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MakingUpRace

Whiteness, Pinkness,
and Pompadour

Oliver Wunsch

OUCHER’S PORTRAIT OF MADAME de Pompadour

revolves around the subject of skin color. Originally con-

ceived as a small portrait closely framed around the face

of the royal mistress, it was enlarged a short time later
into a more complex composition depicting Pompadour as she
applies her rouge. These additions, likely carried out by Bouc!lcr
himself, were ostensibly meant to cover up damage that the paint
ing had sustained in transit.! More than a practical repair, however,
the changes raise larger questions about the presentation of slgln
in the middle of the eighteenth century—and about the signift
cance of pink skin in particular.

The role of cosmetics in Boucher’s painting has long inter
ested art historians, who have pointed out the connection that the
portraitimplies between makeup and paint. For Melissa Hyde, the
portrait is a response to period critics who regarded both paint
and makeup as tools of social duplicity; Boucher and Pompadour,
Hyde argues, proudly declare themselves tricksters, embracing
artifice as an essential component of creative expression.” Ewa
Lajer-Burcharth has further emphasized how Pompadour’s use of
makeup registers her material role in fabricating her own image,
with artist and subject acting as co-creators.’

_But for all the attention that scholars have devoted to the
painting’s treatment of makeup, surprisingly little has been said
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Sk :
skininm -e‘i)gh skin color. What was the significance of pink
iy i theteenth century? 'And what might it mean to

'l‘huemelfesti act.of constructing that pinkness?
- qu T(l)lns gain urgency when we consider the his-
mn&mnsfoc elg.htegnth century marked a moment of
mp“’fwnd. ofshl:manlon in the way Europeans understood
beenmmns ! an co k(:r. Complexion, which had historically
. regarded hqlar r of gender.and class, was now seen in
b'“‘dﬂ. mllhwo nl: “f:' X(;:;text. At a time when Europeans were
m'msthcy of African people to support their overseas
mof : 'albmnditfetrz incorporate skin color into new theories
Uﬁatlp_::&::logfor o :::‘—ones that they could invoke as jus-
dlcoldvall::s a:clld not emerge overnight, nor did they displace
Rt associations that Europeans had attached to
ofmmm s € contrary,as recent scholarship on the history
it byth’ cighteenth-century conceptions of skin color
the OodCﬁnednﬁJsio eir m_stgbnhty and heterogeneity.® It was, in fact,
tht n a:nd incipient status of this racial consciousness
Owed artists to play a role in shaping it.”

theeightm situates ’Bouchc.:r's portrait of Pompadour within
o century’s evolving conception of skin color. After
sin, | cxap?ma“ in the context of period commentary on pink
i A id:rlx‘:i‘e how Pompadour’s dis-
b ty—as a bourgeoise with
'numate knowledge of the g’ench slave
suggests w_hat skin color might
COmp;.::nB:, to her, in parti.cular. Finally, I
s thauchc:r s portrait with another
of e “Elf t Pompadour commissioned
rself at the same moment, one that

4. For the French racial-
ization of skin color as a
justification for slavery.
see especially Pierre H.
Boulle, Race et esclavage
dans la France de 1 ‘Ancien
Régime (Paris: Perrin,

2007) ; and Andrew S. Curran,
The Anatomy of Blackness
Science and Slavery in an Age
of Enlightenment (Baltimore:
Johns Hopkins University

how Press, 2011).
wi(h the She rcpeatedly uSed artto Play 5. Roxann Wheeler  in par-
i uler, m d th
status and privilege afforded by st et y
compleXlon The Complexion of Race
4 Categories of Difference in

Elqh(eenth~Cen(ury British
Culture (Philadelphia:
University of Pennsylvania
Press, 2000). Ina French
context, Andrew Curran has
similarly drawn attention to
the instability of eigh-
teenth-century conceptions
of race; see Curran. The
Anatomy of Blackness

6. For two recent studies that
begin to address the role that
artists played in construct
ing period ideas about skin
color, see Anne Lafont L'ert
et la race: L'Africain tout)
contre 1'@il des Lumiéres
(Dijon: Les presses du réel
2019) ; and Mechthild Fend
Fleshing out Surfaces: Skin
in French Art and Medicine
1650~ 1850 (Manchester
Manchester University Press
2017)
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réparer par
ce.” Louis de Jaucourt,
“Fard.” in Encyclopédie
Oudictionnaire raisonné
des sciences, des arts et
des métiers, vol. 6 (Paris
Briasson, 1756), 408 trans-
lation mine

