun King, had 

kept France almost constantly at war.  The 

Regent, by contrast, signed peace treaties, 

paid off crushing state debts and 

encouraged industry and commerce.   

 

While 20 million French breathed a sigh of 

relief, no longer a victim to the worst 

deprivation- 1709 had been a year of 

starvation in Paris- a small, privileged 

minority scented the chance to live life to 

the full.  



Gustaf Lundberg. Portrait of 

Francois Boucher, 1741 

 

The artist most closely associated 

today with Parisian Rococo painting 

is Francois Boucher (1703-1770), 

who never met Watteau.  In 1721, 

Boucher, the son of a minor painter, 

entered the workshop of an 

engraver to support himself as he 

attempted to win favor at the 

Academy.   

 

The young man’s skill drew the 

attention of a devotee of Watteau, 

who hired Boucher to reproduce 

Watteau’s paintings in his 

collection, an event that firmly 

established the direction of 

Boucher’s career. 



Francois Boucher. Breakfast, 1739,  

oil on canvas 

 

Paintings such as The Breakfast of 

1739, a family scene, show Boucher 

as a master of the genre scene, as he 

regularly used his own wife and 

family as models. These intimate 

family scenes are, however, in 

contrast to the 'licentious' style of 

his more well-known Rococo works. 



Francois Boucher. Cupid a Captive, 1754, oil on 

canvas  

 

Boucher’s brushwork is as abandoned as the mood 

of his paintings. He understood that painting can 

bewitch the spectator with its sheer audacity, its 

exuberant love of the act of fashioning paints into 

luxurious forms. Boucher is famous for saying that 

nature is "trop verte et mal éclairée." (too green 

and badly lit) 

 

As a promoter of moral painting, the French critic 

Denis Diderot despised Boucher.  In his Salon 

reviews of 1765 he wrote, “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.” 



Francois Boucher. Portrait of 

Madame de Pompadour, 1756, oil 

on canvas 

 

Boucher’s life and career were 

intimately bound up with two 

women: The first was his 

artistically talented wife, Marie-

Jeanne Buseau, who was a 

frequent model as well as a studio 

assistant to her husband.  The 

other was Louis XV’s mistress, 

Madame de Pompadour, who 

became his major patron and 

supporter.  Pompadour was an 

amateur artist herself and took 

lessons from Boucher in 

printmaking.  After Boucher 

received his first royal 

commission in 1735, he worked 

almost continuously to decorate 

the royal residences at Versailles 

and Fontainebleau. 



Francois Boucher. Madame Boucher, 1743, oil on canvas 



Jean-Honoré Fragonard. The Swing, 

1766, oil on canvas 

 

Boucher encouraged a young boy 

Jean-Honoré Fragonard (1732-1806) 

to enter a competition known as the 

Prix de Rome, which Fragonard won 

in 1752.  This was a three-to-five 

year scholarship awarded to the top 

students in painting and sculpture 

graduating from the French 

Academy’s art school.  

 

Fragonard returned to Paris in 1761, 

but not until 1765 was he finally 

accepted into the Royal Academy.  

Fragonard began catering to the 

tastes of an aristocratic clientele, and 

by 1770 he began to fill the vacuum 

left by Boucher’s death as a decorator 

of interiors. 



When he was 35 years old, he decided 

to work as an independent artist 

producing work for the art dealers 

and rich collectors of the ancien 

regime, who wanted intimate work 

for their salons and boudoirs.  He had 

enormous artistic and financial 

success, painting delightful airy 

scenes of gallantry and frivolity that 

embody the spirit of the Rococo.  

 

However, the Revolution of 1789 and 

the new taste for Neoclassicism 

changed the world in which he had 

flourished.  He died impoverished, 

unnoticed, and out of fashion. 



This painting was commissioned by 

the libertine Baron de St. Julien.  He 

initially gave the order to a painter 

of historical subjects, Doyen.  

Spelling out his requirements, the 

Baron said, “I should like you to 

paint Madame [his mistress] seated 

on a swing being pushed by a 

bishop.” Shocked by the request, 

Doyen refused the commission and 

Fragonard accepted the work 

enthusiastically, but replaced the 

bishop with the girl’s husband. 

