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When Marie-Guillemine Benoist exhibited her Portrait of a Black Woman (plate 1) at the
Paris Salon in 1800, critics who denigrated the model nonetheless found much to
admire about the painting. Jean-Baptiste Boutard, in the lengthiest commentary on
the painting from the time, insisted that African women were ‘uniformly ugly’, but
he praised the picture for its ‘beautiful technique’ (beau faire).! According to Boutard,

the supposed distastefulness of Black models forced artists to produce beauty through

qualities specific to art itself: “The artist can only showcase her abilities through the
pose of the model and the correctness of the design, in the parts that at least present
forms familiar to art, and finally through the choice of accessories and the general
execution. That is what madame Benoit [sic] has done’?

Such comments pose a challenge for scholars who study the relationship
between art and the historical construction of the Black subject. By decoupling
the aesthetic merits of a painting’s execution from the human value of its subject,
Boutard denied a link that art historians often take for granted. ‘Distinction as a
work of art distinguishes the subject’, Hugh Honour observed in the introduction
to the fourth volume of The Image of the Black in Western Art. “Want of skill’, Honour
noted, ‘often suggests that a painting was merely good enough for its subject
— as in innumerable stereotyped images of blacks as humbly kneeling slaves,
deferential servants, grinning banjo strummers, or dancing savages’.’ Versions
of this idea have appeared in numerous studies of art and race in the decades
since. Major exhibitions, such as the 2008 Black is Beautiful show at the Nieuwe Kerk
in Amsterdam, have treated beautifully crafted paintings of Black subjects as a
reflection of the ‘positive attitude of artists (or patrons) towards black people’.*
Visually subtle and complex portraits have often been seen as a challenge to
simplistic caricatures and scientific illustrations, which reduce ‘individuals’ to
‘types’.® Despite the efforts of several scholars to complicate the dichotomy of
artistic humanisation and stereotypical objectification, it has proven remarkably
resilient.* The Musée d’Orsay’s recent exhibition Le Modéle noir de Géricault @ Matisse,
for example, emphasised the power of art to ‘break with stereotypes’ by moving
‘from the type to the individual’” Reinforcing the point, the curators provocatively
retitled Benoist’s Portrait of a Black Woman as Portrait of Madeleine based on the recent
identification of the model. For the exhibition’s organisers, the dignified and
individuated title suited the formal character of the work, which used the ‘stylistic
adornments of the most refined painting’ to place its subject ‘on equal footing’ with
white sitters from the period.®
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Boutard’s comments, however, suggest a disconcerting alternative: for viewers

at the time, it was possible to appreciate the ‘stylistic adornments’ of a portrait

while maintaining abhorrent views of its subject. In fact, in Boutard’s opinion,

the formal refinement of the work was all the more necessary because the subject
was supposedly objectionable. Aesthetic distinction, from this perspective, did not
distinguish the subject — it compensated for what the subject lacked. This view was
neither unique to Boutard nor was it new. The idea that artists could produce pleasing
depictions of unpleasant subjects went back to antiquity, and it surfaced regularly

in Renaissance art theory.® But the compensatory pleasures of artistic representation
acquired newfound importance in eighteenth-century France, where the growth

of art theory from the firmament of courtly artifice and subterfuge encouraged the
masking of ‘low’ subjects with the trappings of ‘high’ art. French art theorists and
critics such as Roger de Piles and Denis Diderot explored the topic at length, arguing
that properties internal to painting — form, materiality, light, and colour — could
produce a type of pleasure that was unique to art itself.!® “The effect or harmony of
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light and colour can subsist in a painting independently of the imperfection of the
objects that it represents’, Diderot observed in the Encyclopédie."" In his Salon criticism,
he argued that nothing better demonstrated the magic of the artist’s touch — what
Diderot called ‘the sublime of technique’ — than the contrast between an ostensibly
distasteful subject and the pleasure of its artistic representation.!?

The eighteenth-century belief in amelioration through artistic representation
amounted to what I will refer to here as a theory of ‘aesthetic redemption’.”* The
term itself did not exist at the time, but it encapsulates the rhetoric of mystical
transformation in the aesthetic theory of the period. “To save’ and ‘to redeem’ (racheter)
were, in fact, verbs that Diderot frequently used when characterising the capacity of
an artist to turn an ugly or simply imperfect subject into a source of pleasure. In his
Salon of 1767, he used variants of the phrase ‘redeemed by marvellous execution’ no
fewer than five times."* He applied the expression both to ‘contemptible’ subjects,
such as the face of a ‘drunk beggar’, and to merely homely ones, such as a woman
‘without grace’.’s In both cases, he demanded that ‘a marvellous execution redeem the
poverty of the subject’!® This application of the word Tedeem’ was novel. Through
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, French dictionaries treated racheter as an
economic or religious act. In financial terms, racheter could refer both to repurchasing
something one had sold and to buying the freedom of an enslaved person. This
emancipatory connotation carried over to the religious use of the word to denote
Christ’s deliverance of humanity from sin.”” Only in the eighteenth century did
French writers begin using racheter with an aesthetic inflection to describe pleasures
that compensate for faults.’® Simultaneously secularised and tinged with sanctity,
the word reinforced the quasi-divine power that Diderot and his contemporaries
assigned to artistic creation and the mysteries of aesthetic experience.!”

Theories of aesthetic redemption have largely been overlooked in studies of art
and race, perhaps because this scholarship has tended to minimise the unique status
of ‘high’ art. For example, David Bindman's recent book Race is Everything: Art and Human
Difference, despite its title, cautions against granting art priority over the wider world of
visual culture. Bindman observes that ‘different genres were not necessarily separate
from or antithetical to each other’ in their treatment of race, arguing that high art
and other imagery ‘have had — disconcertingly — much in common’?® His book
provides abundant evidence of these commonalities, tracking motifs across canonical
works of art, popular caricatures, and scientific diagrams. Similarly, Anne Lafont,
in her landmark study of art and race during the Enlightenment, has persuasively
highlighted the need ‘to rework the traditional binary artistic categorisation that seeks
to establish impenetrable boundaries between major and minor art’ Lafont analyses
how racial tropes circulated across what she describes as a ‘heteroclite corpus’ that
includes everything from oil paintings to naturalist prints. The eclectic perspective
of this scholarship has been salutary, demolishing the myth of aesthetic autonomy
while revealing connections between art and a much broader world of science and
society. But the approach also has its limits. Most notably, it leaves art’s specific role in
the construction of race unresolved.

In what follows, I argue that the theory of aesthetic redemption that took hold
in France over the course of the eighteenth century granted art a unique position in
the construction of race. Because those who believed in the possibility of aesthetic
redemption distinguished between art’s content and its manner of representation,
they created the conditions for artists to represent people of colour using materials,
techniques, and formal structures whose qualities would otherwise be considered
at odds with the subject. The specific combination of these qualities changed with
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the evolving stylistic preferences of the period. Despite the vicissitudes of style,

what remained remarkably consistent was the idea that great art could depart from
anatomical and philosophical prejudices about human difference without necessarily
contradicting those preconceptions in the minds of viewers.