8. Mireille V. Lee Boay
Dress, ang Identity in
Ancient Greece (New York
Cambridge University Press,
2015) , 66-69 and Kelly
Olson, “Cosmetics in Roman
Antiquity Substance,
Remedy, Poison,” The
(Iossxcn100f10102(3'
(2009) : 291-310

9. Lee, Body, Dress, and
Identity in Ancient Greece,
67; and Olson, “Cosmetics in
Roman Antiquity,* 294-95

10. In addition to the sources
Cited above, see Michael
Hendry, “Rouge and Crocodile
Dung: Notes on Ovid, Ars
3.199-200 ang 269-70," The
Classical OQuarterly 45 (2)
(1995) : 583-88
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Makeup and skin,of course,are not the same thing. Makeup‘ls.a
medium of perfection that serves,in the wor<.is of t.he @'myclopa{u,
“to embellish... to repair by artifice.”” But thls. asgxrapoqal quality
of makeup is precisely what makes it a revealing indication of the
values that a society attaches to skin itself. To understand what it
meant for Pompadour to paint herself pink, we therefore need ::l)
begin by examining how her makeup relates to the deeper derm
fantasies of her time. .

White and pink cosmetics were, in and of themselves, nothing
new. The practice of using white and red subs.tances to color.the
face dates at least to Greek and Roman antiquity.® In the Classical
world, white complexion was correlated with social status,an indi-
cation that one did not need to work in the sun for a living.” Pink,
in this context, served to highlight the whiteness of the surround
ing skin by way of contrast and to prevent the.face from acquiringa
lifeless pallor.'® These associations persisted into the carly modern
period, when white and pink cosmetics were essentl.al a?l:essoncs
for anyone wishing to appear in European court society. ;

While the basic palette of the face remained !'elatlve!y consis-
tent among the European elite, the ideas assoc.:latcd with the;e
colors evolved. One significant factor was social n}oblhty. The
spread of luxury markets and the rise of bourgeois consump-
tion meant that cosmetics once associated with noble status
became a less reliable indicator of social
rank.'? Makeup had always been subject
to ridicule as a medium of deceit, espe
cially as a tool of feminine duplicity, but
by the end of the seventeenth century '}
was increasingly regarded as a means 0
class dissimulation.'® By the mlqﬂgh'
teenth century, artist Charles-IfJncolaf
Cochin wondered why rouge carried 3‘;)
social value at all when it was affordable
across classes: “It is astonishing that w¢

11. Catherine Lanoé, La
poudre et le fard: Une his-
toire des cosmétiques de la
Renaissance sux Lumiéres

(Paris: Champ Vallon, 2008) ,
27-1

12. Ibid., 278-79; and

Lynn Festa, “Cosmetic
Differences: The Changing
Faces of England and France,"”
Studies in Eighteenth-
Century Culture 34 (1)
(2005) : 38

13. On the long history of
gender in anti-cosmetic
discourse, see Jacqueline
Lichtenstein, “Making Up
Representation: The Risks of
Felxmnny,'ﬂeprosenunons
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have attached this distinction to
a color that is so common and so
cheap that the smallest grisettes can
make this expenditure as copiously
as a person of the highest birth.”*
He went on to joke that the truly
wealthy might consider painting
their cheeks with a more expensive
color, such as ultramarine blue, to
distinguish themselves.*

As the class connotations
of makeup became more mud-
dled, pink skin acquired another
source of prestige. With Europeans
expanding their geographic hori-

o ; zons and imperial ambitions, they
s e s o i s 4 began to judge their complexion in

relation to people on distant conti-
nents. French women, for example,
Start_ed to highlight the whiteness of their complexion by con-
trasting it with the skin of African people they enslaved.*® The
inscription on a fashion plate from the late seventeenth century
Fig. 1) makes the strategy explicit:

Comee y om0t Gt Move

Beauties whose unique aspiration

Is for you to be everywhere adored

To raise the brilliance of your complexion
Make use, like I do,of a blackmoor."’

