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Antoine Coysevox (Lyon 1640 - Paris 1720)
Bust of Madame de Villeneuve Dassy

1715

White marble

H.79cm (with socle) / 65c¢m (sculpture) X W.60cm X D.30cm

Signed and dated on the back: A.COIZEVOX 1715.

Inscription on the bottom of the robe: M.Catherine Dufer de Villeneuve
charitable pieuse et scavante veuve de Claude Le Rouge secrétaire du Roi 1715.
S.2000-1

Provenance:

Collection Guy Ladriére, Paris
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Along with Pierre Puget and Francois Girardon, Antoine Coysevox
(1640-1720) was one of the leading sculptors in 17th century France.
Born in Lyon, Coysevox moved to Paris in 1657, and there began his
studies to become a sculptor. From 1666 on, he held the title of
Sculpteur du Roi. Coysevox's career as an artist was then inseparably
linked to the reign of Louis XIV (1638-1715), who was known as the
Sun King. The renowned artists of the period, including the
architects Le Vau and Hardouin-Mansart, the landscape architect Le
Notre, and painting and design artist Le Brun, were all enlisted in the
construction of the palace and gardens of Versailles, which was
begun in 1662. Coysevox's most splendid achievements were part of
the Versailles project, as were those of his fellow sculptors, Girardon
and Tuby. Coysevox's superb sculptural group, conceived in a
classical style to be arranged in the geometrically laid out gardens of
Versailles, included the Venus a la coquille (marble, 1683-85, today
in the Musée du Louvre). The regularity of form and premise found
in these works can be called a symbol of 17th century French

classicism. Coysevox bore even greater responsibility for the work on
a subsequent project, the villa Marly-le-Roi, after the death of Le
Brun. Coysevox's imaginative powers were given free rein, and many
of his splendid achievements, noteworthy for their sense of gentle
movement, remain today, including the sculpture of two figures, Le
Mercure and La Renomme riding on Pegasus (marble, 1702, after
1719, placed in Le Jardin des Tuileries, today in the Musée du
Louvre). Coysevox is also known to have created tomb sculptures for
well known figures of the period, such as those seen on the tombs of
Colbert, Controller General of Finance (1685-87, Saint-Eustache,
Paris), Cardinal Mazarain (1689-93, Chapelle de 1'Institut, Paris), and
M. et Mme. Le Brun, Premier Peintre du Roi (ca.1692, Saint-Nicholas-
de-Chardonnay, Paris).

One of the characteristics of the "Grand Siecle" was the flourishing
of bust-length portrait sculpture, and Coysevox was the leading
sculptor in this genre.” The "psychological expression," which
peaked with the work of Houdon in the 18th century, can be said to
have been started by Coysevox. As his diploma work for the Royal
Academy, Coysevox chose not to submit a standard marble bas-relief
work, but rather presented his bust-portrait of Le Brun (marble, 1676-
79, Musée du Louvre).? Further, the Salon began to accept portrait
sculpture amongst its entries in 1667, and Coysevox submitted bust-
portraits of Louis XIV and his wife in 1699. In 1704, he displayed
portraits of such prominent figures as Marshal Turenne, Grand
Condeé, the architect Vauban, and Cardinal Richelieu. All of these
works are said to have been greeted with favorable acclaim.