The phenomenon was particularly pronounced when it came to the
representation of Black people, whose physical appearance was frequently denigrated
in eighteenth-century aesthetic theory.?? To be sure, eighteenth-century writers
sometimes acknowledged the possible beauty of Black subjects, but such virtues
were commonly treated as exceptions to be measured against a presumed European
ideal.” To the extent that the topic was debated, disagreement focused on whether
the alleged deficiencies of African anatomy were absolute or relative. Voltaire, for
example, combined an essentialising disdain for the appearance of African people
with a belief that ideas of beauty varied across the globe: ‘Ask a negro from Guinea;
beauty for him is an oily black skin, deep-set eyes, a flat nose’** Diderot, for his
part, rejected such relativism, declaring emphatically, ‘I believe that negroes are less
beautiful to negroes themselves than whites are — both to negroes and to whites’.?*
Yet even as Diderot and his contemporaries trafficked in demeaning tropes about
Black anatomy, they established a framework through which artists could depart
from these stereotypes without any sense of incongruity. A beliefin art’s uniquely
transformative powers ensured that eighteenth-century audiences could take
pleasure in a seemingly sensitive representation of a Black subject without needing to
fundamentally question their assumptions about Black people.

My aim is not to resuscitate the myth of aesthetic autonomy or to assert that art had
no connection to the racial biases of its time. On the contrary, I wish to show how the
increasingly distinct status of art during the eighteenth century gave it an exceptional role
within the construction of race. The specificity of art was not the same as its autonomy.
Indeed, aesthetic redemption allowed art to diverge from other forms of biased imagery
while implicitly reinforcing their denigrating messages. The more the viewers believed
in the inferiority of the subject, the more they could admire the artist’s skill in supposedly
overcoming it. Redemption, after all, presumes the need to redeem. This form of artistic
participation in the construction of race requires art historians to qualify the positive
messages we find in seemingly sensitive depictions of marginalised subjects. Rather than
view the subtlety and refinement of such works as a means of resisting prejudice, we need
to consider how viewers at the time could admire aesthetic departures from stereotypes
precisely because the audience took those stereotypes for granted.

The Artifice of Redemption

How could an artist turn a supposedly ugly or flawed sight into a source of aesthetic
pleasure? The question was an ancient one. For Aristotle, mimesis itself delighted
the eye, which meant that the mere imitation of a distasteful subject could gratify
viewers: ‘we enjoy contemplating the most precise images of things whose actual
sight is painful to us, such as the forms of the vilest animals and of corpses’.¢
Aristotle’s thesis resurfaced throughout the early modern period, but not always
with the same faith in pure and precise mimesis. By the late seventeenth century,
the French art theorist Nicolas Boileau had arrived at a subtle reformulation of
Aristotle in his Art poétique: “There is no serpent or odious monster, / That, through
imitative art, cannot please the eyes: / The agreeable artifice of a delicate brush /
Makes an admirable object of the most horrible one’.?” Shifting the emphasis from
illusionistic precision to the ‘agreeable artifice of a delicate brush’, Boileau modified
the classical concept of mimetic pleasure to focus on artful deceit.?® The amended
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theory complemented the gallant norms of courtly expression, softening the hard
edges of Aristotelean realism with the charming elan of worldly society.?” This
fusion of mimesis with artifice developed into what René Démoris has identified
as amajor strand of eighteenth-century art theory on the possibility of producing
beauty from seemingly malformed and impoverished subjects.3* What emerged from
this discourse was the idea that seemingly repellent sights could be transformed into
objects of delectation through the skilful way the artist had handled them. It was the
disjuncture between the disagreeableness of the subject and the delightful artifice of
its representation that was understood to demonstrate the artist’s creative abilities.
Among artists and amateurs, the redemptive power of artifice found an early
proponent in Boileau’s friend Roger de Piles, who regularly touched on the issue
in his theoretical writings on art.*' Starting in the late seventeenth century, de Piles
challenged the assumption that painting’s highest purpose lay in historical narration

G20z Iudy 20 uo Josn AieiqrT 19N O Aq LGELOLS/YL/L/8Y/B0IIe/AI0)SIyME/ W0 dNo"dlWapEdE//:Sdny Wolj papeojumoq



The Aesthetic Redemption of the Black Body in Eighteenth-Century France

3 Pierre Mignard, Louise
de Kéroualle, Duchess of
Portsmouth, 1682. Oil on
canvas, 120.7 x 95.3 cm.
London: National Portrait
Gallery. Photo: National
Portrait Gallery/Art
Resource, NY.

© Association for Art History 2025

and moral instruction, instead presenting its ultimate aims in terms of sensual
pleasure.’? He described the essence of painting as makeup (un fard), a dissimulating
surface meant to beguile the eye.? For de Piles, the greatest demonstration of these
charms could be found in the work of Rubens, particularly in the artist’s depiction of
flesh. The carnal allure of these bodies was all the more remarkable because, according
to de Piles, it did not depend on the beauty of the depicted figures. On the contrary,
de Piles rhapsodised over Rubens’s painting of the ‘fat and heavy’ Silenus (plate 2),
marvelling that the notoriously ugly deity was ‘painted and coloured with a force and
artifice without parallel’3* According to de Piles, Rubens enhanced the effect through
the interplay between dark and light skin: “To make his painting succeed in this aim,
the painter placed to one side a Moor who pinches Silenus in the buttocks, and whose

colour combined with the shaded neighbouring bodies, highlights the strongly
illuminated man’* De Piles did not mean that the Black figure made Silenus himself
more attractive by comparison — this was not a ‘mistress and page’ portrait where
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a Black attendant was meant to enhance the beauty of the white figure’s complexion
(plate 3).%¢ Instead, de Piles stressed the enthralling power of the overall effect, the way
the range of flesh tones and surfaces came together with a ‘suaveness and altogether

extraordinary force’.” The inherent beauty or ugliness of the individual ﬁgures, inde
Piles’s eyes, became subordinate to the magic of paint turned into sensate matter.
Behind de Piles’s theory of painting was a radical transformation of the role
that subject matter played in artistic creation. The traditional view of painting as
an instrument of narration and instruction had taken subject matter as a picture’s
organising principle; the composition and visual effects of a painting, according to
this orthodox view, needed to follow what the subject demanded, matching and
reinforcing its overall tone according to the laws of propriety or convenance.>® De Piles,
by redefining painting as a means of seducing the viewer through artificial means,
ruptured this previously indissoluble tie between subject matter and visual effect. As
Thomas Puttfarken has observed, de Piles ‘sees the expressive force of the immediate
visual effect of a picture as different in kind from the passions and emotions of the