Much like using rouge to showcase the whiteness Ut.th? .
rounding face, the enslaved boy here acts as a foil to a white ldc'd}.
The device became a familiar trope in French and British portrar-
ture, deployed by artists from Pierre Mignard (F1g. 2) to Joshua
Reynolds (Fig. 3 .
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European men, too, commissioned por-
traits of themselves with enslaved people, but it
was in depictions of women that the genre was
most expressly linked to questions of bgaut)
and complexion. The format was sometimes
incorporated into a toilette scene, in whlch‘thc
white woman attempts to lighten the skin of her
enslaved attendant by washing him (I ig.4). Such
portraits referenced the French proverbial say-
ing “to whiten a Moor,”which meant “to attempt
the impossible.”*® Cosmetics might be capa-
ble of masking class distinctions, but the futile
effort to whiten dark skin was meant to demon-
strate the limits of what could be accomp}ishgd
through rituals of the toilette. Some b()dll.y dis-
tinctions, according to the racist logic of such
images, are too great to overcome. i

Boucher’s painting of Pompadour does not belong to this
overtly racist genre. One might even ask whether it has any con-
nection to race at all. Historians of eighteenth-century art have
tended to interpret portraits through a racial lens only when
these works depict people of color. Portrayals of white pc(?ple
are implicitly seen as race neutral.'® And yet, just as a portrait of
a solitary man can say something
about masculinity, a portrait of a
white person alone can deliver a
message about race. Unsealing that
message requires us to look more
closely at both the painting itself
and the background of the person
at its center.

First, what Boucher’s painting
shows us: Pompadour sits at a mir-
ror, in the midst of applying her
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makcup. In one hand, she holds her boite @ rouge,a small container
for storing the reddish-pink makeup that gives her cheeks their
rosy hUC_ see p. 14). In the other, she gently clasps a brosse a rouge,
anewly fashionable accessory that allowed for the precise applica-
tion of makeup (p.3).° On the table, we find her boite a poudre,its
top ajar (p. 13). Pompadour, it seems, has already used the feather
brush on top—made from the finest
down—to powder her face a bril-
liant white.?* These accoutrements,
which represent the latest trends
in the cosmetics market, signal
Pompadour’s embrace of France’s
expanding consumer economy.

Biographies of Pompadour
frequently emphasize how she
brought the sensibility of a bour-
geoise to Versailles, solidifying
bonds between the monarchy and
France’s ascendant financial elite.
The array of luxury goods in the toi-
lette scene no doubt speaks to this
class identity. They signal,as Melissa
Hyde has observed, how Pompadour
e shrewdly performed her role as an
dmviste at court, deploying fine cosmetics in a carefully calibrated
social act.?? But the significance of these commodities is not sim-
plya matter of class status. They also point to France’s increasingly
global cosmetics industry, hinting at worlds far beyond the con
fines of Versailles. .

~ Rouge in particular was a product of international commerce.
Europeans had created versions of the cosmetic from locally avail
able materials such as alkanet dye and iron oxide since antiquity,
but by the sixteenth century, these materials began to compete
with more exotic ingredients. Pernambuco wood from Brazil,




24. Lanoé, La poudre et le
fard, 53-57

25. Ibid., 56

26. Emily Lynn Osborn.

“Red Echoes of Enslavement :
Cochineal Red, West Africa,
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A Red Like No Other: How
Cochineal Colored the World
An Epic Story of Art. Culture,
Science, and Trade. ed
Carmella Padilla ang Barbara
Anderson (New York: Skira
Rizzoli, 2015), 82-87; and
James E. McClellan III,
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Saint Domingue in the Ola
Regime (Baltimore: Johns
Hopkins University Press,
1992), 152-55,

27 Philippe Haudrere,
“L'origine du personnel

de direction générale de

1a Compagnie frangaise des
Indes, 1719 1794 . " Revue
frnnc:nu-rl"vx'.!ol'rd'ourrv-
mer 67 (248) (1980): 354 The
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sandalwood from Southeast Asia, and cochineal from Mexico and
Central America all found their way onto the cheeks of Europ?an
women.?* These materials ranged in both cplor and price.
Pernambuco wood was among the cheaper options bu_t tended
to yield a less saturated rouge than other sources. Cochineal, the
insect from which carmine is derived, produced a mugh more
vibrant hue but was exceptionally expensive.?® The matena!s trav-
eled thousands of miles to reach European shores, becoq’ung an
integral part of the triangle trade that linked Europe, Africa,and
the Americas.*® :