 

The stone statue of Cupid raises a 

finger to his lips as if warning us to 

keep the secret of the Baron hidden 

in the bushes. The girl’s coy gesture 

and the irreverent behavior create a 

mood of erotic intrigue similar to 

that found in the comic operas of this 

period, as well as in the 

pornographic novel, which developed 

as a genre in eighteenth-century 

France. 



Left: Jean-Honoré Fragonard. Gardens of the Villa d’Este at Tivoli, 1766, oil on canvas 

 

The fantastic trees owe more to the artist’s memories of his childhood and his student 

days that they do to observation from nature.  Fragonard was raised in the lush, 

flower-filled region of Grasse- the center of the perfume industry.  As a student in 

Italy, he was more excited by the luxurious pleasure gardens at Tivoli, where he spent 

the summer of 1760, than he was by antique sculpture.  



There is another place of pleasure, the locus uberimus, from the Latin word for the 

rich and fertile. The Swing by Jean-Honore Fragonard presents us with a typical 

instance.  An oddly radiant light wells up within the left-hand corner and enchants 

this overly luxuriant glade.  Nature explodes with leaves and flowers.  As if the force 

of nature were somewhat demented, trees erupt violently from the ground and twist 

tortuously.   

 

Certainly, not everything is charmed here; there is more than a hint of perversity. 

The statues, the rhythmically rocking young woman, a voyeur, and a yammering lap 

dog create a disturbing, fertile excitement and sensibility.  



Fragonard skillfully frames the 

scene in foliage and uses all sorts of 

detail to add tension: the slipper 

which has flown off, the slightly 

frayed and slightly twisted ropes, 

and the tortuously curving branches.  

 

Whether or not the young lady is 

aware of her lover’s presence, her coy 

gesture and the irreverent behavior 

of the ménage a trios (lover, 

mistress, and cleric) create a mood of 

erotic intrigue similar to that found 

in the comic operas of this period, as 

well as in the pornographic novel, 

which developed as a genre in 

eighteenth-century France.  



The pursuit of happiness and the belief in 

its attainment permeate the paintings of 

Fragonard . In The Swing, Fragonard 

depicts, with delicious wit, a lovers’ 

assignation (a secret or forbidden 

arrangement to meet).  This optimism was 

assailed by the leading French intellectual 

of the Englightenment, Francois-Marie 

Arouet (1694-1778), who preferred to be 

called Voltaire. 

 

A champion of the principle of reason, 

Voltaire reacted sharply against the 

optimistic philosophical theories of Liebniz.  

In his satirical novel Candide (1759), 

Voltaire seized upon Leibniz’s axiom that 

this was the best of all possible worlds. 

Voltaire hated the arbitrary despotic rule 

of kings, the selfish privileges of the 

nobility and the church, religious 

intolerance, and above all, the injustice of 

the ancien regime.  



Candide, the central character of the novel, is a youthful disciple of Doctor Pangloss, 

who is a disciple of Leibniz.  Candide and a beautiful young woman, Cunegund, fall in 

love, but are separated by her parents, who consider Candide too lowly in birth to 

court their highborn daughter.  Stumbling through a world of ignorance, cruelty, and 

violence, Candide, Cunegund, and Pangloss each endure beatings, torture, rape, 

imprisonment, slavery, disease, and disfigurement.  At the end of their misadventures, 

the much-sobered trio retires to the shores of the Pronpontis, there to discover that the 

secret to happiness was “to cultivate one’s garden’.” 



Known for his penetrating wit and brilliant 

style, Voltaire survived a turbulent career 

that resulted in two periods of 

incarceration in the Bastille and in three 

years of exile in England. 

 

Voltaire believed that the human race 

could never be happy until the traditional 

obstructions to the progress of the human 

mind and welfare were removed. This 

conviction paved the way for a revolution 

in France that Voltaire never intended, 

and he probably never would have 

approved of it.  

 

He was not convinced that all men are 

created equal, the credo of Jean-Jacques 

Rousseau, Thomas Jefferson, and the 

American Declaration of Independence.  



Jean-Honore Fragonard. The 

Progress of Love (part of a 

series), 1771-91, oil on canvas 

 

This painting was part of a 

series of paintings that  were 

commissioned in 1771 for 

Madame du Barry, mistress of 

Louis XV, and were installed in 

a new pavilion on the grounds 

of her château at Louveciennes. 

Upon their completion they 

were rejected in favor of a 

series commissioned from 

Joseph-Marie Vien, an 

indication that the Rococo style 

was fading out of fashion in 

favor a new Neoclassical style. 