21
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subject-matter; and he re-defines the relationship between the two in order to endow

the visual effect with that critical superiority which in theories of decorum had been
attached to subject matter’.?® The gap that de Piles established between subject matter
and visual effect — and the reversal of their relative priority — meant that scenes that
prominently featured ‘lowly’ people and things could nonetheless rise to the highest
levels of his esteem.*® For example, he saw Rembrandt’s painting of a humble servant
girl (plate 4) as the apex of art’s seductive artifice, a prime demonstration of art’s
capacity to, ‘through its effect, call out to spectators’* The qualities that ‘arrested the
eyes of those who passed in front of it’ were not, according to de Piles, the contours of
the servant’s face or any elevation in her expression: ‘it was...neither the beauty of the
design (dessein) nor the nobility of expression that had produced the effect’.* Instead, it
was the artist’s “‘use of his colours and his chiaroscuro’ and his ‘beautiful brush’ that
entranced spectators, prompting de Piles himself to purchase the painting.*
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De Piles did not explicitly address race or human variety in his exploration of
painting’s redemptive power, but the distinction that he drew between subject
matter and visual effect held significant implications for the representation of bodily
difference. If subject matter ultimately served as a vehicle for producing ravishing
surfaces and illusions, then an artist’s selection and positioning of any given figure
need not amount to a statement of that subject’s inherent worth. In this context,
pinning down the ideological implications of an artist’s choice in subject matter
becomes increasingly difficult.

How should we interpret, for example, the decision of Antoine Coypel, a friend
of both de Piles and Boileau, to structure a composition around a young Black
man holding a basket of fruit (plate 5)? The work has attracted the interest of art
historians because it involves an intriguing departure from the traditional ‘mistress
and page’ motif in which the Black figure functioned as a decorative accessory of
the white subject.** Nearly reversing this formula, Coypel placed the Black subject
at the centre of the composition while pushing the white woman to the side. The
emphasis on the Black figure assumes greater importance in light of an annotation
in the margins of a 1733 inventory that supplies a name for the young man:
‘Angola, negro trumpeter of the king with his mistress’* The note completes the
inversion of the traditional mistress and page relationship, supplying Angola with
an identity while rendering his mistress anonymous. As Anne Lafont has aptly put
it: ‘the small Black person without a name here passes from decorative accessory...
to an individuated subject’.*¢

Should we therefore take the painting as an assertion of Angola’s dignity and
personhood? Or does it merely represent the artist’s confidence in his own power to
transform the most marginal subject into an alluring spectacle? It is certainly possible
that Coypel wished to capture the humanity of Angola. Scholars have sometimes
argued that the intensity of a modelling session naturally pushes artists to move past
stereotypical assumptions and toward empathetic identification with their subjects.*’
The painting might also register the complex feelings of intimacy that Europeans
sometimes felt toward the very people they subjugated; such relationships, as Jennifer
Palmer has documented, could produce affective bonds that the philosophy and law
of the period did not recognise.*®

At the same time, the larger iconography and formal structure of Coypel’s
picture suggests that the pleasures of artifice, not the dignity of the human subject,
constituted the artist’s principal preoccupation. The curtain and parapet that frame
the composition accentuate both the theatrical structure of the scene and the artifice
of its illusionistic effects, much as the window frame in Rembrandt’s portrait of a
servant had done. The sumptuous brocade that hangs over the balustrade, with its
rippling folds and glistening highlights, flaunts the manufactured surface that lies
between representation and reality. But perhaps the most conspicuous exploration of
imitative artifice involves the drama that unfolds between Angola and the monkeys
who attempt to steal the contents of his basket. The subject of monkeys stealing fruit
had frequently appeared in seventeenth-century Flemish painting, having been
explored extensively in the work of artists such as Frans Snyders (plate 6).* The original
motif had symbolically evoked the subject of mimesis; the grapes that invariably
featured prominently in the fruit basket conjured the ancient legend of Zeuxis
tricking birds with his illusionistic depiction of the fruit, and monkeys had long been
associated with the act of imitation.*® Coypel, by casting Angola as the defender of
the fruit, added an additional layer to the theme. Angola’s position mirrors that of the
monkey on the right, their arms encircling the basket from opposite sides. The hue
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of Angola’s skin matches the colour of the opposing monkey’s fur, differing only in
the brushstrokes that suggest their textures. The juxtaposition, of course, alludes to
one of the oldest and most pernicious racial stereotypes about the supposed closeness
of African people to primates.®' Here, the racist trope of simian similitudes becomes
part of a larger exploration of similarity itself, the comparisons and substitutions on
which representation depends.

Coypel’s decision to place the Black figure in front of the white mistress was
therefore far from a straightforward assertion of Angola’s individual subjectivity. On
a practical level, it allowed the racist comedy of Angola’s predicament to unfold in
tull view, positioning the scuffle over the fruit at the centre of the composition. The
displacement of the white figure to the background did not diminish her social status
relative to Angola so much as it turned her into a spectator whose role paralleled
that of the outside audience. Pausing to take in the scene, she enacts the amusement
that the picture was presumably meant to elicit from the courtiers who saw the
painting in its original home at the Chiteau de Meudon.*? By embodying the charmed
viewership that de Piles celebrated, the white woman provides a model for the
comportment that the painting expects of its beholders.

Of course the outside viewers could contemplate the additional spectacle of
the painting as a physical object. Only they could see the final link in the chain of
similitudes, the alchemy of paint transformed into silk, gold, fur, fruit, and flesh.
The grapes that hang over the edge of the basket, luminous with impasto highlights,
beckon the audience closer, near enough to inspect the artifice of the illusion. De
Piles himself had invoked grapes as the defining metaphor for a cohesive composition
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that held the viewer’s attention, the bunching of fruit on the vine demonstrating the
unified relationship between part and whole.*® Here, light and dark grapes function
as amicrocosm of the entire painting, echoing the juxtaposition of white and Black
bodies that set each other in relief. With the grapes, as with the people, the individual
elements are ultimately subordinate to the overall illusion, the ensorcelling effect that
constitutes the painting’s organising principle.

The Philosophy of Race and the Redemption of Flesh

In emphasising the primacy of the pictorial effect over the depicted subject, I do not
mean to suggest that an artist’s decision to foreground a Black model was arbitrary.
When Coypel depicted Angola, he was undoubtedly responding to both the real
presence of Black attendants in French court society and the growing interest in
Blackness in elite circles. Around the time that Coypel completed his painting, the
French writer Frangois Bernier published the first known treatise to describe skin
colour — and Black skin in particular — as a means of dividing the global population
into ‘races’** In the decades that followed, philosophical and anatomical writing on
the causes of skin colour dramatically expanded, with major Enlightenment thinkers
meditating on the physiological origins of Blackness.** The painters who depicted
Black models during this period certainly stood to benefit from public interest in
this commentary, and they may well have chosen their subjects accordingly.>® What
I'wish to highlight, however, is how the differing goals of artists and philosophers
yielded divergent forms of engagement with Blackness. To share a subject is one
thing; to share a purpose is another. Artists, with their growing attachment to

the redemptive effects of material representation, were less preoccupied with the
revelation of genealogical lineages and the supposed causes of racial ‘degeneration’
than they were committed to the production of visual pleasure. Indeed, while
philosophers from Voltaire to Maupertuis typically described the anatomy of Black
people as unappealing or even repellent, artists and their audiences treated the
material representation of African subjects as a source of attraction.