Needless to say, Coysevox's greatest patrons were Louis XIV and
the members of his court. In fact, almost all of the more than 50 bust-
portrait sculptures created by Coysevox were of male members of
the royal family, the aristocracy, the haut bourgeois, and court artists
who were friends of Coysevox. The NMWA work is one of only a very
few extant examples of portrait sculptures of a woman by Coysevox.
Single portrait sculptures of women were quite unusual during this
period, with the exception of portraits created as part of funeral rites,
or as part of a husband-wife pair of images. The major extant and
known works of this type are the portraits of Marie-Thérese d'Autriche
(marble, 1683, Spain, Aranjuez Palace), Marie-Adelaide de Savoie,
duchesse du Bourgogne (marble, 1710, Musée de la Palais du
Versailles), Madame du Vaucel (terracotta, Musée du Louvre), and
Marie Serre, mere du peintre Rigaud (marble, 1706, Musée du
Louvre). The NMWA sculpture counts as an important work amongst
this group. With the exception of portraits of the royal women, these
portraits of women can be seen to have all been depicted with a
detailed sense of the sitter's psychological makeup, whether the
lively, active sense seen in Marie-Adélaide, or the introspective
demeanor of Marie Serre. These depictive features differ slightly from
the effects perceived in Coysevox's portraits of men, which all focus
on the model's public attributes and social position.

In the NMWA work, the model, Catherine, thoughtfully and slightly
twists her head as she looks out into the distance to the left. The
intent gaze and tightly closed mouth reveal her strength of character.
Catherine is relatively simply dressed in an embroidered garment,
with a cape hanging from her head, and with none of the gorgeous
clothing or decorative objects seen in portraits of the royal family.
Even with these understated garments, the rich flow of the cape from
shoulder to chest reveals Coysevox's skill as a Baroque sculptor
strongly influenced by Italian Baroque styles. While the depiction of
drapery motifs, hair, and face are all relatively abbreviated, the
detailed and sensitive handling of the subject's expression can be
said to represent the pinnacle of this sculptor's incomparable
expressive powers. In general, this work lacks the "public" character
found in the works commissioned by members of the royal family,
and is imbued instead with a sense of warmth and approachability.
These characteristics are frequently seen in the commissions from
those individuals who were personally close to the artist, as seen in
the Tomb of Matthew Prior (marble, 1700, London, Westminster
Abbey) and the above-mentioned portrait of Marie Serre. Madame
Genevieve Bresc, Chief Curator of the Department of Sculptures,
Musée du Louvre, with her deep knowledge of Coysevox's works,
noted upon her actual examination of the NMWA work, that given
the rarity of bust-portraits of women and the restrained quality of



expression seen in the NMWA work, "it is highly likely that this was
created as a funerary sculpture."?

This work first became known in 1986, and its provenance prior to
that date is unknown. Souchal noted this work as a newly discovered
work in the supplementary 4th volume of his exhaustive work
“French Sculptors of the 17th and 18th centuries, the reign of Louis
XIV', while adding his reservations about the attribution of the work,
stating “probably by his workshop.™ Souchal's opinion was based

on photographs of the work, and we must note the rather large
discrepancy between Souchal’s view and that of Mme. Bresc, who
has had the opportunity to make a detailed study of the work itself.
The NMWA sculpture is in a good state of repair, with almost no
losses, or staining, or traces of supplemental work. Bresc stated "this
work is in almost perfect condition for a sculpture of its date."®
There are, however, tiny spots, like traces of mise-aux-points, on the
surface of the work. The grain of the marble is also visible from the
right cheek to the left nape of the neck. The pedestal is not original
to the work, and appears to have been changed at some date. There
is only a bit of information known about the subject of this portrait.
Catherine was born in the Dufer de Villeneuve Dassy family, which
in the 17th century had the hereditary and honorary occupation of
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“Train-bearer of the Queen.” Catherine's husband, Claude Le Rouge,
was named Conseiller secrétaire du Roi in 1668, and died in 1693.

While the NMWA sculpture collection is world-renowned for its
Rodin works, and also includes high quality works by artists such as
Bourdelle and Maillol, there has been very little opportunity to
acquire works from a broader range of periods. Given the museum's
major mission to present a general outline of European art from the
Renaissance onwards, such deficiencies in the collection should be
addressed. This purchase of a work by Coysevox stands as the
beginning of such a period-based broadening of the collections, and
it would be desirable in the future to develop a sculpture collection
that matches the NMWA's Old Master painting collection.

(Akiya Takahashi)
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