Above: Germain Boffrand. Salon de la Princesse, 

Hotel de Soubise, Paris, begun 1732 

Left: Jean-Honore Fragonard. The Progress of 

Love (part of a series), 1771-91, oil on canvas 

 

These paintings are similar to those created for 

the lavish settings for intimate and fashionable 

intellectual gatherings and entertainments, 

called salons, that were popular in eighteenth 

century France. They were hosted by 

accomplished, educated women of the upper class 

whose names are still known today. 
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(Watteau, Boucher, and Fragonard) ACTIVITIES and REVIEW 



STUDENT PRESENTATION #1: 

 

After completing your research on this painting by Antoine Watteau, devise 

a question to present to and answer for the class. Create a five-point rubric 

in which a ten-minute response might be formally assessed.  



STUDENT PRESENTATION #2: 

 

After completing your research on these paintings by Boucher and 

Fragonard, devise a question to present to and answer for the class. Create 

a five-point rubric in which a ten-minute response might be formally 

assessed. Your question may address only one of the two paintings or both.  



 

Yinka Shonibare. The Swing (after Fragonard), 2001, installation 

 

This work is an installation in which a life-size headless female mannequin, 

extravagantly attired in a dress in eighteenth-century style made of bright African print 

fabric, reclines on a swing suspended from a verdant branch attached to the gallery 

ceiling. Beneath her, a flowering vine cascades to the floor. The figure is static, poised at 

what appears to be the highest point of her swing’s forward trajectory. Her right knee is 

bent, while her left leg stretches out in front of her, causing her skirts to ride up. She 

appears to have just kicked off her left shoe, which hangs mid-air in front of the figure, 

suspended on invisible wire. 



 

Yinka Shonibare’s The Swing (after Fragonard), made in Sheffield in 2001, is based 

on an iconic Rococo painting by Jean-Honoré Fragonard, The Swing. Shonibare’s 

work paraphrases this scene, replicating part of the composition in three 

dimensions. He has preserved the woman on the swing, her shoe in mid-flight, and 

some of the foliage that surrounds her, but excluded the two men and much of the 

garden. The woman is dressed in African print fabric, representing a different kind 

of decorative opulence from Fragonard’s silk and lace. This creates a disjunction; the 

sculpture is both familiar and strange. 



 

The artist’s intention is that the piece should be viewed straight on, with the figure seen 

from the same angle Fragonard depicted it in the painting. However, because the 

installation is rendered in three dimensions, viewers can walk around the swinging 

woman in the gallery space, placing themselves in the position of either of the men in the 

painting. The audience becomes directly implicated in the erotic voyeurism of Fragonard’s 

image, and, like the reclining man in the painting, can also look up the woman’s skirt. 

The mannequin wears knickers made of the same fabric as her underskirt. 



Shonibare’s coquette has no head, which may allude to the literal fate that 

awaited the aristocracy after the French Revolution; only twenty-five years 

after Fragonard painted The Swing, the guillotine was introduced in Paris to 

more efficiently execute royalist sympathizers. 



 

The mannequin’s skin is dark, and her 

dress and shoes are made out of 

brightly colored African print Dutch 

wax printed cotton. Dutch wax textiles 

have been a signature in Shonibare’s 

work for many years, and represent the 

cultural hybridity central to his 

practice. The fabrics have a complex 

history. Indonesian batik techniques 

were appropriated and industrialized by 

the Dutch during the colonial period. 

English manufacturers copied the 

Dutch model, making fabrics in the 

Dutch wax style in Manchester, using a 

predominantly Asian work force to 

produce designs derived from 

traditional African textiles. The fabrics 

were then exported to West Africa, and 

became popular during the African 

independence movement, when their 

bright colors and geometric patterns 

became associated with the struggle for 

political and cultural independence. 



Top left: Yinka Shonibare. How to 

Blow Up Two Heads at Once 

(Ladies).  

 

Bottom left: Yinka Shonibare. 

Scramble for Africa, 2003. 

 

Shonibare was born in London 

and grew up in the UK and 

Nigeria. He describes himself as 

“a postcolonial hybrid” and the 

fabrics he uses are a symbol of 

this multi-cultural identity. By 

dressing one of art history’s most 

famous French coquettes in 

African print, Shonibare reminds 

us that identity is a construction. 