Consider Maurice-Quentin de La Tour’s pastel portrait of a Black man (plate 7).
The exhibition of the portrait at the Salon of 1741 coincided with the culmination
of a two-year long competition sponsored by the Bordeaux Academy of Sciences
devoted to ‘the physical causes of the négres’ colour, of the quality of their hair, and of
the degeneration of the one and the other’.% It is therefore reasonable to hypothesise,
as several scholars have done, that La Tour’s portrait responded to the interest
in Blackness generated by the contest.*® Yet very little about the portrait directly
corresponds to the contest entries, which tended to treat Blackness as an execrable
condition that offended the senses. For example, the doctor Pierre Barrére, who
published the most influential submission to the competition in the summer of 1741,
likened Black skin to an extreme version of jaundice, claiming that it originated in
a dark bile or ‘sap’ that permeated the body. He asserted that this pathological bile
seeped to the surface of African bodies, giving their skin a black, greasy sheen: ‘if
one touches a Negro’s skin with one’s fingertips, an oily and fatty humour detaches,
somewhat soapy and with a disagreeable odour’.*® Barrere, like all the contest
entrants, made no effort to convey Black personhood. His purportedly ‘empirical’
observations were based on the dissection of a cadaver, whose lifelessness only
augmented the dehumanising tone of the analysis. La Tour’s portrait, conversely,
presents its sitter as a vital subject with a depth of interiority. Set against the low
horizon of the sea, the man looks over his shoulder with a wistful expression that
perhaps alludes to his displacement across oceans.®® And although La Tour carefully
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attended to the material representation of the man’s complexion, the result differs
markedly from the descriptions of Black skin in the Bordeaux competition. There is
no hint here of Barrére’s dark, oily bile. La Tour deployed the delicate, matte texture
of pastel to produce a subtly modulated face that radiates light and life.' Reddish
hues, set off by cool shadows, give the cheeks a pulsing warmth. The texture of the
paper, which La Tour relied on to produce flecks of light across the man’s face, imbue
the skin with a velvety luminosity. The man’s eyes, with their thicker application of
pastel and more assiduous stumping, set the airiness of the skin into relief, glistening
with crystalline clarity. These qualities, in their tantalising animacy and varied

materiality, could hardly have differed more from the reductive and objectifying
physiology of authors such as Barrere.

If anyone noticed that the effects of the portrait diverged from the descriptions
of Black skin found in writing from the period, they did not complain. La Tour’s
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portrait, according to one contemporary critic, earned the admiration of all the
connoisseurs at the Salon.®? Does this positive response indicate that the audience at
the Salon held less biased views of African people than did the writers who responded
to the Bordeaux competition? Such an optimistic interpretation needs to be balanced
against the expectations set by contemporary aesthetic discourse, which commended
the capacity of art to redeem imperfect or unattractive subjects by artificial means.
The portraitist Louis Tocqué, for example, delivered a lecture to the French Royal
Academy of Painting and Sculpture in 1750 that described how the ‘disadvantageous’
appearance of a portrait sitter could be salvaged through the artist’s technique: ‘the
beauty of the brush can lend them grace’.%* According to Tocqué, this ‘marvellous art’
did not involve ‘correcting’ the anatomy of the actual model so much as it required
knowing ‘how to cut the paint in some places and to loosen it deftly in others’, to have
the confidence ‘to apply the brush boldly’.** Echoing de Piles, Tocqué presented the
materiality of art itself as the source of a portrait’s most beguiling attractions, advising
artists to develop a ‘vigorous and lively touch’ because ‘it is touch that gives life and
movement’ to any figure, and ‘one loves to draw near to well touched works’.¢®

The comte de Caylus, who owned a version of La Tour’s Portrait of a Black Man, was
a staunch proponent of such redemptive effects, which he explored in his capacity
as an honorary member of the Academy of Painting and Sculpture.*® Caylus devoted
special attention to the issue in a lecture he delivered to the Academy on ancient statues
of ‘hermaphrodites’ that he admired. Caylus argued that the sculptures were not
‘simple imitations of nature’s games’ because ‘these types of monsters cannot carry
with them the quality of beauty, still less that of elegance’.¢” He noted that he had seen
a living example of such a ‘monster’ himself and, while it was in ‘very good health’,
he nonetheless believed that it ‘would have been of very little advantage to draw’.¢®
What made the statues so remarkable to Caylus was the fact that their makers, through
‘beautiful workmanship’ (beau travail), had achieved ‘an elegant union’ that ‘nature had
not produced at all”.#’ Caylus did not admire the sculptures because he held a favourable
impression of ‘hermaphrodites’ — it was precisely his negative views about intersex
anatomy that enhanced his appreciation for the artifice of the sculptures. If Caylus
harboured negative views about the appearance of Black people, then La Tour’s Portrait
of a Black Man presumably would have appealed to him all the more for transforming the
supposedly inopportune subject through the magic of ‘beautiful workmanship’.

Caylus’s belief in the redemptive power of artists’ materials and techniques also
helps explain the distinctive appearance of another portrait whose construction he
supervised: Jean-Baptiste Perronneau'’s pastel of an albino child known as Mapondé
(plate 8). A French ship captain had brought Mapondé to Paris in 1744, and the child
became an immediate sensation in elite society. Paraded in front of the French Royal
Academy of Sciences and several fashionable salons, Mapondé attracted the attention
of leading philosophers such as Voltaire, Maupertuis, and Buffon.”® Their debates
soon circulated well beyond Paris. When the Swedish diplomat and art collector Carl
Gustaf Tessin read about the controversy, he and his wife Ulla asked their associates
in Paris for a portrait of the boy, delegating Caylus to make the arrangements with
Perronneau.”! Art historians have singled out the resulting portrait as evidence that
‘artists participated in’ the emergence of racial science during the period, but many
aspects of Perronneau’s pastel are not easily reconciled with the scientific discourse
that surrounded Mapondé.”? The portrait, in its subtle materiality and psychological
complexity, represents Mapondé with a degree of humanity that found no place in
the philosophical commentary on him. Philosophers from the period described
Mapondé as an abominable exception to the general rules of heredity, not as a
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8 Jean-Baptiste Perronneau,
Portrait of Mapondé, 1745.
Pastel on paper, 75 X 56 cm.
Stockholm: Swedish National
museum. Photo: National
museum.
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dignified subject with inner life. Maupertuis, whose writings on Mapondé proved

most consequential, actually said very little about the child’s appearance or affect.
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Instead, he treated Mapondé as a prompt to set forth a much larger epigenetic theory
of reproduction, according to which the form of organisms is determined by a
combination of ancestral characteristics and the dynamic processes that unfold from
the moment of conception.” To the extent that Maupertuis and other philosophers
discussed Mapondé as an individual, they characterised him as a repulsive sight —
Maupertuis stated that he would ‘gladly forget’ his encounter with the ‘vile negro’,
describing Mapondé as ‘a child of four or five years who has all the traits of negroes,
and whose very white and sickly pallid [blafarde] skin only augments the ugliness’.’*
Perronneau, on the other hand, deployed varied textures and tones to give
Mapondé’s face a vital radiance. Mapondé’s cheeks, with their pinkish hue, course