More than most people at the time, Pompadour was well situ-
ated to understand the workings of this economy. Her upbnngng
and personal fortunes were intimately tied to French colpmal-
ism, particularly the institution of slavery that unde::gnrded it. Her
legal guardian and surrogate father, Charles-Fr_anc;ons Lenormant
de Tournehem, was a director of the Compagnie des Indes, which
oversaw the French slave trade throughout much of the eighteenth
century.”’” Her godfather, financier Jean Pﬂris' de Monmartel, was
one of the principal sponsors of the slave trading company known
as the Société d’Angole, providing nearly 20 percent of the cap-
ital for the group’s formation in 1748.2% These actions were part
of a broader expansion of French investment in slavery dungg
the first half of the eighteenth century. French traders abduct
approximately five thousand people from
Africa each year in the 1710s; by the late
1730s, the number of people forced onto
French ships had soared above eighteen
thousand.?® At mid-century, France sent
an average of fifty-five ships on slaving
missions every year, each ship commOlgé’
transporting more than two hundr
fifty enslaved people.*® On average, 0“‘;_
in seven people died during the course 0
the voyage.™

monopoly on French commerce on
the African coast from 1720 to
1767. During this period, it
outfitted its own slave ships
while also selling slaving
licenses to other companies.
Pierre Dardel, Navires et
®marchandises dans les ports
de Rouen et du Mavre au XVIIIle
siécle (Paris: SEVPEN, 1963),
137.

28. André Delcourt, La
France et les établissements
frangais au Sénégal entre
1713 et 1763 (Dakar: IFAN,
1952), 75. Monmartel invested
375,000 livres of the total
twomillion livres invested
in the company at its incep-
tion. Gaston Martin, Nantes
8uXVIIIe siécle: L'ére des
négriers (Paris: F. Alcan,
1931), 250-51.
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t!mlfhl:;lnpadonr’s t\lllpbrmgmg did not alert her to this economy,
newsl:vemshi hat: be::alls_ of roya} power surely did. By 1748,a
e o bep chnsgened in her honor, and another ves-
andlmisxvmmed‘ Y for her in the coming years.* In 1749, she
; vwltefl the port city of Le Havre,where Pompadour
Mslave = ceremonial peg ina newly Fommissioned 320-ton
p medhetselle: Gr?acux.“ And in her personal retinue,
wwrm e eld tw:g negroes,” as they were described in
These injustices might seem far removed from the world of
Wdour’tmsv:ljnlette. But in a colonial economy in which skin
colorants ed to Europe aboard the same ships that trans-
ported enslaved people across the Atlantic, the two domains were
ducmm‘yini usl.f.ltert:in“ned.And in a society that sought to rationalize
i, ek mf l ough the nascent pseudoscience of skin color,
o ty of slavery and ttge refinement of the toilette were
P::sely linked than we might think.
— :oladogr du':l not, so far as we lsnow, record any reflections
e g in writing. Our main guide to her understanding of
g mes fgom the works of art that she commissioned.
respect, it is l}elpful, by way of conclusion, to compare
s portrait with a different painting commissioned by

29. Robert Louis Stein, The
French Slave Trade in the
Eighteenth Century: An 01d
Regime Business (Madison:
University of Wisconsin
Press, 1979), 211.

the port of Le Havre in 1753
under the ownership of Jean
Féray, a well-known slave
trader. Dardel, Navires et
marchandises dans les ports
de Rouen et du Havre au xville
siécle, 527. 1t was seized

by the British Navy in 1756
on its way back to Le Havre
from Martinique during the
blockade instituted in the
course of the Seven Years'
War. The Gentleman's Magazine
26 (1756) : 452.

