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1) Pierre Rosenbert,
in op.cit., pp.184-186.

2) Jean-Pierre Cuzin, op.cit., p.75.

“Fragonard et le paysage dans le gout hollandais,”
£ ysag §

Fragonard, born in the southern French town of Grasse, was one of
the most eminent painters of 18th century France. Fragonard was
first trained by Chardin, known for his earnest still-lifes, and then by
Boucher, a major proponent of the vivid Rococo painting style of the
French court. In 1752, Fragonard was awarded the Prix de Rome by
the Academie Royale des Beaux-Arts, and the following year he
entered L'Ecole des éleves protégés (directed by Carle Van Loo) as
part of his preparations prior to studying in Rome. Fragonard finally
departed for his study in Rome in 1756, where he pursued four
intensive years of study at the French Academy (directed by
Natoire), which was then located in the Mancini Palace. During his
study years, Fragonard deepened his friendship with other painters
who were then in Italy, such as Hubert-Robert and L'Abbé de Saint-
Non. It was the latter, Saint-Non, who became Fragonard’s first
patron, and the young painter enjoyed the closest of relationships
with Saint-Non, whom he accompanied on journeys to Venice and
Naples.

The NMWA work dates from after 1761, during the period
immediately following Fragonard’s return to Paris after his first
Roman sojourn (he traveled to Rome a second time in 1773-1774),
when he was trying to establish himself as a painter in Paris. In 1765,
he was at last recommended as an associate member of the
Academy for his painting Corés et Callirhoé (Musée du Louvre).
Fragonard's works of this period are not only Italianate in style, they
also reflect the influence of other styles he was then exposed to,
such as the Flemish style and the Dutch style. A group of some 20
landscape works which can be confirmed from this period are
thought to have been painted in succession during the same time
frame, and their subject matter and styles reflect everything from
Castiglione and other Italian painters, to Dutch landscape paintings,
with a noticeably strong influence by Ruysdael.

The Parisian art collectors in the latter half of the 18th century
were particularly interested in 17th century Dutch landscape and
genre paintings, and there were a large number of private collections
of such works formed during this time period. The theory that
Fragonard actually traveled to Holland and there studied Dutch
painting has surfaced and is debated frequently, though with no
proof or evidence of such a journey. But even without a trip to
Holland, Fragonard would have had ample opportunity to encounter
such paintings in Paris, as has been indicated in recent research by
Pierre Rosenberg and other scholars.”

One scholar of 18th century French painting, Jean-Pierre Cuzin,
quotes a pair of works, Le Rocher (Paris, private collection) and
L’Abreuvoir (Switzerland, private collection), as representative of this
period’s characteristics. A cloudy sky takes up 3/4 of each of these
canvases, and there are cattle and horses, or sheep and figures on
the low foreground area in each work. A small hillock forms the
middle ground, with a shrub or bush rising from it to be silhouetted
against the background sky. These scenic elements then connect to
a distant ground line to complete the composition. A break in the
clouds produces exquisite lighting effects, and indeed such elements
seem to reflect direct influence from northern landscape paintings.
Conversely, the geographical layout of the land, the animals, and the



genre-setting depiction of the figures all speak of Fragonard’s
training in Italy.

The NMWA work, with its flock and single shepherd descending a
rocky outcropping along a steep path, makes use of spectacular
lighting effects. The massive black rock that rises from the middle of
the composition contrasts with the bright rays of light striking the
group in the foreground, giving this work a sense of dynamic
Baroque gusto. While overall it is quite close to Dutch styles of
expression, to paraphrase Cuzin, in this work Fragonard achieves “a
synthesis of Ruysdael and Castiglione,”™ and this painting can be
considered one of the typical landscape works from this period of
Fragonard's ceuvre.

Further, this work also reveals the decisive elements which
distance Fragonard from the Dutch landscape greats; simply stated,
they are the painting’s light sketch-like brushstrokes and the vivid
palette. Over his ensuing career, Fragonard would gradually
distance himself from landscape painting, and turn to more Rococo
themes such as figure paintings or genre scenes. He did succeed,
however, in developing his own unique compositions with figures
set in visionary landscapes, as seen in his Féte a Saint-Cloud (before
1773, Paris, Banque de France) and his Féte @ Rambouillet (ca.1775,
Lisbon, Gulbenkian Foundation). These compositions continue the
basic principles of composition and the dramatic, yet subtle,
lighting effects learned from Ruysdael, but their softly shining colors
and their lightly applied brushstrokes resonate with a purely 18th
century aesthetic.

In any event, the position of the NMWA in Fragonard’s oeuvre is
evident. In the large-scale exhibition devoted to Fragonard held at
the NMWA in 1980, there were as yet no oil paintings by Fragonard
in the NMWA collection, indeed the artist was represented in the
collection by only one drawing. The purchase of this landscape thus
fills a gap in the NMWA'’s collection of 18th century arts, while also
further fleshing out the museum’s collection of landscape paintings.

In terms of the condition of the work, this painting is in quite
good condition for a painting of this period. There is a slight bit of
later brushwork, as can be confirmed by ultraviolet ray
examination, mainly in the sky and in the area where the figure is
silhouetted on the top of the hill.

(Akiya Takahashi)
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