28



Oliver Wunsch

9 ‘Chief Eunuch’, from Le
sérail et divers personnages
turcs, c. 1720. Watercolour
on paper, 18 x || cm. Paris:
Bibliothéque nationale de
France. Photo: gallica.bnf.
fr/Bibliothéque nationale de
France.

© Association for Art History 2025

with life. Perronneau enhanced the effect by slightly lightening the areas around the
face, creating a faint halo that suggests both the glow of skin and the spark of the soul.
The impression of intersubjective encounter becomes all the more powerful through
the directness of Mapondé’s stare and the assertiveness of his downward pointed index
finger, a gesture that rhetorical guides going back to antiquity had described as a sign
of authority and insistence.” The confidence of the pose and expression may well have
been Perronneau’s invention. We can hardly expect that a four- or five-year-old child,
kidnapped from his family and transported across an ocean, stared back at his captors
with such a look of fortitude. The Academy of Sciences, in an unintentionally poignant

aside, gave a more plausible description of Mapondé’s gaze when noting that ‘his eyes
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10 Olof Fridsberg, Countess
Ulla Tessin’s Cabinet at

Aker&, 1762. Watercolour

on parchment, 22 X 17 cm.
Stockholm: Swedish National
museum. Photo: Cecilia
Heisser/National museum.
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are always trembling’ (the members of the Academy attributed the eye movements
to the light sensitivity of the child’s retinas).”* Mapondé’s self-assured presentation in
the portrait is potentially as contrived as his outfit, an exoticising pastiche of Ottoman
fashions that vaguely evoke the costumes worn by the Chief Eunuch of the Sultan
(plate 9).”” Mapondé’s forward-thrust paunch heightens the association, granting
him the corpulent proportions befitting a proud representative of a foreign court. If
Mapondé stands here as a human subject endowed with inner life, then itis a life of the
artist’s making, a soulful presence fashioned from powdered pigment.

Any liberties that Perronneau took in the picture’s construction appear not to
have troubled the couple who commissioned it. The Tessins never sent their Parisian
correspondents any response to the portrait when it arrived, but they were pleased
enough with the pastel to later offer it as a gift to the Queen of Sweden.”® Their apparent

satisfaction with the picture is important because it underscores that the expectations
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surrounding art differed from those that governed philosophical inquiry into human
difference. The Tessins had learned about Mapondé from Maupertuis’s writing, but
they evidently did not mind that the portrait diverged from the philosopher’s words.”
Their reaction is hardly surprising. The Tessins themselves were not philosophers

but curieux (curious collectors), who freely integrated the pleasures of artifice with the
study of nature’s variety.® Olof Fridsberg’s watercolour of Ulla Tessin in her cabinet at
Akerd castle in 1762 gives a sense of the aesthetic principles that they adopted, freely
integrating artful deceit with natural inquiry (plate 10). Almost no surface of the interior
is left unadorned, from the Turkish carpet on the floor to the intricately patterned floral
wallpaper. The most spectacular showpiece, Fridsberg’s trompe 'oeil painting of a
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lacquered shell cabinet, stands in the corner. Based on the calling card that Frangois
Boucher had designed for the Parisian luxury merchant Edme Gersaint (plate 11), the
cabinet is laden with porcelain, shells, and coral in a conspicuously disordered mixture
of natural and man-made specimens. The deceptive illusionism of trompe 'oeil adds
one more layer of artifice, art masquerading as art masquerading as nature.

The philosophers who dominated the discourse on human variety, by contrast,
expressed growing impatience with such curiosity cabinets, disparaging their riotous
mixture of nature and artifice as an expression of dilettantism.®! Buffon, in the first
volume of his Histoire naturelle, would make the point explicit: ‘the majority of those
who, without any prior study of natural history, wish to have cabinets of this type,
are people of leisure, little occupied, who look to amuse themselves, regarding
being placed in the ranks of the curious as an achievement’.*? Diderot similarly drew
a distinction between exceptional collections that were ‘arranged by methodical
order’, such as Buffon's configuration of the Cabinet du roi, and less systematic
enterprises that combined, ‘at great effort and expense, a multitude of productions,
only to present them mixed up pell-mell, without any regard, whether for the nature
of things or for the principles of natural history’.** Linnaeus, who was close with
the Tessins and received financial support from them throughout his career, was no
less wary of curiosity cabinets that blurred the boundary between art and nature.?*
His own collections consisted almost entirely of natural specimens, with no notable
works of art or decorative objects.®® Linnaeus also generally excluded illustrations
from his publications, believing that surface appearances were as apt to mislead as to
inform.® “Who could ever deduce a firm argument from a drawing? But from written
words it is easy’, he wrote in the introduction to his Genera plantarum from 1737.%7
Images, he insisted, were useful to people ‘who have more brainpan than brain’,
serving only the interests of the ‘unlearned’.®®

In this context, art was poorly positioned to make any direct intervention in the
philosophical discourse on human variety. Linnaeus presumably saw Perronneau’s
portrait of Mapondé on his many visits to see the Tessins, but it appears not to have
played any role in his writing on albinism. In the tenth edition of his System of Nature
from 1758, Linnaeus literally dehumanised white Africans, classing them not as Homo
sapiens but as a type of Homo nocturnus, cave-dwelling ‘troglodytes’ who avoided the light
of day.® Linnaeus here repeated details that he had found in Voltaire’s description
of Mapondé, such as the allegedly yellow-white pupils of albinos, emphasising
their difference from humankind.*® It is possible, of course, that Linnaeus never
saw Perronneau’s portrait of Mapondé in the collection of the Tessins. The historian
Renato Mazzolini has concluded as much, arguing that the picture would have forced
Linnaeus to recognise the humanity of albinos, and the naturalist ‘probably would
have modified his classification’ had he seen the portrait.®’ A more likely possibility,
however, is that Linneaus simply dismissed the portrait as irrelevant to his work.
While Linnaeus did not categorically reject all forms of visual representation in his
research, he generally relied on illustrations for discrete purposes, such as when they
could be used to demonstrate the function of particular anatomical features in an
organism.” These ‘analytical drawings’, as Isabelle Charmantier has described them,
tended to prioritise structure over external form.” Their marks were schematic,
maintaining the visual economy of the diagram rather than a sensual surfeit of
painterly effects. In fact, Linnaeus did communicate with representatives in London
about the possibility of obtaining a drawing of an albino person in England at the
time, but his request focused on highly specific anatomical features, such as ‘the space
between the canine teeth and the others’, which he believed to be a salient factor in

G20z dy 20 uo Jasn Aseiqi (19N O Aq LGELOLS/YL/L/8/aI0Me/AlolSIyLE/W0o"dNo"olWapeoe//:sdNy WOy papeojumoq

32



Oliver Wunsch

12 Jean-Siméon Chardin,
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distinguishing humans from apes.”* These were material concerns of a very different
sort from those that Perronneau’s portrait addressed. Where the naturalist sought
the transparency of a diagram that revealed the structure of its referent, Perronneau
offered the opacity of a portrait whose material richness made it impossible to
disentangle the signified from the signifier.