30. Ibid., 27.

31. Olivier Pétreé-
Grenouilleau, Les traites
négriéres: Essai d'histoire
globale (Paris: Gallimard,
2004) , 140.

32. For the first ship, see
Eric Saugera, Bordeaux, port
négrier: Chronologie, écon-
omie, idéologie, Xvile-XIXe
siécles (Biarritz: J 8D édi-
tions, 1995), 303-4, 362. The
150-ton ship was in service
by Novesber 1748. Jean Mettas,
Répertoire des expéditions
négriéres francaises au
XvIlle siécle, vol. 2 (Paris:
Société frangaise d'his-
toire d'outre-mer, 1984) , 24
The second ship, 1isted at
260 tons, was registered at

33. The ceremony was
described at the time by

the Marquis d'Argenson; see
René-Louis de Voyer. Marquis
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d'Argenson, ministre des
affaires ét rangéres sous
Louis XV, vol 3 (1857), 288
Edouard Delobet te has identi-
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records of the Archives
aaoartmnuln de Seine-
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Féray; see Edovard Delobe
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48 (3) (1998): 294n107
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Pompadour, one that deals more explicitly with the place of skin
color in global commerce (Fig. 5). ¢

Painted in 1755 by Carle Vanloo. it depicts Pompadour in the
guise of a sultana in a Middle Eastern harem,attended b:\' a Bl{’d‘
woman.™ The painting was exhibited at the Salon the following
year under the title A Sultana Taking Coffee Presented to Hcr_b_\ a
Negress.*® Viewers immediately recognized that the “sultana”was
meant to represent Pompadour.”’



The conceit was a familiar one. In the preceding decades, it
had become fashionable for European women to commission por
traits of themselves dressed d la Turque,often appearing alongside
people of color who attend to their needs. The key elements of the
genre were established by such well-known examples as Jean-Marc
Nattier's Mademoiselle de Clermont en Sultane (Mademoiselle de
Clermont as a Sultana; Fig.6),in which dark-skinned figures duti-

fully serve their white mistress, gazing upon her with adoration.
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Various commodities, from pearls to textiles, function as ana-
logues to the white woman'’s skin, highlighting whiteness as a
defining quality of beauty.

Vanloo’s portrait of Pompadour compresses these metaphors
into a single object: the coffee cup that passes between the wom-
en’s hands. But here the metaphor carries a complex message.
The painting invites us not only to connect the white ceramic cup
with Pompadour’s porcelain skin, but also to link the attendant’s
complexion with the black beverage that she serves. The analogy
goes deeper than a simple visual comparison. Coffee,a newly fash-
ionable luxury good harvested by enslaved people in European
colonies, points both to the Black woman’s skin color and to her
transformation into a commodity traded across oceans.*® White
ceramic,too,carries a layered meaning in this context, Pompadour
being an instrumental sponsor of French porcelain production.*
Taken together, the analogies force us to consider both women—
and skin colors—as products of commerce. There is no question,
of course, that the painting positions the Black woman as subser-
vient to Pompadour, doing little to challenge the hierarchies of
skin color that Europeans were constructing at this time. But it
also calls attention to the way these hierarchies were determined
by commercial interests, how perceptions of bodily difference
were conditioned by markets as much as they were determined
by nature.

[tis in this commercial understanding of skin that the harem
scene sheds light on Boucher’s portrait of Pompadour. Both paint-
ings show an awareness of how complexion was being redefined

Review (9) (Biovenr S0k} through the logic of commerce—the way skin could be manufac-
sy M tured, packaged, and sold. During a period when Enlightenment
uirieile Sester's saoes naturalists and anatomists were searching for physiological expla-

e nations to bolster theories of racial difference, the paintings that
Craeiat a2ty Pompadour commissioned presented skin through an alterna-
time, see especially Curran

e dnramy beciatly corran. - tive lens.*® The makeup that she applies to her face at her toilette,
i e like the ceramic cup she holds in her hand in the harem, reminds
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us that her whiteness is not a privilege accorded by nature, but a
quality that is culturally produced, purchased, and staged.

Boucher’s portrait has been celebrated as a canny perfor-
mance of identity,a bold assertion of female autonomy and social
mobility. A more global understanding of the portrait makes clear
that its performative dimensions go deeper. In the theater of the
toilette, Pompadour poses herself at the intersection of gender,
class,and emergent racial identities. Each facet of her persona
implies its own narrative, from female empowerment to colo-
nial exploitation. But these stories are not mutually exclusive. In
painting herself pink, Pompadour demonstrated that she could
ably perform more roles than one.

Oliver Wunsch is assistant professor of art history at Boston College;
he served as the Maher Curatorial Fellow of American Art at the
Harvard Art Museums in 2018-19.