The redemptive effects of Perronneau’s pastel, then, point to a broader problem
in the epistemology of art during the eighteenth century: the properties that gave
art its powers of aesthetic redemption — its irreducible materiality and sensorial
richness — called into question its validity as an instrument of knowledge
production. The clearest articulation of these challenges came from Diderot, for
whom the transformative sensuality of paint was so resistant to understanding that
he could only describe it in terms of ‘magic’ or with religiously inflected language of
‘saving’ and Tedeeming’. Chardin’s depiction of a flayed sea ray (plate 12), for example,
contained in its materiality what Diderot described as ‘the secret of saving through
talent the disgust of certain things in nature’** The secret itself remained obscure to
Diderot— ‘we understand nothing of this magic’ — but it resided somewhere in the
substance of the painting: ‘It is the layers of thick colour, applied one over the other,
and whose effect emanates from below and above. Other times one would say that
itis a vapor that was blown on the canvas; elsewhere, a light foam that was tossed
on it"?* Here we encounter a more elaborate description of the ‘delicate artifice’
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that Boileau and de Piles had celebrated, but Diderot went further in examining the
epistemological implications of the effect. What made Chardin’s Ray so bewildering
to Diderot was not just that it created beauty out of ugliness, but that it also appeared
real: ‘it is the flesh of the fish itself’.*” Diderot indicated that such effects arose when
the falsehoods within a work were internally consistent, when the deviations from
nature produced a unified whole: ‘the best work, the most harmonious, is nothing
more than a fabric of falsehoods that cover each other. There are some objects that
gain, others that lose, and the great magic consists in coming close to nature, and
making everything lose or gain proportionally’.®®

Close to nature, but by no means equivalent to it. According to Diderot, ‘this is
no longer the real and true scene that we see; it is only, so to speak, a translation’®
Verisimilitude, he suggested, was not the same as veracity. Chardin’s Ray, after all,
possessed a beauty that Diderot refused to believe existed in the flesh of any actual
fish. The difference lay, he argued, in the hands of the artist, the genius who could
take the ugly and turn it into the beautiful: ‘There are undoubtedly disagreeable
subjects, but it is only for the ordinary artist that they are common’.!% It was in
this sense that Diderot described the great painter as a ‘magician’, because only a
person endowed with occult faculties could produce from nature what nature itself
did not achieve.!” Elsewhere, Diderot would describe this power in divine terms,
writing of Chardin, ‘ifitis true, as the philosophers say, that there is nothing real
but our sensations. . .what difference is there for them, four feet from your paintings,
between the Creator and you?"'? Diderot, who relegated religion and magic alike
to the same level as superstition in the Encyclopédie’s ‘System of Human Knowledge’,
thus preserved a vaunted place for the supernatural in art, above all in the sorcery of
the painter who produced pleasure from nature’s most unpleasant spectacles.!®® The
artist’s magic was not simply his protean capacity to transform paint into flesh, but
also his ability to go a step further, to produce a harmonious effect that nature could
not match. Here the artist and the philosopher parted ways.

Artistic Genius and the Beneficiary of Redemption

Diderot’s attribution of aesthetic redemption to the quasi-divine power of the artist
underscores an uncomfortable reality: the benefits of redemption generally accrued
to the redeemer more than the redeemed. Diderot did not, for example, conclude

his response to Chardin’s Ray with a reconsideration of rays themselves, nor did
Caylus revise his opinion of intersex people after seeing their sensitive portrayal

in ancient sculpture. Instead, these men bestowed their praise on the makers of

the works they admired. This tendency became all the more pronounced under

the late eighteenth-century cult of genius, which presumed that artists possessed

the capacity to invest any subject with their transcendent spirit.!°* Artistic genius
became especially important to the discourse of aesthetic redemption as the fortunes
of the Rococo declined, making sensual artifice a less viable means of elevating a
supposedly inauspicious subject. In a cultural climate increasingly suspicious of
dissimulative surfaces, genius provided an alternative framework for redemption
that focused on the purifying effects of the artist’s subjectivity. It was in this vein
that the artist Anne-Louis Girodet observed in his poetry that “The sprit makes one
adore a lovable ugliness’.!® The ‘spirit’ here belonged to the artist who could produce
beauty from nature’s most abhorrent sights. Because Girodet believed that spiritual
genius was itself a gift from nature, he argued that its redemptive effects were never
unnatural: “You must know, sometimes using an honest artifice, / Helpful lying, how
to attenuate a vice, / And, without concealing the simple truth, / How to compensate
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for ugliness, to embellish beauty’.!° In Girodet’s ‘honest artifice’, we find a modified
form of the ‘delicate artifice’ that had shaped ideas of aesthetic redemption since the
late seventeenth century. Whereas de Piles and his followers delighted in the artificial

materiality of paint, Girodet admired the mediation that took place in the mind of the
artist, the place where ‘genius sparkles’!” The visual manifestations of redemption
evolved — richly textured surfaces gave way to pellucid finishes — but the artist
remained the primary recipient of the reputational benefits.

For evidence of these continuities, we need look no further than Girodet’s own
portrait of Jean-Baptiste Belley (plate 13). The portrait is among the most contested
representations of a Black subject in the history of Western art. On the one hand, art
historians have persuasively argued that the work emphasises Black political agency
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by placing Belley, the first Black deputy in the French National Convention, at the
same level as the white abolitionist philosopher Raynal, whose bust appears at his
side.'® On the other hand, scholars have pointed to Girodet’s admiration for the

racist physiognomic theories of Johann Kaspar Lavater as an indication that the work
may carry a more pernicious message.'” The changing titles that Girodet gave to the
portrait compound the difficulty of determining his intentions. The picture is now
generally catalogued under the title that Girodet gave it when he exhibited the work at
the 1798 Salon: Citizen Belley, Ex-Representative of the Colonies. But when Girodet first showed
the work the previous year at the Hotel de 1'Elysée, he did not include Belley’s name in
the title, instead listing the painting as “The Portrait of a Negro’. The description that
he submitted with the painting also made no mention of Belley, but it referred to the
subject of the bust alongside him: “The bust of the famous Raynal, philosopher and
historian, is a tribute of recognition that men of colour owe to the first apostle of the
liberty of French Americans’.''® The fact that Girodet identified the inanimate bust as

a depiction of Raynal but referred to the living figure simply as a ‘Negro™ (Negre) calls
into question the degree to which he conceived of the work as a tribute to Belley as

an individual. And Girodet’s use of the pejorative term négre complicates any effort to
present the painter as a radical anti-racist (while the word négre was commonly used
among white Europeans at the time, it had already been condemned for its demeaning
implications by abolitionist groups such as the Sociéte des amis des noirs).!! The disconnect
between the picture’s seemingly progressive themes and Girodet’s more troublesome
personal views becomes understandable, however, when seen in the context of his
comments on aesthetic redemption and racial difference.

Girodet’s most extensive remarks on these topics came later, in 1817, when he
delivered a lecture on artistic originality during the annual public meeting of the
Institut de France. In a lengthy section of the lecture on varied concepts of beauty
across the world, Girodet turned to the topic of Black skin:

All the people of Europe represent the devil with black skin, while Ethiopians
give their evil spirits a white face; one can, therefore, reasonably suppose that
the most strangely original, I almost said the most ridiculous, even the most
frightening figure, in the untravelled eyes of a negro from Abyssinia or a
Kalmuck Tartar, would be, for example, the Apollo Belvedere.!?

Seen in isolation, the comments appear to propose a relativistic view of beauty,
resisting any categorical claim about white superiority.!’® Indeed, the remarks might
retrospectively imply that Girodet’s juxtaposition of Belley with a white bust of
Raynal was meant to convey two equally valid aesthetic ideals. When read within the
context of the larger lecture, however, the meaning of the statement nearly turns on
its head. Girodet did not endorse beauty as it was seen through the “untravelled eyes
of anegro), declaring emphatically: ‘Let us leave the hideous forms and discordant
lighting of their crude arts to the isolated admiration and distant ignorance of savage
people’'* For Girodet, the important point about the beauty standards of Africans
was not that they carried the same validity as European ideals, but that they could
provide the European artist with a stimulating shock, a ‘sudden novelty’ on which
artistic originality depended."® Girodet made clear that he regarded European
conceptions of beauty as forming ‘an immutable and absolute empire’.!® Ugliness,

he nonetheless stated, could be a generative artistic force for the sufficiently sensitive
artist: ‘we need to be moved, even by ugliness, provided that it offers us novelty, or if
itis animated by the spirit and by the grace that it often shares with beauty itself".!"”
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The process of deriving originality, even grace, from ugliness involved what
Girodet described as ‘finding a physiognomy”.!'® The remark is revealing because it
clarifies Girodet’s much debated relationship with physiognomic theory. Scholars
universally acknowledge Girodet’s interest in Lavater’s writing on facial structures,
but the influence of these ideas on his work, especially the portrait of Belley, remains
unresolved."® Richard Brilliant and Sylvia Musto have described the contrast between
Belley and Raynal as an endorsement of Lavater’s racist claims about the supposed
superiority of European physiognomy, while Helen Weston and other scholars
have suggested that Girodet may have adopted Lavater’s comparative approach to
physiognomy without embracing its hierarchical assumptions.'?® Girodet’s own
comments about physiognomy require us to integrate the two interpretations. While
he left little doubt that he believed in the ‘absolute empire’ of European beauty
standards, he nonetheless described deviations from the norm as a productive
aesthetic force to be harnessed by capable painters. What appealed to Girodet about
physiognomic theory was not simply its promise of decoding the inner character of
people from their outward form, but the ‘originality’ that artists could extract from
physiognomic difference. Thus, he advised the audience of his lecture, ‘what most
displeases us is that which has no distinct imprint: this is why insignificant faces,
as well as indecisive characters, leave us completely indifferent, while we can be
passionate about the least regular figures, and for that type of spirit known as original
spirit’.12!

To whom did this ‘original spirit” belong? Did it exist within the person who
possessed the ‘irregular’ physiognomy, or did it originate in the perceiving subject?
Ultimately, Girodet suggested, it was the sensitivity of the artist that turned the
merely ugly into an ‘original’ aesthetic effect: ‘Laudable originality, that which
pleases and captivates, is then always the product of a fecund imagination, regulated
by enlightened judgement, guided above all by the fine and sure tact that focuses the
artist on the delicate choice from what nature offers that is most analogous to the
direction of his sentiments and the needs of his sensations’!?? Girodet did not specity
what it would mean for a European painter to find something ‘analogous’ to his
sentiments in the physiognomy of the other, but the premise aligned with his abiding
conception of the artist as a figure who feels a degree of alienation from his own
society — already in 1789, he referred to his suffering in ‘coming to know society
only to despise it, and, consequently, to flee it".?* Such ideas would flourish among
the self-described ‘primitive’ artists who, emerging from David’s studio in the final
decade of the eighteenth century, rejected the more rigid and idealising tendencies
within Neoclassicism in favour of eclectic originality.!** The ‘original spirit’ that
Girodet associated with ‘ugly’ physiognomy represented an extension of these ideas.
The important point, for him, was to understand non-normative bodily structures
as a potential means of demonstrating authorial individuality and independence. A
depicted figure’s physical appearance, from this perspective, was as much a product
of the artist’s inimitable subjectivity as it was a sign of the model’s character.

The reception of Girodet’s Belley indicates that critics saw the portrait’s virtues
in similar terms. As Helen Weston has pointed out, none of the critics who wrote
about the painting at the 1798 Salon referred to Belley by name, even after Girodet
had added him to the work’s title.!?s The most positive reactions stopped short of
explicitly transferring their admiration of the painting to Belley himself. Pierre-Jean-
Baptiste Chaussard praised ‘the brush of Girodet’ and paid homage to the illustrious
Raynal, but he made no mention of Belley beyond a general reference to ‘the liberty
of negroes’.'?¢ Only one critic came close to commenting on Belley the man, quoting
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the supposed reaction of a woman whose initial revulsion toward the painting turned
to admiration as she drew closer:

Yes, black, but not so much a devil.
Seeing him closer

I find him admirable...

How mistaken I was.

Yes, learned Giraudet [sic]

This painting pleases me!

Let us take a break from the caustic humour.
No satirical quips.

Never will any criticism

Diminish your talent

Truly,

Truly,

This portrait is full of life [parlant].'”

Itis possible to read this passage, as Darcy Grimaldo Grigsby has argued, as ‘an
allegory of painting’s capacity to overcome the viewer’s racist disposition’. 12 The
woman'’s statement ‘Tfind him admirable’ and her admission ‘how mistaken I was’
certainly indicate that the painting had elicited a change of heart. At the same time,
itis not entirely clear that the woman extends her admiration of Belley in pictorial
representation to Belley in life. Her description of the painting as parlant, a term which
referred both to a lifelike resemblance and to the animating powers of the artist’s
technique, encapsulates the ambiguity.'” The woman's emphasis on the ‘talent’ of
the ‘learned Giraudet’ indicates that she attributed the effect, at least in large part,

to the painter’s skill. What Girodet’s painting had overcome, then, may not have
been the viewer’s racism, but her assumptions about the capacity of the artist to
produce a pleasing and spirited representation of someone whom she regarded as an
inauspicious subject.

To put the issue more generally: for the art historian who seeks evidence thata
sensitive portrait of a Black subject could challenge racist preconceptions from the
era, Salon criticism tends to disappoint. Hugh Honour noted the problem in his ode
to Marie-Guillemine Benoist’s painting of the model Madeleine (see plate 1). Honour
hailed the work as ‘a tribute to the French emancipation of slaves’ in which the sitter
‘looks at us with a gaze of reciprocal equality’, but he also acknowledged that no
writer from the period described the painting in similar terms.!* Critics at the time
tended to regard the portrait, in Honour’s words, as ‘the beautiful picture of an ugly
subject’.®! Where Honour and the contemporary critics most disagreed was in their
understanding of the artist as a mediating agent. For Honour, the crystalline clarity
and precision of the work suggested that Benoist had virtually eliminated her own
subjectivity from the painting, presenting the model through ‘objective’ eyes: “The
painting is...a masterpiece of visual sensitivity, the soft black skin being exquisitely
set off by the crisp white, freshly laundered cotton headdress and drapery. Few, if any,
European images of non-Europeans are as calmly and clear-sightedly objective’.!s?
When Salon critics commented on the work, by contrast, they generally framed it as
a product of artistic intervention. Boutard, for example, praised Benoist for posing
the model ‘with intelligence, that is to say in a gracious attitude, which is not at all
habitual among women of her colour’.!** Others focused on technical qualities that
they regarded as products of Benoist’s skilful handling of the brush. ‘Itis easy to see
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14 Detail of Marie-Guillemine
Benoist, Portrait of a Black
Woman, 1800.
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in the purity of the drawing that she is the student of David’,'** one critic observed.

Another writer praised Benoist’s understanding of colour while expressing some
doubt about whether the painting depicted a specific person or a fantasy figure
(‘maybe it is a portrait’).'’s

The significance of these responses lies in the distinction that they drew between
the qualities of the artist and those of the sitter. One critic, who expressed ‘horror’
at the sight of a Black subject in Benoist’s painting, made the contrast between artist
and model explicit in declaring that ‘it is a pretty white hand that made for us this
blackness’.!*¢ Benoist herself'invited this consideration of differing hands by electing
to sign the painting just above the fingers of her model (plate 14). Helen Weston, the
first art historian to call attention to the placement of the signature, interpreted it
as an invitation to imagine the beauty of the white artist’s hand juxtaposed with
the supposed ugliness of the Black model.’” More recently, several scholars have
contested Weston’s interpretation, instead describing Benoist’s placement of her
signature as a sign of subjective identification between the artist and the model,
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perhaps even an acknowledgment that the portrait constituted a collaborative
production.’’® The unusual arrangement of the model’s fingers, which look as if they
could be holding a brush, provide some visual basis for reading the signature as an
assertion of amalgamated authorial identities, as does the shared brown colour of
the signature and the model’s skin. Yet Weston's analysis of the painting is hard to
dismiss given the degree to which it aligns with the work’s original reception, which
contrasted the ‘ugliness’ of the model with the ‘pretty white hand’ of the artist.

One way to reconcile the two perspectives is to recall how the discourse of
aesthetic redemption involved a degree of subjective displacement, infusing the non-
normative body with the spirit of the painter. When Boutard described Madeleine’s
graceful pose as the product of Benoist’s intelligence, for example, he assumed that
it was the artist’s mind that controlled the subject’s body (the critics who attributed
the virtues of the picture to David’s influence on Benoist also offer a reminder that,
according to the misogynistic logic of the period, genius ultimately needed to be
traced back to a male artist).!* The depicted figure was therefore understood to have
acquired her charms through the animating force of another person’s subjectivity. In
that respect, the picture was indeed regarded by contemporary viewers as presenting
a union of artist and model, but it was an integration based on bodily inhabitation,
not collaboration. Seen in this way, the placement of the signature underscored the
painter’s authorial presence within the depicted subject, the redeemer expressing
herself through the bodily shell of the redeemed.

We need not agree with this conception of artistic creation in order to recognise
its impact on a picture’s historical meaning. It is entirely possible that Madeleine
played an active role in shaping the form of her pictorial representation while the
artist and her viewers simply did not wish to see the work in this way. The portrait
could, in fact, convey something of Madeleine’s authentic character — in the
absence of other depictions of the model, it is impossible to say — even as Salon
visitors in 1800 refused to consider the work in these terms. Looking at Benoist’s
painting today, it is difficult to resist searching the figure’s eyes for a glimmer of
the real person behind the painted face. The directness of the gaze encourages such
scrutiny, tempting us with the possibility of an intersubjective encounter without
fully offering it.!*® The specificity of the model’s features convey her individuality,
while the shadow that creeps across the far side of her face evokes the withholding of
identity. Like the faintly translucent corner of the headwrap that nearly touches her
shoulder, the figure’s face suggests the luminous presence of what it also obscures. Is
this Madeleine? Is the slight hint of a smile her own? It would be both simplistic and
overly cynical to reject the possibility. Models, after all, can exert a degree of control
over their self-presentation, even against an artist’s will, even against audience
expectations. The sovereignty of the artistic genius, like aesthetic autonomy itself,
was an eighteenth-century myth whose limits we now recognise. What I wish to
stress, however, is that these myths had real consequences for the way art acquired
meaning. They shaped how artists and audiences made sense of paintings, and they
determined art’s capacity to influence its viewers.

The theory of aesthetic redemption, which drew its strength from the
eighteenth-century belief in the autogenous power of both art and the artist, was
among the most consequential ideas to emerge from these myths. By presuming the
artist’s ability to transcend the alleged deficiencies of the depicted subject, aesthetic
redemption permitted viewers to treat the borders of a painting as an ideological
barrier, insulating real-life commitments from cultural encounters. A paradox is
worth noting here: the belief'in aesthetic redemption, while nominally enlarging
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art’s powers, also curtailed them. In giving artists the authority to invent new realms

of experience, it circumscribed their capacity to affect perceptions of the actual world

that they inhabited and represented. ‘Fiction is truth when it emanates from the head

of a genius; he creates a magic world more beautiful than the existing one’, Louis-

Sébastien Mercier declared in 1776.'#! Such a view did much for the status of the artist,

who now assumed the role of a divine creator. But this celebration of autonomous

genius promised nothing to the artist’s subject, whose continued abasement provided

the necessary foil for aesthetic transcendence.
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